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BY THE CALLING OF THE WHAUPS




BY JOHN IRVING Clarke




If you conspire with the devil himself, then all you can do afterwards is run. These were the words that pounded through my head. Run, run, run. And that’s what I’d do. I’d leave Black Scaur Farm, take Bess, and with the darkness before dawn masking our flight, together we’d cross the border into England.

It would’ve been too easy to track me to Edinburgh, it had to be England, but not Newcastle where an English army was stationed. Where then? The pale disc moon which now dragged me to and fro, was leading me to Carlisle, where the Jacobites, if not my conscience, could be given the slip.

Bess was a good horse, she would be my only company for a full day’s ride across a land still shrouded in lawlessness, a land which held portents around every corner. Unseen dogs barked at our approach, whaups skittered across fields trilling their ridicule before stopping to point their long, curved beaks in accusation. In the high trees, hoodies croaked out a list of charges to be laid against me: embezzler, horse thief and worse, charges which could lead to the end of a rope. Incrimination hung in the air, the long road lay ahead and the sky darkened. 

Early year snow had turned to dirty slush and Carlisle was a forlorn city. Fear hung like the grey smoke over the rooftops. For all my planning, the Jacobites, daunting Highlanders who were commandeering more by their reputation than action, had arrived and taken over without any opposition. Tales of their un-Christian deeds were said to infect the teller but not being able to speak from any peak of virtue anyway, my silence was assured. Bess took me up the city gate with a slow tread. 

“Are you looking to serve?” 

An ill-dressed sentry had stepped forward from a huddle of bored looking men. I barely understood what he said but I had no wish to prolong our conversation. “I have business at the castle.”

In truth, I had little desire to go the castle, it had the most dismal appearance of this God-forsaken city, but I was banking on the castle having stables and horses and somewhere I could find shelter and rest for Bess. But now the other men were picking up their slovenly postures, gathering like hungry dogs at the prospect of food.

“And what business would that be?”

“The business to which I have to attend.”

“And our business is to keep an eye open for spies.” He turned and smirked to his mates. “Are you a spy? Are you armed?”

“I’m not a spy.” I could be adamant in my denial on that score, but I carried my dirk in amongst the pleats of my plaid. 

“Get down off the horse. We need to do a search.”

The men were closing in now, sensing at least a bit of late in the day fun but I could not consent to a search.

“I shall do no such thing.” 

“Well, in that case we’ll have to get you down.”

I tugged sharply on Bess’s reins and made her rear. The men retreated but it only bought me a little time as they circled again keeping a wary eye on Bess’s hooves. Their ill-assortment of weapons was raised and the leading man made a grab for Bess’s halter. I leaned forward and swung as forceful a blow as I could muster, a wild swipe which missed its target. Unbalanced, I had no defence against a great clout which struck me on the shoulder from my blind side and dumped me on the slush-covered stone kerb. I gasped with the impact of landing but I knew I had to regain my feet quickly despite the pain that racked my ribcage. But my chief adversary pinned me back down on the kerb, his stinking breath reeking over my face. I was surely lost, for in that moment he knew. Confusion turned to realisation as the truth dawned and he was about to announce it to everyone else.

“Hey!”

But he could say no more. 

“What is the meaning of this?” The sudden shout took us all by surprise. Without any of us noticing, a gentleman had appeared from the city side of the gate. “This is an outrage, and no way to treat a guest of mine!” And his next words brought about immediate compliance. “If I have a mind to tell the Duke of Perth, or indeed the Prince himself, you will have to bear the burden of these actions.”

I rose to my feet reaching painfully for Bess’s reins but I knew that the well-dressed gentleman who had arrived out of nowhere, summoning indignation on my behalf, had been my saviour. The men slunk back against the wall of the gateway fearful of what they had brought upon themselves but the gentleman was now more concerned about my welfare. He offered his arm to me for assistance and together we led Bess to an inglorious entry into the city.

Having restored some order to myself and settled down Bess, I was obliged to tell my story, although it was a neatly filleted tale that I told. My gentleman saviour listened with intent and not a little amusement. There I was looking for stabling for Bess and a place to work when everyone else had long since fled.

 “But I can see that you’re good with horses. Get yourself along to Highmore House. It’s kept by Mr Highmore himself. He won’t see you this late in the day, but go to the stables and ask for Thomas. He’s a good lad, not much older than yourself, I’m thinking, but he’ll look after you. Take good care to tell him that you arrive with my recommendation: Dr James Stratton.”

“Now then, Joe. So, you think you can deal with horses eh? And Dr Stratton gives you a recommendation?” Thomas looked at me as though doubtful. “Well I reckon that’s good enough for me.” I knew I should have been grateful but I also knew he was still sizing me up. “There’s not much meat on those bones though, is there?”

“I’m planning to lead the horses, not carry them.”

“That so? Well, I tell you what, there’s a spare stall for your horse, settle her down and give her some feed, then report back here. There’s a couple of horses I want you to look at.”

He was sizing me up and he was about to test me out. I’d spent most of the day riding, I’d had an encounter with some unruly Jacobites on sentry duty, I ached everywhere and I was done in for the day, but if Thomas Graham wanted to test me, then so be it. He had a lively air about him, a likeability, and he strode around those stables with the confidence of a man who knew his place. His business was horses and that suited me, let him test me as much as he wanted, I would meet any such challenge.

When I reported back to him, I knew he’d been watching me all along, unsaddling Bess, brushing her down, placing a blanket over her and then supplying the water and feed she’d earned that day. “Well done, Bess. Well done. You’ve done us both proud today.”

The two horses he wanted me to see were in a separate stable. He led me into the darkened stalls and pointed them out. One was a magnificent grey, although some would describe her as white, and the other was a skittish dun.

“So, what do you reckon to these two, Joe?”

They were both impressive animals although totally opposed in temperament.

“Let them out, can you? Walk the grey around the yard.”

If Thomas thought I was being a little forward, he didn’t object. He untied the horse and led her out of the stall, walked her around the yard two or three times and then returned her to the stall.

“And now the dun.”

“Oh no, I’ve taken my turn. You lead her.”

This then, was the challenge being laid down. Before I got anywhere near to untying her, she was whinnying and stamping. She was trying to lay down the law. I edged myself as far to the front of the stall as possible and approached her face on. I was in no hurry; I could take as long as she wanted.

“Now, what’s the problem, eh? What’s the problem?”

I talked softly to her, reaching up and brushing my hand down her nose. These were unsettling times and the horse had sensed it. It was time to talk and reassure.

“What a fine horse you are.” I continued to stroke her nose and lead her out of the stall into the yard where she showed just how fine she was as I walked her around the farthest edges of the yard. As for Thomas’ challenge, I reckon I met it well enough.

“Well done, Joe. She can be a right handful and you made it look easy.”

“They’re both fine horses. Whose are they?”

“You don’t know?” He laughed at me. “We are entertaining some fine guests. These horses belong to Prince Charles himself.”

It was true, I knew very little but I didn’t want to confess my ignorance. I let Thomas tell me more about Prince Charles and his army. They were marching to London. They’d pulled a fast one over the King’s army which was stuck in Newcastle, unable to cross the country because of the ice and snow. They were marching to London because the Prince was going to claim the crown for his father – the rightful king.

“I don’t know how much longer they’ll stay. It’s our job to look after the horses, so what d’yer reckon?”

“They’re both fine horses,” I knew I was repeating myself but I was much happier talking about horses than marching on London. “The dun needs a lot of attention. Let her see who cleans out her stall and provides her feed. Talk to her while she’s being brushed. She’s strong, very strong, but she’ll soon respond and serve her master well.”

“And the grey?”

“Another fine horse, but she’s exhausted and she’s carrying her back leg a little. Go easy on her for as many days as you’ve got. Give her regular but small feeds. Walking around the yard will be sufficient exercise.”

“Well, Joe, you know your horses.”

If I thought we were finished for the day, I was wrong. We did all manner of sweeping and clearing, we tidied and organised tackle and long after the lamps in the stables had been lit, we worked to produce the finest yard in all England. We didn’t stop until Thomas sensed it was time and a boy from the kitchen brought us some mutton pie and a hunk of bread. It was the most welcome supper I’d had in days.

“We’ll be getting some hot water tonight.” Thomas was finishing his pie. “We need a good wash after all of this. We’ve got blankets, we’ll bed down over there.”

It would be warm enough and comfortable in the stables, I had no doubt of that, but I would just have to plead exhaustion myself and retire immediately.

For once, I didn’t need to pretend. My whole body ached; my shoulder and hip were constant reminders of the welcome I had received in Carlisle. But as I crawled under my blanket, I realised how Thomas had added sweetness to my bitter reception. He was keen to show off his position as chief stable hand but he was generous in his acknowledgement of my contribution. He was building up both of us.

“A fine afternoon’s work, Joe. The pair of us, a fine piece of work.” And what’s more, I glowed in his praise.

The water arrived in a relay of pails and it was poured into a half barrel. Thomas slipped out of his woollen jacket and breeches and his slender, white body and limber legs shone in the flickering dark of the stable. He cupped his hands together to dowse himself with the water then ducked his head in the barrel and pulled it out again making a great splash. Despite myself, I watched the rivulets of water run down his neck and spine to the hollow of his back and buttocks. In and out of the shadows, his muscular body was occasionally glimpsed like a salmon forging through spray. He began pummelling himself with a woollen cloth and I turned over in my newly-made bed space and looked away before he finished this vigorous assault on his own body. I knew that Thomas had laid out his blankets on the straw next to mine and as soon as he had completed his wash and nipped the wicks in the lamps in the stable, he would be climbing into his bed no more than an arm’s length from me.

I heard him pick his way around the stall we had adopted and felt the movement as he lay down and settled. There was a long period of deep breathing in the darkness until he broke the silence.

“Joe, are you still awake?” I didn’t answer and didn’t know why not. “Joe, Mr Highmore pays me and gives me my keep. I’m in charge of the horses here. What I say goes…” and then he paused as though he hadn’t worked out what he was going to say next, “…and now you’ve arrived. We need your help. But it’s my word that holds.” Still not knowing what to say, I didn’t answer and eventually he continued, “But I’ve a feeling that we shall be friends…great friends…and you should call me Tom.”

I tried to control my breathing. I couldn’t speak now because I knew that whatever it was that Tom was feeling, I felt it too. But what that meant for both of us, I could not say.

For the next two days we worked hard, rising before dawn and seeing to every task. Often, we worked together, sometimes we worked apart, but as often as I dared, I stole a look at Tom, commanding amongst the horses yet speaking softly, showing them the respect, they deserved. How I admired his authority and balance and how I wanted to confide in him. When the meals arrived from Mr Highmore’s fine kitchen, we would sit together and tear up chunks of bread. Between mouthfuls, Tom would praise me and then tease me.

“More splendid work from you Joe. I reckon you were born to be a stableman. You don’t say a lot though, do you? I also reckon you’ve got a story to tell. Get some of this bread inside you though, and this cheese. We have to build you up. Stables are no place for la’al sparrers.” His eyes shone as he looked to me for a response but I couldn’t find the words. How could I tell him that these were days I would never forget?

Nor would I forget how they came to an end. We were sweeping out the stables when a small company of men arrived at the doorway. That I was aware of him before I saw or heard him, says much about the man; the gentleman who stood right at the centre of the group. He looked like no other man I had ever seen, strikingly handsome, his very air demanded all attention. He wore a blue bonnet and a tartan plaid with a broad belt over his left shoulder ornamented with a rosette. He had a star on his left breast and his hair was secured with a ribbon. I knew well enough who this man was and understood why many women were reported to be in thrall to Prince Charles. The men around him too, paid great attention to every word he said.

“We must issue an immediate order: do not eat the babies of the local people.”

It brought a round of laughter from the men. The locals’ fear of the barbaric Highlanders was not well-founded. The courtesy of the rebels had been exemplified by their leader and, as he spoke again, it was obvious that the French inflection to his voice only added more to his appeal.

“Now, where are these stable hands who have done such sterling work with our horses?”

“Sir?” Tom stepped forward.

“Thomas, is it not?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“We are well pleased. Do not think your work will go unrewarded.”

“Thank you, Sir. If I may say so, sir, I have not worked alone. I have received considerable assistance from Joseph.”

I had sought to stay in the shadows during this meeting but I was alarmed now to be pushed forward.

“And this, I take it, is Joseph.” I half expected the usual comment about my lack of size, some disbelief about my ability to work amongst these magnificent creatures, but the Prince had more serious intent. “Joseph, reports of your work travel before you and now we are here to take your advice.”

For the first time I looked in earnest at the men surrounding the Prince and noticed that Dr Stratton was among their number and I was gratified by his wink and nod of encouragement.

“We march tomorrow,” the Prince continued, “and I need advice on which of my horses to ride. What do you say, Joseph, the grey or the dun?”

If I had been fearful in the presence of the Prince and these men, such fear was allayed now. If he wanted to talk about horses then I was perfectly content.

“Sir, the grey is a strong horse, solid and reliable. The dun has more spirit but both will serve you well.”

“But your final answer, Joseph. Not even my most devoted followers will believe that I can ride two horses at once.” This drew muted laughter from the men which was soon halted because the Prince sought a straight response. “So, for spirit, I should take the dun?”

“No, sir.” There was no chance of any laughter now. I had just contradicted the Prince and the recent favour I had won now stood to be lost. “Sir, I don’t believe that either horse will let you down but your choice should be to ride the grey.”

“The grey?”

“There is nothing to choose between these two horses now but their appearance. We know this horse to be grey but in the popular telling of your story you will be the Prince who rode a white horse.”

The sudden silence which fell over the stable suggested that my gift for impertinence had resurfaced. The Prince stepped forward and placed both of his hands on my shoulders.

“Wisdom beyond your years.” He stroked my cheek. “Seventeen, they tell me, and not yet shaving. Joseph, what do you say to riding with us to London tomorrow? Take charge of my horses and I will pay you well.”

I hesitated and my hesitation was obvious. March to London alongside the Prince, stay here in Carlisle where I had found a happiness I had never experienced before or answer the call to return to Black Scaur Farm? I was being presented with a crossroads between desire and duty.

“Are you with us Joseph? Are you a supporter of the cause?”

The silence concentrated upon me. The Prince whose command should not be resisted, his chief advisers ready to jump as ordered, and Tom, wonderful, wonderful, Tom, all waited for my answer. I had to speak.

“I must thank you for your offer Sir, it is not a position I had ever dreamed of, but I must respectfully decline. I support anyone doing the right thing by their father and it is that which calls me back to Scotland.”

No-one spoke or moved before the Prince’s reaction. He tightened his grip around my shoulders and any levity now dropped from his voice, “A sound answer but one I regret. Go well, Joseph, go well. You have our thanks for your service.”

He’d understood all too well the importance of appearances. The Prince on a white horse would enhance his story, but I could no longer live with the deception I’d created. It would be three years yet until I reached seventeen, and no, I was not shaving, but I was binding myself, and for these last six months, I had been bleeding.

Just as surely as the Prince’s lay in London, my destiny and any redemption I could salvage was held in Black Scaur Farm. He sought justice for his father, I had to make my peace with the dreadful events of that night when I’d lain awake through the long hours.

That night when I’d lain awake listening to the grunting and snoring until I knew it was time. It had been another night of degradation and I’d lain awake calculating the hours until dawn. A tortuous night but eventually, I convinced myself that it was time.

I edged myself out of the bed away from the deep rattling and muttering. Every disturbance urged further caution on my part. He must not wake now.

I could dress in the dark, I had done it many times, fastening my shirt at the neck and cuffs. I was going to need my belted plaid for warmth and I could hide beneath its pleats. I was silent, moving with stealth among the shadows. I checked the bag on my belt which held the small amount of money I had gleaned and the length of woollen cloth I would need. But I could go no further without a flicker of light. I slipped across to the fireplace and blew on the ash, and then blew again to nurture a glow. There, just the merest inkling and that was enough to trail in a taper and let it catch. Better, much better. I could now be certain about where I was going and what I was doing. I stepped back towards the bed and the outlined figure of the grunting beast. I felt for my dirk. Now, now was the time to act. But my feet would move no further and my nerve was failing. With a taper in one hand and a dirk in the other I stood hesitating over the heaving mound. The body before me gave a sudden roar and heaved itself into a new position. He was waking surely, and I was undone. But no, he lurched back towards a deeper sleep and I regained my breath. His new position, lying on his back with throat vibrating had made my task easier. I had to move now, I had to act so I stepped forward further still and drew back the woollen blanket revealing the coarse beard, the thick, pulsing neck and the barrelled chest, rising and falling in great respirations. I placed the point of my dirk on his shirt feeling for a gap between his ribs. There, that was the very spot. My dirk was at the ready and as both of our souls teetered over the abyss, his eyelids opened and he fixed his eyes on mine.

That moment of dull incomprehension between sleep and waking. What? Why? I could delay no longer, panic propelled me and I thrust the dirk in between the ribs, deep into his heart, and like an old boar being stuck, he made one more grunt and then gave up the unequal struggle between life and death. The desperate wheezing ceased and his last grasp lessened. I stood waiting until I was sure, then pulled out the dirk, sliding it out of the black gore that had pooled over his shirt and bedclothes. Then I stepped back and stared at the sight which would haunt all my living days and choke my uttered prayer of penance: Father, forgive me.








I SEE YOU... I HEAR YOU




BY SHAWN FRAZIER




March 10




Today I saw a for-sale sign in front of the plantation. I still had no idea who owned the place now, but it was just as I heard of it: the gothic architecture, the lush fields, the veil of bloodwood trees surrounding it atop that hill. Meant to guard this precious jewel against outsiders. Yellow daffodils and tall Blood Wood trees made this a place home. I came here to forget. Start over. Escape my failure to prosecute Bryce, who has since broken free from his psychiatric ward.




June 1




This morning I gazed through the quatrefoil windows at my gardens of tall trees where apples hung on arm-bent branches, and I listened to the robins whistling on the blood woods with full, rich tweets. I never imagined returning here, let alone buying the place and living in it. 

Later, in the parlor, I looked at the portrait I disliked of the previous owner Daniel Adams, dressed in his medallioned uniform. The slaver and his wife were seated on a velvet cushioned couch. Before I settled in this fully furnished estate, Daniel smiled proudly. After I settled in, the smile formed into a tight-lipped mouth, with beaming red eyes, just like Bryce. When I removed the portrait, I found a door that led to a hidden chamber. 

As I beamed my flashlight into the darkness, the long staircase creaked beneath my feet. Dust billowed at the bottom, and a musty, lingering odor of dead plants hit me in the face. I felt a breeze, but there were no windows. I must have been the first to enter this chamber in years. Cobwebs covered what I first thought was furniture. I soon realized it was a clothed skeletal body lying on a mattress in a mass of yellow hair. The mouth was wide open as if they had endured torture. I coughed and saw a machete, its point smothered in dry blood. I swung the flashlight on the ceiling and saw instruments of torture hanging there. On a table beside the bed, a journal was left open. I brushed away the cobwebs with a gloved hand and saw Daniel's name. 

Above the table were sketches of Black women. I was reminded of when I toured New Orleans and learned how Madame Delphine LaLaurie tortured her slaves. Yet this victim was no slave—she had worn a voluminous dress with one of those cage hoop skirts. 

I heard movement inside the mattress and shined my flashlight toward it. Squeaking, scratching rats scuttered in and out of a hole in the soiled bed. I took the diary from the table and ran back up the stairs as fast as I could without falling, afraid the door would close and trap me there. I was still gasping as I nailed the door shut. 

After I read the journal, I tore out one entry. We must raise a society where these things won't occur. I burned the rest of the book and Daniel Adams' portrait. As the flames ate away the pages of savagery and the history of Daniel, I hoped that the past would not return. 




June 8




A mule came to my porch tonight. Funny…beneath my feet, I felt Cotton bolls grow out of the porch boards. I stared at it, perplexed. I thought it was hungry, so I brought it water and pulled a handful of turnips from the garden. After it ate, it spoke. I know that isn't possible, but it did. 

It said, "Do not disturb the grave behind this house," It trotted away, leaving me dazed. 




June 12




This morning, I awoke to the sound of far-away church bells clanging. 

I fell ill. Or low in spirit. The warm sun rejuvenated my soul as I inspected my yard. A cold chill bit my skin despite the glow and warmth of the sunlight. Was this a sign that Bryce is coming to find me? The flowers had withered away, and their petals turned brown and crumpled. I just watered the garden yesterday, but that had turned dry, just like the vegetables in the orchid. The leaves of the turnips had turned to ash when before they were green, firm. Spotless, but now had lesions on the foliage that are dry and brown. The ground lost most of its moisture. I began to sprinkle water on the crops, but the water did little to help.

 

June 13




I saw someone I didn't recognize in the bathroom mirror—puffy eyes staring at me from the reflection. Fine lines smeared my chestnut brown skin, which was pale and lackluster. I cleaned my face to restore the glow. 

I went for a drive into the city. I needed a dirty-talking, sweaty session in the sheets and the comfort it would give me. The kind Eric would have given me if he were still alive. But, of course, I know this comfort is just an illusion. So another way to escape is to avoid thinking about my pain and insecurity. But I want it all the same.

Throngs of people filled the gay bar. I wasn't expecting that in this part of the country. There are nights when I've tried to take a trick home, and they refused to go to the plantation. Instead, they spoke of the mysterious death of its owner and how his wife vanished from the farm. But this night, I got lucky. I saw the most gorgeous person in the world, and they were happy to go home with me.

Unfortunately, it ended up just another notch in my belt. Endless nights of sex couldn't remove the terror I felt. In fact, I felt even worse this time. Looking at the trick the morning after nauseated me and made my skin crawl. Later I felt so desperate for my fix that I called an ex, knowing that'll bring all kinds of complications I didn't want.




June 13




I felt the chill of an icy breeze, and I knew he was coming. So, I bought a rifle, rope, and a gallon of kerosene. First, I'll shoot him in his feet and tie him up when he comes. Then I'll sprinkle oil on his face and light it. Imagining the fire eating his skin as he screams for mercy fuels my soul with joy. 




June 14

My cousin laughed when she heard I owned this place now. But hearing her stories made me feel an even stronger bond with this place and my kin, even though I had never met them. She shared with me what my ancestors did when they were slaves here. One of them was a woman named Sofi. Apparently, she lived here for not even a few hours. She's the reason the slaves rebelled and fled the plantation.

Later, after she left, I went to the back of the house, where I knew there were cabins but never bothered to inspect them. The cabins were among overgrown bushes, which I had overlooked. The soil here was moist and the foliage robust. Iron nails sticking out from the age-worn boards. As I began to push away the grass, I found a grave at the door of one cabin. Dirt was piled high with a rectangular tombstone made of granite and bronze. On the thin flat rock, it read Daniel Adams--Born: 1779– Died: 1831. 

I stood over the grave and pulled down my pants to piss.

I thought of a very revealing entry in Daniel's diary: 

	Today, a new property is being sent for me to prepare for life on my plantation. How common is it for slaves to leave their owners and have been caught, returned, and whipped for disobedience; this Sofi is to be blamed for the slaves who fled their masters. Before I signed the deed, the messenger warned me of her; I felt honored that she would be given to me, for all know how I can tame a wild beast. Sofi will learn, as will the others, of my ways of civilizing them, and she will submit to the rules I have had here since my grandfather ruled this field. Many slave owners have come to fear Sofi. Therefore, they sought my help in teaching her to submit to authority. They claimed she was a Sorceress, which I found foolish. When she was placed in another field to work, her owner and his family felt ill and incapacitated. Others have even mentioned her power over her owner and the influence she had on slaves. Since I'm known to control my property, they gave her away without a cent for me to pay. This bed chamber will be used to train her to never disobey; she will be forced to understand the full force of power I wield here. She is to be brought to the cabin and prepared. When I am ready, I will take her to this basement and begin my lessons of order and how to please and worship me as if I were her lord and Savior. 

The earlier entries showed Daniel's delight at "civilizing" his slaves with brutal and savage tactics. After this entry, the rest of the book was blank and gave no indication of what happened once she came. 




June 15 (Morning)




The mule returned. I brought it water and hay. After it ate, it said, "He is angry, now, Toby. I told you not to mess with that grave." Then, the mule's voice changed into a southern drawl and spoke words that I heard my folks say to me. "Now, get what you get, and don't be upset."

"What is your name?" I asked.

"Sofi." I shook my head and couldn't believe what I heard the mule say. How? Why? 

"Sofi…" I repeated.

"Yes. And you have a hard head just like your father. I told you to stay out of that grave. So why do you piss on it? Now, Daniel woke up and is mad."

"What can I do then?"
	No…You need to first feel what you didn't hear me say. Then, I might come and help you later if you're alive." Sofi trotted off. I dare not go to her. She cut these mean eyes at me, saying now see what I did. 




June 18 (Evening)

Lately, my sleep has been filled with Sofi… 

I began to think of what happened here to the women in this lavish home. How I lie in the same bedroom where my ancestors were forced to. Once, I felt someone enter my ass. I kept waking up in a sweat and gasping. 

I found blood on the crotch of my underwear. 




June 19




I wonder if I should remove the cabins. I wonder who slept there. Did they share a bed? Or sleep on the bare floor? Thinking of how my kin lived infuriates me. 




June 20




After much thought, I've decided to tear down the cabins. 




June 21

There will be celebrations of the Emancipation of slaves in town, but how could I enjoy it? I felt like slavery never ended when I saw the cabins behind my home.

 

June 22 (Morning)




I had a construction company come by to take down the cabins, but they refused when they saw what I wanted. They said it's a "sacred area" and asked why I didn't know the history. 

Agitated, I took the dropped sledgehammer beside the workman's foot. I proceeded to smash the walls myself, and robins flew away haphazardly. Lightning flashed. A crack of thunder bellowed. The air turned foggy and cold. The clouds formed an image of a face where raindrops fell from its eyes. 

Sofi came out of one cabin and stared at me with these eyes that said, "Don't you dare touch this home."

When they saw Sofi, the crew nearly ran out of their blue jumpsuits and black boots. They took off and even left their van behind. I went inside the cabin and found Sofi had disappeared. Then in the sunlight shining through the roof, I made out an image that had been sketched in chalk on the ceiling: a boat sailing to Africa. As I stood and stared in amazement, I leaned on a board, and a white raggedy doll of a man fell out. Pins were stuck into the crotch. 




June 23 (Evening)




Rather than robins tweeting, crows sat in the trees, cawing harshly. A short pot-bellied man was wandering in my fields. Is this Bryce? Did he find me here? This trespasser wore a wide-brim hat and overalls with boots caked in dirt. From my upstairs window, I yelled at him to leave. Instead, he leaned on a bloodwood tree and licked the red sap. It seemed impossible, but I could swear he had the same tight-lipped mouth and beady eyes as Daniel. I held up my rifle and told him he was trespassing. The expression on his wrinkled face would make angels howl. 

This ghost-faced man stuck his nose in the air and stared at me contemptuously with a mocking smile. He sneered when I approached with my rifle. He curled his upper lip and his eyebrows arched. Veins pulsed on his arms, neck, and temple, practically glowing in the dark. In the light of the full moon, I spotted blood dripping from his crotch.

He said, "Get out of my house," and I froze. I fired the rifle in the air, but it didn't startle him a bit. He continued crossing through the fields. He knelt, pulled a leaf of turnips, and chewed it. Then he spat on the ground. 

I fired into his chest, but the bullet passed right through. The intruder turned and walked away as echoes of his laugh rang like church bells. 

I stayed planted as the turnips. Confused. Then, as the sun rose in the sky, I stirred from my stupor and returned home. I locked and closed all the windows and doors. I contacted friends who think I'm deranged. They worry I can't get Bryce off my mind, but I tell them they're wrong. It's Daniel. 




June 24




I notified the authorities. 

Six hours passed, and it was night again when the officer arrived. After an hour of describing what had happened, he asked me if I had been drinking. I fumed and asked if he would inspect the property to see if the intruder was still around. The officer surveyed the house's exterior and reluctantly walked through the orchards. When he returned, he said in a sarcastic tone, "If he comes around again, just tell him he ain't welcome. You need to water this field. Plants are withering" Then, as the fucker opened the car door, he turned around and said, "I heard you're one of the Porter kin that lived over on Lincoln Street." He chewed and popped gum in his dumb mouth. "How could you ever afford to live here?" It took everything in me to contain my rage. 

I told him, "My great-grandmother. You may have heard the stories about what she can do. It was because of her conjuring that I can afford this land." His face became red as an apple. His body shook. The car keys fell out of his hand. He fumbled to retrieve them, and after he got in his car, he drove off so fast that the dirt rose and blanketed my home in a cloud of dust. Inwardly, I laughed.

After that, I knew I would never be able to call for help here again. 




June 25 (Morning)




I placed a no trespassing sign on the lawn, and when I returned home from another night of debauchery, it had been defaced with the words, "You Will Suffer." I couldn't help to resolve draped in a white sheet on a tree's branches. My bed sheets. Did I bring it out here? No, why would I do such a foolish thing? As I took it down, I spotted a noose hanging on a branch. 




June 30




Bryce is still nowhere to be found. He evades justice just like Daniel. My years as an attorney could do nothing to bring justice. 




July 4




While fireworks were going off in town, I stayed home. This day is one my folks would never celebrate. 




July 6




I can't eat. The doctor thinks this is all in my head, anxiety caused by living alone. "That can send you to an Alice in Wonderland world," he said. 




July 10 (Morning)




I have blisters on my fingers and a welt on my back. I'm not sure how it got there, but I've got this inclination that Daniel did it. Last night, I dreamt of someone lashing me while in bed, yelling at me to work on the forty acres I own. 




July 10 (Evening)




A pair of shackles I saw in the basement just appeared on my pillowcase. Didn't I? Didn't I remove, clean, and seal the door, so no one would ever go inside? Painted the door red so its color would blend with the house. Finally, I laid the chains in a box as evidence that Daniel had come. 




July 16




I've not seen the Sofi come in days, and I wish to ask what is happening. And how I can make this end. 




July 19




Daniel is angry because I own this estate. I won't leave. This belongs to me to do what I want. I wouldn't let the time he lived shape how I exist today. 




July 23




I visited my old home I still owned on Lincoln Avenue. To gather salt out of my grandmother's attic. 

I sprinkled a line of it on my windows and doors and in front of all the entry points. Then I bathed with it to get an extra aura of protection. 




July 24




Today, I went to church, hoping a sermon would cleanse my head of chatter. After service, a neighbor told me about Daniel's legend and how he was killed. One night, Daniel went to lie with a new young slave who had just come to the estate. In the morning, his body was mutilated. Rather than bury him at his family mortuary, they laid him to rest by the cabins, where he went so often at night. 

Daniel's wife was never found.




July 25




I realize now that if I'm to get to Daniel, he needs to be able to enter the house. So, I cleaned away all the salt and waited with the front door open. 




July 26




Last night, I saw him (Daniel) sitting in a chair in front of my bed. 

"Lay with your face down. I don't want to look at you when I climb on top of you. I like it that way. Always have." He stood up, I charged toward him, and the table fell. He left. I went outside, and the Sofi stood there with a gasoline-filled bucket. It hee-hawed and said, "Burn the place down, Toby." 

I couldn't imagine destroying my new home. Then as if reading my mind, Sofi said, "Long as Daniel is here, you are in danger." She trotted away towards the cabin, swinging its tail. 

I looked down at the bucket of oil, and after an hour, I thought: a blow struck today can still hit and land in the past. 

I prepared the field by cutting down the withered vegetation. I gathered sap from the bloodwood trees and placed it in a bucket. I splattered it onto the porch steps and smeared it on the walls and windows. 

Eventually, he came, sniffing the ground and licking up the sap like a dog. As he went inside the house, I tossed a lighter at it. Within seconds it was engulfed in flame. Soon the roof caved, and the windows burst.

Sofi was unbothered by the heat and smoke. She trotted and skipped into the fire unharmed, as were the cabins unbothered by the flames. Blood red sap bubbled from the ground like boiling syrup—the trees sprinkled red juice like water from a hydrant. 

I drove from the inferno and listened to the distant voice of my ancestors, rejoicing like a heavenly choir. A flock of doves flapped their wings, making bright, sweet trills of joy as they went untouched by flames or smoke. Within three to four minutes, a green leafy garden with flowers of colors blossomed. Fond memories of spending time in my backyard as a child. With this sight and the smells unfolding off branches, the brightly colored flowers proliferated in neat rows and filled the air with sweet scents, overpowering the smell of smoke. This sight and smell made me ready to respond to new threats that waited in the future. The law can't do everything. 

As I drove off to find Bryce— I had an idea where he might be hiding. 

 The End








NUCLEAR CAKE




BY DORIAN WOLFE




Transcribed from my meeting with Peter Fitz, a survivor of the Great Sleep of 2037. I removed filler language for clarity, but otherwise attempted to preserve the rhythm of his voice. The dear man was quite excited, really, and I can’t blame him for any little (or not-so-little!) embellishments. (Boss, if there’s enough interest in first-hand accounts of the Great Sleep, maybe we can try to get rid of some of the static on the audio and publish it directly? Or bring Mr. Fitz and some of the other survivors to somewhere a little more--on-the-grid, one might say--for additional interviews.) He was almost completely deaf, which I expected, but nothing could stop his telling once he had started it.

P.S. Before he started, he offered me fresh milk from one of his ewes, which I accepted in the spirit in which it was offered. I can now say that lukewarm milk is…an abomination. He chugged it by the jugful, and credits it with bringing him (almost!) unscathed to his hundredth year. I’ll pass on such longevity, I think!

See you Monday,

Allie

#

The big ol’ monster was ready to make peace, so it said. So it said indeed, and in good English too. And we were durn well grateful at the time, what with it having stomped all over the continent by then on its great, clumsy, stinky feet, smashing down pines and oaks with less effort than a kiddie squashing a mud-mound. Not even nuclear weapons could do nothing against it, and nobody knew why. But the folks with their cameras clicking and snapping and poppin’ with little lights, that drove it to distraction, which is why it settled down in our dear little town of Never, Nowhere. Much to the satisfaction of those D.C. fat-cats, I guess.

The critter was more reasonable than monsters of the elden days, at least as stories went. After ever’thing went down, honey, I know I wasn’t the only one to wonder whether the old tales were just monster propaganda. Oh, oh, this one couldn’t be as bad, it’s not eating thirty pretty virgins a month like the stories said, was it? One a day, that would have been, with a reprieve for some poor girl on the thirty-first of those months that had thirty-one days. Well this one, it only took one once a month. That was the agreement. Agreement, my foot! 

Well, see, my daughter, she was alive then, and she was one of those pretty little virgins, all slated up for stew, or tare-tare, or whatever dinner preference it had that night.

--‘Fore I forget, lemme tell you what it looked like, all right? Well. A thousand foot high, if it was an inch, darkening the sky in front of you when it stood. Now for some reason, people tend to think it was a dragon, even with all the pitchers and videographs showing otherwise. Nope. A dragon would have made us a wee bit more comfortable. A dragon has its weak spots that everyone knows of, and even Never, Nowhere has its warriors, me not the least of ‘em! 

This one, though. Two legs, just like you and me. No wings; four arms with white white nails, and those too round and blunt to be called claws. No scales, just pure red skin (even though it was so impermable it might as well have been scales), like bright-red as a tomater ready for picking.--You’ll have seen them pitchers, honey, so you can decide for yourself if what I say is true; but what you’ll find is really true, is that sometimes, folks don’t see things until they know to look for ‘em. Bad things, good things…That’s an old man’s wisdom, and an old man’s wisdom is a good thing, though not always as good as his wife’s.--Anyhow, its face looked lil’ bit like a woman’s (though the rest of it was sexless as one of those cheap plastic model things in the old malls), if that woman was mountain-sized and had about a dozen eyes which never all blinked at once. When they did blink, they were loud, like the quick slam! of a door. The eyes on its nose were the funny ones; they hadn’t any lids and they never blinked at all, and my first wife, Margie, who was still living then, she thought they were eye spots, like some critters use to keep predators away. What kind of predators would this one have to keep away, I asked her? And she didn’t have no answer for that. I guess if there was an answer it would have scared the both of us stiff. Better she bake some fresh warm banana bread, and I eat it, than conjure up an answer to that.

--Conjuring’s the wrong word. Don’t like conjuring. Never did. Wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what brought the critter here, someone messin’ around in some dimensions or something they didn’t unnerstand. Mark my words. There’s an itty-bitty chance it wasn’t nothing magical, though. It ended up acting like a regular old beast, what with…I’ll get to that.--

Well. The critter had horns on its head and down to its shoulders, too many to count, all wiry and white, sometimes linking up with each other like teeth or braided hair and with a sound like rattling chains, sometimes all sticking up on their own. 

That was the critter. The critter that was gonna eat my daughter. And I was in a di-lemma, see? They held that lottery once a month, and all of it was fair, names out of a hat and all, with the critter itself writing down in the King’s English the names of all the girls it was willing to take; and once even the governor’s daughter got picked. It was winter, and the critter wanted a hot meal, and the governor’s daughter got cooked with a suckling pig and a mess of apples and carrots, far as we could tell. And I have to tell you, honey, that time, it smelled delicious, with all sorts of spices. So good that a lot of us couldn’t stand it, I think, thinking about that pretty little girl just smelling up the place like a hunk of meat, ‘cause there were a lot of us going out into the snow to spew our guts. 

And it wouldn’t let any of us leave, course. There wasn’t even a chance of making some rickety creaking wooden boat and hoping our way to the mainland. It saw any of us heading down to the water, it would whack us back onto the land with naught but a headache for our troubles. Planes didn’t come; you know as well as anybody, they still don’t. Probably never will.

So there was only one real way out, for most of us, see? At the beginning. The critter only wanted virgins.--Which is the first thing what makes me think this was some witch’s folly. Nothing in this world would care.--So all the parents were racing to find husbands for their girls, and in that first month alone there were ten weddings. A couple of girls were lucky, and got their mothers’ old wedding dresses; the rest were in their Sunday best. 

Who cared what the husbands looked like, if they were fat or scrawny, or if they snored like--well, I’m getting ahead of myself. Or anything else about them? So long as the girls could keep alive. There were some ladies who’d been unmarried all their lives--thirty, forty, even seventy years (and that one, she had her grandmother’s weddin’ dress in the attic, and it fit her just fine), and while enough of them jumped at a chance to have some hero save them from the stewpot, there was a few shrugged their shoulders and said, well, they’d rather be eaten than be with a man and they’d fight till the very end, who knows if they did or not though, maybe they just froze with fright. Anyway, maybe they were the ones in the right, ‘cause most of them got out alive anyway what with the Great Sleep, and the rushed weddins led to some pretty bad pairings. One of the men, he eventually turned on his girl and killed her, just put a thick knife straight through her collarbone, because she didn’t scour a scorched pan right. And scorched pans are hard to fix up, let me tell you! But that was years later.--

It was the little ones who were in real trouble. Like mine. Eight years old--couldn’t arrange a weddin’ for her at that age, and the idea alone turned my stomach. And the little babies! Now, I’m still scratchin’ my head about how the monster could keep fed for a month on a forty-year-old one-fifty pounder, and for the next on a tyke of twenty pounds or less. But that was its own business.

Well, it took ‘bout a year for my baby girl’s name to be on that critter’s grocery list. When I heard her name called, it was like my ears had busted open and curled inwards, ‘cause I couldn’t hear just about anything for oh, say, an hour after that, I guess? Couldn’t even hear my baby weeping on her mother’s lap. Other than that, though, I remember everything about that day. She ran home before me, straight to her mother, and I wanted to be by her but I couldn’t muster enough in my legs--which were strong and young enough, at the time, just felt like someone had coated them in cement--to keep up with her. I finally walked into the house and the two of them were in the corner there huddled up over each other on the big white wicker chair, and there was an apron--my Margie’s favorite--on the floor in a soft, curly pile with one of its ties trailin’, and she didn’t notice it; and the sun was shining through the roof-window, lighting up a little pile of fallen dried pasta that she’d been sweeping up. The smell of dried pasta always made my guts flip a bit; that day, it made me want to puke. After that, whenever Margie, or Lisa after her, made pasta, I left the house until it was well and cooked. But you didn’t come all the way to hear about an old man throwin’ up his guts over and over again, did you? 

That was about the only right reaction, though.

Well. In that silence I saw it was time I had to do something, see? The critter had said it wanted to make peace; if this was the best peace it could give us, it was better off dead. Turned out there were enough folks who felt likewise, they just needed someone to lead them into battle.

--Look at that, making myself sound like some sort of great hero. We knew it was suicide, going in like that. If not even nucular weapons could do a thing and it could catch any of us what even thought about stepping on a boat, what were we gonna do? Just a desperate need to do something, after a year of this madness!--Desperate, desperate, desperate and idiotic. What happened in the end was an accident, or maybe the good Lord’s mercy, more’n anything else.--

You know that old story of the stone soup? Just talk people into giving a little of this and a little of that, and soon enough you have a tasty soup with carrots and potatoes and salted meat, and a stone to crack your teeth on. Eh, or some mish-mash of weaponry, in our case. Old Mrs. Evans had a stockpile of sleeping meds--she’d been filling the prescriptions ever’ month since the 00’s, but only using a fraction of ‘em, who knows why. Some of the decades-old stuff would probably have been useless, and it even smelled stale; but we broke up all the capsules and poured out the hissing powder and made a nice big pile of it. Enough to drop an elephant in its tracks a few times over, even assuming half was dead stuff. Our only hope of getting that in was to catch it when it was preparing the rest of its ingredients, and getting it distracted and sneaking the stuff in, and somehow getting it to have a taste…Yeah, I know. Hare-brained, like everything else about our “plan.” But we were supposed to deliver my little girl to the monster that evening, so there was no time. 

Bob Smalls--his first daughter was Sarah Smalls, and she grew up to be one of the finest doctors Never, Nowhere has ever seen (and especially good with protesthic limbs), and his second daughter was Marian Smalls, and she grew up to be a baker so fine all the mainland bakeries wanted her--ah, we thought him a bit slow at the time. He insisted on trying to bargain with the critter. We kept telling him, naw, it already gave us its best offer and that was a bad one, but when that man got his mind on something…well, he brought a couple of fresh-baked angel-food cakes, and with a bucket (covered with painted patterns of watermelon) of strawberry sauce to boot, to sweeten up whatever deal he had in his shining bald head. 

We had a few guns and knives, and a ceremonial sword or two, old and decrepit as the men who carried them. As old and decrepit as I am now. And gasoline, a dented lighter…

You get the idea. Nothing breath-taking, earth-shattering. Nothing that gave us any real hope--or any fake hope either.

So fifteen of us went right out to where the critter was at, sitting with its legs folded on a patch of ground right outside the town limits, a bare brown patch that got barer and browner by the day as the critter’s arms and legs and head and backside ruffled away the little shrubs and the baby oaks that never had a chance. My daughter was due to come at dusk, so we came mid-afternoon. The drug in the bag hissed all the way, and the strawberry sauce in its bucket sloshed and sloshed. 

What a sight the mighty fifteen must have been! Like Don Coyote, from that old book. The critter looked down at us and smiled and closed all its eyes, and left the wiry horns on its head laid-down and relaxed--which was about the only right reaction. And I tell ya, the breath from between its yellowy teeth stunk almost as bad as its feet--like a rotting skunk corpse in high summer. 

“Welcome, little men,” it said, its voice all rumbly and low, shaking the ground-down ground. 

Two of us were women, but it isn’t as if any of us were about to contest the point.

“And a good day to you!” Bob Smalls shouted, setting down his plastic cake-carriers and the watermelon-painted bucket in front of him. Maybe I was the leader getting things together, but poor, good old Bob stood up for all of us and our kiddies then, in the best way he knew how. I’m not ashamed to admit that. “We thought ya might be needing a bit of sweet goodness over here! Missing out, as it were. My wife made these. Cake. Don’t know if you’ve had it before. And there’s strawberry sauce to go with. That’s how we usually eat it.”

“Hmm.” Three of its eyes blinked at us. “A grand delegation, to offer ‘sweet goodness’ to me?” 

At that point it was just being sarcastic. I’d known Bob’s was a stupid idea, see, and I was just trying to swallow some of that bile in my throat--oh, the old man puke story again, I know. The Moral of This Story being, course, that I have an unsteady stomach--so I could step forward and grab his shoulder and get along with the whole business of making sure we never saw another dawn. 

“Well, we gotta talk,” Bob yelled. “But cake first! Cake makes everything better.”

I’d put one foot forward and my hand was sneakin’ out to grab his shoulder. He moved out of my way just in time, as if he’d done it on purpose, the nutter! 

The critter was silent for a minute. Then five other eyes blinked. “Why not? A little appetizer. As you would say: a little appetizer, as it were.”

Bob chuckled and gave the critter two thumbs up. Then he pulled the top off the first cake-carrier, letting out the stink of plastic that’s been out in the sun too long, and the super-beautiful smell of fresh, fluffy angel food cake. And then at last he began to unscrew the top of the bucket. 

That’s when my brain began to work at a frantic pace. From the looks I got, some of the others were thinking the same thing.

See, we hadn’t realized the critter would be conned into eating Bob’s cake. Fact is, we were concentrating so much on our ridiculous little plans--putting the powder in the food the critter was preparing, and all that--that we didn’t think about the actual gobs and gobs of prepared food coming with us. Well, we did think of it, but just as a nuisance. There was no time to do it now, it would have to see me, it did see me--but, I tried. Even though it didn’t make no sense. But I only had time to do, not to bother thinking. No time to worry about it picking me up between two white-nailed fingers and snapping me like a dried twig. Honey, I tell ya, I grabbed that bag with that powder that smelled a mix of acrid n’ stale, and I tried to rush forward, ready to pour it all over that cake like a crust of fresh snowy sugar. 

And you know what it did? It laughed. Stinky hot breath on our faces, rumbling ground underfoot…

“Well, this is a surprise. I would have believed your folk intelligent enough to put the poison in first.” One eye blinked, and great red shoulders shrugged. “No poison can hurt me. Do you not understand what I am?”

And Bob turned around and looked at the rest of us, like, “See?” And if I coulda sent a message right back to Bob through my eyes, I would’ve said, “Well, we all knew none of this was going to work.” And we did know it; we knew he was wasting two of his wife’s good cakes. He knew it too; that’s what he told me later. Oh, and I know it’s strange, I should have been thinking about my baby girl, but I had a sudden hankering to get hold of some of that cake myself. Last meal, even prisoners used to get that. Now that I am ashamed to admit to; but the truth’s got to be told by us that remember. Oh, and we never did find out what exactly the critter was. There’s folks that has theories, but that’s all they are. Theories, and often from youngsters with their head so up in the clouds that it’s a wonder their feet don’t stumble more. 

Bob finished unscrewing the lid of the watermelon-covered and strawberry-filled bucket. The stench of the monster’s breath had wafted away for the moment, and those strawberries? Why, they made the air summer again, real summer, when all was right.

There was nothing right about the way Bob’s suddenly-unsteady hand held the bucket high up to pour a coat of that glistening beauty on the first cake. A few mushy strawberries clustered in a mound atop the cake, and others just plopped and slid down the sides.

Then Bob picked up the cake, holding the edge of the cake-carrier bottom with both of his hands. Strawberries kept on slidin’ down, the liquid drooling along his hands and his wrists and into the curve of his elbows, staining his shirtsleeves with big splotches. It was as if his arms were already smeared in blood. 

The monster crouched down further, near as flexible as a wriggling worm after a spring rainstorm, until its mouth was level with Bob’s hands. It stuck out its long, thick, pale tongue to lap up the cake.

Then that tongue touched the cake. And the world changed again.

The monster’s head jerked, snapped up with a crack like a rifle shot, and as that tongue flicked back in again it plumb knocked Bob over. He bowled back into the rest of us and we all tumbled down like a house of cards. Bob, though, he was the only one who really got hurt. That tongue must have been rough as a cat’s, and many hundreds of times larger, because it not only licked away the cake but good chunks of his arms. But we barely noticed that, let alone our own bumps, bruises, and broken bones. 

--Hang on, honey, ‘cause this is the part of the story you’ve been waiting for.

The monster crashed back down all limp, right to the ground it had despoiled, and all of its eyes, the real ones, were closed. Then it began snoring. The snores were soft, like the purring of a large cat.

All right then. It was asleep, it was conked out, time to grab our girls and run before something could wake it. 

But we were shook up--well, even more than that, just plumb confused. This sort of end to the business, it made no sense at all. It would be like a car that was speeding toward you, see, all ready to crush your bones, and then it just folds in on itself until it becomes as little and light as a broken soda can.

I don’t know how long we lay there in a tangle, just…not believing. Waiting for the traffic light of reality to go green. Then Lisa (she was Lisa Hawke, back in those days) pushed herself up, and she looked so pale. And then the rest of us staggered up, those of us that could; I only had a few scrapes, but as I said, some of the others were hurt worse. Maybe it had something to do with the angle of the fall. And then again, maybe the only ones what got hurt had fat people fall on them. Enough of us had more around the middle than maybe we should have. 

Anyway, Bob must have realized his hands were missing, ‘cause he finally started yelling. Not that we heard his yells for long.

‘Cause then, the critter went and started snoring louder. At first, it was just snoring, and the only new thing was that it would stop sometimes, for near a minute at a time, and everything would be dead silent (except for Bob’s yells, which sounded like the mewling of a newborn kitten against the ringing in our ears). And then, with a snort blasting out foul breath, the snores would begin again. 

Then it moved on to mumbling and laughin’. 

There were a few English words sprinkled in, to be sure, and maybe some words from other languages. But altogether, it was pure gibberish. The wild, sometimes almost-human sounds grew louder and louder--it was hard to pay attention to just about anything else right then, even pain. There’s some sort of instinct that listens to a sound that loud and demands that your poor body press flat on the ground, face in the dust. Which meant that, within a minute, most of us were down again. As if the sound was a great foot pressing on us. I tell ya, you could feel that sound, and not just in the shaking of the ground. Felt like it was expanding just to squash the universe like a cockroach. You’ll laugh at me when I say this, but it seemed to me (and others, as I found out after) that you could even taste the sound. Now, I’ve heard of people who lost some connections in their heads somehow, how they can taste sounds or smell colors…but this was a real thing, and something I’d give a whole lot of cash to never taste again.

The voice just didn’t stop. The voices, I should say, because for what felt like half the time, it sounded like the critter was speaking in three different voices at once. One low growly one came a half-second before two higher ones. They’re the reason some of us can’t sleep with the lights off, even now. 

Sometimes the critter sounded like a horse being strangled--but a great cosmic horse, one big enough to swallow the sun. Sometimes it yelped, like those dogs of the underworld in the Greek stories. But most of all, as I say, it sounded like a multi-headed human, and one of the heads with a smoker’s cough.

We lay there stunned for longer than I would’ve thought. I didn’t think I had fallen asleep, but I had. ‘Cause the last thing I remember is the noise, and then the next thing, night had come and someone was there, tugging away on my arm. It wasn’t even really night, yet; it was just before dusk. But I didn’t know that, see, because the critter’s shadow blocked out the last bits of light scattering over us. 

I could just make out a face in the deep gloom. The girl’s eyes were near dark, with not even a star’s light flickering on them. She looked like an angel of peace n’ death. Or maybe a val-cree. Maybe she was talking, but ‘course I couldn’t hear it; and the thought came to me that if I took her hand I would walk straight out of darkness into light. And peace and quiet. Though the sound was already just a little softer.

And I’m sure you can guess why.

Well, I took her hand, and stumbled to my feet, almost tugging her down with me. My lungs hurt as I gasped the musty air of that small desert. We left the others behind, even Lisa.--You’ve got to understand, I half-believed I was dead. And if the others’ angels hadn’t come for them yet, well then, they’d have to wait. 

So I followed my angel straight out of darkness, into the dim light of a fallen day. Grass whispered against my legs, and the crickets’ sweet chirps echoed through the night…

Aw, I’m just messing with you. The ground was bare as ever, and crickets’ chirps? Hah. 

Anyway, once we got out into what was left of the sunlight, I could see that my “angel” was my baby girl. And there was a whole crowd of ‘em, the townsfolk, just waiting there, standing, transfixed. She was the only one with the presence of mind to try to help.

Well, that sight--her precious face and the stiff crowd of stunned folk--knocked me awake, and I knew I had to go back for the others. So I did, and she came back with me, and as the trance loosened its hold on ‘em, a whole bunch of townsfolk joined us.

Oh, we all went home, and put the sick ones to their beds. Poor Bob. His daughter, Doctor Sarah, made new hands for him that even felt like hands--but that was a lot later. It was all we could do at the time, care for the sick, force some tasteless food down our own throats when we were about to starve. We didn’t even bother to change our clothes or shower or nothin’. Heck, we couldn’t even think. Enough of us (and that means me too, honey) cowered in the dark, because with that noise, anything else hitting our senses was torture. Sunlight, bulb-light. The touch of our clothes on our skin; even the touch of another person’s skin. Folks put blankets to smother up their perfume bottles.

It was Lisa (Lisa Hawke then, remember) who pulled herself together first. I think that’s when I first fell in love with her, though I didn’t dare think like that, not with my Margie around! But when my Margie died, I married Lisa before the year was up. I had many happy years with my Lisa. I’m alone now, but that’s the price of living long years.

Anyway, Lisa, she bugged a few of us into making some kind of pathetic boat and getting help from the mainland. Didn’t know what kind of help they would give. Worst came to worst, we’d have left Never on some big ol’ ships (or planes, maybe). We couldn’t live with that noise; it wasn’t living at all! 

Well, when we came back weeks and weeks later, it was with some big ol’ ships. Lots of them. Loaded to the gills with fancy high-powered machines, parts to assemble even bigger machines when they hit land, tons of stinking fuel. There was trouble docking all of ‘em, but I won’t bore you with that stuff. What mattered was that they got all those machines fueled up and rolled them to the critter’s desert bed. 

See, no weapon could destroy it. But that didn’t mean nothing about moving it. And they did move it, I tell you! Oh, it was the grandest sight in this world and any other to see the critter hoisted high and lolling, stretched like a giant flag across hundreds of cranes n’ other such. Its horns were loose and flopping, and all its eyes were closed as that head wiggled just enough to shake a line of cranes. That red skin was a blood sky in and of itself. Sure, we couldn’t hear ourselves cheer (even though the critter’s sounds were slowly getting softer), but we cheered the mainlanders on all the same.--Wish they’d tried to have helped us earlier, but better late…

It took lots of jerks and jolts and backward slips, but that steadfast line of machines pushed and ground its way toward the sea. The stench of gas mixed with the scent of brine as the machines brought up their burden to the very edge. Then the boats and their tow lines took over, lugging the critter, dragging it up so it didn’t collapse to too shallow an ocean floor. When they had got out some ways and the noises were growin’ a bit fainter, they plopped it right in.

Some folks, and I believe ‘em, say there’s some strange water activity going on down there where the critter must still be. Whirlpools alternate with geezers and--just don’t take your boat out there, honey. ‘Sides, if you’re fishing, you might fish up something you won’t like.

Once the critter was gone, Never, Nowhere, the greatest little town on earth, was back in business. But there were few of us that could hear more than whispers where we had once heard music, and talk, and laughter. It was a silent town, though to the few tourists who trickled in (and swiftly trickled out), it must have seemed anything but. We learned to lip-read real fast, and it’s not something you forget. I can talk to anybody while my eyes stay good. After that, we’ll have to figure something else out. 

But in the silence, we scratched our heads and wondered what genius had come up with the anti-demon anti-dote and called it “angel food cake,” and we wished they had left us a few clearer clues so we could’ve ended this mess earlier. And then we enjoyed sunlight and lamplight, the fine and coarse textures of our clothes, hugs from our families, our perfumes…and the feasts. Sometimes food can say what words can’t, is what I believe.

Speaking of which, would you care for a bit more milk? You look a bit peaked--

(Yes, I cut the recording in the middle of a sentence. I’ll end the official transcript with “what I believe.” Sums up everything, I think. -Allie)

END








THE WITCH AND THE WIDOW




BY VICTORY WITHERKEIGH




She was running out of time. Rechecking her cellphone, it dismayed her that there was still no call. 

C’mon, C’mon, thought the witch, Please, give me a chance…

Red, purple, and gold candles arranged in the shape of a circle on the church’s roof. The ritual words were memorized and reviewed. The only thing that the witch needed was the consent of the Widow. With sunset soon approaching on All Hallows Eve, the window of opportunity to perform it was closing. It came down to the Widow’s choice. 

Could she believe in magic in this modern world? And find enough to accept that this strange woman was a witch.




#




 9 Months Earlier…




The dream haunted her from the moment she closed her eyes. It was always the same image - a thick fog, an enormous crash, and her own screams. No matter what herbs she drank with her tea or how many hours of meditation she tried, the dream would come to her the moment her eyes closed. While most people would brush off their nightmares, this woman could not. She inherited the gift and curse of prophetic dreams from her father’s line. From childhood to her current sleepless nights, this woman had learned that the magical world was complicated. Especially in her realm of magic, tied to the Lord of Death.

Most books concerning witchcraft will begin by discussing ties to the four foundational elements: Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. It is from these four that most spells and enchantments pull their power. A witch or warlock would usually try to extract from one or two elements at a time. The legends and myths circulated in the community’s dark recesses were that those who mastered all four elements could tap into the highest magic realm concerning life or death. 

The witch knew that the dream occurred as she had been perusing a store with her husband. Out of nowhere, her vision seemed to blur. Her stomach dropped, causing her to lean against the icy wall of the store to steady herself. Sweat began forming on her lower back, but the surrounding air seemed to chill. Whispers tickled her ears of cries of outrage, pain, and screams of hysteria. Using her hand to steady herself, it wasn’t long before her husband caught her screams and noticed she seemed pale, withdrawn, and shivering.

“I have to go…” she whispered over her shoulder as she pushed her way out of the store into the cold air. 

Her heart was threatening to burst unless she found a space to talk to the Lord of the Dead. She noticed a steeple shadow across the street and sprinted across the street, dodging the oncoming cars to get inside. Places of worship were accessible through doorways to his kingdom. She found a dark corner in the sacristy locked until she reached her hand out to shoot a small flame towards the lock to melt it. Once she was inside, and behind the door, she pulled out his talisman and said the incantation to summon him.

“What happened?!” she screeched.

The Lord of Death stood before her, solemn, and looked almost embarrassed that he would be the one to tell her. 

“Today marks the end of the life of your hero... and his child.”

 Tears welled up in the witch’s eyes as she gasped. Shaking her head fiercely, she sobbed and sank to the floor.

“No ... No... NO! You can’t do this! We need him! I NEED HIM!” she cried.

“You know that isn’t how this works, love…”

“I could give two fucks about how this works. I am begging you... no, TELLING YOU... ORDERING YOU TO BRING HIM AND HIS CHILD BACK!!” she screamed.

In his eyes, the cold red flicker should have warned her he was getting angry, but the witch did not care. She stood abruptly, grabbed the small statue of a ceramic cross, hurled it at the wall, and watched it shatter at her feet.

“This is RIDICULOUS! Bring him back! Please ... please…” she sobbed harder, her breathing quickening to short hollow gasps. 

Her hands rubbed at her chest, clawing at her heart from the stabs of pain and sorrow that overwhelmed her very core. Legs trembling, she sank back down, almost blacking out from just the sheer madness of it all. He sat beside her, pulling her head onto his lap. Gently and as carefully as he could, he mimed stroking through the witch’s long hair as she gasped and cried, blubbering at the unfairness of it all.

“I know you hate me,” he said, “But you also know that this is my place in the universe. There is no life without me. And you especially know that nothing in life is promised…”

“Just... why?” she cried, “Why them? They were doing so much good in this rat-infested hellhole of a planet. There are thousands, hundreds of thousands you could have taken, and the world would have barely glanced over…”

“Is there really any answer to that question I could give you that would honestly make this better for you?” he replied curtly. “No matter what I could say, there is nothing that would be good enough for you or those grieving with you. I hear it all just as you are, my dear, all the pleas and cries of taking me instead, the bargaining, denial, and anger. I can only say what you have always known - I don’t write the rules. They were born, and they lived.”

“This is the first one in so long that has hurt this bad,” she said as she sat up from his lap, looking at his ageless face, “You say I know the rules and that nothing can be done, but we both know that isn’t true. We both know that you and I had bent them or twisted them to our will when it suited us. Don’t think I don’t know that you saved me when I tried to take my life?! How many times did I pray to you to end it? You didn’t!?! And when I made a choice - my free will - you bent enough to stop the finality…”

Steeling herself, she pushed onto her knees and shakily stood up again to face him on both feet. 

“Which one did you take?” she asked.

“The second child,” he answered in just a whisper, “And there were others with them. I’ll let you get back - you know it’s not good for you to be around me too much...”

She could not give him a proper retort. She exited the room and wandered outside the church, bewildered. The emotions and grief of the world at large were flooding her senses. It was taking almost all of her strength to cast the protection spells to keep her mind intact. A witch in her magic realm was always susceptible to the grief of recent death, but a death that affected people around the world would send enough chaotic thoughts that unprotected she could end up brain dead. She found herself eerily calm and numb once the protections were in place as she wandered the cold streets around the hotel. By the time she got back and saw her husband, the witch once again broke down in tears as he opened his arms to her for a hug.

“I’m so glad you’re okay,” he whispered in her ear. 

She leaned into the hug and took a big breath to get as much of his signature, Frederic Malle scent, through her nose. She took comfort, smelling him after the day’s news, to feel his arms as they held each other in the room. 

There has to be something I can do, she thought, something to help. What’s the point of having these powers if they can’t do anything? Why was she given another life when he wasn’t? 

That night as her husband slept, the witch poured through the magical journals passed through her family, searching through every spell and incantation she could find. It was only as she fell asleep on the tomes, however, that the answer came.

Her ancestors came to her that night with the solution - a ritual they called, “Auribus teneo lupum.” Over breakfast the next morning, she described the vision to her husband. 

“It seems to be a way I can allow the hero’s wife a chance to have a day with their spirits,” she said as she sipped her English Breakfast tea, “The window is small - I can only do the moment of sunset the night of All Hallows’ Eve to allow them to return on Días de Los Muertos. I must gather four symbolic representations from their lives via the elements to combine them during the ritual and continue to weave the spells to allow them to have their day.”

 Her husband raised his eyebrow at her description. “You forget, dear, that I’m not as clueless as I look,” he replied, “There’s something you aren’t telling me…”

The witch looked at him with a small smile forming on her lips. 

“The toughest part will be that I need her permission to perform the ritual. Through their love for one another, I can build the bridge to lead him and his child back for the day. Without her permission, the ritual won’t work…”

The husband smiled then, squeezing her hand in understanding. 

“You could convince me, love. I’m sure you’ll think of something,” he said as he stood to head to the bathroom. 

The witch could only sigh in relief as he stepped away from their breakfast. Until the Widow’s permission, she saw no need to worry about the ritual’s real danger.
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It took a few weeks of research and preparation for the witch to put together her first stop for the ritual. The witch spent day after day reviewing every interview, article, and book the hero wrote or completed. She pored over the sites that seemed to hold the most meaning for his relationship with his wife and life. 

Her first stop was on another continent in a small town of Reggio Emilia in Northern Italy. The tiny village had long become famous for rejuvenating the discussion in educating children. They say it to be the Italian flag’s birthplace, but the witch was here for this town’s role in the hero’s foundational childhood. He had spent some years with his family in this small town, learning the basics of his career. The first element the witch needed to collect would be an essential source of water. Water is the foundation of all life on this planet. The witch would need a water source that is tied to the hero’s roots. That would explain why she was preparing to leap from the railing surrounding the dome of the Basilica della Ghiara.

It was nearing midnight before the plaza below looked empty enough for the witch to exhale. The witch gritted her teeth and clenched her fists before taking one big breath. She kept her eyes on the endless black horizon and ran off the edge of the building. Her hands flew out to her sides as she began the incantations to allow her body to float down to the ground. If anyone heard her, she sounded as though she were simply reading the dictionary - her voice steady with each annunciation. The cold air swirled around her, pushing and pulling to keep her body upright as she slowly descended to the ground. Before she knew it, she was already touching down and walking to the Basilica doors.

The witch took out a small vial of water, allowing her hands to form the water into a semi-solid key. Inserting it into the keyhole, she used the molecules’ force to manipulate and swirl against the lock - becoming solid and liquid as needed. 

“Click” - the clasp broke. 

The witch looked over her shoulder to ensure no one was watching before slipping behind the door. Low candlelight adorned the Basilica, lighting the small pathway into the church. She could just make out the fresco paintings on the ceiling decorated with gold leaf and the dome’s trim. 

It’s beautiful... 

Hearing only her own breathing, she crept towards the small marbled crevice that held the Holy Water. She carefully dipped a vial into the bowl, ensuring it filled to the brim before taking it back. She had just capped it when she saw the lights flickering in the Basilica’s corner. 

Crap! Security is here. 

The witch ducked down behind one statue, holding her breath as footsteps echoed along the marble halls. After what seemed like an eternity, she could see the guard’s shadow pause just a few feet away before turning around and heading back. She stayed crouched for another few minutes before making a break to the door and running into the night.
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Her next stop brought her to one of her favorite places on the planet: Disneyland. The hero and his wife had some of their most important dates at this theme park, including their first date. This time she would be after the element of fire. The prize from Italy was being stored in her personal safe while she collected this next part. 

This should be relatively easy, she hoped. 

Getting into the theme park was no problem. The issue was what she wanted - a firework or gunpowder from one of the large setups in the evening fireworks show. After all her years of attending, she knew a few of them launched from Sleeping Beauty’s castle. She would need to access the castle just as they were loading the cannons, but not before they launched. The witch spent the day munching on Dole pineapple soft serve and a turkey leg. Every thirty minutes until 8 pm, the witch walked through Sleeping Beauty’s castle’s vignettes, jotting down each door and the stairway’s location. She would need them just in case her plan went awry. Once she had the map memorized in her head, she threw away her papers and set about to get park time until just before sunset.

Hopping off her last ride, she briskly walked over to the castle, seeing the park’s attendants starting to line up the cords to rope off the crowd further back. She took off in a sprint, using her hands to call upon the winds to push her forward to run up the castle’s side to the roof. 

Hanging off one tower, the witch smiled to herself, overlooking the crowd. Her view above the roof allowed her to see the workers beginning to load the fireworks’ launch cannons. Taking a breath, she leaped to the air like a flying squirrel and clutched the next tower, and the next, until she was just above where the workers would soon pass. As they passed, she adjusted her grip on the tower before extending her hand to allow the wind to lift the cannon’s contents back to her. A small shell with a long fuse and black powder swirled in the air until she could guide it to the open sack on her back. Once she balanced the weight on her back, she pushed back with her feet, riding the wind over the park until she could see a dark area to land. Zipping the backpack, she calmly walked out as the fireworks soared through the sky and exploded into a kaleidoscope of colors.
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The witch waited until August to head to the site of Thousand Oaks to gather the third element. They built this Center with the idea that his children and others could come and use sport as an access point to discover their real strength. The witch had never seen the Center in person, but as she pulled into the parking lot, her heart was practically knocked into her stomach. Shades of memories echoed in the witch’s ear of the sounds of his daughter’s laughter, cheers, and the sharp pang of a coach’s whistle. The witch was here to collect the element of Earth. She was far enough from the entrance as she knelt down, waving her fingers to allow the dirt from the Center’s foundation to fill the silver container she brought. She could hear the echoes of the kids practicing inside could just as she packed up and drove off.

 With the last element being air, the witch wanted to call upon air streams that flowed through Dana Point, California, where the hero had married his soulmate. The love they shared in the twenty years they were together would be a vital conduit. But the most laborious task was still ahead of her - she still needed to ask his Widow. 

How could she possibly explain herself? How was she conceivably going to get to her? 

Summoning his Lordship once more, but this time at St. Edward’s Chapel in Dana point - the witch paced the sacristy in the dead of night, biting her nails.

“Why are you so nervous, my love?” he asked.

“Because I need your help,” she retorted, “And I’m sure you will not like it.”

“You’ve been busy these past few months. Don’t think I haven’t noticed you flitting about collecting items…” the Lord of the Dead said with a smirk, “I think I know what you are attempting. I’ll warn you it hasn’t worked in over an age. Since the founder of your line first began in my service.”

“I understand the risks,” she said, “I’m willing to pay the price and more to do this for them.” 

 “What’s your plan?” he asked as he conjured a tumbler of scotch, taking a sip, “Surely you haven’t gathered all of that without a plan from here?”

“I need your permission to use the Morpheus staff - I need to access another’s dreams…”

The only sound in the sacristy was the sound of the scotch swirling in his glass. Any faithful follower of his knew that any instrument he could wield meant that it siphoned power off the living souls. For a mortal to use one, they would consume an undetermined amount of time in their life. Since this witch, in particular, was the former lover of the Lord of the Dead, this request was even more shocking to him.

“No - absolutely not. We ended things so you would have the best chance at a real-life - one with the requirement of living,” he said coldly.

“Yes - and we also agreed if we were to continue working together and interacting, that you would need to respect the fact that this is my life AND MY choice,” she snarled back, “I told you - this man was a HERO to us. He meant something to this city - to MY CITY and MY LIFE. He is part of the reason I am who I am, part of the reason you fell in love with me, and part of the reason I’m still standing here.” 

The magic was pouring out of her hands, fire practically glowing in her eyes as she spoke. Her voice was shaky as she tried to calm herself down. She knew she needed him to understand for him to grant his permission.

 “You never answered me, you know? About why you bent the rules to save me...,” she said as she looked at him, “You know I did not always enjoy these powers. I wanted to be normal. It was hard enough growing up in L.A. without being the child of immigrants, a Pacific Islander learning oral history instead of hanging out at the mall. Then you showed up, along with all of the rest of the restless spirits. I didn’t want to talk or see dead people. I just wanted something in my control for once. I wanted to have a choice. So yes, I attempted to take my life - I was immature and an idiot then. Don’t you see why I have to do this now? He showed us how to strive for excellence, never accept mediocrity, defeat, or settle for anything. His example gave me hope, a will to be better. If this is my gift, how could I not give this bit of happiness when he already gave me so much with his gifts?”

Her dark brown eyes grew round and filled with tears as she waited for his response. She could barely breathe as he looked at her, his face fidgeting as if fighting with himself on what to say. 

“You will be careful...you will use the staff for the least amount of time that you can,” he said as her mouth lit up in a smile, hands clasped over her mouth in shock that it worked, “You must give me your WORD that you will protect yourself. You WILL fight to live.”

“Yes, Sir!” she beamed at him. 

Before she could even catch herself, she threw herself at him in a hug. They had not touched in years, one rule put in place after they ended their relationship. Once she could feel him relaxing into her, his hand rubbing her low back, she pulled back to look at him and gave a small smile.

 “Sorry, sorry... I know it is against the “rules,” but thank you so much. You have my word,” she said as she rushed out the door. 

He stood there for a few minutes in silence before she came barreling back and gave him a tender kiss. They were still cold against her skin, but she knew he could feel her touch’s warmth. He blinked slowly, but she was gone in a flash before he could speak. 
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 It had been many years since she’d seen the staff in person. It always caught her off guard how unassuming it was, a pure platinum staff made to look as if thin braids of metal formed it. Organically it opened at the top for an enormous deep blue sapphire - a conduit to focus the user’s magic. Closing her eyes, she once again found the hero’s most enormous tug of pain and love. Her spirit floated out of her body and followed it until she reached the hero’s family home and the tether ending in the Widow’s heart. Once she could see the path laid out on the astral plane, she sent some magic back and forced both hands to grasp the staff. A jolt of power forced her through the pathway she just constructed, almost hurling her through the Widow’s mind before she was ready. Taking a moment, she honed the boost of power in the center of her chest before gliding through the Widow’s spirit.

The witch had already created the basis of the dream sequence. She set the scene in the church they married. It took a few seconds for the Widow’s mental avatar to appear in front of the witch. She was still beautiful, despite the sadness that emanated from her. The witch had set a small bench in front of the altar - hoping the object that should not be there would help spur the Widow to sit down with her.

“This feels weird…” the Widow whispered as she sat on the bench, “I don’t know you…”

“No... no, you don’t. At least not yet. But I hope you’ll give me a chance to say why I’m here,” the witch replied.

“This feels so real…” the Widow said as she looked around, “It even smells like the ocean breeze is wafting through…”

“My Lord’s staff allows for the most tactile experience in dreams. I wanted to use it to ensure this dream will stick with you long after you wake. Also, it allows an easier way to explain how I’m not crazy…” the witch said with a small smile. 

 “I know you don’t know me, and we’ve never met. But I have a gift... a gift of magic. We can sit here, and I can show you some tricks to prove to you I am what I say I am, but I am afraid that I may not have enough time,” said the witch, “I come bearing a gift to you and your family after the tragedy you have suffered this year.”

 The Widow’s eyes went downcast as tears came down her cheeks. It took all her strength to avoid hugging the Widow and keep aware of the time in this place.

“I ask that you try to accept what I have to say. I am a witch. I practice a line of magic considered very rare and almost unspoken: magic dealing in the realm of Death. The gift I offer you is to see your husband and child once more for the entire twenty-four-hour Días de Los Muertos period. I will cast a ritual on All Hallows’ Eve’s sunset point, and on Dias de Los Muertos, you will have a day with your loved ones. They will hold you, hear you. You will see and hear them. At midnight, they will return.”

“Why?” the Widow asked, “Why would you do this? How is that possible?”

The witch looked at the woman for a second before answering. 

“I... I grew up in Los Angeles, like yourself. I am a fan of his. I made a mistake in my younger years...,” she said, brushing a tear from her eyes, “And his example gave me strength when I needed it. I don’t have a lot of talents... but I swear to you and your family, if this ‘talent’ can give you another day with them, then it is worth it.”

 The Widow stayed silent. The witch could feel her body starting to struggle with the staff.

“I need to go... this dream is using a good portion of power as it is. Here is my cell phone number. You’ll find it by your nightstand. I cannot perform the ritual without your permission. I must have your answer before sunset on Halloween night…”
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Present Day




The witch stood on St. Edward’s Chapel’s roof, watching the sun slowly creep towards the horizon. It had taken her weeks to recover from using the Morpheus staff. The Lord of Death visited to watch over her, silent as if wrestling with his anger and frustration. By the time she was back on her feet, the weeks had passed, and she still had no call from the Widow. Pacing back and forth, she barely noticed when the Lord of Death stood in front of her.

“Nervous?” he asked with a smirk.

“NO ... Yes... ugh... no call. I don’t know what else I can do. I need to do this…” she replied.

 “I am amazed you even got this far. It would impress your ancestors were they here to see this,” he said.

 She knew he was trying in his own way to make her feel better. She let out a loud sigh, almost blew out the first candle when he appeared beside her - holding her phone in his icy hand. The phone glowed with blue light as the Newport Beach area code glowed on the caller ID screen.

“Hello?” answered the witch.

“Hi... um... I think I have the right number ... I hope this is you, and I’m not just losing my mind…”

“No... you have the... I am the witch of your dreams…” she answered before blushing, “Sorry, that sounded better in my mind…”

“Well, I know I might be late, but... my answer is yes. Please - if you can, I’d love one more day with them…” said the Widow.

“Absolutely take care of your children and yourself tonight. You will see them soon.” said the witch.

Hanging up the phone, the witch looked over to the horizon and smiled. The Widow had called just in time. The witch now stood in the center of candles, breathing deeply and calmly to center herself. The sun was dipping to its lowest point as she tenderly placed each elemental item carefully. She looked over at the Lord of Death and gave a brief nod before opening her mouth to begin the spells and hand casting for the ritual. Earth is intertwined with Air, which is intertwined with fire and water. She slowly raised her hand up to the sky, punching the magic power through the air. 

A white pillar of flame seemed to form around her, almost lifting her from the ground. She planted her feet in a broader stance, determined to hold the gateway open as two black mamba snakes dropped next to her. One appeared to be a young snake, fledgling with shiny, smooth scales, while the other was massive - the size of what one would call a boa constrictor with gold flecks along with the black scales. The snakes looked at the witch curiously, almost studying her and confused why they were there. In reverence, she bowed her head and knelt before them as though a knight greeting their king.

“Feliz Días de Los Muertos...” said the witch, arms still extended, holding the gateway open, “Go home and find your wife and mother. She is waiting for you. I will keep the gateway clear until your time is up.”

The snakes seemed to nod as if to say they understood and allowed the witch to summon enough wind to carry them home. She let her arms drop and set herself down to watch over the gateway. The witch knew she had until midnight to rest - the transition of magic and souls during All Hallows Eve until the start of Dias de Los Muertos acted as a time of peaceful movement amongst the dead. Once the clock struck midnight, however, it would be up to the witch to ensure she protected the gateway at all costs until the end of their visit. The ritual’s cost to open a portal large enough to allow two souls to return and have corporeal qualities would be that any entity - good or evil could use it. If the witch failed to protect it, she would create a pathway for every demon, hellhound, and evil spirit to have a clear walkway to Earth and the heavens.

“You should get some rest... it’ll be a long day,” said the Lord of the Dead as she watched the snakes’ path to ensure they arrived safely. 

“Take advantage of the peace while you can... I can keep a lookout for now.”

“Are you sure?” she said with a yawn, “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you...it is practically your only night off.”

As the gateways between the world were the most pliable during All Hallows Eve, the Lord of the Dead often used this time as a personal holiday for himself.

“Rest, love,” he whispered, almost reaching out to touch her cheek, “After all this time, I still would choose moments with you over other diversions…”

The witch settled down in the circle, casting a minor spell to create an “air mattress” and a blanket with a pillow.

“Does he know he could lose you tonight?” he whispered, “Does he know about me?”

The only reply he received was the soft sound of her snores.

She woke to him watching over her, a habit she was glad he still did, though it sounded so cheesy. Looking at the stars, she saw that she had about twenty minutes until the clock struck midnight. She took some snacks and juice to nibble on as she tried to get her mind to refocus.

“Aren’t you going to listen in and watch when they see each other?” he asked.

The witch’s neck flushed a cherry red. While she could observe their day together, she was unsure of her choice until she reached this moment.

“I thought I would want to,” she answered slowly, “Since I never met him while he was alive. The temptation is there to tell him who I am, but I think it would be better if I just concentrated on keeping this gateway clear while they have their moment.”

The Lord raised his eyebrow in shock. “I don’t know if I believe you…” he said slowly.

The witch shrugged and stood up, dusting her legs off and stretching. 

“I told her this would be a gift for them - a chance for one day back. What kind of gift would it be if I felt entitled to watch? Whatever they have to say to one another has nothing to do with me. It would be cruel and vapid and shallow to think I could add anything to this reunion. The truth already speaks for itself - I can prove I deserve a second chance by guarding this gateway and getting them back safely.”

She steeled herself for the first wave of attack as soon as he nodded to her. The witch knew that once the midnight chimes struck in the church, he would become a bystander. He was Death. After all he had done for her, he could not interfere again. The bells rang, and the heat from the first wave of demons almost made her gasp. Steadying herself, the witch recalled all her training over the years. Spell after spell flew from her lips and hands. 

This is for them... Just remember that this is for their family.

When the moon rose on Dias de Los Muertos, the witch was hanging on by a thread. Around the white flame, there were demon parts and broken weapons. Sweat and demon blood was pouring from the witch’s face to her split lip as she spat blood to the ground. 

Just a little longer... I can do this. 

Her shirt tore along with part of her pant leg as the next wave fell. She was huffing hard as the clock ticked slowly by chugging water between each battle and scarfing food down even when she wasn’t hungry. The candles were down to the end of the wick when a demon grabbed through her defenses. Her heart was being squeezed through her chest like someone tests if a water balloon would pop. 

This is it... I’m almost done…

Just as she thought her time was up, the two snakes appeared and shot a wave of power, eviscerating the demon and letting her body fall to the ground. When she opened her eyes, their spirits seemed to hover over her, holding hands and smiling down. The witch almost started laughing before realizing she was on the ground, in front of what appeared to be the spirits of a tall black man and a young black girl. Scrambling to her knees, she knelt and bowed in reverence.

“Thank you,” said the witch, “I know you didn’t have to do that... you’ve already saved me more times than I can say.”

The young girl seemed just to giggle, nudging the man to say something.

 “There’s no need for you to bow or kneel to us. Especially after what you’ve given to my family today. There are no words that adequately describe how much we appreciated it,” said the hero.

The witch slowly stood then and nodded to the two of them. She could feel the waning of the magic. The Lord of Death reappeared, nodding to the three of them.

 “I’m afraid the spirit world calls for you to return,” said the Lord of Death.

Once again, they transformed into two snakes before the witch, but her Lord sent them forward. As soon as it became midnight, the witch collapsed into his arms. She woke up in her own bed, three days later, with a pure black magic rose on her nightstand. Lifting the flower to her nose, she breathed deeply to allow the scent to warm her as she touched his talisman.

“Thank you, Sir,” she whispered.

When she moved the covers to use the restroom, she laughed as she looked down to see her Lord had tended her wounds and dressed her in her hero’s jersey - number 24 for the Los Angeles Lakers, Kobe Bryant. 








REVELATION EXPRESS




BY J. R. Martin




The young man stretched after a long nap and found a boy sitting before him. He cursed silently while thinking about sharing the ride with a noisy family. The black child peered out the window intently, smiling as he stood on the cabin seat.

"Hey, you lost, son?" The man asked.

The boy gave him a puzzled look. "Nope. This is the cabin I was assigned." The boy reached a tiny hand into his pocket, "Here's my ticket, and here's my seat." He plopped down, bouncing on the cushions.

The young man rolled his eyes. "Is your mother or father also coming?"

"Nope." The boy beamed while tiny heels tapped against the cushions, "I got this trip all to myself." He stretched the words out with an exaggerated southern drawl.

"Got it. Aren't you a little young to be traveling alone?"

The kid shrugged. "I'm eight. What age do you have to be to travel alone?" 

The man studied the child. "Well, I'm not a babysitter, so don't expect me to take you on a train tour."

The boy frowned. "No worries there. This train and me are old friends. I've been on her before, loads of times. I haven't needed a babysitter in years anyway."

The young man grunted but didn't speak.

"Now that we know you aren't a babysitter, what do you do, and where are you headed." The boy asked.

The boy's change in word choice hinted at a deeper maturity and honest curiosity the man hadn't noticed before.

"I'm a physicist, or at least I'm in school studying to be one." 

"Wow, you got a lot of learning. What made you wanna do it?" The boy sounded like a kid again.

"Well," he paused, "physics has revealed the universe to us and allowed us to understand and explain it. We, scientists, are polishing the current theories and validating our models. I want to quantify and analyze the data to give it meaning."

The boy whistled, rocking back and forth in the seat. "Those are some mighty big words."

"Indeed." The young man said.

They each fell silent. The young man stared out the window as the train rolled on. A gentle sway rocked them as the wheels hummed along the rails, clacking at regular intervals, lulling him into a trance. He breathed deeply and detected a scent like fresh-cut oak before a pungent varnish aroma overwhelmed it. The odor resurrected memories of days spent making furniture with his father in the family's carpentry shop. As the only son, he'd been expected to continue the family business and keep the lathes turning to preserve their legacy as craftsmen. When he'd gone to college, his brother had picked up the mantle.

The young man sighed and stood, passing the time by examining the cabin's woodwork. With gentle fingertips, he traced the scars, gouges, and stains representing memories made by passengers through the decades. Those experienced hands caressed the wood, feeling the original quality and care the creators had put into building the train. 

"Did something pleasant come to mind?"

The young man paused. "What's the question?"

The boy pointed. "Your smile is huge. There's some sadness too, but mostly joy."

The scenery outside the window changed from high mountainous peaks and narrow valleys to wide open plains, green and fertile.

"Who knows, you can find something magical in the smallest things."  

The boy sat straighter. "Really? Do you think so?"

The man shrugged. "Yeah, I guess I do. It's something my dad said often."

The boy nodded. "You wanna make a bet?"

"Afterward, will you be quiet?" The man asked.

"Sure, but what do I get if I win?"  

The man laughed. "You made the bet. You get what you want."

"Deal." The boy extended a hand.

The young man reached for the boy's hand and stopped. "Wait, what's the bet?"

The boy broke out into a mischievous grin. "Smart, good to know." He gave the man a thumbs up, "I just have to prove deeper truths lie outside the physicist's world. True, mysteries still exist."

He clasped the boy's hand eagerly, laughing. "I'm looking forward to the quiet. Do your best. I'll give you three chances."

"I'll only need one." The boy said.

The man's laughter stopped when he heard the unyielding certainty in the child's voice.

"How's this going to work?" The man asked cautiously.

"There's a man in the cabin behind ours who's been blinded while riding this very train. We're gonna help him out."

"Really, how so?"

"You'll see. It's the reason for my trip today."

The boy hopped off the seat, walked to the sliding door, opened it by the polished brass handle, and entered the common walkway. The young man stood, paused thoughtfully, then followed the boy out the door.

The young man followed the boy through the narrow corridor, barely avoiding stepping on the child's shoes. They passed closed cabins, through a lounge, and paused in the observation car to admire the landscape passing by. They came to a narrow staircase that led down to a concessions area. The boy took the steps two at a time on his way to the bottom. He jumped off the second to last step and made a superhero pose before sauntering to the concession stand. The young man laughed silently at the child.

Kernels popped in a kettle, releasing their buttery aroma as he approached the bottom step, where a strong root beer scent wafted towards him. The young man noticed the countertop covered with napkins from a fresh spill and wondered who'd ordered the drink. Behind the counter, the dark-skinned girl finished cleaning the brown liquid and threw the towel in the sink. She dumped the popcorn from its bowl into the case and generously sprinkled salt as the boy approached the counter.

"Can I get a bag of popcorn and a soda?" The boy asked.

"Of course, cutie." The concession worker grabbed a bag and loaded it to the top with popcorn. Kernels fell when she patted it down and handed it to the boy.  

"What kind of soda do you want, hun?" The woman embodied sweet southern charm.

Popcorn crunched in the child's mouth. "Lemon Lime, please."

The girl filled the cup with soda and bent down to grab a lid from beneath the counter.   The top snapped on easily, and she wiped it with napkins before handing it to the boy.

"Thank you." The boy started back the way they'd come. The man followed and then heard the woman cough behind him.

"Ahem." Her locks bounced as she crossed her arms.

The man's jaw dropped in disbelief. He pointed at the child.

"You want me to pay for the kid?" The man asked.

"Your son, right," She paused, examining him, "Or little brother?"  

"Neither." The young man said.

"Pay the woman, it's worth it." The boy called from down the corridor.

The man's eyes rolled before he sighed, paying the woman with two fives. He accepted the change, then stomped down the corridor after the boy.

"You're sneaky. I'll give it to you. You've got a snack now. I'm going back to the cabin." He bumped the child as he passed.

"Sure you are. I'll watch." The child smiled with a mouth bursting from the popcorn.

The man stomped up the walkway, stumbling into a wall as the train jostled to the left unexpectedly. The walk seemed longer than he remembered as he made it to the stairway on shaky legs. He started up the stairs before giving the boy a sour glance, pausing when he realized there were stairs headed down another flight. The boy trailed, munching the popcorn thoughtfully.

"Were those there before?" The young man asked.

The boy looked at the stairs going down and shrugged. "To be honest, I'm not certain."

"I know they weren't. This train didn't have three floors."

The boy stared at the man and sipped the lemon-lime soda.

The young man started down the stairs. Loud music and hot air rose from the depths.

"What's down there?" He whispered to the boy.

"I don't know, but I'd say it looks like fun."

"I thought you said you'd been on this train loads of times."

"Unexpected things can happen, even to me. That's what makes life worth living."

The man turned away and ran up the stairs, head shaking. The boy shrugged and followed.    

Once they reached the top, the young man walked toward their cabin. The train's colors popped more vibrantly than he remembered. The sound from the wheels on the track seemed more musical, and so many aromas filled the air he felt overwhelmed.  

He passed the same passengers he'd seen before. Their moods seemed tangible now as if he could read their hopes, desires, and fears like pages in a book.

The conductor walked past them and dipped his hat to the boy. The boy raised his hand with the soda and quickly saluted in response, nearly spilling the drink.  

"You know him?"

"The conductor? Yeah, we go way back." The boy moved to walk beside him.

He'd followed the child through the cramped corridor the first time they'd come through. The young man shook his head in confusion as they stood side by side.

"This isn't right. How'd the aisle widen?" People stopped their conversations and stared at him.

"It's right, and it gets better. Now, quit being weird." The boy looked around, "you're making a scene."

The boy took the lead. The man stood to the right and behind him, examining the cars they traversed. Soft music played throughout the previously quiet train, and each car appeared more detailed as if the world's resolution had been increased.

They made a left at the next corridor, passed two turns, then took a right. Sweat slicked the young man's palms with each turn as he tried to keep the creeping anxiety in check. 

"I think I want to go to our cabin now. I'm not feeling well." He said.

"Come off it. You're fine. It's just trouble understanding the contradiction between what you're seeing and what your physics and common sense say you should see. This is life, a confusing mess. Also, I told you, we have to get the sight back for the man in the cabin behind us. I know who has it."

The boy came to a door beside a window and stopped. He grasped the handle, then looked up and down the aisle at the other entries. The child studied the sign covered in strange symbols. They seemed to blur when the man stared at them too closely. With a shrug, the boy turned the handle and peered inside.

The door opened onto another train with a design from a science fiction novel's cover. Bright, sterile light gleamed off polished, riveted metal surfaces inside the lounge car. 

Almost every chair held a person. Children watched cartoons on holographic displays while adults swiped through reading the latest opinion piece. Robots checked on each passenger, offering drinks, snacks, and warm towels. When the man looked out the window on the opposite side, he saw cars flying around and buildings floating in the air.

"Wrong door." The boy chuckled and closed it. "I get the translation wrong sometimes."

He walked across the hall and examined the other door. The man's eyes began to water as he stared at the sign.

"Trains can take you to any place, like this one." The child turned the handle.

This door opened on an ordinary-looking train. Awe filled the young man as he sauntered to a seat and caressed the intricate carvings within the wood surrounding it. He felt the wood's essence flow through him as their souls embraced. From the gentle touch, he realized the wood here still lived and willfully shared its life force. The man stared slack-jawed at the boy.

"Where is this?" The man's eyes held tears.

"This is where we get the box with the sight for the guy, duh."

Despite the words, the man heard approval in the child's voice. 

"Understood." The man lightly brushed the wood again.

The boy slurped the last drops from the cup and tossed it in the trashcan before chomping more popcorn. 

They'd walked through the otherworldly train for a while before the man realized the passengers included elves, dwarves, gnomes, and ogres. 

"Ticket." A large ogre wearing a conductor's uniform spoke to them. The creature had to be over eight feet tall and looked down on them menacingly. 

"Ticket? Me? Are you serious right now? Come down here and look me in my eyes." The boy said.

"Maybe we shouldn't anger the…." The man started, voice quivering.

Before he finished, the ogre reached down and grabbed the boy, lifting him to eye level.

"Oy, but it's you. How ya been?" The ogre squeezed the child.

"Fine, fine," he choked, "but I'll be dead if you don't put me down."

"Oh," the ogre blushed and loosened his grip, "Sorry bout that. Why'd you come across?"

"I'm here to see the collector. Looks like someone put something in lost and found they stole from the other side."

"Got it," he put the boy down and shuffled a bit before speaking again, "Any goodies?"

The boy stared at the ogre before raising the half-filled popcorn bag. "All for you, buddy. I had a small taste."

"Thank you," The ogre's voice sounded like a rockslide, "Maybe a drink as well?"

"No, they sold out today," The boy turned to the man and mouthed, "whoops."

The ogre looked sad. "Okay, follow me."

They walked together down a few doors to another cabin. The ogre knocked and opened the door, letting them in.  

The two stepped inside a large gambling den. Hard jazz played in the background as groans and cheers filled the air.  

"No, please, one more hand. I can do it. I can win it all back… please." An elf cried while being dragged away from a blackjack table by an ogre. The ogre tossed the pleading elf through the door they'd just entered. He curled into a ball behind them and shook violently as he wept. 

The boy gave a thumbs up, and the ogre closed the door.  

"Where did you bring me, kid? Is this place safe?"

The child's shoulders slumped. "It's fine. We're here to meet up with an old acquaintance who collects things. Mostly things belonging to other people."

 "What about the safe part of the question?"

"You're with me, which means you're under my protection, so you're safe."

The young man stared slack-jawed while the child searched the room. A grin parted the boy's lips, and he walked towards a woman going through a door on the room's far side. 

The child turned the knob, and floral aromas intermingled with harsh chemical scents greeted the pair as they entered the room. The door opened onto a spa where men and women from different races, elves, humans, and ogres sat in chairs, getting their nails, hair, or fur done. A few doors deeper inside the spa opened on private rooms with massage tables at their center. 

The man let out a disappointed sigh.   

The woman they'd spotted earlier sat in a chair surrounded by people working on her feet and hair. A blue-skinned nymph approached them. She wore a dress resembling a waterfall that flowed from narrow shoulders to cover her body. The water would thin out every so often, allowing them to glimpse the bare skin beneath.

"May I help you?" She asked.

"I'm here for her." The boy pointed at the woman in the chair.

The nymph looked at the woman and raised an eyebrow. She turned back to the boy, then bowed suddenly and stepped aside.

The child strolled to the woman. "Hello, collector."

"Hey kid, what you doing over here. And don't call me collector so loud." She finished in a whisper. Two gnomes painted the nails on each foot, alternating the colors as a male elf washed her hair. The strong scent of the nail polish made the man snort.  

"Well," the boy drew the word out, "We have an issue in the next train over."

"What issue?" She asked.

"A man lost his sight, and he needs it back. I hear you have it in a box."

The man listened to the exchange. Falling out or running were viable options to escape this new reality, but he held fast. Common sense had turned to childlike wonder, and he accepted that the world had flipped upside down.  

"I may or may not have the box. If I do, what are you willing to trade for it." She examined her freshly polished nails.

"I don't have a thing, just gave my popcorn away." The boy said.

"Popcorn, really. I love those buttery kernels or a soda. God, those are delicious things." She said.

"Yeah, well, I gave it to someone more deserving." He put a hand on his hips.

She pushed the people away, sitting up angrily. "More deserving. You hinting at something?"

"No, I'm just saying if I don't get the box, I will tell your husband… and your wife. I'll explain, in detail, why you're gone six months at a time. I bet you'll have fun."

She sat back, deflated. "Really, low blow, kid. You found out where they are, huh?"

"Yep, now the box." 

She sighed and snapped strong fingers making the sound echo. A female ogre came over and bent down. The man chuckled at the comical sight as the woman whispered in the much larger creature's ear.  

The ogre left and returned in a few minutes with a box. She handed it to the man who examined it. It was stained a dark brown, bordering on black. On top, a carved eye inlaid with gold foil gleamed.

"Just let him open it, and everything will be returned." The collector said.

"Thank you, collector." The boy winked.

She laughed and leaned over to jostle his hair. "Anytime, kid. You always drive a hard bargain. Don't go snitching, though, cool?"

"Cool," the boy turned to the man, "Let's go."

They left the way they'd come, returned to the original train, and headed to their cabin. The man didn't speak, digesting everything he'd seen and experienced as they walked back. The boy waited for him at their cabin as he strolled through the aisle, deep in thought.

"It's night out. I think you may have missed your stop." The boy said.

"Uh-huh." The man stared out the window.

"What are you thinking?"

The man stood straighter. "I'm asking myself how any of this is possible. There's no logic to anything I saw, but I know I saw it, right?"

"Yep. People build trains to take you to other places at other times. Heck, the train created time as we know it today. It moves backward, forwards, and sideways taking us along on the journey. We've just got to learn to enjoy the ride. Kinda like life."

The train stopped at the station as the two stood outside their cabin. Conductors called for passengers to disembark up and down the train cars. A minute later, a disheveled man exited the cabin behind theirs, mumbling to himself. The boy motioned, and they followed him to the stairs leading off the train and outside into the night sky.

"Excuse me, sir, I think you left something." The boy said to the disheveled man.

"Really? What pray, tell?" The disheveled man asked. His eyes shifted around, searching for something.

The boy motioned for the young man to hand over the box. Once he did, the disheveled man ran thin fingers across the wood with reverence, gripping the box delicately.

"I know this." He said softly.

"Open it." The boy said.

The detective opened the box reverently. A cream-colored light slid between the cracks and grew brighter as the lid rose, becoming a beacon neither man could face away from. The light washed over the disheveled detective, growing denser as it shrank to become a dot on the man's forehead. The little boy winked at the young man.

"I've got it. I know how the fools stole the jewels and killed the maid." The man ran with the box, appearing less disheveled.

He paused and turned to the boy. "Thank you, son. I'm not sure what you did, but you have my eternal thanks."

"No problemo, detective. Just trying to be a helpful citizen." The boy waved.

The young man watched the other man leave, shaking his head in disbelief. The boy walked past him and hopped on the train. The whistle blew, and another call went out for everyone to disembark. 

"This...," the young man sighed heavily, "this has all been too amazing."

"Well, if you can't tell me how the light did what it did, I think I won our bet." The boy grinned sheepishly.

"The light," the man shuffled towards the boy, "the light is the least of it. Physics can't explain a single happening after you got the popcorn."

"Oh." The boy said playfully.

"You won the bet, now. What do you want?" The young man asked.

"I want you to seriously consider a choice. You can stay here and learn all I can teach you or catch the next train back to your university. If you return, try to forget what you've seen and chalk it up to a fever dream. Or come on this train with me, and I can teach you so much more."  

The boy held up a hand as he finished. A glowing rose floated in mid-air and turned. With each rotation, the rose's petals, leaves, or thorns transformed, each iteration radically different yet beautiful in its own way. The child grabbed the rose's stem and pitched it sidearm, and the young man caught it. Vibrations shook him to the bone as the rose spun in his shaky hand. He glanced between the boy and the rose, realizing he wanted to explore these new mysteries.

The child walked up the steps. The young man stared at him, and the flower disappeared like smoke. He followed the boy onto the train.

"Who are you?" he asked the boy.

"Well, my name is…."

The doors closed before he finished. With a final all-clear whistle, the train left the station.








ROSES AND LEMON COOKIES




BY DORIAN WOLFE	




It wasn’t as if I was totally unaware of her existence. She had seen me, and I her, since I was a small child. According to the videos, an adorable child, with hair black enough to shade into blue and full of curls. Always with a smile on its little face, accentuating its pointed chin.

Whenever I watched videos from my childhood--picking tender-skinned, fragrant strawberries with my mother; playing a wildly-wrong series of notes at my first piano recital; blowing out the seven white candles on my two-tiered, strawberry-flavored (of course) cake and hearing their flames revive with a noise like a rush of water--I felt a strange disconnect with that child. As if the adult Raquel lived in the real world, with its glooms and dusty shadows, while the child Raquel lived in the magic world on the other side of the mirror. The mirror was still covered with drawings of fairies from those childish years. Perhaps she had known something I didn’t, and whatever has disappeared from my mind is the thing that makes my hair light black, now, and lank, and my smile seldom. 

For the child Raquel, the smooth-faced old woman across the road was slightly menacing, not enough to merit the whispered epithet bruja--her lemon-glazed cookies were enough to earn that one concession--but enough that my eyes would slip to away from her house (not a home. Even then, I could tell she didn’t belong) on the way to and from the honking school bus. I would seek the friendly dandelions that stood at half my height, and avoid the burgundy roses that slunk around the woman’s worn balconies and slithered into cracks, as if they were but a moment from reclaiming the house from a non-existent forest. But now that I think about it, she was the only thing that belonged to the forest. She didn’t even have a name, The Lady didn’t. 

Mrs. Garrett owned the cottage to the right of that sly, crumbling two-story. She came summers from the time I was six to the time I was nine. Her cottage was a shocking lemon-yellow, the kind of color that made you stop and blink twice and wonder for a minute if you were still in the same world you had been in a minute ago. The roof was metal--an oddity in our parts--and candy-pink. Her face was crinkled, her nose tilted awry, but her voice was gentle and inviting. The smells of her homemade butter-mints and red-plum pies and marbled brownies daily wafted out the kitchen window. She kept the gleaming-white kitchen shutters bolted open. 

According to little Raquel, Mrs. Garrett was obviously a bruja. The Wicked Witch of Cliburn Circle.

Mrs. Garrett snapped up all my attention, leaving The Lady forgotten, a wisp as tired and forlorn as her house. 

I couldn’t just slide my eyes away from Mrs. Garrett, no. 

She made me tiptoe past her house and its open, peering shutters on my way to the school bus and its increasingly agitated driver, whose pale, stiff-knuckled hand seemed permanently grafted to the horn. She made me stay behind the locked doors of our then-placid white cottage when she walked her dog, Cerberus. He had three eyes. The odd one, gray and blind, was half-hairy and almost buried in the side of his nose. He’d absorbed one of his siblings in utero. She made me hide in the stiff, prickly leaves of the neighborhood holly bushes when she came by to offer me a few sweets. Just try one, dear, she would say. They’re homemade.--If I had been bold enough to do anything more than shrink into those bushes, my lips squeezed together so tight even a bacterium couldn’t have gotten in, I would have said, That’s the problem, ma’am.

Maybe I wouldn’t have. I never knew what the problem was, and then she was gone, and Papá had disappeared, and I had bigger things to worry about than sweets. All I knew, as a little kid, was a nebulous net of fear, encompassing her and anything tainted by her touch.




#




	It was Papá’s disappearance that changed everything. I woke up, the morning of my tenth birthday, and the world was suddenly full of gloom and dusty shadows, and happy little Raquel was locked in a sunlit world beyond the mirror. Maybe forever, I don’t know. My two-tiered strawberry cake tasted like a mix of sawdust and cat litter. I remember that, even though I never had a cat. 

	When I went to college, I had to transfer out of state real fast. At first, I had signed up for our community college so I wouldn’t have to get a car. My little plastic ticket to the world…never mind that idiotic metaphor. I had bad credit. My card had always been tied to Mamá’s. 

But in the end I couldn’t stand the whispers. It seemed like even the stolid brick walls would whisper, the stale dust of their mutterings choking my lungs. 

	“You know, that was such an awful case.”

	“I know! They never found any of the bodies, did they?” 

	“Actually, I think they found one a couple of years later. It was a woman, that’s all I remember. It’s probably in half a dozen newspapers.”

	“Sure, sure, you’re probably right. Speaking of newspapers. D’you suppose she’d be down for an interview? The project is worth a quarter of my grade. I mean, her dad was involved…Real issue of human interest, there.”

	“Yeah, she’s pretty hot.”

	I wasn’t down for an interview. I didn’t want to be called “hot.” What nonsense was that? Mamá had brought me up better. I was a good girl.

	And I missed Papá. 

	So I moved on, you know? Goodbye, little Raquel.




#




	Engineering was hard. Working at the big university café, scooping out little frozen bombs of flavor, raspberry and lemon and chocolate--always chocolate--was even harder. 

	The hardest thing of all, there at school, and later, when I was twenty-five and a young hot-shot engineer and money was no object anymore, was something I didn’t expect. It was the silence. The lack of whispers. I’d left Tinytown, Nowhere, where I had been something of a local celebrity, albeit a wretched one. The whispers about my father had been something solid for me to push against as I went on with my life, day after long, bone-wearing day. 

Kind of like braces. You hate them when they’re there, and they catch bits of food and are all kinds of nasty, but when they’re gone you realize you miss them, need retainers to keep everything in place. The whispers had kept Papá constantly on my mind, and without that, I was losing him, and I was losing me, too.--That sounds like an awful cliché, the kind that would make Dr. Robinson over in English throw an eraser at his blackboard and watch the chalk explode into a cloud of thick dust. But it’s true, and there are not ways enough to express what I really felt like. Losing myself. Drowning. Sinking in quicksand that pretends to firm up under your first step and then lets go.

	Lost. 

	I had to bring Papá back, at least figure out what happened, so he could be a story that made sense. So I started investigating reports of the murders.

	It was funny, you know? Running away from being interviewed and then seven years and eight years and nine years later poring over interviews and old files, often badly-digitized or on crumbling papers that shed their ink when I laid gentle fingers on them. You might think they’d have kept the reports in better condition--it was a crazy case. Well, sure, but the trail was frozen, and the case was thirteen and fourteen and then fifteen years old.  

	--Here I am, just calling them murders. No one knew that, not then--maybe not ever-- but everyone called it that, not just “the incident,” so it stuck. All anybody knew was that the “selective” work retreat had ended and no one, from the CEO down to the one secretary invited, had ever come home. Police busted into the rusticized auditorium, that day in June of 2005. And reporters, of course. 

	The photos showed a room with rough-hewn logs serving as some sort of excuse for benches; pine needles swarming down the aisle; and a podium carved into a living oak. 

	And a great circle of blood that first knitted a rustling mass of pine needles together, then dripped down to the earth below. A close-up shot showed a greedy fly amidst the blood, trapped mid-sip by an avalanche of brown (and red) pine needles.

Papá was COO, and at the company, trapped in a sleekly-designed silver building, hours ran long and tempers short. A lot of people just, you know, didn’t have any grasp of nuance. Workers good, C-suite people bad. So the crazy rumors really stuck to him and the other officers. Like the dried blood, kind of. Probably the least weird one went something like this: him and Laura Ritter, the CFO, just cut all the workers to death with hatchets and threw their bodies down some magic memory hole and vanished together to Argentina or Antarctica or wherever fleeing criminals end up.

Anyone who had ever noticed Laura Ritter would have known she wasn’t the type to even look at a guy, let alone commit murder with one.--But maybe I’m wrong. I only know her from photos. In my favorite one, on a paper almost thick enough to be cardboard, curled up at the corner and stained with something that could be coffee and could be something else, she has a little smile. Looks like Mona Lisa, only thinner and crouched in on herself like a starving mouse. Thin bones.

It was after one of my news-seeking excursions that I remembered The Lady again. 10 PM, fifteen years after the incident. Some overrated Beethoven was whispering from my laptop. I was on the comfy red sofa in my apartment, completely ruining the minimalist décor with my oversized, shaggy slippers with puppy-dog ears.--Well, they were comfortable. Décor isn’t there to help you feel comfortable, just rich, and rich is cold and hard-edged. Sometimes.--My coffee was getting down to room temperature. 

I like it that way. Makes the flavors stick out better, you know? Cinnamon is the best thing to add. It isn’t sweet. Some girls would have you believe that all they ever want is sweet. 

That evening, just like every clumsy idiot in every time and place since the invention of coffee and tables, I knocked my knee against the coffee table.

I cursed at the pain in my knee. Almost as bad as a whack on the elbow, though it least it didn’t feel like someone was drilling down to my marrow. The mug overturned with a ringing thud. About half my good coffee spilled, unrecoverable, dripping down over the papers on the table and turning into a creamy puddle on the blue Turkish carpet. 

The papers. The coffee had landed right in the middle of an article I was reading: “Abuse of Union Representatives a Growing Trend.” I cringed and cursed again; the brown grittiness of cinnamon-stuffed coffee was marinating the written words into mush. 

But only a drop had landed on the photo. 

A perky assistant at the Yearly Star, young enough to face the world with a bright smile and overdone mascara and caramel-flavored coffee every morning, had printed out the copy of the May 2, 2005 issue for me. It was black and grainy, but I thought the text could maybe give me a clue or two. At least I pretended to think that. The search had grown stale and maybe, just maybe, I was outgrowing its chrysalis. Only I wasn’t ready to admit that yet. 

I had never had a chance to read the text. Every time I’d picked up that paper, my eyes snagged on the featured photo. When I had glanced at it the first time, as I trawled through the archives, it looked like nothing new: Papá and Ritter and the other execs, facing a line of protestors. The execs had slick suits, the protestors clumsy, hand-written placards. But after the optimistic mascara girl printed out the article, something that was new grabbed me. Something showing me a side of Papá I had never seen before. Something that made me blink and wonder if I was still in the same universe I had been in a minute ago.

Papá never shouted at home. He was the kindest, gentlest creature that a good God could have put upon the earth. My fluffy, puppy-dog slippers were once his. They seemed to contain his soul, as I knew it: warm and full of hugs and kisses. He used to tell me stories about a woman who wept, forever and ever, for her drowned children, but he would always give me hot chocolate after that. Topped off with two whole spoons of creamy, melty marshmallows. If his mustache had been whiter, he would have been the stereotype of the kindly grandfather.  

The man in the photo was not a kindly grandfather. He was punching a protestor in the face.

My mind spasmed, spit out two thoughts. The first: the man must have said, or done, something really crazy to get Papá that mad. The second: maybe he was more complicated than I thought. Maybe…

No, I couldn’t allow that. I was twenty-five and if I questioned my memories, my sure knowledge, of the past, I would go crazy. Papá was my father and a murder victim, and he couldn’t be anything more, and I had to dream of finding his killer. 

The coffee crept along the paper and seeped into it with the weight of water and the scent of cinnamon. Its tide-line touched the photo, dug in at a rounded point, slowly, toward the feet of one of the protesting women.

The Lady. 

I had to lift the paper up to my nose to make sure. 

I never wished for a time machine harder in my life, and I never hated the idea more. I wanted to see, to make sure. To make sure it was her, there. To make sure the exec whose fist was crunching into that protestor’s face was really Papá. 

And I wanted to stay in my fuzzy, uncomfortable certainty. They were just paper figures. Paper figures.

The Lady looked younger, a lot younger, but I couldn’t say exactly what was different. When I’d left for my new life, her face had still been unlined--scarily pathetic, really, like a cheap Halloween costume. Her hair might have gotten a little grayer, I guess. 

She scared me, in the photo. Made the little hairs on my arms, like antennas or cat-whiskers, rise and prickle. The photographer had got her from an oblique angle, so I could only see one eye, and that was just a fraction of a millimeter on the page. But even then I could see the hate it contained. The rage. 

She was standing beside the protestor going down under Papá’s--the man who looked like Papá’s--fists. Maybe she was his wife, and had, for his sake, switched out her rose perfume for the odor of sweat. Rose perfume. Why did that come to my mind? The only smell that was hers, in my memory, was the sweet tang of lemon and sugar, from the glaze forming petite stalactites on the sides of her cookies. I suppose she sort of looked like a rose. A tight, angry bud.--But that made no sense, either.

According to the photo, she hadn’t moved her arms at all, not tried to stop anything. And I understood the meaning of the battered expression: if looks could kill.

Really, if they could. 
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I showed up at our old cottage soon after, as a blistering afternoon died into evening. I brought the Lady’s photo, which I had carefully snipped out with my pink craft scissors, and then dried, although I couldn’t get rid of the smell of coffee. The photo might be the very thing to untangle the air of mystery surrounding Papá, and the disappearances. 

It had been years since I had returned to the dried-out remains of our town. Years since I had even talked to Mamá. It wasn’t like I had saved her number to my new iPhone. I had gotten the latest model, last year, and plastered limited-edition Hulk stickers all over its matte silver case.

I felt as though I was shrinking back into little Raquel, as I pulled into the drive and heard the comfortable hiss of the too-tall grass succumbing to the wheels of my BMW. Seen out of little Raquel’s eyes, the fancy-schmancy car made no sense here, beside Mamá’s beaten-up Buick. Same with my pink Ralph Lauren suit. I felt like I was a princess showing herself off in the slums. Getting down with the plebeians, just for a few minutes, until the cameras’ squeaks and flashes ended.

An imposter princess.

Our cottage, which I had always remembered as a summer palace worthy of a queen, was less shiny and welcoming than the place my imagined memories had conjured. Little scuffs, revealing tired wood, jarred against the places where the white paint was still bright. A long streak of slimy moss wound its way down from the roof, almost bordering the left edge of the door. 

A quiet, cold weight shoved against my heart. No matter what had happened between us, Mamá shouldn’t have been left like this. 

I took a deep breath and marched toward the door. If I solved the mystery of Papá, maybe I could bring the whole family back together. 

When I reached the door, I hesitated, caught by a crude drawing above the brass doorknob. It was a cat, in thick red lines. Bright red lines. A squashed cat, drawn with no sense of perspective, wielding stiff whiskers.

I had drawn the cat when I was like eight, just before the ladies of the book club showed up--Mamá’s turn to host. Mamá scolded me, wagging her finger in my little face, telling me how hard she would have to work to scrub it off, how it would leave her knuckles pink and raw. She sent me to bed without supper. I still remember what that supper was going to be: macaroni-and-cheese with chili on top, the source of various tantalizing smells perfuming the whole cottage (especially my room). It was supposed to be a reward, for doing so well in my piano lessons, memorizing two whole pieces. 

I found out the next day that Mamá hadn’t tried to scrub it off at all. She had probably laughed over it, oh, kids these days, with her “friends.” In the ten years after, before I left, the little red drawing had faded to the reddish outline of a shadow.

Today, it was like new. I saw, in my mind, Mamá, her hair gray atop her head where she had missed a spot. She always did the at-home dye. 

In the magic video my mind created--funny, I could only think in video, never audio--she took out a stubby old red crayon, crouched on the cement porch with a soft exhalation of strain, a silent ayah! that puffed her lips. She pushed her glasses to the edge of her nose and squinted over them at the childish lines. Steadying her right hand with her left, she guided the crayon over those lines, stroking deeper and deeper, till the red was as bright as fresh blood.

Something cracked inside me. Nostalgia. Hope. Tears. 

“¡Querida Raquel!” 

I froze. I knew her voice, the Lady’s voice, though I remembered it as deeper. All these years the quiet, slinking presence of her, I thought, and she secretly knew my name. 

A ridiculous thought, of course. I had snuck over to her house often enough, finding the cookies she would leave me on the sill, even when I was in my teens. Still, the skin of my arms prickled as if wet, cold hands grasped them from behind.

I shook my head. It was time to get rid of this ridiculous fear. Phobia--an irrational fear. And they think engineers are super-rational, you know? Like Spock. Mamá could wait a few minutes.

Clutching my car keys in my right hand, sliding them, jangling them, between my fingers, I approached the stoop where she sat. The step beneath squeaked as she readjusted her meager weight, and the plate of cookies on her polka-dot-covered lap clattered. “Ma’am,” I said. 

A bat slipped from under her eaves, silent. 

My heart hammered as it flew just above my shoulder and beyond. I stopped, still a few feet away from her. “I don’t speak Spanish, ma’am,” I said. “Haven’t in years.” 

There was a long story behind that, too long to even tell Mamá, let alone a…well, I was about to say fairy godmother. Maybe she was. Maybe she was that thirteenth fairy. 

The Lady patted the empty spot beside her on the stair. It was too empty. I suddenly remembered that there had always been one cat or another there, before. Silent cats. One had had a missing paw. Another had been a wonderful shade of gray, like a raincloud lit from within by the sun. 

There were no cats now. Empty.

I sat down. My plump, sleek knees almost touched her withered, protruding ones. A couple of new wrinkles stood out on her forehead; it wasn’t smooth anymore. When had that happened? 

“She’s gone, you know,” said the Lady. 

“She?”

“Your mother.”

“Oh…oh.” I shook my head. My heart hammered again, as if it didn’t know how to do anything else. A coarse strand of my hair caught in my mouth; I pulled it out, coughed. “Her car’s still here.”

The Lady shrugged. “They’re storing things in it. Old boxes, I believe.”

The evening silence crept between us. 

I asked the question every nerve of my body was dreading to ask. “By gone…you mean…”

“She was lonely. Her sister came for her.”

“Oh.” Somehow, to my irrational ears, “lonely” sounded almost as bad as “dead.” I pressed my thumbs into my eyes, stopping the tears before they began. “I should have…” I should have come a long, long time ago. “I mean, I came to ask her about you, actually.”

“Indeed.” She said the word without inflection. As if this was something she fully expected. 

I had, without thinking about it, crumpled the photo in my hand as I approached. Now I dragged it out and unfolded it, crease by whispering crease. I don’t know why, but I gave it to her. Our fingers touched as she accepted it. One of her fingernails felt ragged, as if she had nibbled it between uneven teeth.

She took it, glanced at it with eyes as dispassionate as her voice. Then she in her turn crumpled it, creating new creases and folds. It barely rustled.

“Hmm. It is an unexpected surprise to see you today, young woman.” She smiled. “A pleasant one.”

I waited. She had never talked like this before. Me? A pleasant surprise? Sure. 

“I cannot bear the silence,” she said. 

I glanced over her from her head to her thick-booted feet. She looked well. Maybe her mind often wandered like this. I didn’t know. “Are you alright, ma’am?” I said. “Should I call an ambulance?”

At that, she stirred and took a delicate bite of a cookie. The familiar lemony smell--sweet and tart and just a bit bitter--spread through the air. Two fireflies danced between us, blinking on, and on again. 

She chewed for a long minute. A softened crumb slipped out of her lips, but she slapped it away.

When she finally swallowed, she said, “An ambulance will do me no good, at this late hour. There is no known antidote for--the poison I have taken. I made sure of that.”

I bolted upright. She was talking nonsense. I hoped. But supposing she really was trying to kill herself…

Trembling from the impulse, I grabbed the plate of cookies from her lap and dashed them to the ground, where they fell and cracked with the sound of clattering gravel.

She didn’t even raise an eyebrow. “Why, Raquel. You always enjoyed those cookies.”

“You shouldn’t eat any more,” I said. “If they’re poisoned.”

As the fireflies floated off into the gloom, the Lady laughed. “No poison in the cookies, child.--You must understand, everything is in my journals, and those are willed to you, so you would find out in any case. But I see you are a smart girl, putting a bit of a trail together, hmmm?” She grabbed my sweaty fingers with one claw-like hand. I wanted to pull my hand back, but something stopped me. An impulse belonging to a dream. This was all a dream. I didn’t belong in her will. I didn’t even know her name. “Mr. Vargas was a good man, you know,” she said. “He just…failed to go far enough.”

My blood was rushing, the mists of the past were wavering. “Papá failed to go far enough…in what?” I gripped her hand, feeling its chill go warm under my pressing thumb, but she seemed not to notice. “Do you know what happened that day? Who killed the people in the retreat center? Do you know--” 

She chuckled. Or perhaps snorted. “What you need to understand is why I did it. But I am too tired. Or I would explain. It is in the journals, the red one comes first. I only wanted you to know…if things had been different…” She broke off into a low hum, mimicking the jet that was passing overhead. The plane’s contrails were just visible in the twilight. “A good man.”

Poor thing. Raving like that. Little old women like her didn’t murder people. Not so many people. Not bloody, like that. That whole suicide thing must have been her mind wandering, too.

I asked her again if she wanted an ambulance.

No, she didn’t.

I helped her to bed, pulling back the blue ombre comforter for her, vowing to return in an hour. If she was much worse, I would call an ambulance and go rattling with her into the city, whether she wanted it or not. Mamá might know whether or not her behavior was normal; Mamá wasn’t here.

When I came back, the Lady was gone. Her lips were fixed in a smile, but a smidge of a tear was drying on her right cheek.
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I paid for her funeral at a nondenominational chapel. They asked for her name.

“Raquel Vargas,” I said.

The chapel was a dismal place, pressed inward by the day’s rain. I had clipped her burgundy roses, leaving the vines green and bare, and brought them in fifteen glass vases to the funeral. Even those roses, sweet-smelling as they were, added to the gloom.

Most of her neighbors had left, two or three or four years ago. They had had enough of the pitted roads, the swelling tax bills, the electricity frizzing out. So it was a lonely funeral. Just me, the celebrant, the organist. And the Lady. There was one minute, when the organist played his last note--a wrong, jarring one--when I thought I saw a man in black standing in the side door with his head bowed. But the door was open, for whatever reason, and the rain was heavy enough to create the illusion of a man, you know?

I lugged the journals with me to the graveside in two wrinkled white grocery bags. They made an imposing stack, five thick journals; they were bound like hardcover novels in the brightest of reds, blues, greens, that had only just begun to fade from sunlight and oily fingers. The spines were long broken. On each journal’s cover rested either one or two birds, sketched in black. 

I brought them with me to bury them. Maybe the Lady had some history with my father. Let her keep it. Let it die with her.

But when I tossed my token shovelful of wet earth into her grave, I couldn’t throw the journals in with it. I tried. Clutching the stem of my red umbrella in my left armpit, I untied one of the rustling bags. I took out the sky-blue journal, and I held it in my hands over the grave-mouth, letting the summer-scented raindrops spatter the cover. Felt the momentum of release, at long last, build in my chest.

And then--the only thing I could do was to put it back and retie the bag.

I brought both bags to my apartment. 
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It was still raining when I reached my apartment. The water clattered to the sidewalk five floors below.

I made up a steaming cinnamon coffee and left it to cool, but I kept it on the white marble counter, far, far away from the journals. I thought about putting on my puppy-dog slippers, but no, not now.

The red journal, with a puffin sketched on the cover, was all yellowed and crackling inside. Must have been cheap stuff--the first entry was from September 2003, and what kind of paper becomes that yellow in seventeen years?

I flipped through the first few entries. My jittery fingers danced on the pages. Tap, t-tap tap.

First ten pages: nothing pertinent. Stuff about concerts, and a tailor, and her daughter--daughter? And a granddaughter who had gone missing in 2000, eight years old…

That was interesting. But not what I was looking for. 

Maybe I was an idiot. Chasing down the raving imaginings of a dying old woman.

--But, okay. Here was something. Papá’s name. November 4, 2004.

Aidan told me, Mr. Vargas found out something today, didn’t say what it was. Aidan said, Mr. Vargas seemed extremely distressed. Sweating so that even the front of his shirt was wet. Pale, “like a panicked horse.”

The rest of the entry turned into a rant about a neighbor’s noisy car. 

Papá had found out something. My eyes raced down the page to November 5, November 6, November…12. One of the longest entries so far.

The coward. The coward. 

Aidan told me, he discovered a memorandum written by Vargas. Vargas had stepped out of the office, the memorandum was open on his laptop. Aidan said, he knows he was wrong, snooping, but Vargas had been so very worried and irritable. 

The company serves as a front for some group that sells children.

Aidan is crying. I am crying. Imagine if our little Masha…

And then Vargas came back and found Aidan in the office. He didn’t say anything, just walked up to his laptop like he’d seen a ghost. Aidan asked who Vargas was going to send the memorandum to. And Vargas said--Aidan says this is what he said, word for word, just staring off blankly, somewhere.

“I can’t send it to anyone, you know? You realize a lot of people in this town are hanging on the edge? That ‘most everybody around works for us? You know what would happen if I called the cops? We’d be shut down. And are the people around here ever going to recover from that, ah?”

He deleted the memorandum from the computer. It’s gone. There’s nothing we can do, we can’t prove anything, of course Aidan couldn’t have thought to record. 

The coward!”

My fingers were digging into the page like hooks of metal. I was shaking. 

I closed the journal. My shaking hands caused it to topple to the floor; it landed face-up with a slap. The puffin seemed to leer at me, and I looked away.

I would give the journals to the police, when I could stand to touch them again. 

It was my duty. I was a good girl.

The company…it had lasted until June 4, 2005. Almost seven months after Papá’s discovery. More than a month after Papá punched the protestor. I had no doubts now: it was him. The seething madness of the strain he must have been under…

The thought was almost too much--that he would pick anything, even the survival of our town and its people, over saving kids from traffickers. 

I clutched the puppy-dog slippers to my chest, squeezed until I thought my ribs might crack.

Oh, mi papá.
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A week after the Lady’s funeral, before I visited my mother at my aunt’s home, I went to the site of the former retreat center. It had become a mobile-home park, bustling with shouting and crying children in brightly-colored t-shirts and shorts, friendly pit-bulls, and pots of daisies. 

I didn’t know daises could be so bright a pink.

END








THE FLAME AND THE ANCHOR




BY MALINA DOUGLAS




In a normal state, he never would have done it. But the anger had bored its way into him, distorting the Harry he had held in high esteem to a viler, baser Harry. So Dairmuid lashed out. 

“You've gone too far, Harry. Hiding behind a curtain of anonymity, attacking students and rallying against the school's policies.” 

Harry tilted his head down, his short nose flaring, his eyes charged with fervour. “I'm going to make them change their ways! My letters are the gadflies that will sting them into action!”

“But anonymity is cowardice!” 

“Cowardice,” spat Harry. “What, are you calling me a coward?”

“No, I just—” blustered Dairmuid. 

“How dare you call me a coward!” bellowed Harry. He took a step forward till his form filled Dairmuid's eyes, ruddy and huge and looming over him like a giant, brows knitted together, thick and spiky as gorse, the big lips sending out specks of spittle that landed on Dairmuid's face.

Dairmuid held his arms out. They looked as puny as matchsticks. “Woah there, calm down, it's nothing.”

“Nothing,” scoffed Harry. He stepped forward till his prickly chin was level with Dairmuid's nose. “Writing dozens of letters isn't nothing! It takes persistence to change things!”

“If you were bold enough you would've signed your name on them,” muttered Dairmuid, unable to meet Harry's eyes. He should have seen it coming.

 The blow doubled him over.

Before he knew what he was doing, he was flailing his matchstick arms, striking every part of Harry in reach while Harry's heavy fists pounded into him. He ducked and wove and twisted to dodge the blows, striking out with his little balled fists. In moments, there was yelling all around them and strong arms were holding them apart.

Harry was red-faced, panting, straining at the grip of five burly men like a bulldog in chains.

Dairmuid wanted to rain punches on him, to knock the glare off his face and all the hard words out of him, as if punching him could expunge him of malevolence.

But violence would only define it. A reaction too strong would cause the conflict to deepen. Because it wasn't just about the anonymous letters.

It started before. 

Rainy March last year, when they were both first years in Trinity College. Before the bitter conflict that tore them apart. 

They were friends then. 

Their chosen watering-hole was the pale yellow, white pillared Pav, their campus pub. From the grass of the field, a broad set of steps led up to it, the long building topped with a red-orange roof.

On fine days, they would stretch out on the lawn and drink the cheapest cans in Dublin in riotous camaraderie, as students ebbed and flowed around them. They would carry on a running commentary about student politics and all the latest happenings. If it rained, they carried their discussions inside, to the warm press of students within the Pav's walls. Harry had a way of coming up with the most ridiculous phrases while Dairmuid made comments that struck to the bone. Their laughter was a wild, uproarious force. 

Then Harry made the first betrayal.

It was a Friday. He remembered that because he'd been longing all week for the weekend, for a bleary pub reprieve. 

He was a wounded man that week. His girlfriend of two months had left him. Inexplicably, and by text message. 

He spent the better part of the afternoon slouching around the city centre, the places he had spent time with her assaulting his senses like a slap. 

Late nights behind Insomnia's glass panes. The red round curve of Doyle's on the corner. The black awning of the Hungry Mexican and the neon green letters of Poison Remedy. Along the thick stone ledge above the waters of the Liffy, where they had so often strolled.

His mind grasped for a token to show he still cared. He debated with himself until his feet veered into the Gutter Bookshop and a book all but leapt into his hands. It was Tender by Belinda McKeon, the book she had been going on about, so set she had been on reading it though he could not understand why.

He had hope then.

It happened on the Ha'Penny bridge. A short white curve like the crescent of a fingernail, the railings formed from vertical spokes with triangular tops like a mass of blunt spears. 

He grasped the railing and watched the black waters of the Liffy, deepening as the pale sky faded to twilight. Dark figures drifted by but he paid them no attention.

It was the green that caught his eye first. A vivid green, shimmering surface. Her dress. The long fine legs, black stockings and high-heeled boots. Black-rimmed eyes stood out from a moth-pale face and her lips had swelled to a bright carmine red. A face elusive and sorely missed. Maeve. 	But her arm was locked snugly into an arm clad in tweed, the arm of a shaved and unusually elegant Harry.

He was halfway across the bridge now. There was no going back.

“Maeve,” he called, rushing forward.

She stiffened and the pair of them stood still.

“Harry—mate—“

“Hello, Dairmuid,” replied Harry. Instead of the warm rough voice Dairmuid knew, he sounded restrained, colder.

“What are you... doing?”

“We're going for dinner.” His words rang out as abrupt as a judge's sentence. 

“But you—” Dairmuid swivelled his head to Maeve, “and her—how could you—”

“He invited me,” declared Maeve, as if it were obvious.

“But we only split up a few days ago, I thought we would—”

He stood, gaping and blinking at them, as if, at any moment, they could vanish.

“It's time to move on, Dairmuid.” 

Dairmuid cast Harry a prickly look. He turned back to Maeve.

“But I bought you something.”

“You shouldn't have.” Her voice sounded like a door had closed, but Dairmuid would keep knocking.

“Here,” he said, taking a paper bag from his satchel and thrusting it towards her hands.

She pulled her hands back. “This is really not the time—”

“Come on,” insisted Harry. He began walking forward.

“Sorry, Dairmuid,” she murmured, red lips hardly parting. 

She let Harry steer her past him. Cast a glance behind her to where Dairmuid stood, in the centre of the bridge, the parcel in his hands.

He caught her eyes, glimpsed sadness, anguish and something heavy, a hard determination to go on. 

He stuffed the parcel back into his satchel. Felt the urge to pull a spear loose from the railing and hurl it at Harry's retreating back. He shook his head as if to shake them away and turned, pushed and wove his way through the crowd. Stepped off the bridge and began to run. Somewhere, anywhere. 

He stopped, panting. Doubled over, supporting his arms on the upper part of his legs.

Past the stone ledge below, the Liffy coursed on.




#




The book was her choice, not his. He would never have picked up such a thing. It sat on the shelf above his desk and from time to time he'd look up and glare at it. Then he began to read it. He was pulled into the new engrossing world of Catherine's mind, as she swayed between infatuation, tenderness and obsession. Like him, she was taken over by feelings she could not understand. 

	

#




From the beginning, Dairmuid had noticed Harry's fire. When he got hold of a new idea, it would set him alight till he burned like a torch, and he would talk of it with such passion that Dairmuid could almost see the concept, lit up in the air between them. Other times, he spoke of struggles with his father, his brother. The friction of incompatible attitudes that exploded into debates and at times came to blows. Rallying against his father's oppressive attitudes and his brother's insistence at being better.

Dairmuid never understood Harry's fire, never having much himself. Not from his even-keeled father or his gentle, sometimes melancholic mother. Nor from his two sisters, who could be impetuous but never incendiary. Only Harry had lit a fire within Diarmuid. 

At times, he'd see them. Huddled in the library, conferring over some text, her auburn hair brushing his curls like a forest of autumn leaves. 

Conspirators! He branded them in silent accusation.

He noticed how Harry was taller than her, how she'd lean into his broad shoulder and look up at him the way she could never do with Dairmuid, who was the same height.

Once, he saw Maeve in a crowd and walked toward her. On agile feet she glided through the press, broke free, dashed across the lawn and flung her arms around Harry with an enthusiasm he had not known she possessed. 

For all of Dairmuid’s glaring, he remained to them unseen. He began to question his own existence. 

Harry struck up fiery arguments in class and Maeve supported him with the solid ground of well-laid didactic. Dairmuid said little. When class was over, he'd push past them, keeping his eyes to the ground. Every brush of her hand against his, every look that passed between them was a barbed spear driving into him. He avoided them for weeks.
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A day came when Dairmuid was walking down a slim tree-lined path along the edge of a sports field. There was Harry, walking towards him. He was clearly doing something irregular because if he followed his schedule, they should not have crossed paths. 

Harry stopped directly in front of him.

“Hey,” he said

Dairmuid replied with a weak echo. 

“You alright?”

“I'm fine,” retorted Dairmuid.

Harry reached out and laid a hand on Dairmuid's shoulder. “Hey, uh... no hard feelings, yeah?”

Dairmuid muttered assent. Stepped back. The hand fell.

Harry cocked his head and peered into Dairmuid's eyes. “No, really. I care about you.” 

“Doesn't seem like it.”

“But I do. Maeve doesn't come to the Pav much, and she can't drink beer cans like you do. It's lonely on the lawn. Will you join me sometime?”	

“I'll think about it.” Dairmuid walked on.




#




As the weeks passed, Harry grew into less of a villain in Dairmuid's mind. His heated, troublous feelings were washed away by the slow but persistent patter of Dublin rain. As his ardour for Maeve cooled, it struck him that Harry could give her the fire that he'd never had. That perhaps they were better off together. 

Until Harry betrayed him again. 




#




They had resumed their friendship—but perhaps the problem lay in Dairmuid's assumption, and they were actually hovering in some fragile in-between state that did not have a name. 

Or Dairmuid's expectations of friendship were slightly different. 

They were at a party. Thank God Maeve hadn't come out that night. Harry had seen him there; approached him. They'd shared a brief conversation and a toast with the dissatisfying tap of can on can. 

Dairmuid heaved through a sea of unfamiliar faces, but the currents kept returning him to Harry. They spoke again several times throughout the evening. A few drinks later, Dairmuid ventured to admit that Harry and Maeve seemed good together. The smile that Harry gave nearly blinded him. After that, the subject was dropped. 

Harry and Diarmuid stood on the edge of the crowd, sipping Guiness and running a commentary on all who passed before them. What was lost had been restored and Dairmuid had reclaimed the summit at Harry’s side. From the heights of his new position he could look on his former foolishness and laugh, because their troubles were over. 

Until the incident happened.

The party had passed its zenith. The last stragglers clustered on the patio, blowing plumes of smoke from their cigarettes and spouting out nonsense. Others lay passed out in various places indoors. 

It took a lot to provoke him, but Dairmuid was half-drunk, sleepy and irritable. When he felt someone shove into him, he shoved back.

The man turned. He had a gaunt, pale face, a hint of a chin and hair shaved to the skull, but most of all Dairmuid noticed his eyes. They were dark and small and directed straight at him with a look of glittering malice. Dairmuid cringed and stepped backwards. The man reminded him of some kind of light-fearing creature, of a goblin.

“Watch it,” said the goblin in a pinched-sounding voice.

“No, you watch it,” returned Dairmuid, scowling. “There's plenty of space here. Why'd ya have to shove into me?” 

“You were in the way,” he snarled. 

“No I wasn't, I was standing to the side.”

The goblin pushed him again, this time straight on. “Now you're in the way,” he said. 

Dairmuid pushed back. The goblin lunged at him and he ducked. Dairmuid struck him in the jaw. The goblin struck back. Dairmuid deflected the blows with his small wiry arms until a heavy blow came at him from the side and he lost his balance. 

He stretched his arms out, but he had nothing to hold onto, so he fell. Hit the ground with a thud. 

Dairmuid blinked. From his vantage point he saw an array of feet. Clusters of people stood unmoving. He groaned and stood up. The goblin had disappeared and there was Harry, straight across the patio, carrying on a conversation as if nothing had happened. A surge of anger coursed through Dairmuid. He strode over to Harry. 

“Hey,” he said, his words stabbing straight through Harry's conversation. Harry and a man with thick brooding brows both looked up. 

“Why didn't you back me up?” demanded Dairmuid. He stood in a wide stance, arms crossed over his chest. The thick-browed man melted away. 

“It wasn't my fight.”

“Yea, but you coulda stepped in, coulda helped me. Together we would have taken him!”

Harry shook his head. “I didn't want to take sides.”

Dairmuid stepped forward. “I thought you were on my side! It doesn't take any deliberation.”

“I'm friends with him too, you know,” said Harry in a quiet voice.

Dairmuid gave him a look that was as sharp as a lance. “With him? With that arrogant little beady eyed goblin—”

“Yeah,” said Harry. “We went to school together. Used to be in the same theatre club.” 

Dairmuid stared at him, the fury so deep in the core of him that the words swirled and fell like dead leaves. 

At last, he spoke. “I really thought better of you.”

Harry shrugged. “Well sorry to disappoint you.”

“You're closer to me than anyone else at this party,” pursued Dairmuid. “If you didn't step in, who would?”

“I don't know,” replied Harry in a flat voice.

“That's why I was counting on you.”

Harry threw up his arms. “Well don't depend on me!” 

Dairmuid shook his head and walked away. Felt a vile combination of dismay, disgust and sadness. His arm still throbbed and the indignation burned. 

He would never be fooled again, he vowed.

He shoved his hands deep in his pockets and stepped onto the street. It looked abandoned. Yellow streetlights cast a dull sheen on the pavement. 

A beer can rattled as it rolled across his path. He stomped on it.




#




Dairmuid pummelled Harry with all the force he had, till strong arms pulled them apart and he stood, pinned, panting. 

They were in the Pav. It was the first time Dairmuid had seen Harry since the party. A week had passed but his anger had burned ever since.

Dairmuid felt the blood coursing through his veins, the adrenaline pumping. The futile rage that burned inside him as unceasing an Azerbaijani hillside. 

“That land will keep burning for years,” a guy in his history class had told him. 

“It couldn't!” countered Dairmuid. “It will burn out, run out of fuel—”

“But methane gas is seeping out of the hillside. Provides a constant fuel source.”

“That's mad! But surely the rain would put it out.” 

“It doesn't. It keeps on burning through rain and snow and wind. People claim some hillsides have been burning for four thousand years.”

Dairmuid gave a low whistle.

“Some people liken it to hell. Barren rocky land and patches of fire as far as you can see.” 

“Christ!” shuddered Dairmuid. He forgot the name of the guy who told him but the image stayed with him. Felt the fire that Harry had stirred burn on unquenched. 

He gave Harry a last burning look and strode away. 
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Dairmuid's rage did not burn like the fires of far-off hillsides. It dissolved in the rain and time's erasing distance. He met someone new and Maeve was eclipsed. By a girl who spoke quick and smiled often and whose laughter was like the tinkling sound of bells. 

Letters appeared. 

Short, angry missives in hard-edged red print. Deriding students for conservative views, demanding that professors withdraw unfair marks. Dairmuid had been avoiding Harry, but the letters bothered him. He found Harry crossing the courtyard to the high double doors of the school. Confronted him. 

“I don't get it, Harry. Why did you write those letters?”

Harry scowled at him and looked down. Silence stretched between them and tightened like a sheet of ice. 

Dairmuid shattered it. “Tell me.”

Harry sighed. “I s'pose I can't lie to you and get away with it. You know me too well. I was bored. I wanted to stir something up.”

“Oh is that all?”

“Well—” Harry looked back and forth to see if anyone was listening.

“Truth be told, I wanted to make people uncomfortable. Watch them squirm.” 

Dairmuid squinted at him. “Where does that come from?”

“Probably from being beaten up when I was younger. So I had to get back in a different way, a clever way.” 	

“But you're popular, people listen to you.”

“Yeah but—not really. It may look like that on the outside, but they're all just pretending.” 

Dairmuid scanned the faces in the crowd as they passed him. Youthful, composed, expressionless faces. Pretenders. 

“Who cares what other people think.”

“Yeah,” said Harry, looking down. “Sometimes I care too much.”

After that, Dairmuid felt more sorry for Harry than angry. That beneath the bright blaze was a lost boy looking for acknowledgement.
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Dairmuid found Maeve alone on the lawn. Her hair hung limp, and she was bent over a spread of papers. He crept up until he was beside her and thrust a book in front of her. 

“Here,” he said. 

Her eyes widened on seeing the title. She snatched up the book and pressed it to her chest. Then she grabbed him and squeezed him, smothering him as she gushed out waves of thanks.

Dairmuid disentangled himself.

His longing and desire for Maeve had ebbed away. As if the otherworldly tinge had rubbed off of her and she'd reassumed the monochrome of a mortal. He loved her now in a different way, with a distant kind of brotherly affection. What remained was the feeling of tenderness.
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Choices can make a man or break him, a professor had once said. The words echoed in Dairmuid's head as he reflected on a night in the Pav. The night of a pivotal choice.

How was pressed into the corner of the dim, crowded space and heard commotion, yelling. He slammed his pint down. Pushed his way through the crowd and saw snatches of messy curls, that short, flaring nose—Harry—between flying elbows and arms. Dairmuid felt a shock run through him. A bullish, brawny man gripped Harry around the neck and was punching him as Harry writhed and struggled. The crowd watched, motionless.

He finally gotten what he deserved. 

Dairmuid's impulse was to stand, do nothing, smirk. Reap the primitive enjoyment of Harry getting his dues. Yet the greater man in him felt otherwise. A force propelled him beyond logic, beyond common sense and straight into the fray.

He dove between them. Heavy fists pounded into him but Dairmuid took in the blows. He kept on his feet like a lamppost in a storm. 

And then the man stopped. 

Left Harry and Dairmuid facing each other, panting. Harry looked at Dairmuid, his eyes wide with shock.

“What are you doing here?”

“Are you all right?” asked Dairmuid. 

“Yeah... I think so,” said Harry in a slow, stunned voice, looking back to where his aggressor had come from. Blood streamed from his nose. 

Dairmuid followed his glance and saw the man being dragged from the pub. Took a tissue from his pocket and passed it to Harry.

“Here.”

“Thanks.” Harry wadded up the tissue and stuck it in his nostrils. Tilted his head back. Breathed. 

The ring of onlookers dissolved, conversations resumed, glasses clinked and beer bubbled. 

Harry wiped his nose. He was sweating, bleeding and pale with shock. 

“What’d you do that for?”

Dairmuid shrugged. “It's what I would have wanted you to do.”

Harry clasped a hand to his forehead; shook his head slowly. “I don't deserve this.”

“Go for a drink?” asked Dairmuid. 

“Yeah...” said Harry, and Dairmuid saw he was shaking. It was still sinking in—the events that had just transpired, the light that they cast on Harry's own actions, the significance cast seaward like an anchor. 

To the friend he had once turned into a nemesis, Dairmuid felt only compassion. How odd they seemed as his mind zoomed out at the two of them, Diarmuid's thin arm on Harry's muscled shoulder, still amongst a crowd that was seething with movement, in the small pale Pav at the edge of the field, a pinprick of light amongst the lights of a hundred pubs, the lights of Dublin edging the broad black Liffy, and if he zoomed out far enough it all fused into one. 








THE TANGERINE GENIE




BY RICHARD LEISE




Twice, over time, a young man and a young woman discovered a genie in a bottle. The Genie, trapped inside a ewer older than Narmer, was a steal. Set on a shelf inside Endwell Antiques, the artifact, competing with pretty vases, attractive phials, strange flagons, and religions partitions from stained-glass windows, was marked at forty-eight dollars (but could be had, were you the least bit savvy, for forty). The shop’s keeper, a middle-aged man with wire-rimmed glasses, bushy eyebrows, and a thick mustache, had cleverly arranged the glass in front of a west-facing window (it being a well-known fact, at least in proprietary circles, that most married couples do their antiquing in the afternoon) and sunlight filled each bottle with something seemingly breathing, as if each vessel contained part of this given day. The couple had just smoked a huge bong, and the thought of everything teetered upon the edge of terrifying and much more interesting. They slowly moved through the cramped space, its floor and shelves overwhelmed with objects. 

The young man noticed the young woman admiring the strange container, and he resolved to buy it for her. “You want this thing,” the young ma n said, reaching for the glass. He smiled, “What is it, do you think? A jug?” 

The young woman gasped. Her husband was very clumsy, and the cardboard sign tacked above the shelf, in the shopkeeper’s carefully drawn hand, clearly stated: 

You Break It, You Bought It. 

The young woman was a lawyer. While not positive, she was fairly certain such language would not hold up in a court of law. For one, she did not believe there was any such statute on the books. Moreover, the sign could not constitute a contract. For a contract to be a contract, there must be an exchange of value. This is what the court called ‘consideration.’ And it was not very considerate of a store to state you bought an item simply because you had accidentally broken it. If you really thought about it, the man could have written:

You Smell It, You Buy It

and, legally, the sign would mean the same exact thing. 

Still, that meant nothing. Endwell was a progressive city. For instance, its public library really was free (late materials did not incur fees) and, just down the street, there was a popular open-injection facility. But the young woman’s concern was not financial (although the bauble, while strange, and lovely—it was, precisely, her thing—was ridiculously priced at, and she took the bottle from her husband, and examined its hand-written price tag, forty-eight dollars). Hypothetically, she had no problem paying for something her husband had broken. Perhaps not a moral imperative, it was the right thing to do. Her distress stemmed from her husband’s behavior. First, he would feel terrible. He would experience a sort of public shame (one that he would equate with some horrifying opprobrium, like he had killed some mother’s daughter while out drunk, driving.) Then he would insist upon paying the shopkeeper “in full.” Lastly, he would promise, as if this were possible, let alone necessary, to “make it up to him.” The process would be exhausting (not to mention embarrassing). 

She was about to ask for the bottle, only it was missing. Why was her husband smiling? What, exactly, was happening? Then she saw, in her hands, the ewer. Something in the pit of her stomach fell. Her high hit like a little acid peak. A cloud passed in front of the sun, and the shop darkened. This feeling, right here, was why she rarely smoked dope. Especially this stuff. She wanted to leave. And now. 

“What’s wrong?” the young man said. He smiled. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” He blinked. And then, stepping towards her, whispered, “Wait, you didn’t actually, uh,” and he looked towards the shopkeeper. “You didn’t actually see a ghost, did you?” He paled. His lips were bright red. “No, wait, don’t say it, I can tell. You did, didn’t you?” 

He believed in ghosts. Specifically, the young man believed in poltergeists, and considered them evil, unfriendly, malevolent, and, quite possibly, but not necessarily, dangerous. He did not think their house was haunted, but he did not rule out the possibility – a haunting was something that could happen. Turning to look behind him, he knocked a brass candelabra and a stack of vintage comic books to the floor. The shopkeeper frowned. Standing behind the counter, his hands spread on either side of an opened Endwell Standard, he seemed disappointed that nothing had broken. 

“Follow me,” the young man said. He motioned for his wife to pick up the comics and the candelabra. “We’ve gotta get out of here.” 

Bugged out because her husband was bugging out, the young woman set the ewer on the windowsill, crouched, and, quickly, organized the comics, lifted the candelabra, and, carefully, set the junk atop a giant oak barrel. It was then that the sun broke through the cloud. Light illuminated the window. And the bottles began glowing. 

Her bottle, which was the deep, bloody orange of her favorite sort of seashell, was touched by enough natural light to reveal its Genie—utterly stereotypical, imagine Jambi or Barbara Eden, any djinn will do—floating, Indian-style, inside the glass. But of course the woman did not believe in genies (she was having a hard enough time accepting the fact that the bottles, like struck tuning forks, were humming) and tossed the vision up to the weed. Because most genies could not care less if they are discovered—after a couple thousand years of creating the same sets of problems for poor, desperate humans, it got old—he remained motionless, utterly apathetic. It was hard to blame him. He just got here. Part of an estate sale, the Genie had spent the last twenty years boxed in the attic of a geriatric who had simply refused to die. God knows, and he took in the young woman’s bust, he’s had worse views. If he never saw a grain of sand again it would be too— 

“I’ll be back for that, uh,” the young man said. “Um,” and he gestured towards the ewer. They walked past the counter. “I just gotta grab my wallet,” and he pushed and held open the door, just wide enough for the young woman to slip through. “Left it in my car, like an idiot.” And, looking back, he smiled, he followed his wife into the security of the sunlight. 

The shopkeeper listened to the bell above the door tinkle off and into silence, and he shook his head. He stepped from the counter and went to the window, where he eyed the woman. The Genie laughed at him. The woman was hot. No doubt about that. How it was that so many clear-cut idiots managed to land such fleshpots? Neither the Genie nor the shopkeeper had a clue. Not that either gave it much thought. The shopkeeper was surprised when the young man, after speaking to his wife through her open window, turned, and, pulling his wallet from a back pocket, made for the door. 

Within the couple’s family and circle of friends there existed a spirited debate. Half of those in the young man’s life—and this included his wife—said that he looked like Paul McCartney. The others—chief among them his mom—insisted that he looked like George Harrison. If not expressly Beatle Paul, or Beatle George, the young man did resemble one of the Fab Four, circa 1970, windblown and chaffed, up there on that roof. This was, in large part, because of his hair, and the dark circles under his eyes. But the young man was not depressed. He was, day in and day out, happy. Nights he played in a popular psychedelic bluegrass band, Red Hands on Horses. By day, he taught ninth grade English at Endwell High School. This day and age? Once kids hit high school, public education—at least in Endwell—was nothing more than a form of social promotion. What’s more, English Language Arts had been reduced to English, and English to standards-based instruction (grammar and syntax not being included in these standards) so, given that the kids came to high school speaking, and, at least sort of, reading, English, there was not much too much to teach. Not once, during his decade with the school, had he been accused of not reading the essays and papers he assigned, collected, and graded. 

The young woman was a junior partner at Shapiro, Dirksen, Marshall, and Kim, a not-for-profit that specialized in nothing. Not ‘nothing’ in any sense Seinfeldian. It was just that one week she would be fighting discriminatory housing practices, and a year later she would be four hours north, eating dinner at an Applebee’s, waking in the morning to defend a rape victim whose case, because the perp was a city alderman, required a change of venue. She had a gentle, but forceful, voice, like the ocean booming just before it became surf. Of course justice had far more to do with evidence than truth, and far more to do with cash than evidence, and the young woman, as consequence, lost many more cases than she won. But no defendant ever got off easy. She fought never to plea. 

“If nothing else,” she said, “let’s let it play out in the court of public opinion.” 

As such, she had friends record as much of the proceedings as legally possible. She directed these friends to post as much of this content as was ethically permissible. As for her physical appearance? 

The young man maintained that she resembled no one. 

She truly was that beautiful. 

Every morning the sun rose. Sunlight crested Endwell’s low-lying hillsides and came in through their bedroom window. This light broke the pane, fell with a silent, fractured sort of force on the hardwood floor, before, in time, retaining its form to climb the foot of their bed, moving slowly across toes, ankles, knees, and thighs to alight on their closed eyes, bathing the couple in a cool, lemon-yellow glow, luminous as a halo, until, in time, one, or the other, woke. 

The couple’s family and friends believed they lived a charmed existence; it was difficult to disagree. While the young man counted stars, and even privately, before sleep, mentally moved through what, in any religion, would pass for prayer, the young woman understood that luck was illusory, and believed that providence was as real as leprechauns. Still, she realized how fortunate they were to have found one another. Not everyone had it so easy. As time passed, and many of their friends began divorcing one another (or worse) the couple went to the movies. They went wine tasting. Buzzed, they made love on pebbled shores, half-naked beneath the moon and stars. In this way, their own lives, like a red carpet, unrolled before them. They cared about the world, and society, but cautiously. They enjoyed one another’s company, and that was enough. While she loved the bottle her husband had bought for her from Endwell Antiques, and kept the beautiful artifact on display, she had, following her fright, completely forgotten about the Genie. But had she remembered, or been offered, from some newborn elf, anything by way of wish? In terms of wanting, she could think of nothing. Why wake up when your life is a dream? 

And then, to the young man’s amazement, the couple found themselves pregnant. 

When the twins turned eight the family’s home, which the four loved, proved much too small. There was no way around it. The man took to standing during dinner, because the girls, all elbows and energy, between sips of milk and forkfuls of spaghetti, would, while revealing the day’s gossip and unsolved mysteries—fraternal, the pair were far too close to be placed in the same class, and so, between both, their stories could go on and on, well past dessert—were certain, if he didn’t, to knock the vase of fresh-cut flowers, or the pitcher of sun-drunk iced tea, off the table and on to the floor. 

Their new home was much larger and almost perfect; only the first-floor bathroom needed work. The woman, who now worked part-time, hired a family friend, a contractor the couple knew since college. The problem, the woman assured her husband, was that, long story short, the room’s west wall had to come down, and built back up, thus allowing for enough square footage to allow for everything that was needed, without disrupting the parlor’s flow. 

The man didn’t know, so he didn’t necessarily agree. 

After a bit by way of banal back-and-forth—the couple, after decades of companionship, had come, like best friends, to find that, aside from their children (and even then ….) there wasn’t that much to talk about, and that their flaws and idiosyncrasies, untapped reservoirs predating their devotion to one another, were, like rare (and common) butterflies, wonderful not so much to discover—they had always been—but to capture, and euthanize, the man and the woman then collecting and pinning these flaws to the walls of their memories to later mine, to study and compare, to appreciate for their strangeness, nothing ever so ugly as to rule out a certain human beauty, anything found potential fodder to be employed as means to breathe accidental levity into discussions before they turned into full-blown supercilious arguments—the man, understanding he was bested, shrugged, took a sip from his beer, and said, “I suppose. If you really think so.” 

The next morning their friend pulled up in his pickup truck, gave the twins goggles, hammers, pointed at the west wall, and said, “Go to town.” 

At first, the girls tentatively struck the plaster. But not for long. Soon, they were hammering away like homeowners on HGTV. Laughing, their friend provided additional directions, and said he’d start work, proper, come the weekend. 

Later that night, the girls argued over who delivered the blow that somehow knocked the ewer from the shelf near the sofa. A fall that broke the bottle. A break that popped its cork. A completed action that freed the Genie. 

True to pre-pubescent form, more important than the actual prospect of three wishes was being granted credit for producing the wishes to begin with. There was some shouting, and a lot of crying, before the sisters, tired—it had been a long day—arrived at a sensible solution: They had struck the wall simultaneously! 

After their mother made the family’s first, and only wish, however, the status of who did what, in what order (or if at all) was never again part of a discussion. 

In real time? 

Obviously, the four had been alarmed. The girls outright scared. At first, the man thought they were dealing with a poltergeist. He did not know what he was going to do, but part of him had been relieved. It was like being Catholic, and then, despite everything, finding that people (even online, in forums) admired you, considered you a sort of sage. The home was old; mysterious; and the man had long suspected that poltergeists, when not about the business of slamming doors, and banging pots and pans, resided within walls. 

The woman, who had forever disagreed with her husband, didn’t know what to think. But it didn’t matter. 

The Genie quickly explained himself. 

How, best, to describe the Genie? 

This was all but ineffable. 

Turns out that, once freed, he didn’t look like anything the man (the woman vaguely remembered that long-ago afternoon inside the shop, high, and seeing what she thought was a genie in a bottle) had ever before seen. Late that night, however, waiting for sleep, the man, in lieu of prayer, did his best to recall. 

Separate from, and above what was, apparently, its head, two stems rose perfectly vertically, with eyeballs dotting each stem, presenting, by way of analogy, a pair of lowercase ‘i’s. Beneath these were two more lines, and these crossed to make an elongated ‘x’, with its centroid, wobbly like jelly, vibrating, more than opening and closing, when the genie spoke. Like a sea urchin, only much, much softer, the genie was completely symmetrical, seven spikes (or crests) descending from either side of each ‘i’ with a uniform prettiness to inform, in shape, something round. From those furloughs, or troughs, near-transparent bands radiant like rainbows flashed, or pulsed, heavenward. Five per side, these terminated, far from the djinn’s center, in heart-shaped hands. These hands served no observable purpose. The Genie did not have a bottom. In this way, the Genie was more a doodle, or a sketch. Something unfinished. More than anything, the Genie was a color. A smear, or a smudge, tangerine, like the vessel that contained him. 

After the girls had cooled, and the shock had abated, the man insisted that his wife, the lawyer, was the perfect person to make their first wish. 

His wife nodded. She said, “Yes, maybe, but isn’t it the person who frees the genie? Am I right? In the stories, it’s the person, it’s the, um, whoever. It’s the mortal who frees the genie who, ultimately, is awarded the three wishes. I’m right about this, correct?” 	

Love, that ancient intoxicant, warmed the man’s bloodstream as his wife worked the Genie. His body buoyant, the tension in his shoulders lifting—a light, roping release—the man, as always, was awed more by his wife’s presence in the face of the absurd than the face of absurdity itself (and the Genie was pretty whacked, as far as that went). With conscious concern, he contained his composure as she elicited what she believed, considering some fairly predictable evasiveness, not just a, but what she perceived to be the only acceptable response. 

“But there’s four of us,” their oldest daughter said.

“And there’s only three wishes,” her sister added. (Younger by a minute and forty-two seconds, this was a serious point of contention, one that flared during disagreements.) 

The Genie floated before them. If the man was not mistaken, the djinn had lost some of its luminosity. A bit of its shine. He smiled at his wife. There was no sense upsetting the girls, but there was no way they would play a part in this story. His wife was up for this. (And by ‘this’ the man meant making the first wish.) Of this, the man was certain. This, however, did not mean they had to hurry. To hurry would be their undoing. 

“Just because the Genie says that we’ve all freed him, and so we’re all eligible to wish, this doesn’t mean that we should,” the man said. “And whoever wishes, and I still maintain it should be your mom, you have to be careful what you wish for. There’s a reason why certain aphorisms become popular sayings.” 

When the girls complained, insisting that, as usual, they had no idea what he was talking about; that they had never before heard the ‘saying’ (and that the only reason he had was because he taught English); the man told the Genie that they needed a moment; he asked if he would not mind returning to his bottle until they, as a family, had reached a decision. 

The Genie agreed. 

Back inside its bottle—the man repaired the crack with duct tape, and secured the cork in place (the Genie insisted he would only appear when summoned, but the man was wary, and didn’t trust him)—and, after defining aphorism, the man, setting the ewer behind the sofa, told the girls a condensed, grossly exaggerated version of “The Monkey’s Paw.” 

“I don’t get it,” his youngest said. “The mom got what she wanted, she got her son back.”

“But he was, like, a zombie,” her sister said. 

“Worse than that, even,” the man said. “Her son wasn’t a zombie. Even Zombie’s have been romanticized. At least somewhat. And remember. This was back before bodies were embalmed. Were preserved. That, or the family would have been too poor for that sort of burial. You can’t forget. Their child had been mangled. His guts were falling out. They just dropped him in a box and lowered him into the ground. Imagine what he looked like. Just think what he smelled like two weeks later when, crawling from his coffin, he came knocking on their door.” 

Sufficiently creeped out, the twins agreed: They would sleep on it. The woman texted their contractor, said that something had come up, and could he come back some time next week? 

The four then ordered Dominos Pizza, squeezed into the couple’s bed, and watched Paranormal Survivor on Netflix, wondering what to do with their wishes. 

The twins were downstairs, sitting on the sofa, staring at the huge hole in the wall as though it were a Christmas tree, and they were waiting, impatiently, for their parents to come downstairs and open presents. The man was in the master bathroom, standing next to an open window, the bong to his mouth. 

“Do you really think you should be smoking?” 

He lowered the glass, said, “Absolutely,” and sparked the lighter. 

The dope glowed gold and cherry as the flame raced towards the water, and he inhaled, freeing the slide before the chamber filled, solidly, with smoke. The point, and he exhaled out the window—the weed was great, it tasted like strawberries and citrus—was to loosen up, not get stoned. He had a bad feeling. He hoped that smoking would enable him to have fun, to overcome his reservations. He hid the bong in a cabinet behind a stack of towels (aside from a couple of camping trips, the woman had not smoked since the episode inside Endwell Antiques) and brushed his teeth. 

Genies must exist to serve some greater purpose. They had to. (Or not.) The man stepped on a wet blanket. 

Was the universe trying to tell him something? 

No. He nodded. He shook his head. Just before dawn, one of the girls had spilled a glass of water while climbing out of bed. He folded the blanket and tossed it down the laundry chute. Because the man was consciously waiting to hear the blanket landing on the pile of dirty laundry, the gentle thud arrived a couple beats late. He smiled. 

Of course he knew that this was the Genie’s Dilemma. Everyone, and he followed the woman out of the bathroom, past their unmade bed, and down the steps, thought that they were special, that they were immune to the Three Wishes and their curse. In each of these stories there was someone eager to make the wish; in most, there was someone equally skeptical. Part of his plan—which was, ultimately, to rewrite the narrative; he had no desire to document what happened, and instructed everyone to leave their phones upstairs—was working. 

He was growing excited. He could feel his uncertainty, like a headache, fading. There was no version of this story that featured, as character, a lawyer. Or—the man was pretty high and he could not be sure, maybe one of the modern versions did—if there was, there was no such account featuring his wife; there was no doubt about that. 

No, his wife was not perfect. Far from it. But even when she lied she did so with a purpose, with an intensity that was close enough to integrity to atone for her dishonesty. And she had an incredible memory. She really thought things through. While he had, before bed, perused web sites detailing the books, annals, and legends of “three-wish” stories (and instances of bygone men and things)—after waking, he wondered if maybe this was the same Genie from Arabian Nights, if perhaps one of Scheherazade’s stories was based on fact—his wife, her lips slightly moving, talking through precisely what not to do, remained rooted in pre-Genie reality. She had never lived dishonorably, but she was a lawyer – and not exactly a public servant. 

Point being? 

She, however justly, had sullied, if not outright ruined, any number of lives. There wasn’t enough dirt to bury her. No. In a way, though, it was worse than that. She knew from practice that plenty of good people (and, by extension, their loved ones) had, like wonderful charms, been, with a few simple strokes, exposed, their essences unearthed by enemies who, like archeologists, knew exactly where to dig. She would not let this happen to her family. So careful, all these years, to keep her own name out of the paper, she would not invite greed, of all things, to write their story. 

“So,” the woman retrieved the ewer, she took a seat. “Any ideas?” 

The four were sitting on the sofa. The woman at one end, the man on the other, the girls between them. She held up a hand, waited for the girls to stop talking. The curtains were not drawn. Still, the only light was natural, and entered the living room from those spaces that led out of it. 

“Remember ‘The Monkey’s Paw,’” the man said. 

And then, “Don’t worry.” (The twins had rolled their eyes, simultaneously.) “It’s Saturday. You’re not in school. But remember what happened to the people in that story. What you wish for? You must be prepared to accept all of it. Everything that you ask for? You’re going to get. Even—”

It was clear that the girls did not understand. They did not get it. They could wish for one billion dollars, and, whatever, the housing market would collapse; the woman’s father, who happened to have made some strange (but sound) investment a year before she was born would be the only individual to benefit; he would die of a heart attack; and, en route to his funeral, the four would get into a horrible automobile accident, leaving the girls orphaned, but one billion dollars richer. 

Something like that. 

But if adults, and the man leaned back into the sofa, he considered the girls’ ponytails, if adults understood something like that, then we wouldn’t have all these cautionary— 

Or was it because of all these cautionary tales that— 

“We have to think through the stories,” the man said. “We have to think what the others do exactly wrong, so that what we do is perfectly right. That’s why, with this first wish, I think Mom is—” 

	His girls did not know he smoked dope. The twins did not even know what weed was. But still. Sometimes, the way they looked at him? It was as though they thought he was high. Now that his wife had retrieved the bottle and they sat, hip to hip, considering its genie, he was optimistic. If given both sides of a case his wife could take either, and win. Perhaps they were not, as a couple, capable of success. Of defeating the Genie. But, and the man smiled. His wife? She could do this. 

	“What’s the theme of the story? Of all the stories?”

	His daughters did not know what theme meant. The man was not disappointed. He was worried, though. Just a bit. He was going to give them until sixth grade—the end—before he assessed their aptitude versus their effort. His wife interrupted this reverie, explaining that, basically, a theme was a story’s universal idea, the point that the writer was trying to get across. 

	Because the question, and the explanation, came from their mom, the girls did not groan. Their oldest said, “Oh. Like Dad said. Last night. Be careful what you wish for.” 

	Her sister (who looked at their dad as if he was high) said, “More specifically, be careful what you wish for, because you’re actually going to get it?”

	The man had been thinking this over for some time. The thing with weed, though. The thing with particularly good weed. You thought. But, if you were smart, you understood that you were under the influence of a psychotropic drug, and, as such, were not positioned to evaluate the merit of these thoughts. As much as the two argued, this was where his wife came in. He never, historically, thought so much that she was wrong. It was more that she failed to assume that he was right. 

	“The problem,” he said. And he weighed his words before explaining. 

He must have taken too long because his wife said, “The problem, hon? Yes? Please. Go on. We’re listening.” 

The girls giggled, and their mom smiled. 

“Oh. Right. Well the problem, or at least one of them,” and the man ignored the bottle. He tried to forget the Genie’s strange features. He focused on his wife’s hands, her long, slender fingers. Smoking interfered with his short-term memory. The man would never argue otherwise. 

Otherwise? 

His memory was average. 

	“What the people do wrong,” he said, “is wish for something they want. Something that exclusively rewards them. Makes them, and only them, feel better.” 

	“What else would you wish for?” the twins sighed, concurrently. Exasperated, they did not even race to punch one another on the shoulder. 

	“That’s what your father is getting at,” the woman said. “Please listen.” 

	“Right,” the man said. “If you think about it, and you should, it doesn’t matter if we’re dealing with a genie, a wizard, a witch, a fairy, a, uh, the King of the Universe. Whatever. It doesn’t matter if we’re poor woodcutters, or if we’re fishermen. The pattern is the same. People realize they have three wishes, and so they don’t put too much thought into the first. They just rush and wish for something that they really want. Why not, you know? They’ve got two left. Now this, presumably, is because these people are not like us. They don’t have the advantage of knowing about the Three Wish story pattern. They don’t know that they’re not real. That they’re characters. That they’re foibles. That they’re in a story written so that real people can learn from them.” The man took a breath. “So, like I said, they rush into the first wish. Even, in many cases, despite the genie’s warning. When they realize the result of the first wish is horrible, not at all what they expected, they use the second wish to undo the first. This then leaves them with only one wish, which they’re wary to use, given all that’s happened. But,” and the man tapped the bottle. “Who can turn down the prospect of using another wish? In reality, this wish is just as powerful as the first. Even more so, given that the people only have the one left, so the—” 

“Mom,” the youngest said. 

“What do you think we should wish for?” said her sister.

“With the first wish.”

The oldest said, “Mom knows what I mean.”

“What we mean.”

“Not ‘we’ if we’re talking about Daddy,” the oldest said.

“True. I have no clue what he’s talking about.” 

The woman’s mother had cancer. Soft tissue sarcoma. A tumor the size of a grapefruit was deeply embedded within her chest and shoulder. Untreatable, the cancer was slowly, incredibly slowly, spreading, not so much moving from organ to organ—although there was a bit of this going on—as strangling nerves and creating overwhelming pain. Her left hand was the size of a newborn and so red as to seem black, as if her cells had suffered frostbite and her hand was about to fall off. Wishing for her mom, the woman knew, would be dangerous. There were too many variables. But where was the danger, and she adjusted the ewer, in wishing for a cure for cancer? The world was always going to be a terrible place. She did not know the number, and even if she did, she could not trust it. But say something like ten million. Ten million people died from cancer every year. Even if the cure came from the rainforest …. Well, these were going to be destroyed anyways. Even if the cure caused some sort of war, or great financial calamity. Wars and great financial calamities were going to happen anyways. In fact, and the woman closed her eyes, they were happening. The world was already overpopulated (there was no stopping people from having babies) and the pharmaceutical companies could not get any greedier. If she wished for a cure for cancer, those with the disease, depending upon its stage, depending upon the individual’s religious beliefs, these people could do with the cure what they pleased. And the wars and the rest would take care of the overpopulation. But, she knew, and she opened her eyes, just because the answer seemed— 

“Your father is partially correct.” 

She looked at her husband, gauging his reaction. She knew he wouldn’t argue in front of the girls. If angry, or upset, he’d remain silent. He would come after her later (usually in the form of a non-sequitur) and they’d have it out, then. She hoped that she had irritated. She hoped that he would have nothing to say. 

He didn’t speak, just looked at her, head slanted, eyes pink, a little bit stoned. 

“Suppose we,” she itched her eyebrow. “Well, to keep it simple, let me just ask you this. Suppose we ask for a, say, Tesla. Some sort of flashy new car. Anything I can think to ask for, any, say, luxury, will be noticed. People will talk. People will wonder why I’m driving a luxury sedan, or, worse, how.”

The man opened his mouth to speak, and then closed it. He’d let his girls do the talking. 

“So?” the girls said. 

Good, the man thought, nodding. He looked at his wife. 

“So, girls,” she had thought this through. “Do we want that sort of attention? You’re on Twitter. And YouTube. You both keep up with the whomevers. How does all that fame work out for all those people, those families? Because I can tell you, first hand, the sort of attention we’d get? We don’t want it.” 

“So you’re saying what?” the youngest said. 

“She’s saying we wish for nothing,” the oldest said. “Are you saying we wish for nothing?” 

“I’m thinking,” the woman said, the weight of the Genie and its bottle suddenly uncomfortable. “Well, I was thinking that we wish for a cure for cancer. Not nothing, exactly. But a sort of something that wouldn’t bring attention to ourselves.” 

The four sat silently. And then the man reached for the bottle. Surprised, his wife, deep in thought, aware only that her hold on the glass was loosening, unconsciously gripped the Genie more tightly. The man, registering resistance, pulled harder. The bottle, already broken, split along an existing fault line. The woman, realizing that her husband wanted the bottle, let go. Not expecting this, the man, because he was pulling with so much force, lost both his balance and his purchase. The bottle fell, the cork popped, and the Genie, like moisture on a bathroom mirror, appeared before them. The twins shrieked, they tucked their knees beneath their bottoms, pointlessly pointing. 

Consciously, the man considered wishing that he were not so clumsy. In wasting a wish, he would be breaking the pattern. Or, in making so rash a wish, would he participate in perpetuating the curse, ensuring that, in some distant time, in some distant place, his story would be recorded with the others, consumed by another generation of readers? 

Fuck it. He said, “Genie, we wish there was a—”

“No.”

Even though it was her idea, if her husband—and impulsively, too, the dolt—was the one to voice the wish, only terrible would come true. This was something the woman knew. But even from her. A cure for cancer? How lame. As a wish (even in a story like this) …. Well, it just wouldn’t do. Her mom had signed with hospice. While violent—the woman would forever consider the decision a form of violence—wasn’t it irrefutable that her mom had, as agent, made a sort of peace? So she no longer has cancer? Who’s to say she doesn’t, as a consequence of the treatment, suffer a stroke, and end up a vegetable? 

While (apparently) just as irrefutably there were genies, her mom …. 

But here the woman stopped. The woman sighed. What was the point? She didn’t need to complete some tautology. There was no need for her to don the virtue of logical form. Yes. The story of the genie and its bottle existed. Getting the genie back in the bottle? Simple. Easy. As ever, people had it wrong. Or, more likely, their stories had been different, but were written for easier, if not better, consumption, edited not so much to impart a lesson, but for the purposes of publication. It wasn’t like genie stories were found in the Old Testament. Or even in other cultures. Her husband could keep his aphorisms. 

She rubbed the side of her head. Her smile lacked mirth. Fairy tales were fine, or not fine, who was she to say? Chinese fairy tales, with their emphasis on nature, and ambiguous endings, served, for their people, different purposes entirely. What she did know, what the woman did believe, was that these stories, in the West, did not protect, but, rather, drugged us. So why bother participating in the— 

The only possible way out was not so much a matter of evading, or escaping, but to avoid even entering. To create a means by which to protect her family, to ensure that their daughters – their children – were spared not from disease, or even experience, but, for lack of a better term, analysis. She. Her husband. The girls. They were people! They weren’t characters! The woman was unsure how the answer would arrive, but she had the question. After all, what was, definitively, the only singular feature each of the Three Wish stories had in common? 

They were, or had become, stories. 

Had the woman, since discovering the genie, known it would come to this? She wasn’t sure. And she didn’t think it mattered. Watching her husband, seeing her daughters grow so excited? This time spent together, conspiring, truly connecting, as a family? This was something she would never forget. Did living a life in this world offer anything better by way of magic? 

“Ah,” the Genie said, floating before her. 

Like a screensaver the djinn, pinging from side to side, and from up to down, occupied a rectangular field of invisibly defined air. The Genie was contained, but just barely. Swirling with tangerine dimension, with streaks in crazed degrees of saturated color, the djinn looked ready to rupture. And perhaps it had, the room suddenly ripe with the scent of split citrus. 

The twins reached for their phones (the man, despite the girls’ promise that they would not attempt to picture, or record, the Genie, knew better, and had taken the batteries from their devices). When their phones failed, the girls feared they had angered the Genie, and, mouths open, their phones fell to their laps. 

“We’re not in Wonderland anymore, huh, Alice,” the Genie said. He floated in front of the twins. 

“Close your mouths, girls,” the woman said. 

The twins moved together, in time. 

And then, “I don’t want you to say a word. No matter what this Genie says, or does, not one word. Understand?” 

The girls nodded, clasping hands, nodded. 

And then, “That goes for you, too, hon.”

The man, suffering from cottonmouth, silently wished for a Red Bull, and gave his wife a thumbs up. 

“So,” the Genie said, for a moment its form disrupted, as a cloud of smoke swirls when hit by a passing breeze. A showy, unmistakable swagger, before, brighter than ever, the genie arranged itself before the woman. “It’s you, then. It’s me.” 

The woman shrugged. 

“I suppose you suppose that you have it figured out, right? That you have your first wish? There are rules, you know. But I suspect you know this. If not, I’m sure your husba—” 

“Hush,” the woman said.

The Genie pulsed, the Genie flashed, but it did not speak. 

The woman raised the ewer, she pushed it through the Genie. Like holding an object beneath water, the vessel seemed to fill. To both fill with, and to disperse that unto which it had been submerged. In this way, the Genie seemed to assume greater dimension, to spill, towards, if not on, the woman. It was wonderful, this vision. 

She said, “I wish that, going forward, this version of your story will never be read.” 

Genies, by nature, are not evil; they are not calculating. Cold as computers, genies are not cerebral. They are, for lack of a better word, programmed. They are as intelligent only as that force which enslaved them. Unlike PCs, however, genies are, given their status as entities, subject to evolution. Of course for change to occur, genies would need to intermingle with other populations. Therefore, the bottle, or vessel, is so important. Were genies to roam free …. 

While genies may not appreciate time the way humans do, most understand, and are in some way inured by, or with, the human condition, and ‘get,’ if not quite accept, something like time’s arrow. This is part of the Genie’s Curse. Understanding all, genies are, in the human sense, pure genius. This is because there is no truth. There is only consciousness. What, then, does this make the human genius? If asked? A genie would say, “One who knows nothing, absolutely.”

But this woman. Of course the Genie knows this woman. She may have forgotten seeing him, so many years ago, inside Endwell Antiques, but he has watched her, he has listened to her for more than ten years. The Genie is many things, but he is not omniscient. Still. He knew that had she been the one to set him free she would, in her small, human way, make, more than anyone before her, problems …. But this? Her wish? While it was, of course, his command, the Genie, for the first time ever, felt— Well, for the first time ever, the Genie felt uncertain. 

For imagine, if you can, a world where spoken language never evolved. No birdsongs. No vocalizations. A plane where feelings are felt, and nothing is implied. Misconstrued. Relationships, all relationships, reduced to base levels. The ultimate sums of dis- and affection. All there is but giving. And taking. Or giving and taking. 

Because really. The very worst of this world has at once been reduced to, and has been created by, language. The simplest, the most contrived words, and clauses, and phrases, ruining everything. All of it subordinate. Words. Artifice. Syntax. Vernacular. And imagine what would pass through our minds if not the thoughts of the sounds of words! In what form would thought assume? What shape? Imagine—if only you can—that simple, that quiet precision. That wonder. What beauty, this aborted geometry. How wonderful this world would be! 

When the point of existence dulls to the degree that your family needs wishes to find happiness? It becomes possible, the woman feared, for everything—from your first loose tooth, to, when engaged, something borrowed, or something blue—to lose, as its essence, interest. 

“I’m not sure I understand,” the Genie, glowering, hissed. 

“Honey,” the woman said. “Please tape the bottle.”

When the bottle was secure, the woman told the girls to run to their rooms and grab as many pennies from their Piggy Banks as possible. 

“Why pennies?”

“Because,” the woman said, as the girls raced up the stairs. 

“Those don’t work, you know,” the Genie said. 

Composed, he floated in the broken ewer, brightly flashing. “It’s just an old wives’ tale,” he taunted. “Oh, you people. You and your superstitions. But,” and he tried to get the husband’s attention. “You have two more wishes that do. Work, that is. What. You’re telling me you’re going to wait a week before casting your next wish?”

The girls scrambled down the steps, hands cupped at their waist, pennies spilling down the stairs.

“Great work girls. Thanks. Now, drop them in the jar.”

“Won’t we hurt the Genie thingy?”

“Yeah,” the youngest said. “What if it gets angry?”

“It’s angry already,” the woman said. “Go ahead.” 

The man made a funnel with his hands, and the twins dumped the pennies into the vessel, the copper slicing through the Genie, and the Genie reassembling itself, agitated and brilliant, reflecting off the copper as the pennies pooled and rose to the neck of the container. Through slight cracks otherwise invisible, a beautiful, luminous tangerine escaped the vessel, like light from a lantern, and a beam shot to the ceiling, flattening in a perfect circle above the family. The woman corked the container, extinguishing the light. 

“What now?” the man asked. 

“Take it,” the woman said. She handed her husband the Genie. “Don't drop it, and tape it. Use the entire roll if you must. When I come back? I don't want to see any light, at all. Not a spec.” 

“Where are you going?”

“What about the wishes?”

"To get dressed," and she made for the steps. 

And then, to the twins, "You'll see." 

#

The ewer was heavy, and the Genie, unable to see, was talking, pleading his case. 

"My God, man," the Genie said. "Even if your wife doesn’t care about the wishes, don’t you?” 

They had backed out of the driveway and were heading for route 434 and the Susquehanna River. The woman was driving, her husband beside her, the heavy glass container secured between his thighs. The twins were buckled up in back, looking out the window, wondering about their phones. They held them like prayers, as if wanting something enough would bring them back to life. They had been told not to speak—not that wanting their phones to work was worth a wish, although ….—and their parents rarely told them anything, so they knew this was serious. 

“I can tell who wears the pants in this family,” the Genie said. 

And then, changing tactics. “Well for God’s sake, man. This 'jar,' as your girls call it? This particular vessel? It’s older than recorded time, friend, and it’s worth more than your home. It’s worth more than your street of houses, despite what you’ve done to it. There’s no reason to do anything crazy. Sell the glass and set up your family for a couple generations. And there,” he aimed his words at the woman, “is the answer to your Tesla dilemma.” 

The man opened his mouth to speak. 

“Forget it,” the woman said, eyes flashing in the rearview mirror. “Not if you have any interest in maintaining this relationship.” 

Startled, the man convinced himself that he was tired of listening to both his wife and the Genie. That he was in the driver’s seat. 

He reached forward and turned up the radio, the pennies heavy on his lap. 

The woman exited and veered hard, to her right, skidding to a stop on a bridge overlooking a hard surface launch. The river spun towards the horizon. A tractor trailer screamed by, shaking the car. And then all was still. 

“Get out your father’s side,” the woman said, looking over her shoulder. “We’re going to make this quick.”

Hiawatha. The Susquehanna’s largest island this side of the Pennsylvania border. Four hundred and twenty acres of scrub, mud, mosquitoes, and junk timber. Also, the woman knew from experience, this island, with its sandbars and buried geography, made a dangerous place for kayaking. Preachers say a river is only as mighty as its banks, and, on that measure, the woman agreed. This part of the river was visited only by serious fishermen, with seriously expensive rigs. 

“Do you see smoke,” the youngest said.

The man took a sip from his Gatorade, and said, “Smoke? Where?”

“Out there,” the oldest answered. “Coming from that island.”

“If there’s smoke,” the woman said, holding the ewer on the bridge’s railing, the change rattling between her hands when cars sped past, “it’s from the shore, on the other side. No one’s been on that island for years.” 

Last week was nothing but rain on top of rain. The Susquehanna flooded parts of nearby Owego, and Hiawatha was submerged, all but the terminals of its tallest trees under water. Even now you could see debris, the trees covered with plastic bags and silt. The water was only now receding, the current visible, breaking in directions that would make sense only to American’s long ago native to this region. 

“Now,” she said. Only because she wanted her family’s attention. 

“Now what?” the man said. 

And, with that, the woman pushed the Genie off the bridge, and it sank into the water. 








UNHALLOWED




BY SIDNEY BLAYLOCK, Jr.

For Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd.

#

Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that.

--Martin Luther King, Jr.

#

The scar around Arizona's eye throbbed. She could barely see as wisps of white flame curled up around the wounded eye. Instead of blood, holy fire dripped from the wound. Brown fingers gripped the pommel of the holstered six-shooter at her hip. It had been her father's gun, but now it was hers. Like a lantern, the light from her eye illuminated the drab interior. The smell of damp sweat, wood and steel told her more than her eyes that she was in a prison. No ordinary jail this, the cells stretched the length of the compound. Converted from a military prison from the Civil War, its encampment took up most of the land on the outskirts of the town. 

Arizona's long tan duster swirled around her the ankles of her boots. Somewhere inside this prison was the thing that she hunted. Arizona would not, could not think of it as a man, even though it had the shape of a man. There was . . . something . . . behind its eyes. And that something was not human. 

Not at all. 

Somewhere inside these very walls where her boots crunched glass and wood underfoot, The Stranger lurked. And she would kill it, if she could.

Movement caught her attention. She bent, and the gun slid out of the holster as if it were eager to be used. White fire erupted from the gun's frame, but it was cool to the touch, almost soothing, like winter's first caress on the cheek. However, the throbbing around her eye intensified and Arizona found herself squinting just to see.

Twin points of light stared back at her from the night-dark corridor. Although she couldn't see it, Arizona knew--was absolutely sure--that a smile which hovered right between a smirk and a sneer was on the face of the Unhallowed.

Her heart began to race. She licked suddenly dry lips and edged ever closer in the darkness.

"Little one, it has been too long. How's your father? Is he still dead?"

She would have recognized that snake-slick voice even in death. 

Arizona quickened her pace, broken shards of glass and chunks of wood crunching underneath her boots. Glancing quickly at each cell as she passed, she stopped short when she saw liquid red eyes glaring balefully at her from one of the locked cells. She tugged on the bars with her free hand, knowing they wouldn't budge, but needing to try anyway.

She then aimed her gun and molten fire surged upward from the barrel like a fire engulfing the dry harsh tinder of parched woodland and cast flickering shadows. 

"Oh no," purred The Stranger. He stepped backwards, deeper into the cell. Behind him, the back of the cell wall had caved in, revealing a deep night-like gloom. "It won't be that easy." He disappeared into a hole in the wall.

And then suddenly, nothing.

Arizona tugged impotently on the cell door with all her strength, but it didn't so much as budge. Her eye throbbed as if someone was driving nails behind her left eye. 

A sound caught her ear.

In the distance, and in the opposite direction from where The Stranger had disappeared, she heard multiple voices yelling. There were others in this wretched place? She stared for a long moment at the hole where The Stranger had fled. Every instinct inside her wanted to follow. But even if she could blow the lock open with her gun, she knew she wouldn't catch The Stranger. Not now. Turning toward the ruckus, she heard the siren call of those fighting to stay alive. They were simply too much for her bear. 

For she, too, had once fought to stay alive.




#




Arizona came to a halt just outside of the corridor. She wasn't sure what she'd expected to find, but it wasn't the sight before her. A group of eleven people all crowded inside the corridor. They fought monsters at both end of the corridor. Their eyes, like hers, blazed with a holy light.

The attacking creatures seemed born from nightmares with misshapen mouths that were often ringed with fangs or rows of lamprey-like teeth. Unlike The Stranger, these creatures had no names that sung out to her. They were somehow lesser than the human-like Unhallowed as if, somehow, these creatures weren't fully formed. 

Fighting alongside some of these Unhallowed were the decomposing corpses of the dead. While human in form, they shambled towards the group, clawing incessantly at holy warriors. Decaying skin barely covered grayish black bones as worms curled sinuously through various body parts of those were deceased--as if they had been dredged up from their graves. There were gray tentacles attached to all of them, stretching down the corridor into the inky darkness of the prison. 

Standing outside the cell was a man unlike the others. While he had a gray tentacle lodged into his back, and even though his skin was gray, his flesh was not decayed, indicating that his death had occurred recently. 

Blood spoke to blood. Arizona felt a fire in her veins. Before she knew it, she slammed into the the Unhallowed and the dead with her gun roaring like a summer squall against the windswept plains. She completely obliterated them, engulfing them in a hail of holy gunfire that burned them away to nothing. 

Freed from the two-prong attack, the trapped group focused completely on the gray-skinned corpse. Several managed to grab hold its arms off while others dispatched it by grabbing onto the tentacle and ripping it from his back. The man stumbled against bars of a cell, then crumbled. Arizona could see the white bones of the man's spine and ribs, as the blood flowed out. 

Wiping sweat from their faces, the group turned their attention to her. 

A ruddy faced man with a white beard and heavy jowls dressed in the clothes of the old southern aristocracy, curled his lip, spat and then finally cursed. "Surely you don't expect me to believe this is one of us?"

The lone woman, dressed in a plain farmer's gown, rounded on him. "And yet, her eyes glow just as brightly as yours do. Imagine that . . . ."

The man gave the farmer woman a look so mean and murderous that it was almost impossible to think he could be anything but another Unhallowed. His holy fire dimmed considerably as his prejudice flared. It was almost if his prejudice was drowning out his piety.

Arizona felt her own lip curl in response--she didn't have time for this. The Stranger was out there . . . somewhere.

Ignoring the men, the woman turned to Arizona. "Don't pay Rhett any attention. He's got too much of the South in him--you'd think, now that he has some true demons to antagonize, he'd leave off making up ones with brown skin. I, for one, am thanking the Almighty for your help. Were you Called here?"

Arizona felt her face heat up as she flushed. She knew her dark skin tone would hide her flushing, but she had no idea what the woman was talking about. 

"Called? I wasn't Called by nothing or no one," Arizona said, shaking her head. She felt her dreadlocks slam against her forehead underneath her brimmed hat--her father's hat. "I'm here for justice. I'm here for The Stranger!"

The woman's hand flew to her mouth. "The Stranger? You're weren't Called for The Warden?" she asked. "You mean there's another Unhallowed in these parts? That's not good news." 

"Well, good or not, that's the news I have." Arizona didn't want to antagonize these folk unnecessarily, well, except the supposed old Southern "gentleman," but It was clear that they hadn't seen The Stranger, so she began to move off, intent on searching another part of the prison. 

The woman called out to her. "Wait, you can't go. We need you. You need to be our Twelfth," she continued, as if that explained everything.

Arizona shook her head, sending her dreadlocks flying. "What're you on about? Twelve? Twelve what?". 

"You can't kill it if its named," the woman called out.

"Watch me," Arizona retorted, turning away from these sun-sick idiots.

The Southern man blew a large gust of wind from his mouth. His thick white sideburns only accentuated his ruddy skin as he puffed himself up with grand self-importance. "No, you stupid creature, what Nessa is trying to tell you is that you really cannot kill the Named. They can't be killed, only banished."

That brought Arizona up short. She turned to face the woman, Nessa, while completely ignoring the man from the South. "Say that again."

Nessa glared at the Southern gentleman for his uncouth demeanor. "When you kill one of the Named, they don't stay dead. You can hurt them, cause them pain, but they never stay down. The ones that don't have a Name, those you can kill. But there's something about the ones that look like us . . . we don't know what it is, but when you try to kill them, sometimes they get right back up, sometimes they stay down for as long a fortnight. But they always come back."

A man with wire frame glasses spoke up. "The only way to get rid of them is to exorcise them."

Arizona's mind raced. "How many have you banished so far?"

"Five. The first one was three years ago."

"Any come back?"

"Not a one. But, there's not enough power to open the gate with anything less than twelve of us, and thirteen . . . well, the less said about thirteen, the better."

"How so?"

The woman wouldn't elaborate, but glanced at the others. Their gazes, to a man, all found the ground. Arizona felt her eyes tighten just a hair--there was something there, something she'd have to find out before she could ever fully trust this group. What did thirteen do? She wasn't even sure she believed this nonsense. If it bled, she believed she could kill it, and The Stranger had bled--hadn't he? Casting her mind back, she wasn't so sure it had. All eyes were on Nessa and herself.

Apparently, Nessa had been silently elected to help bring Arizona into the group. Nessa's voice was clear when she spoke again. "Help us. Be our Twelfth and after we banish The Warden, we'll hunt The Stranger with you."

Heat flushed through Arizona's core--she wasn't about to wait on her justice. She stuck out her jaw. "The Stranger first," she countered.

Nessa shook her head. "See all this?" she asked, waving a hand. "The Warden did this. This town is dead." She pointed to the dead man on the floor of the cell. "And when its done here, it'll find more towns to feed on. No, we settle The Warden first, or you can go and you can go find your own Twelve."

Arizona wasn't sure she loved the implied threat, but she'd never really met others like her in her six years of hunting The Stranger. Not that she'd really looked. The Stranger dominated her every waking moment, and with the nightmares, most the time when she slept as well. 

Current situation aside, this group seemed to have more answers than anyone that she'd ever come across. However, looking at the hate and animosity of the Southern man, she knew instinctively the moment she joined and they exorcised this Named Unhallowed they called The Warden, the man would leave the group. Whether it would be with an explosive outburst or whether he just slipped away quietly in the night, her presence--more specifically her dark skin--would mean the group would have to find another Hallowed somewhere else to keep its Twelve.

Was it worth it? Was her justice worth the condescension and abuse that she'd likely have to put up with before he left?

And yet, why was that her fault? She didn't ask for this--any of it. She hadn't asked to have dark skin, or have a dark baleful sun staring down at her. She hadn't asked for The Stranger and she certainly hadn't asked to have the memories of her family's violent death etched in her mind. Arizona knew, from experience, that hate was learned, not intrinsic. The others seemed willing to look past her race to her apparent calling--but the man from the South would not.

She hated The Stranger just as much as the man from the South hated her. The difference, she realized, was that her hatred of The Stranger was justified for what it had done to her and the family that she'd lost because of its actions. It chose to kill, enjoyed killing. Yet, this man from the somewhere in the heart of the Deep South hated her just because she existed and for no other reason. 

She shifted her gaze from Nessa to the Southern gentleman and locked gazes with him and said, "I'm in."




#




Traversing the main hall was surprisingly easy as most of the creatures fled at the approach of twelve armed Hallowed . . . and those few that didn't. . . didn't live long enough to regret their decision.

They heard sounds coming from the dining area inside the prison. As a group, they turned and entered. Arizona's holy fire blazed even stronger, so strong that she could barely see out of her scarred eye. There, standing next to The Warden, was her ultimate prey, The Stranger. 

The Stranger laconically turned toward them when they entered the room, smiling as if good friends had just entered. 

Surprising herself, Arizona also smiled. However, hers was a wintry smile. Surprising herself even more, she felt her grin widened even more. She felt like a cat watching a bird at play. She saw The Stranger's smile fade. She could almost feel it counting the number of Hallowed in the group . . . ten . . . eleven . . . twelve. The Stranger began to edge backwards towards the exit. Whatever it really was, The Stranger was no fool.

When she'd entered the room, she'd only had eyes for The Stranger, so she'd all but ignored The Warden. Flicking her gaze to The Warden, she found her own smile fading just a little as well. 

The thing was like a leech, only given human form. His legs seemed barely able to hold his weight. Worse still were the tentacles extruding from its body. Attached to each one of these tentacles was a shambling, desiccated husk of a human. Some were more sunken than others, but it was clear that the tentacles were feasting on the life energy in some way. Several tentacles were unattached and were waving around as if searching for prey. They were starting to turn in the direction of her group. With painful insight, Arizona realized that those tentacles must be how The Warden fed on the souls of its prey.

Shifting her gaze back to The Stranger, Arizona made sure that her emotions were in check. Something told her that she would need all her wits about her and all her powers at maximum. She locked her gaze with The Stranger.

"You and I have unfinished business," she said. "You stay right there, and we'll deal with you directly."

The Stranger's thin smile would have frozen a star. "I think not." He leaned down and whispered something sibilant into The Warden's ear. 

The Warden growled, an incoherent rumbling that managed to mix rage and insanity. Not only did the tentacles turn to focus on them, but but the shambling mob lurched towards them as well.

The Stranger saluted Arizona and eased slowly back into the shadows. Disappearing into the darkness, it was gone once again. Arizona ground her teeth. She itched to go after him, but to do so would leave her new companions without the Twelve they needed to banish The Warden. She turned her attention back just in time to duck a clumsy swipe by one of the shamblers. In doing so, she was grabbed around the wrists by two of the free tentacles of The Warden. She struggled to break free, but the tentacles had wrapped around her wrists like vices and she couldn't break free. 

The others were struggling with the shamblers and couldn't help her. She knew she would have to break free on her own--if she succumbed to The Warden's tentacles, not only would she die, but she her soul would be digested. A shudder ran down her slender brown frame and she stormed forward. Caught off-guard, the tentacles loosened and she jumped. With a speed that astounded even her, she slammed feet first into The Warden's corpulent body and ricocheted backwards, her momentum snapping her free from the tentacles. The Warden stumbled, and he lost his balance and fell backwards, landing hard enough to shake the timbers of the floor. The shamblers were thrown off-balance for just a second, but that second was all that the others needed. Holy fire slashed out from drawn weapons and stormed through the room, burning shambler, Warden, and the furnishings alike.

"Link up!" one of her fellow Hallowed shouted and they all stood in a circle. Arizona, unfamiliar with the concept, struggled to get into position. As soon as the circle was completed, Power surged through her and she gasped as first the ceiling, and then even the sky itself, seemed to fade away. It was as if she were looking into the very ether of space. Above here, she could see the ebony darkness of an unnatural night sky, and then suddenly, the ethereal fabric ripped open. It was like the midnight version of a sheet rippling in the wind. However, that awful undulating motion was nothing compared to seeing the very same fabric ripple under her feet. It was as if she were seeing two flexible pieces of midnight black sail; one on which she stood and the other floating in the sky above her.

She struggled to make sense of it all. On her sheet, all that she knew, towns, buildings, trees, people, seemed to float like disembodied ghosts over the land, but in that sheet above her, she could see immense, planet-sized beings that moved through the very ether and fed off each other.

Arizona felt the Power build all around her until it was a torrent. It rushed out, and slammed into the screaming, raving, gibbering Warden. As she looked, it seemed as if something massive was pushed out of The Warden's skin, back into the rippling darkness in the sky. Although the massive thing, whatever it was, came close to touching the rippling, undulating fabric on which she stood, it did not. A hole rent open on her fabric and opened a swirling vortex above her in the rippling night fabric of the sky. 

Partial understanding flooded into Arizona as she watched the immense being, looking less and less like a human, as it traversed the swirling vortex from her land fabric to the sky fabric. Somehow, someway, these two fabrics had touched each other. Looking at the swirling energy of the vortex--she shuddered at the immense energy that would have been released at the very instant of their touching. The Black Sun, she thought. This is what caused that--a mere touching of two ethereal fabrics, two states of being, that never should have touched at all. The energy released had somehow caused those things to be pulled into the world Arizona knew. It had changed the world. 

However, with eleven others like herself, it was possible to open a bridged between the two ethers. They could send them back, one Unhallowed at a time. 

The skin of The Warden slid to the floor, like a snake-skin sloughed from a mottling serpent. She understood. The Stranger, The Warden, and all of the Named Unhallowed were things from this other world, this other fabric.

Now they lived here, hunted here, killed here, and feasted here, but they did not belong here.

Their work done, the others broke the link, but Arizona held it for one more long, glorious moment. For the first time since this nightmare with The Stranger had started, she now knew her purpose. 

While she would not have her vengeance, she would have justice. The Stranger may or may not be next, but his time would com. She would see to it. 

Her flame flared hotter and brighter than it ever had before. The justice of seeing The Stranger expelled from her world would more than make up for her family's death at the Unhallowed's hands. 

For the first time since her family had been killed, she laughed. It was a low laugh, one that only she could hear, but it was a laugh nonetheless. Arizona laughed because she felt sure that somehow, somewhere, she had just felt The Stranger shudder.








RED TAIL SHIFTERS




BY MARIANNE XENOS




Aya stood on the roof of her Somerville loft and shook the rain from her feathers. Water dripped from her curved, sharp beak, and she glared at her companion with round amber eyes.

"You need to give me some space," she said

Billy blinked in the rain. "Can we go inside?" he asked. "We never argue when we're in our skin suits."

Like Aya, Billy was russet, with a soft cream-colored chest. But unlike Aya, Billy was a fox. Water beaded on his fur and he twitched his plush tail out of a puddle.

"There's nothing to argue about. I need to do this alone." Aya said. She was hungry—she was always hungry when she shifted—and in her irritation she'd grown to twice Billy's size. Bad etiquette, and she knew it was rude. Not all were-beings had the ability to change size as well as form. Sometimes, when she was a hawk, she forgot about interpersonal niceties. 

Billy sighed and shook his fur. "I was worried about you. And, by the way, you always do this when you shift. You forget we're friends. Come on, listen to your heart."

Aya laughed. "My heart is fine. It's yours I worry about. I can smell it from here, pumping blood—tasty and nutritious." She spread her wings and shook them again. "What am I supposed to do? One kiss, Billy—one kiss and I'd swallow your heart like foie gras." 

Billy shrugged, obviously unafraid. "Maybe I don't care," he murmured, absently licking his white chest. "And foie gras is liver, not heart." He thought about what he'd just said and paused. "Well, okay, look, I care. And it's safer when we shift to human. We get along great when we wear our skin suits, don't we?"

Aya dropped her glare and felt a flicker of something she didn't understand. "Maybe, and maybe we can talk after I've had a full meal. But you shouldn't be here. Right now I'm starving, and I have to meet my father."

"The totally human bastard."

"Yes, the totally human bastard."

Aya moved to the edge of the roof and stepped off the ledge, and with a harsh "kee-eee" left her friend behind without a good-bye. For a moment she enjoyed the freedom of the sky. It was intoxicating after spending time on two flat feet, and after wasting human language on a were-fox, no matter how handsome. Some part of her remembered him with tenderness, but it was the human part, and she was a hawk now. She dove into the liquid dark of the rainy night, and reluctantly went to meet her father.

Aya landed discreetly at the train station, and shifted to human form. Her amulet, a gift from her grandmother, wove clothing around her as she landed. A red dress trailed below a flared brown coat. Next emerged feathered gold earrings, sharp polished nails and leather boots with red soles. She looked like a middle-aged artist with eccentric taste, striking but not pretty, and she wished the amulet included sunglasses to hide her amber eyes. Aya was uncomfortable in the train station, with the crowds and the clatter of machines, so she held back and looked around.

Aya hoped her father had received the most recent email. It had taken her thirty years to contact him, and her mother hadn't been any help. "He's a pig," she had said. "He's an animal."

Aya, who wasn't totally human herself, wouldn't hold being an animal against the man. But that's not what her mother meant. "He broke my heart," was what she meant. "He cheated and abandoned us." Professor Carl Jennings had left his wife for a graduate student, which was not only cruel, it was cliche. Aya's mother was bitter and sometimes dramatic, but Aya loved her. So she waited until after her mother's death to find the cliched bastard. 

The food court at Boston's South Station was a tricky place for a raptor, even a shifter. It was crowded, loud and smelled like coffee and burnt carrion—at least to Aya's senses—but it had high ceilings and wide doors to the outside. Aya had grabbed a quick snack in the air along Congress Street, and she was still hungry, which kept her irritable and alert. She welcomed the irritability because she needed to stay sharp. This wasn't a normal father-daughter reunion.

Professor Jennings had secrets, and it had taken a fox to dig them out— a were-fox. Yesterday Aya watched while Billy used the computer, researching Jennings, and finding information about lawsuits, animal research, breeding mills, black market pharmaceuticals, and ethics violations. Looking back, now that she was in human skin—although still hungry and testy—Aya knew Billy was right about a few things. They were both hunters, and things were easier between them when they shifted human. 

Billy was a hacker, a technological trickster, but computers bored Aya, so she filed her nails, dreamed out the window, and sketched Billy while he worked. She liked to draw the hint of fox beneath his human form. Billy played the radio while he worked, and Aya began adding color to her drawing. 

"He's a bad guy," Billy finally said. "Not a monster or an animal, just a totally human bastard." 

Billy paused, and Aya sensed he was holding something back. She watched his eyes and saw a secret hiding there, like a mouse in the weeds. 

"My grandmother," she guessed. 

"I'm sorry, Aya. The trail is old, but if my nose is right..."

"Your nose is usually right."

"...your grandmother and about five other hawks disappeared in 1980. And that was just the first of many clusters of were-folk disappearances, including wolves, black bears and crows, all a few years apart. With more time we would probably find more clusters. My hunch is that each disappearance is connected to a research project at your father's compound." He paused and pushed his thick russet curls back from his face, then reached out a hand. "Be careful, Aya." 

She squeezed his hand, but dropped it quickly. "Go home and lock the door until I meet with him."

"The situation smells like green meat." 

Aya agreed, but felt she had no choice. What began as curiosity about her birth father had become something different. She needed the truth about her family.

##

Professor Carl Jennings sat at a round cafe table in the center of the food court. He was a handsome older man with silver hair—seventy-two years old according to Billy's research—confident, healthy, and well dressed. Aya looked at him and wondered if wolf ran on her father's side, although Jennings didn't appear to have any of Billy's canid warmth, and her own shifting ability came from her mother's side. Aya swept the room with her sharp gaze, and noticed two men watching nonchalantly. She could sense their alertness. Daddy had brought company.

Aya strode across the massive food court, brown coat swelling behind her, and her auburn hair feathered with wisps of gray. Her father watched her approach, with a mild smile on his lips. She refused to wonder what he was thinking. She was a raptor, not a therapist. She didn't give a shit what he was thinking. She just needed one conversation before she took action. Aya stood behind the empty chair at his table and said, "Professor Carl Jennings?"

"Are you Elizabeth Jennings? Hello, I'm your father."

He half stood and held out a hand, but she ignored it and sat down.

"I prefer Aya now. Just Aya."

"Well, yes." His composure was only sightly ruffled. "I've followed your art career of course. It took me a while to realize the famous Aya was...you were the girl I used to know." He waited to see if she would respond, then he continued. "I saw your exhibit at Cornell Gallery, and was especially intrigued by the figures, which seem to express a fusion of human and animal forms." 

Aya tensed, and allowed her senses to open wider, keeping track of the two men near the doors.

"Recently I read a review of your work in The Globe, which had a fascinating quote from you about the spiritual fusion of species, and the animal form that lies beneath every human's skin. Eloquent, and it's miraculous that we've been so distant, yet working on the same ideas." As he spoke, Jennings developed a lulling rhythm to his words, quiet and coaxing. 

A gesture pulled Aya's attention—an odd movement of Jennings' hand on his chest. Jennings wore an expensive gray suit, with a plain silk tie, and he toyed with a silver tie clip. The artistry of the clip reminded her of her grandmother's talismans, and she wondered, with cold curiosity, if it was stolen. Her grandmother had been a gifted metalworker, as well as a shifter. The clip was beautifully patterned with one flashing crystal set in a nest of miniature silver vines. As Jennings flashed the crystal he began talking in a calm voice about Aya's childhood cabin, artmaking, and the young girl he still called Elizabeth. Aya found her attention split—split between the reality of South Station and the vision of the past—and she fell momentarily into the story.

"You were always a talented child," Jennings begin. Aya was surprised that something in his voice brought her back to childhood, like a remembered bedtime story, or following rare crumbs of praise from an absent father, and she saw the cabin, sunlight through the lace curtains. But her father wasn't there. Her absent father was just a voice pulling her to the past.

"You had a table near the sunny window where you drew animals and birds with your crayons. You saw things others didn't see, and because of that, I learned to see those things as well."

Aya smelled the full box of Crayolas, felt the sun through the glass, and saw a drawing of a hawk. Her grandmother flying.

Jennings said, "You always looked like your grandmother. You got your strength from her. Your mother wasn't as strong."

Aya turned and saw her grandmother in the kitchen. Profile sharp and hawk-like, with shoulders pressed wide under a flowered dress. Then, like in a dream, images collaged and time skipped. Aya saw her mother holding a blue bowl, staring out a bright kitchen window that faced the meadow. Aya's mother might have been a raptor once, but in slanting light Aya noticed a shrunken bird's skeleton under her skin. After her grandmother disappeared, Aya had been left alone with only her mother and the shadow of the broken bird. She reached out to touch her mother, feeling pity for the bird that never flew, but then heard a harsh cry. Out the window, on the other side of the lace, a hawk circled in the sky and called a warning.

Aya shook her head to regain her focus, and rubbed her face to return to South Station. Jennings was still droning in a pleasant voice, fidgeting with the silver tie clip, and she heard him vaguely comparing her talent to the masters of surrealism, which effectively re-sparked her irritation. She welcomed his bullshit art-speak like a slap of cold water, and she pushed the vision of the cabin aside. Aya remembered this wasn't a homey father-daughter reunion, and that she'd come for information.

Aya watched Jennings' eyes while he spoke, looking for the secret, the mouse in the weeds. And instead of just one secret, she saw an entire nest.

"So I'm genuinely delighted to hear from you," he continued comfortably. "The parallels are exciting. Perhaps we could collaborate in some way. I've begun a new study on clinical therianthropy, which you probably know is the study of animal-human hybrids, superstitiously called were-beasts, and my newest research concerns therianthropic vulpes found in New England."

He voice was calm and reasonable. He looked at her gently and directly—not realizing that his gaze crawled with secrets—and it took a moment for Aya to realize what he was saying. Something still fogged her thinking. She glanced suspiciously at the tie clip, and had to blink twice before she spoke.

"Vulpes. I know what vulpes are. You mean foxes." He smiled and nodded.

"You brought me here because you are studying were-foxes and you need to find one."

Again the gentle smile and nod, as though he was gentling her, captivating a wild animal, and his hand strayed again to the crystal on his chest. 

Aya realized she was right, and that she'd been played. "And this hypnotic memory-lane bullshit is because you're stalling me. Holding me here because you're after my friend. You're after Billy."

Without thinking, Aya surged to her feet and was suddenly clothed in feathers. 

The shift was involuntary—it was emotional and protective—and she paused for a moment. She wanted to hold an image of Billy, to remember her human feelings for him while she was in hawk form. She thought of her grandmother's amulet around her neck, and conjured an image to store inside of it—hoping the technique would work for memory as well as it did for clothing. Then Aya let go and shifted to full were-hawk.

Jennings stood and stepped back. His eyes were wide, although at first he seemed delighted to witness a real-time therianthropic transformation, but as Aya overturned the cafe table with her talons and spread her wings, his calm demeanor changed, and he stumbled back. Now was not the time for social niceties, Aya thought, and she used her gift to grow full size. She often traveled as a five-pound hawk, to be inconspicuous, but as a 150-pound hawk she was formidable. Jennings eyes widened even further as he continued to stare with a scientist's fascination at Aya's transformation. He raised his hands theatrically, as though surrendering a battle, and said in a smooth, practiced voice, "Elizabeth...Aya, I'm certain we can work together...."

"You took my grandmother!" Aya said, and her voice became a screech. "And where is Billy?" Security guards appeared, and Aya wanted to leave before anyone was hurt. Her hands were feathered, and it was too late to use a phone to warn Billy or call the police. She had to fly back to the loft. She'd last seen Billy on the roof in Somerville, where she had threatened to eat his heart, and she guessed he was still ignoring her threat and waiting for her to return.

But first she lunged at Jennings' chest. He fell to the floor, and Aya tore the silver clip from his tie with her beak. Then as she extended her wings, she reached with her talons and left a deep gash across his nose and face—a souvenir to remember his clinically therianthropic daughter. 

Jennings' men shouted and ran forward. Without an answer about Billy, Aya rushed towards the ceiling and shrank to the size of an urban hawk. Then she circled towards the north entrance, and flew out the door towards Somerville. 

As she flew, holding the silver clip in her beak, she accessed the image that she'd stored in her talisman, of her mammal self in human form, and remembered the last time she kissed Billy. They were in human skins laying naked on Aya's raised mezzanine bed. The high window looked out over the city rooftops. She had her head on Billy's chest, and sniffed his skin. His chest hair was curly and reddish and just beginning to gray. 

"What do you smell?" he asked her, smiling.

"Dinner," she said.

"You're lying. You smell love, darlin'. Sweaty, delectable love."

"We're not the same, Billy. Some day one of us is going to get hurt."

"Someday we should hunt together," Billy said, ignoring her pessimism, like he always did. "Let's go north to your grandmother's land, and we can hunt in the fields.  I've heard of crows and wolves hunting together, and we have an advantage because we're...human."

Aya frowned. "You might be human," she said. "But I'm not." 

##

Aya swooped towards her loft and the smell of blood. A body lay in the parking lot, but it wasn't Billy. The body wore a suit, and had a gash in its throat. It smelled of recent death. A second man in a dark suit stood nearby, looking out of place in Aya's neighborhood. He looked like a fed, or a parole officer, or a hitman for her bastard father. The man was pacing nervously and talking on a phone. Aya dove towards him, grabbing the phone with her talons. She dropped the phone on her fifth-floor windowsill, along with the silver clip, and then circled and watched, increasing her size. Her instincts said these men had come for Billy, but she didn't want to attack until she was certain.

The man in the suit pulled his jacket aside, and Aya saw a gun. Now she was certain, so she dove. By the time the gun was in his hand, she was in striking distance. First she struck his wrist, and the gun skittered across the asphalt. The man grabbed his injured arm, and she beat her wings and struck him in the head with her talons. When he didn't run, she struck him again, then swooped to pick up the gun, leaving it on her windowsill. She circled back and had to attack one more time before he finally chose to leave, dragging the body with him. Aya circled and watched the car pull away, memorizing the plate number.

A bloody trail led up the front steps of the apartment building, but Aya flew to her open skylight. Inside, she saw that her apartment door was ajar, the locks were broken, and bloody pawprints led to the bathroom.

Aya found Billy in her linen closet, curled like a fox kit on her spare towels. He was half his usual size, trembling, and his white bib was stained with blood. She shifted to bare skin, lifted him up and brought him to the bedroom, holding him for moment while she filled a wicker laundry basket with clean clothes, put a towel across the top, and placed Billy in the basket. Then she quickly packed: computers, phones, clothing, toothbrush, identification and cash. She and Billy were a similar size in their human skins, so she had sweatpants and tee shirts that fit both of them. While she worked, she considered their options. Her hawk instinct was to go north, and find wide open spaces, but that was too predictable. Billy told her that Jenning's compound was in Westford, and these goons in suits had a suburban vibe. They were out-of-towners. She decided to go deeper into the city. Aya had a friend in Dorchester who had a junk yard, and he might have a car she could borrow, and a place where she could stash hers for a while.

Aya packed her Subaru wagon quickly, putting the laundry basket with the curled fox on the front seat. She wrapped the gun in plastic, and tossed it in the dumpster, then drove towards Boston, taking urban backstreets that few suburbanites would know. As she drove she kept her hand on Billy's side, feeling his breathing, feeling him change, until he was finally too large for the basket. He climbed out and shifted to human. Then he took clothes from the basket before putting it in the backseat. 

"How do you feel?" Aya asked.

"I broke a taboo," he said, pulling on one of Aya's tee shirts. "You know my people. We don't kill in anger."

"You didn't," Aya said in a sure voice.

"I killed a human, Aya. I'm a hacker, not a murderer."

"They meant to torture you, experiment on you, eventually murder you. You killed in self-defense. I don't have your...ethics, but I respect them. I think...you're right to feel bad, and you also weren't wrong." 

Aya drove through Cambridgeport, and near the old Necco candy factory and towards the Charles River. She checked her review mirror from time to time, but so far nobody followed.

"Was your father behind this?" Billy asked.

"Yes, and he has an entire staff of thugs in suits. We need get a warning to your family—all the were-foxes are in danger. And you and I need to hide for a while. First stop, Phaistos Junk Yard in Dorchester. Hey, I have a present for you. Look in the glove compartment." Billy opened the compartment and took out stolen phone. 

"How much damage can you do with a company phone? I took it from one of his men." 

Billy's eyes lit up. "This is too nice to be a burner. At the very least, it could have GPS information, contacts, something we can use. Probably more."

"We're hunters and I think we need to hunt down these larvae-loving, carrion-eating..."

"Bad guys..."

"If we're careful and smart, nobody else has to die."

Billy turned the phone over in his hands. "Would you be upset? If you killed a person?"

"I don't know." Aya wondered if the hawk and the woman would answer the question differently. "I'm sorry I wasn't there to help you." 

Billy was raised in a community of were-foxes in Northern Vermont. They had a pack, social life, regular dinner times, and ethics. Aya was raised by a woman with a broken bird in her chest. She didn't know what she believed. If she had to choose between Billy's life and the life of the man who attacked him, she would choose Billy's. She would choose her grandmother's life. 

"Hey, did you change sizes? You were tiny when I found you, like a fox kit. Did you get larger during the fight?"

"Maybe...probably. I'll have to think about it." Billy still looked shaken and unhappy, obviously not wanting to talk about the fight. Aya dropped the subject, for now.

Aya took the silver tie clip from her pocket, and put it on the dashboard. The crystal sparkled, but didn't seem to have power on its own. Billy leaned over to kiss Aya's cheek, then put his head against her shoulder, holding the stolen phone like a talisman. As they crossed the bridge over the Charles River, and then took urban backstreets towards Dorchester, Aya talked in a low voice about hunting on her grandmother's land, just like wolves and crows. She told Billy about the purple foxgloves thriving in the abandoned garden, the chorus of frogs near the pond at dusk, and all the wild mice they would hunt in the weeds. 
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