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CHAPTER ONE

Invasion

Ruth was the queen of rats and the
trendsetter of black soot stains. Most of her days were spent
entertaining her cockroach subjects with tales of her valor. They
were a captive audience, held in a shoe box with holes. When the
queen desired a boo and a hiss, she would shake the box. When she
told the best part of a story, the food, she would share a morsel.
All who gazed at her natural beauty fell in love. Perhaps that’s
why so few people saw her, honestly. Who could risk such a
life-long fate?

Her kingdom was not 50 paces from one of the
biggest mansions in town. Steam pipes sputtered hot moisture in the
custom built sauna. A decorative river ran through the sauna. She
had set rules that the river could not be used for cleaning, after
all, it was decorative only. Those who honored Ruth would often
leave presents for her in the decorative river. These gifts of
homage floated down gently waiting for her to notice and discover.
She had plucked out gifts of worn shoes, frayed belts, chipped
cups, stained plates, and more.

She sat on a stone bench near the sauna room.
By royal decree, this place was called the Queen’s museum. Small
shelves made of bricks popped out from various sides. These shelves
held antiquities and gifts of homage she had received throughout
town.

A black button from a gentleman caller was
gracefully set on one brick. A spool of silken thread, disguised as
wool, was put in a place of high honor. Her royal cardboard court
of cockroaches was often found here. Ruth had spent much of her 25
years of life looking for such a keen collection. When she had
found this storage location, she knew she had found home.

Today was not a day to celebrate such a
magnificent, bejeweled level of sophistication. Today the queen had
appointments and appearances she must make. A local band had
requested the pleasure of her company by posting a sign near her
royal residence. It would be a celebration in the park once she
arrived. The pleasure of her company did not come without cost. The
promise of free picnic food would be her due compensation for an
afternoon well spent. If the music pleased her, perhaps she would
be inclined to reschedule a few other appointments. Nothing could
be guaranteed, though. After all, she was a queen.

——————

Ruth walked among the people enjoying the
music in the park. Women wore elegant hats adorned with peacock
feathers and lace ribbons. The men mostly had slicked back hair and
fanciful facial hair. One gentleman had a goatee, another a slick
mustache curled into two points. She turned to the center of the
park and the music playing there. On either side of the stage were
upside down top hats, filled with coins and dollars. She
contemplated grabbing one of the top hats for fashion reasons, but
decided against it. Ruth turned back to her task of digging through
trash cans, looking for half-eaten sandwiches and other “too-soon”
discards. People were so wasteful in her eyes. Most weren’t even
appreciating the musical talent presented on stage. She decided to
separate herself from the crowd and learn about the music. Ruth
wanted to understand the song in a way that others could not.

She sat down against a tree and took in the
band. She could see they were playing a long melody that kept going
in circles. Ruth admired the talent and wanted to see if one day
she could play such a song. She watched the artist's hands and how
they plucked the guitar strings. Ruth could also tell that the
chorus was particularly tricky as the man stuck out his tongue a
little while trying to play. How many people had noticed the man’s
tongue? The sour note strummed was the first indication something
was wrong. The guitar player stopped playing, which caused the
other members of the band to slow down their pace. The melody
slowly washed away on the painted wood stage, through the cracks,
and onto the grass of the park.

As the members of the band stretched their
necks to the sky, the audience, lying on the lawn on soft blankets
also looked up. In the sky was an unnaturally black blot, the size
of a horse. Like a giant inkwell had spilled from the clouds and it
ran over a shape. It was hard to understand the purpose of the
flying object, as black tentacles went in and out of the body with
each motion. A black metallic shine served to point out the device
against the sunny sky. Soft whirs and clicks sounded from the
instrument as it plodded along through the sky. The device bobbed
up and down as if sucking in air from around its expanse. The
tentacles appeared to be scooping in the air the same way a man
would cup water to their mouth. It was at that moment of complete
silence that Ruth chose to speak.

“What’s that foul looking thing?” she pointed
upward, “It looks like a shadow puppet.”

Ruth stood from her tree and adjusted her
dress. While the dress alone was comfortable on a hot day, all the
extra layers trapped in heat like a winter coat. She fidgeted with
her hair, secretly checking for sweat. The initial droplets had
begun to form, so she took out her best cloth and dabbed at her
face. When no one responded to her question, Ruth looked around.
Everyone was still staring with wide eyes towards the shape in the
sky. Her own eyes rolled, and her head began to shake.

“It’s a party favor! Nothing more. What is
everyone’s jaws so open?”

Still, no one moved or made a comment. In
truth, Ruth could feel her doubt within. A nervous vibration of the
unknown was moving up to her throat. Her mother had taught her that
valor and elegance were part of womanhood. These were grown men and
women acting like foolish country bumpkins gawking at the first
light bulbs they had ever seen. The doubt and nerves she felt soon
swelled into anger. She would show these people that there was
nothing to fear. A valorous and elegant woman could handle any
situation.

Ruth undid the buttons on her worn boot and
threw it at the object in the sky. She wasn’t sure what the end
result would be, but she certainly didn’t mean to hit the thing.
Her face turned red as soon as it dawned on her that throwing shoes
wasn’t very lady-like. That embarrassment faded as the device
reacted to the leather laced boot threat. A beam of light, like the
kind that breaks from a cloud on a gray day, shot down toward the
now still boot on the ground. The boot exploded seconds afterwards.
Bits of leather and lace falling out of the sky like an unnatural
snow.

Being herd animals, everyone just looked at
the boot with quizzical looks. It didn’t register with people that
there could be something dangerous about a light that makes things
explode. Ruth’s frustrated scream at losing her favorite boot,
finally snapped the crowd into action. In a disorganized manner,
they grasped at their blankets and possessions, trying to exit the
scene. While it didn’t make sense to risk their life for a blanket,
panic doesn’t render wisdom.

Ruth didn’t care about the chaos around her.
Instead, she only looked toward the ruin of her prestigious boot.
She really enjoyed that footwear. It was not only elegant enough
for a day out, but it was comfortable. That is what started to boil
her fear even further, that the footwear had been so comfortable
and was now gone. She took the other boot off and threw it at the
device. If the thing had taken one boot, it might as well have the
other.

This time, before the boot struck, the light
appeared and the boot shredded mid-air. Screams around the leather
hide remnant surged and then died down as people fled. Ruth put her
hands to hips, determined to find out who had ruined her most
comfortable pair of footwear. She would make them pay for a new
pair. She would give them a heaping helping of her mind and then
make them open up their purses to pay for this stunt.

As she tried stomping up to the device, it
floated away. The black ink blot floated toward a band member
putting his instrument in a guitar case. The guitarist, who had
been so coordinated with his fingers a moment before, now fumbled
at the latches. The floating device shined its light on him, and he
exploded into a heap of red splotches. Ruth decided that new boots
could be found later and that comfort was something to be concerned
about another day. She turned on her naked heels and began to run
with the crowd.

As she ran, she saw more black ink dots
falling slowly from the sky. The dark rain stopped several feet
from the ground and slowly bobbed in various directions. If this
were a stunt of some sort, it was done on a massive scale. Luckily
for the citizens, no other black ink floaters were shining any
lights. They were just slowly moving from one point toward the
next. They didn’t seem interested in the running crowds flowing
around them.

Ruth finally got to her home and closed the
iron gate. She ran down the tunnel, suddenly stopped, and decided
to stay still for several seconds to listen for sounds of being
followed. She was the one who had angered them, so it made sense
that they would chase her. Slowly, as fear started trickling down
and the quiet of a mundane world reasserted itself, she wondered if
the whole thing had been a dream or joke. It was a cruel joke to
make her think that a person had died.

Paranoid, she grabbed several nearby trash
cans. She assembled them into a makeshift barrier between her and
the tunnel opening. They were like a line of metal soldiers
standing guard. As she grabbed a lid off one of the cans, she
spotted the inky blob of a device floating toward the home. She
couldn’t tell if this was the same one as in the park or a new one
that she had not seen before. It started a low buzzing noise, like
a fly stuck in a windowpane. The device sent its light toward the
nearest trash can. Ruth jumped away from the trash cans a moment
before one exploded into a heap of refuse and metal bits.

Lying on the ground, Ruth scuttled away from
the slowly floating device. The buzzing continued until the device
was above her. It then went still, and the buzzing was cut off with
a click. A few moments later a whisper sound started to fill the
alley. The sound increased with volume in a gently way.

“Hello? Hello?” said the metallic voice. The
voice sounded like someone was talking into a soup can phone. It
also had a gravely kind of tone, as if rocks were in the soup can
as it tried to talk.

“Hello?” She responded back weakly. She
wasn’t sure why this device was trying to communicate with her.

“Good! This one. This one is good. Can she be
a caretaker? Yes. Good. Setting power to high.” continued the
voice.

Ruth grabbed the edge of the wall to pull
herself up and run. As she turned her back, she saw her silhouette
against the bricks. The device was shining a light on her. She
froze and prepared to be exploded into a million pieces. Instead,
the world slowly went black. It was as if a curtain was pulled from
the sides of her vision. She crumpled into a ball on the damp
stone. She wasn’t sure how long she was on the cold floor.

Then a strange feeling of detachment
happened. She felt as if everything she once knew no longer
mattered. Every person, every thought, every piece of who she had
once been no longer mattered. She began to sit up and wonder how
she got here. She saw the metallic ink blot moving inches at a time
towards her place on the floor. She couldn’t remember why she was
afraid of this thing. She turned around and saw herself still lying
on the floor. ‘Did that light kill me? Am I dead?’ She wondered. It
wasn’t a passionate fear, but more of a resolve. If she were dead,
there was nothing to be done. She moved around the thing invading
her home, but it did not seem to notice her ghost self. She stared
back at her body, thankful for the life it had given.

It was at that point she saw a ball of light
near her head. She bent over and examined the light, just as the
creature moved closer to examine her. She saw a small scene inside
the ball of light. It was an image of herself walking outside. Why
would such an image appear? What did it mean to be floating near
her head? She stared at the small sphere watching herself walking
around the block. She enjoyed the sight of her body being alive,
and that made this little ball of light precious. The dead were not
meant to enjoy things, so she felt like a piece of her had
returned.

When the floating creature moved closer, the
ball of light started to fade away. It was as if the ball of light
was dimming as the creature crept nearer. She was scared to touch
the image, but it was scarier to her if the vision went away.
Summoning courage she shouldn’t have, she reached out and touched
the sphere. As she did, it expanded and became brighter. Soon it
was so bright she had to close her eyes.

She felt her eyes fluttering open as the
light dimmed. She felt every ache in every limb as she lay on the
floor. She scrambled backward, making sure the creature did not
touch her. She ran past the creature and down the street. She was
about a block away when she paused to look around. To help separate
dream from reality, she slapped her face several times, ensuring
the sting meant reality. She would need to find some real shelter
and sort all this out.

She continued down the street toward the
market. If she held up in the local market, she would have supplies
and company. With any luck, she could compare notes with other
people who had encountered these strange creatures. She ran down
several blocks of empty streets. There were no cats, dogs, or birds
in the streets. It was completely silent.

As she rounded the corner toward the market,
she stopped in her tracks. A line of the creatures had gathered in
front of the market. They saw her and started advancing forward.
She turned around and began to run down a side street. It was far
too late that she realized that the shadows at the end of the alley
were not an exit, but an end. The creatures slowly flowed into the
alleyway. Ruth threw anything within arm’s reach at the beings;
bricks, stones, twigs. The creatures barely slowed at her onslaught
of projectiles.

Again, a tin voice blossomed from the being
in the front. “Hello? Hello? This one. Same one. Good. Lower power
this time. Almost fried her.”

A slightly quieter light shone onto Ruth, and
she was sure this time she was dead. It pulsed, and she felt
herself collapse for a second time in one day.


CHAPTER TWO

Executive

The world was cookie cutter ready for an
alien invasion. The Xenophen didn’t round humans into tiny cages,
we ran into cubicles by ourselves. They didn’t take away our
military might, we gave it to them to retrofit. The floating ink
monsters didn’t kill world leaders, they groomed them gently with
successes. The creatures had been watching and waiting for society
to reach a nexus. As they noticed us rising from our past
brutalities, they hopped on the other side of the seesaw, lifting
us even higher. They leveraged humanity’s growing into a knowledge
economy. To control us, they simply needed to offer a better
education. Xenophen provided technology beyond anything scientists
had learned. We pleaded for the honor of serving them, with the
hope to learn their technology. All the while, the Xenophen weaved
together a trap. Charging a premium, they partnered with companies
to build minor changes in existing technology. These creatures used
the massive funds to then influence laws and culture.

Few saw this truth as clearly as Ruth. She
had once been a beggar on the streets, eating garbage where she
could find it. Since the aliens had scanned her, life was
drastically different. The Xenophen put a numerical knowledge in
her head, without giving her the full key to unlock it. As a
result, she could see the art and poise behind the numbers. Being
given a direct gift by Xenophen had been a unique resume booster.
Companies often sought her out to help them understand statistics,
accounting, and marketing. It was little surprise that a Xenophen
partner company offered her top dollar. Slowly, though, she began
to see a different pattern forming in the numbers between
companies. It looked like a noose around the neck of humanity,
slowly tightening.

Ruth told her supervisor about the pattern
within the numbers. He asked Ruth to please illustrate that design
in a simplified manner and he would bring it up with his
supervisor. He had been particularly interested if the pattern
could be exploited to save money. She assembled colorful
spreadsheets full of information. Her spreadsheet art caught the
attention from someone near the top of the corporate latter. The
meeting was not supposed to contain anyone else, just her and the
executive. The secretary smiled politely and waved Ruth to open the
large wooden doors.

She stopped in place, eyes wide, when the
executive turned out to be a Xenophen.

“Please sit,” said the Xenophen, floating
near a chair.

Ruth looked around the office. In one corner
was a metal platform with sheets of glass sprouting from it. The
other corner contained the traditional decorative rug and brown
leather chairs. There was neither a desk in the room, nor swivel
chairs. The bareness of the office showed off the fantastic
view.

“I read your report. It’s a good fiction
story.” The flying ink monster said.

“Fiction?” mouthed Ruth quietly, her eyebrows
drawing in.

“Yes. But I need to make something clear,
which is why I’ve called you in.” The Xenophen floated several
inches higher, towering over Ruth. “Do you like eating
garbage?”

“Umm, what? Garbage? What does that…” trailed
Ruth tilting her head.

“Our records indicate that we elevated you
because we felt you were humbled for your species. Humble people
should handle difficult things. If you are not humble, we should
remove the mental elevation.”

Ruth’s eyes went wide, and she gripped the
sides of the chair. If they removed her abilities, no company would
pursue her. That would be the end of her capacity to make
money.

“I should say that the technology we use to
alter your abilities isn’t perfect. We sometimes get the power
settings wrong because of unique anatomy differences. We will do
our best to be professional in removing your caretaker
abilities.”

Ruth thought of the exploding guitar player
and went pale. She started to nod slowly. “Fiction, yes. Sorry to
disturb you.” She heard her lips say.

“Excellent! I am glad we are in agreement.
We’ve taken the liberty to erase this monetary tale from your
equipment. I trust you will file any paper documents into the shred
bin. Thank you again, for bringing this to our attention. You are a
valuable member of our team.”

The Xenophen floated toward the other corner
of the room, and the metal platform raised slightly. The panes of
glass shown with images that projected out into holographs. The
creature’s tentacles darted from symbol to symbol, interacting with
them. Ruth got up and showed herself out, taking extra care to
close the door quietly. She wanted to go hide in a dark cave or the
woods. Somewhere she wouldn’t be noticed. The closest place she
could think of was her desk.

Completing an extra helping of work had her
seeing the spots again. Ruth did not reveal she saw spots, choosing
instead to remain silent. She needed this job to keep food on the
table. These spots were small visions, floating in the air. She
didn't want to reach out and grab them, afraid of what others would
say. How silly would it be to be running around and poking
imaginary bubbles? If she were alone, she would watch a passing
bubble for hours. Often times the image contained herself doing
something productive. She was either cooking, hiking, or doing some
extra work. Every time a clock or text appeared in the picture it
was garbled up; like someone was trying to make things harder to
read.

Looking down at the passing bubble, the text
was garbled and confusing to read. She was about to get up and get
some coffee when she was able to make out a bubble image of a book
with an out-of-body image on the cover. Ruth looked around and
found that no one else was in the office with her. Frustrated with
not having her ideas heard, she decided to take a risk. She slowly
reached into that bubble and pulled out the book. The moment it was
free of the floating bubble, the image disappeared, though the book
remained in her hands. The words were written in a language that
she didn’t know, but the diagrams made a pictographic kind of
sense.

The first picture showed a person having an
out of body experience. It then showed an image of an ink blot,
obviously one of the creatures, being in multiple panes or
rectangles. Finally, an image on the last page showed bubbles in
one rectangle, while not being in the other rectangles. Ruth had
been wondering if the bubbles she had seen where a mental breakdown
of some sort. Now she knew the bubbles were based in reality as she
had plucked this book from that realm. Ruth continued to stare at
the oddly shaped words and photos trying to make sense of what she
was seeing.

At the beginning of the early morning shift,
the siren went off. The creatures had determined the optimal work
cycle and created various sirens to help people understand the
phases. The siren going off startled Ruth, who had been trying to
build a cipher to break the code on the pages. She felt like if she
could understand this mystery, she could know how to reverse seeing
bubbles. That might help her become better with the accounting
numbers.

Ruth left the office and began to walk to a
movable platform. One of the largest benefits to the ink beings is
that they had brought technology for floating moveable platforms.
This book was far beyond anything Ruth had ever seen. Midway
through the gentle trip, she decided to bring out the bubble book
and continue to read it. As soon as the cover was out of her bag,
bells began to sound all around. As alarms and bells chirped, she
was given instructions to ‘Stay calm and stay there’. She didn’t
know what she had done wrong, but she certainly wasn’t going to
stick around for the executive Xenophen to come “remove her
elevation”. Ruth jumped down off the platform and began to run for
the woods.


CHAPTER THREE

The
Cabin

Breathing hard, Ruth found shelter in the
thickest part of the forest. Several creatures slowly went toward
the platform and began to shine lights on it. The platform was
destroyed, and Ruth heard her name being broadcast. She thought she
heard something about how ‘that woman’ had tried to kill one of the
new creatures without provocation. The most Ruth had ever done was
throw a boot at one of the creatures. She realized they wanted her
to be the villain. If everyone believed she was the bad guy, they
would turn her in.

She knew that she had to find some place to
rest and read. She wished she had someone to run toward. The
daylight was slowly starting to fade, and she needed to find a spot
to hide and read. Deeper and deeper she pushed into the woods. At
one point she had stopped, assuming her inky hunters far behind.
Whistles nearby spooked her, and she began to run again. She knew
that this book somehow contained knowledge far beyond what she
could grasp. However, if she studied it for awhile, perhaps the
components would align.

As she breathed in heavy gasps, she
concentrated on escaping. Scanning the tree line, she saw a
shimmering, like a spider web caught in the sunlight. Beyond that
shimmering surface looked to be an abandoned cabin. The cabin was
in a clearing that had now overgrown. As she touched the spiderweb
surface, her balance shifted. She yelped as a tree branch grasped
her boot.

In the moments of her fall, she saw the rock
coming towards her head. She tried to push her arm out in front to
help block the impact, but it was far too late. As her head smashed
against the ground, she lost consciousness, the world turning
black. The last thing she remembered were whistles nearby and
someone stepping on the ground in front of her. She wondered why
she was in the woods, as the world faded away.

The first thing Ruth recalled was the smell.
Wherever she was, it smelled like a mix of refreshing rain and cut
grass. The natural scent combined well with the sounds of birds
chirping. The glow against the wooden walls illustrated the knots
in the lumber. It was as if the lights were focusing on an art
gallery of finely crafted oak planks.

Her head boomed, and she brought her hand up
to massage it. When she moved her hand up, she noticed the fabric
shift against the top of her hand. It was a rough wool spun blanket
of some sort. Whoever had knit this had little skill, as the loops
were large and the sheet barely held together. Still, it offered
some home-spun kind of comfort to know that someone had used their
handiwork to keep her warm. The custom care given to the blanket
reminded Ruth of getting a hug from a stranger. Naturally inviting,
but out of place.

Against all protest from her skull, Ruth
forced her eyes to remain open. Her headache was a necessary pain
to endure while she tried to figure out where she was. Staring down
at her from across the one room shack was a deer, face stuck in a
permanent pose of solace. Ruth closed her eyes again as the next
wave of a headache sunk in from the light that poured in. She
rubbed her head and groaned, waiting for the waves of pain to
lessen. As they lessened, she tried opening her eyes again. She
could see a simple stove in one corner, fire embers barely lit
inside. She saw the deer head mounted on the wall, staring down at
where she was sleeping.

A pile of furs in a chair, ignored until this
moment, began to stir and move. Ruth wondered if a ink monster had
been stuck underneath them. She then saw a face of a man peeking
out from the pile of skins and furs. The man had a long grey beard,
unkempt and wiry. When he rose from the chair, she could see that
the pile of animal skins and furs were actually the man’s clothing.
He rose up and began to walk toward the bed.

“Hit your head,” the man said in a way that
mixed growl and parental concern.

To Ruth, it was as if the man wasn’t used to
his own voice and was now trying to remember how to use vocal
cords. Perhaps she should feel lucky for being able to understand
him at all. Still, the words didn’t offer any insight into what had
happened.

“Yes... yes I did” Ruth murmured. She wanted
to say more, but the blinding pain throbbed again. She was forced
to close her eyes and rub fiercely at her temples, in an attempt to
quell the protest of her brain.

“Got you some water. Good for a hangover.”
said the man's gruff voice.

“Hungover? No, I am not hungover. I haven’t
been drinking.” Ruth explained, opening her eyes again to stare at
the man.

He scratched his beard, trying to get
underneath the hair to reach his skin. A sandpaper sound came out
as he found his flesh.

“So, why are you stumblin’ in the woods?
You’re not a camp partier?” he asked.

“I am sorry… where am I? And did you give me
your name? I am Ruth” she said, holding out her hand. It was a
risk, as a throb of pain could come back at any moment and require
her to massage her temples.

“I told you that, but you may not have heard.
You hit your head, falling onto a rock. Bit of blood. I saw you and
shook you, but no response. Wasn’t sure what to do, so here you
are.” said the wild looking man. He swept out his hand, showing off
the room.

His outstretched hand showing off the entire
room made Ruth smile. It was a tiny place to live, but to this man
it was everything. It was an expansive world, full of challenges
and success stories. To him, this small cabin was a reflection of
his life. While that seemed small to Ruth's eyes, life never feels
small to those who live it.

She grabbed the glass near the bed and began
to drink. The water was fresh and amazingly clean. This man knew
about good water, but she didn’t see a kitchen anywhere in the
room. Furthermore, it was odd to her that the glass had such
beautiful finishes when the room she was in was rough and patched
together.

“I am Henry.” said the man, gently taking the
now empty cup from her hands. His hands touched hers slightly, and
he averted his eyes.

When her hands were empty, Ruth began to flex
her fingers. They were stiff, but working just fine. It was at that
moment that she realized they were empty. “The book!” she gasped.
“Did you see a book?”

“Book? No. What color was it?” Henry said,
setting the glass back on the nightstand.

“Brown, with green letters on the binding… I
think? Or a green book with brown letters. Maybe?”

“I’ll go look,” Henry said, rising to his
feet. “Stay here for now and try to sober up.”

Ruth nodded and lay back down in the bed.
Since she wasn’t sure of her surroundings, she decided to pretend
she was sleeping. If she needed to dart away quickly again, perhaps
the extra element of surprise would help. As the sun came in
through a window, it warmed her cheek. Pulling the covers up, she
listened for footsteps. Soon, listening for footsteps turned into
listening to birds. Shortly after that, the birds had sung Ruth
back to sleep.

It was nearly night time when Henry came
back.

“Look at this!” he yelled, waking Ruth from a
dream about bubbles.

She opened her eyes slightly, snuck a peek,
and saw his face flush. He then began to take off his boots
quietly, as if being quiet now fixed being loud earlier. Ruth
remembered her idea to fake being asleep, to get the element of
surprise if needed. She closed her barely open eyes and listened
intently. Soon, she heard scraping and began to imagine the worst.
What was this man sharpening? She snuck another peek to see him
shaving carrots. Her stomach growling gave up the ruse, and she sat
up in bed.

“Hello. Did you find the book?” She
asked.

“Hello. Yes.” Henry responded.

“Well… can I see it?”

“No,” Henry replied.

“Why not? It’s my book. You have no right to
keep it from me.” Ruth said, putting her hands on the bed to
rise.

Henry held out a hand and motioned for her to
stop. He then pointed around the room. “It’s too dark to read.
You’ll hurt your eyes. We’ll chat for a bit, might help you set
your life straight.”

Ruth looked around the single room filled
with various junk and garbage. If this was setting her life
straight, she did not want any part of that philosophy. Still, this
man had been nothing but kind to her.

“I wasn’t drunk.” she started.

“So, let me guess, you’re proud of your
tolerance, is that it?” he responded, continuing to peel carrots
into a pot. He then grabbed two potatoes from a nearby sack and
started slicing those.

“No, that’s not it.” She protested. Was Henry
going to cook for her? When was the last time a man had cooked for
her?

“So you weren’t drunk, just a little buzzed,
is that it?” He scoffed.

“No. You don’t know me. You just met me.”
Ruth responded.

That bit of truth stopped his hands for a
moment. He looked over and nodded. “So tell me why you were running
in the woods, bumbling around.”

“I was being chased, by those ink blot things
after I grabbed… the book...” she said trailing off.

“Okay. Not sure what ink thing you are
talking about. I get the grab and run part. Gotta take care of
yourself, right?” Henry said as he put out two bowls. The pot full
of carrots and potatoes was now starting to bubble.

Ruth looked away and nodded. Her stomach
sounded like a creaking wooden chair adjusting to a heavy weight.
“I can just go if you want. I don’t have to stay in your home.”

Henry looked her in the eyes and nodded.
“After soup,” he said.

Ruth spent the rest of the night talking to
Henry. She was worried the soup had some addictive quality, as she
requested two refills. Henry just said it was the way he spiced the
deer meat in the stew. ‘Pepper and salt’ were the two ingredients
he boasted most about. Regardless of being around dead animals,
furs, and antlers; Ruth felt comfortable with this man. He reminded
her of a brother she never had, but perhaps now wished for. Awkward
and shy, yet kind and simple. She admired how much of a home he had
been able to make out in the woods.

By the time morning arrived, she had nearly
forgotten about the book she had grabbed from the bubble. Henry had
one piece of advice to offer before she left. He said it would be
more than repayment if she heeded it: make space for others.

She left the cabin worrying that Henry’s life
must have been lonely. She vowed to visit him again later and bring
him plenty of replacement pepper and salt. She was glad that it had
worked out all right. However, she now wanted to find a spot alone
to read. She wished she had a secret home, like Henry’s cabin in
the woods. She had fled seeking an answer. As she neared the edge
of the line of trees, she saw a shimmering in the air. It wasn’t
till she walked through the shimmering that she realized she had
just stepped out of a giant bubble. She looked back and saw that
the woods she had been in were gone. Perhaps visiting Henry again
would be harder than she anticipated. She was grateful that the
bubble had allowed her to escape and rest. She inhaled deeply and
continued forward. She needed to read this book and figure out what
was going on in her life.


CHAPTER FOUR

Howling

Ruth studied the book near a cliff face. She
decided that it would be best to hear the echo of anything coming,
plus having her back against stone made her feel more comfortable.
She watched the pages trying to decipher their meaning. The book
was filled with almost words, but they looked wrong. She was no
code breaker, but she thought she could read it if she stared long
enough.

Slowly, the book’s writing became clearer.
The text looked like it was written from a mirror, being backwards.
Beyond that, it seemed like the text was larger on the sides of a
word, instead of the middle, as if the text was originally inside a
bubble. That got her reading individual words, but then she
realized that the pages read from the bottom up. After figuring out
all those oddities, Ruth was able to start truly reading and
understanding the book.

The book began with talking about the death
of a small town. A disease had spread to their colony shortly after
‘strange creatures’ came through. While most people had quick
deaths, some had out-of-body experiences. After having these
out-of-body experiences, they began to see reality bubbles. These
small peeks into other worlds appeared to be based on how likely
things were to happen. If a bubble was large and easy to see
through, it meant that the other side was somewhat likely. If a
bubble was small and faded, it meant that the reality on the other
side was difficult to pierce.

The people that survived looked for the
‘strange creatures’ that had brought pestilence and suffering to
their small town. Furthermore, they wanted answers to why they saw
these bubbles. While they found these creatures again, the
creatures did not speak English. They were left to surmise that the
creatures came from outside this dimension. Interacting with people
from this world meant that they accidentally pushed or nudged a
person to the border of this dimension. The book mentioned that
normal humans are not within “arms reach” of the dimensional wall.
However, something that these strange creatures did push people
against that wall as they passed. That led to the human brain
compensating in the form of “bubbles”. What these creatures wanted,
or were doing, wasn’t clear. One thing was clear, and that was the
mechanics of how these bubbles could be used.

Ruth was about to dig into this next section
of the book when she heard a howl. It sounded like a coyote, but
with a wetter sound at the end. The worst part was that is sounded
close. She began to hear a rumble of thunder in the distance that
shook the very ground. Ruth didn’t want to find out whatever was
nearby. She continued forward into the canyon to find a better
hiding spot. Hopefully, whatever was nearby would leave her
alone.

The further she traveled the thinner the
grass got. Sagebrush and shrubs began to line the ground. The trees
were small and had twisted trunks. It was as if this part of the
land had not seen a drop of rain in a long time. She continued
looking for some kind of rock outcropping. Perhaps she should stop
and watch to see if the howling was after her or not. Unfortunately
for Ruth, the canyon began to open up into a wild field. If
something was after her, it would certainly see her in this area.
She scanned around but didn’t see any creatures. She decided it
would be best to go out just a little ways, with a rock in hand, to
see what exactly was howling. Perhaps it was just some coyote
playing with its young.

As she stepped out into the open field, she
got a look at a light brown rock shifting up and down in the
distance. It was clear that this thing was coming toward her, but
she wasn’t able to determine how fast. She ran back to the relative
safety of the canyon and tried to decide what her next course of
action. If she stayed around, that beast would certainly be upon
her. If she did leave, there was no telling what other things were
around.

She decided to wait just a bit longer until
she could identify the beast that was howling and coming for her.
She squinted at the boulder like thing, moving closer and realized
it had horns. She thought it might be a goat or some kind of cow.
She continued looking at it, watching as the sun reflected off the
skin as if the surface was slick or wet. As she continued to look,
a black blur jumped from a rock and collided with the boulder like
thing. The black blur pushed the creature aside, and they both
disappeared in a moment. Ruth then heard a loud pained roar that
was silenced half way through. Ruth did not want to find out what
that black blur was, so she decided that flight was better than
fight. She fled away from the canyon walls and looked for some kind
of protection or safety.

It was an odd thing to wish for howling, but
it was just the wind now. No birds, no other animals; just the wind
blowing slightly. She didn’t feel relaxed by the calm atmosphere.
Whatever that howling beast was, it was running from something.
Ruth wondered if the black blur had eaten its fill and would no
longer come for her. Perhaps, though, it was something that was out
just to kill for sport. If that were the case, she wouldn’t make
very good sport.

Ruth looked out from a gnarled shrub. Her
eyes flicked left and right, trying to determine some kind of
motion. She heard a flick from a tree behind her and then was
thrown to the ground. When she turned around to see what had pushed
her to the ground, expecting a snapping black beast, she saw
nothing. She began to scramble backward and looked for a solid
place to duck into.

As she started to turn around, she discovered
a ink blot creature a few inches from her face. It had tracked her
down and did not appear in a pleasant mood. It was as if the
creature was daring her to fight back and it would then respond in
kind. When the floating ink blot didn’t move, Ruth stared it down,
trying to determine its purpose. She soon gave that up, as staring
contests are meaningless to a creature with no eyes.

A sound then activated from inside the ink
blot. It was a sound that Ruth had heard before in the alley.
“Caretaker? Why are you here?”

Ruth scrunched her eyes together and tilted
her head. “Aren’t you here looking for me?”

“You?” said the ink blot, “No. I am
eradicating a potential threat to balance.”

“So… I can go on my way?” Ruth asked.

The ink blot began to emit a high frequency.
Ruth felt waves of nauseous stomach flipping before the world faded
out via twinkling lights.

“No,” said the ink blot as it started to
float away.


CHAPTER FIVE

Caretaker

Ruth awoke into bright lights. The creature
who had knocked her out was an evil thing, as the bright lights
made her head throb. No good being would kidnap a woman and then
give her a headache. The first thing Ruth noticed as she got up was
that she had been drooling on a green carpet. It must have been
awhile, as the puddle of drool was somewhat sizable.

She pushed her body up with one hand while
rubbing her skull with another hand. The buzzing lights lit every
corner of the large room. The room was full of bookshelves and
tables. Books were littered every nook and cranny. They were
stacked 4-5 high on each table, and all the tables were full. She
looked around and tried to find any sign of where she was.

Ruth twisted her head around slowly. She
didn’t want to hurt her neck or cause any additional movement of
her head, which could result in more pain. She spotted a poster on
the wall of a kitten wearing glasses. As she squinted she could see
the words “Reading” on the poster, but couldn’t make out the bottom
text. A logo was nestled in the corner of the poster. Hoping to
reveal a clue, she stood up and began making her way over.

“Welcome to the Thomasville Library” came a
voice over a speaker. Ruth shrugged and stopped approaching the
poster for a location clue. “Please ask a librarian if you need any
help finding anything or accessing the WebDewey system. In
addition, our book sale will begin in the Emerald room in 5
minutes. Buy a bag for $10.”

As the voice faded, Ruth looked around and
saw that one of the doors had a stack of paper grocery bags near
it. The bags had the words “Friends of Thomasville Library” printed
on them. Why had the ink blot creature taken her here? She decided
to venture out and ask someone.

The metal bar in the middle of the door
pushed in, and she heard a click. Ruth pushed the door open into
another hallway. Inside that hallway was a small line of people
looking at their phones and watches.

“Excuse me,” Ruth announced, “Is there a
librarian around that could help me? I am not really sure how I got
here.” She shrugged her shoulders and continued massaging her
temples. The headache was starting to go down.

“You used the door!” Quipped a young man in
the line. A woman hit him in his chest.

The woman spoke up, “Yeah, just go down this
hallway and take a right. That’s the main part of the library.”

Ruth ignored the man and walked directly to
the woman. “Thank you,” she said, smiling sheepishly.

Ruth walked down the long hallway and noticed
several rooms to the right. Each room was either not lit up or
appeared to be smaller than the room she was just in. She
eventually found another hallway connecting to this one. She went
right down the hallway, which opened into a large library setting.
Ruth looked around and spotted a sign that said “Information”. She
walked over to that sign and the woman sitting there. In the
woman’s lap was the green book Ruth had been reading earlier. It
was open, and the woman was scratching her head.

“Excuse me, this may sound odd, but I am not
sure why I am here. Or, really where here is.” Ruth said, placing
her hands on the counter and talking to the woman.

The woman ignored her and continued to move
her head back and forth, reading the book.

“Excuse me?” Ruth said a little louder when
she didn’t get a response.

The woman didn’t take her eyes off the book
Ruth had been reading. Instead, the woman began to speak in a soft
tone, as if to the book instead. “You are a caretaker. They are
just not sure what kind.”

“I believe I am supposed to be an
accountant,” Ruth said, crooking up an eyebrow, a smile touching
the corner of her mouth.

“No. You were not supposed to be an
accountant. You became an accountant and something else. They think
something must have gone wrong, and they want to find out what.”
The woman replied as she looked up from her book.

As she looked up, Ruth could see her entire
eyes were black. Black cracks formed from her eyes and over her
face. The woman smiled, closed the book, and sat back in the
chair.

“And… now I said too much.” the woman stated
in a calm tone, her mouth scrunching to the side.

The black cracks in her face grew swiftly and
encompassed her entire body. She soon looked like a fire had
consumed her, as she was entirely covered in black. The chair then
creaked forward slightly, and the woman fell. As the woman hit the
ground, ash spread around her.

Ruth stared at the woman, mouth wide open,
ready to scream. She nearly lost her balance as she felt a small
tug against her clothing.

“Excuse me, librarian, can you help me? I am
having trouble with the WebDewey system…” came the tiny voice
behind her. It belonged to a small child who had a pink bow in her
hair. Ruth wondered how much the child had seen and then looked
around the room. No one had even moved a muscle in alarm. The only
one who was surprised by a woman dying was Ruth. What kind of
library is this? Ruth wondered to herself.

“Sorry… just give me a moment, please,” Ruth
replied in a shaky voice. She leaned over and plucked the book the
previous woman had been reading. The child waited patiently and
with obedience. She balanced on her heels and watched Ruth.

Ruth began to exit the building. She didn’t
have many answers, and now even more questions. Why had the flying
ink blot creature knocked her out, just to put her in the library?
And why had that woman told Ruth she wasn't an accountant, followed
by dying in an odd manner.

Ruth walked outside of the building to find a
rural town being beaten down by a hot sun. Trucks and people roamed
the streets in a sluggish daze. It seemed like a dusty town, and
Ruth would not have chosen to come here for any reason. Near one of
the gas stations stood a sign that read “Welcome to Thomasville!
Home of Devil’s Rock. Population: 3000”. Ruth looked around to see
if she could spot any ink blots floating around. She didn’t spy any
of the creatures. A thought then came to her; what if this town was
like the cabin she had encountered earlier? What if this was all
inside one of those bubble things?

As she walked down the street, she didn’t
notice many people outside, and even fewer vehicles. Wherever this
was, they were used to staying within the town confines. As she
continued forward and turned a corner, she met with a brick wall
going across the street. She thought it was weird that the wall
covered the street and that no signs warned of a dead end. She
turned right and continued walking down the street.

About a half hour later she was in a less
populated neighborhood. Many residents of this neighborhood had
taken up farming practices. What stuck Ruth as odd was that it
appeared that the fields were full of people. Why would people be
farming so aggressively? It began to dawn on her as she spotted the
wall in the distance. This town had walls on all sides. That’s why
there were so few cars.

The feeling of being a caged rat prickled on
her neck. She tried to think of excuses on why there would be walls
surrounding the town. Perhaps whatever beast she had encountered
earlier would be deterred by these walls. Perhaps they had sand
storms here and needed to block out all the dirt coming in. Maybe
they were worried about noise or dirt and this was a way to keep
those things out.

Ruth decided to stop someone in the field.
She didn’t notice it at first, because of the farmer’s wide brimmed
hat. The person’s eyes were a solid black, just like the
librarian’s eyes had been. Ruth wanted to look in a mirror to see
if her own eyes were now solid black. Why was this town separated
from outside? Were these people infected and that’s why they were
separated? Was she now infected with whatever killed that
librarian? Questions swirled in Ruth’s head. However, one question
began to pulse slowly in her head. It started quietly and thrummed
louder and louder. Why hadn’t she seen any of those odd bubbles
here?


CHAPTER SIX

Walls

Ruth’s legs burned from running all over town
looking for an escape. She was no closer to finding the truth.
People still behaved like people. Trees, sparse as they were, moved
in the wind. The sensation trickled down her back. What if the
world was the same and it was just her that had changed. What if
she had no place, no home to go to? That cold feeling stopped her
where she stood. Spotting a bench nearby, she sat down. What if she
didn’t belong in this world? Should she mask her emotions and
pretend to be like them?

Did it matter anymore? Ruth felt hollow
inside. She was surprised to feel wetness on her face. The old her
would care who saw the weakness. After all, it wasn’t polite form
to be sad. Feeling as disconnected as she did now, Ruth no longer
cared for polite form. She watched the trees sway peacefully. The
grass danced back and forth on the rhythm of nature. In a state of
disconnectedness, she cried. Soon, her tears began to float
away.

It wasn’t something she noticed at first.
Like little spheres of soap, one in five tears floated away from
her face. Each of these small bubbles reflected more light than was
natural. It was as if she were crying diamonds that floated away.
It wasn’t until she saw a black bubble that she panicked. She
immediately grasped her face and stopped crying. Was this
confirmation that her eyes had turned black like the rest of the
people in this town?

As she stared into the black bubble, she saw
little floating dots. Her mind tried to understand what she was
seeing. It wasn’t like the specs floated in the dark bubble.
Instead, it was as if the bubble was a window into the night sky.
Ruth forgot her sadness and curiosity took over. It looked exactly
like the night sky. It wasn’t until she saw the moon in the image
that her thoughts were confirmed. She looked around the bubble;
clearly it was still day out.

If she could reach in and grab a book out of
a bubble, what would this do? Would night suddenly occur? She
slowly reached toward the bubble, finger trembling. That finger
inched closer and closer to the bubble. It then pressed against the
bubble. The surface tension of the bubble held for a moment,
allowing her to push in slightly.

The bubble then popped and a small circle of
night remained in the air. A giant wind immediately picked up from
all sides, all forward to the bubble. Ruth turned around and held
onto the bench. Trees, shrubs and rocks began to fly toward the
circles of night. As they hit, a small portion was suck through the
night, leaving a hole in the substance. It flew out, then twirled
back around getting another hole ripped out. Ruth held onto the
park bench with every muscle she had in her arms. Her legs were
dangling toward the circle of night. It was as if two tornados were
lined up next to each other, neither deciding to budge. Soon, the
circle of night had a small barrier of dirt circling around the
hole. Ruth didn’t have time to observe why this was happening.

A tree from the edge of the park ripped out
of the ground. It toppled end over end and hit the park bench. The
jolt from the hit made Ruth lose her grip. She screamed, but the
sound of the circle of night quickly consumed that as well. When
she was an inch away from the circle, it vanished. The moment it
disappeared, so did the wind and the rings of debris. It all felt
to the ground. Thick tree branches and twisted metal landed near
Ruth. A small wire cut her near the side of her eye. If she had
been a quarter inch to the left, it would have sliced her eye open.
She felt the blood trickle down her dazed face.

A man came running from a nearby building. He
ran toward Ruth, helping her up. The man had black eyes, like the
rest. He also wore a jean jacket and a cowboy hat. He was clean
shaven, and Ruth thought that the callouses on his hand felt right
in place.

“Thank you,” Ruth said, not trying to stare
into his eyes. She adjusted her clothing and tried to push her hair
back in a semblance of pattern.

The man let go and stared at her. His head
cocked to the side one way, then the other. He looked around at all
the wreckage, then up at the air. He opened his mouth to speak and
left it wide open.

Trying not to stare, and assuming it was an
expression of shock, Ruth ignored the man. She began to walk away
when a siren erupted from the man’s mouth. It was an unnatural
sound, high pitched and wailing. The man did not move his mouth to
make the siren noise. Ruth knew a warning siren when she heard it.
She began to dart away from the man. He lifted his hand and pointed
at Ruth.

As she ran, others began to stop what they
were doing and looked in her direction. One by one, they opened
their mouths and sirens poured out. Each person pointed where she
was, while they stood still. She picked up as much speed as
possible, unsure of where exactly she could hide. She risked a
glance back and saw everyone on the block was pointing in her
direction. She looked up and saw people from the buildings were
also pointed at her, their mouths open in a siren.

Wanting to escape the noise she kept running.
She tried to find places that didn’t have these black eyed people.
Perhaps she could lose this tide of people pointing and hide. She
began to panic, and thoughts of hiding in the dirt went through her
mind. Would it be possible to dig her way under the wall? She
hadn’t tried that and in her panicked state it made sense. She
reached the nearest wall and set to work.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Sand

Ruth dug frantically at the base of the wall.
She threw sand and rocks out of the way in an attempt to build a
gap underneath. She uncovered that the wall submerged in the
ground. Her mind raced with the idea that the next inch would be
the bottom of the wall. When it was revealed that the next inch was
more wall, she convinced herself to keep digging. After all, it
could be the next inch.

About a foot down into the soil, the sirens
from all around Ruth went silent. As Ruth stopped and looked
around, she saw she was surrounded by floating black ink creatures.
Blood and sweat dripped down her face as she looked wildly for
escape. She picked up a nearby rock and tried to hold it in a
menacing manner.

One of the black ink creatures floated
forward slightly. A soft male voice came from the creature. The
voice wasn’t metallic or far away, it was as if a person stood in
front of Ruth.

“Hello there. My name is Ryan. Are you okay?
You seem hurt.” came the polite voice from the creature.

“Stand back! I am warning you. I am at my
limit here!” Ruth shrieked at the creature.

The creature floated back just a little.
“Okay. That’s fair. I am not here to threaten you. I just want to
explain.”

Ruth didn’t say anything, she just raised the
rock a little higher and did a menacing step forward. She pounded
her foot forward as if that would give her strength in her
throw.

“You’re scared. I get that.” Said the
floating ink creature known as Ryan. “What do you want to know? How
can I help you?”

“Who are you? Why won’t you let me escape?”
said Ruth, using the rock to point to the wall.

“We are Xenophen. We come from very far away.
You can leave, but first we need to make sure you understand. In
the park, you hurt yourself because you didn’t understand. We want
to ensure you understand.”

Ruth touched near her eye and felt the blood
that had been trickling down. It wasn’t a gushing sensation, and
she barely felt it. Perhaps she barely felt it because of the
adrenaline.

“What do I need to know? Then I can leave?”
Ruth said, slowly lowering the rock.

“Yes, you’ll be free to go. We just need to
explain why we’ve put you through what we did,” said Ryan the
Xenophen.

“When we first arrived,” Ryan continued, “we
noticed you were behind us from a technological standpoint. If we
simply started using what we had, our collective conscious was
worried it would cause your species to grow lazy and stagnate. We
needed to slowly teach you the technology. That’s why we
implemented the caretaker program.”

“That’s why people keep calling me a
caretaker?” Ruth asked.

“Yes,” replied Ryan floating down slightly.
“You were chosen to be a caretaker. We were looking to bring you to
this setting to learn the technology.”

“What technology?” Ruth asked.

“Well, that’s the cog and sprocket of this
thing, you haven’t been exposed to it yet. I have in our records
that we tried a sleep light on you. The original plan was to show
you the technology, and you could test it in this environment. If
something went wrong with the technology, it wouldn’t be a big
deal. The only people in this town are shadow robots. When you woke
up, you had a new ability for numbers. We maneuvered ourselves to
watch you grow.”

“What was the technology going to be?” Ruth
asked again.

“A form of mild telepathy. Nothing wild. Just
enough where two people could express emotions for each other.”
said Ryan. “This town was supposed to help you train the ability.
The shadow robots could help buffer the initial use. They are close
enough to human consciousness that they would respond to your
telepathy.”

“So, what are the reality bubbles then?” Ruth
backed away slowly, leaning against the wall.

“That was another unexpected twist. Our
records indicate you weren’t supposed to wake up until we brought
you here. The best we’ve been able to come up with is that you’ve
slipped slightly out of the dimension.”

“Out of the dimension?” Ruth asked, tilting
her head.

“Yes. It’s kind of like a record skipping
when it hits a scratch. For some people, it causes a repeating. The
events of a day play over and over. For others, like yourself, it
pushes you to a different point in that record.” replied Ryan.

Ruth said nothing and just absorbed the
information.

“So,” Ryan continued, “we may not be able to
fix the record, but we can help you determine when you’ll ‘skip’ to
another dimension. Tell me, what do these dimensions look like from
your perspective?”

“Bubbles. Like floating bubbles.” Ruth
replied, letting the rock clatter to the ground.

“Ah. So it sounds like you use a bubble
analogy. That means that your consciousness uses a mix of feelings
and water. That makes sense.”

“So, how do I use this?” Ruth asked.

“I am sorry,” Ryan shifted color to a
greyish-blue, “I don’t know. It’s a slip from your personal
dimension. I am aware that this was inside you before we came,
though maybe it wouldn’t have awoken without our help. The best
solace I can offer is that you need to think of these as emotions
in a bubble.”

The other Xenophen floated away slowly until
it was only Ryan and Ruth near the wall. Ruth watched them slowly
disappear. The feeling of not being surrounded helped Ruth relax a
little. It was nice knowing she had directions to run if she
needed.

“So, what now? Can I go home?” Ruth
asked.

“I told you that you could go after I told
you the truth. I’ve told you the truth,” said Ryan.

“You’re letting me go?” asked Ruth,
skeptically, with a sneer on her lips.

“Of course.” Ryan opened a small compartment,
and a metallic tentacle appeared. It shined a light on Ruth. Unlike
in the alley, this light was hot and felt like it was pulling her
apart. She was a piece of taffy, stretched from all angles.

Realization struck Ruth. Ryan was trying to
disintegrate her. She held onto her thoughts as they tried to pull
away into nothingness. She realized that her body was made of
mostly water. She thought of a bubble popping. After the bubble
popped, her spirit would remain standing. That was the only way
these floating creatures would let her escape. They wouldn’t stop
until she was dead. She continued to focus on a bubble popping and
leaving her a spirit. Her physical form then exploded everywhere.
She was a spirit exactly where her physical form had been a second
ago.

As the metallic tentacle slid back, the
Xenophen said, “I am sorry. You were an unanticipated side effect.
We couldn’t let you hurt others. Balance before all else.” Ryan
began to float away.

The creature then spoke to someone outside of
Ruth’s perception. “I don’t know. Was that more dignifying? To know
beforehand, I mean... yes? … No, I … alright, another one. Yes,
sir.” The Xenophen continued to float away.

Ruth, or the essence of Ruth, watched as the
creature floated away. She looked at her ghostly hands and worried
about the afterlife. A thought then crossed her mind. If she could
still reason, if she could still think, then she wasn’t actually
dead. Perhaps she had used the image of a bubble popping to help
escape this dimension. Could she then go back into their reality?
She thought about this and felt comforted. If you think, you
exist.

She looked down at the desperate patch of
earth she had been digging a moment earlier. It was now filled with
her blood and gore from her physical body. She began to think of
that circle under the wall as a pool or bubble. She would dive into
the earth and see where it took her. She sucked in a breath, then
smiled to herself, letting the breath out. She didn’t have a
physical form anymore, why did she need to hold her breath? She
looked down at the hole filled with blood and saw it reflect a
bright sunlight. A sunshine of freedom. She dove into the pool.

Moments later, she felt her body, a physical
body, tumbling down sand dunes. She upended over and over again.
The world swirled like she was in a washing machine. It was a blur
of beige motion and sunshine. Slowly she came to a skidding
stop.

As Ruth breathed in and out, she wondered
where she had ended up. She slowly got up and felt an intense heat.
Sweat was nearly an instinct in this hot environment. In the
distance, a small dot bobbed up and down. It looked like a floating
ship that was sailing on the sand. Ruth could tell that it was
heading toward her by how large it was slowly becoming. She threw
her arms up to signal and started walking toward it. She needed to
know where she was and find a new place called home. Henry had his
quiet home in the woods. She needed to find where she could live in
safety and comfort. Perhaps this upcoming vessel had the answers
about her new home.
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