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  Chapter 1


Samuel pushed the twisted sheet from his shoulder and let the makeshift noose coil on the ground like a dead snake. He stepped out of the rope and looked up at the decaying branch overhead, shaking his head. His eyes darted about the empty forest as his heart raced. 
He drew a breath, wincing at the pain in his throat as his lungs tried to pull in more oxygen. He smiled at the joy of being alive until the memory of his prison cell surfaced. Like a leaf at the mercy of the wind, the image of the bars floated from Samuel’s reach. Worry rushed back in as he struggled to find a connection, a reason for being here.
He stepped over the jagged rocks and closed his eyes. Silence. It could have been midsummer. It could have been the dead of winter. He could no longer tell and even if he could, Samuel struggled to remember what those seasons meant. The wind was still. The creek in the distance murmured like the whispers at a funeral procession. The insects, the animals–the creatures of the wood were silent. Again, Samuel fought to recall hearing any sound. A leather string holding an amulet lay on the ground at his feet and he picked it up. The charm was silver, three triple spirals connected and curling in on each other. He slid the leather string over his head until the amulet lay on his chest.
He walked in silence over branches sprawled on the ground and onto a rough path that wound itself farther into the forest. Samuel heard a slight rustle of leaves underneath his feet and yet his canvas sneakers did not make as much noise as they should have. The sun hung at an odd angle, tossing a bland shaft of light ahead, with most of the rays never reaching the ground. Samuel looked to the right and saw tattered, yellow caution tape dangling from the trunks of ancient oaks.
What is this?
The tape ran from trunk to trunk in tattered, random shreds like an abandoned crime scene. He reached out and tore a shred of tape from the tree while looking for the human remains that should have been there.
Samuel looked up into the canopy of branches, which hovered overhead like a worried mother. As far as he could see, ropes and nooses hung empty and cold. Piles of clothing, personal items, and other artifacts lay beneath some.
He tossed the scrap of tape to the ground and continued down the path, knocking aside a shoe, a sport coat, a backpack. He stopped and bent down to grab the backpack, the aching in his neck causing him to wince. The backpack was made of nylon, the zipper long gone and its teeth forever in a black grin. He reached into it, his fingers brushing against a few leaves that rustled inside. Nothing. He turned it over to reveal three characters embroidered on the front: BCD. He rubbed his head and stared at them until he recognized the letters of the alphabet, and a thin smile spread over his lips. He was not sure if those letters mattered anymore, and he could not recall why they ever would. Samuel dug through a few of the mounds beneath the hanging trees, shoving articles of clothing into the backpack.
He threw the only remaining strap over one shoulder and shuffled farther down the path on instinct. He kept the pack to store items that might keep him alive. The creek moved closer with each step, and he was happy to hear its meanderings. The natural noise brought a brief sense of normalcy, a memory from childhood: long summer days in a valley and a creek that cut a ragged line through the forest. Some days he would spend hours in solitude, overturning rocks in a search of salamanders. On other days, he would throw stones across the bank with his brothers in a friendly competition that would end when his mother’s voice echoed through the trees, calling them home for the evening meal.
He saw more items strewn across the path and kicked a pair of shoes to the side. So many shoes. He wondered why the shoes remained and the bodies did not.
Samuel looked down at his sneakers with Velcro instead of laces. A faded denim shirt hung open revealing a plain grey T-shirt underneath. His khakis sat loose on his hips. The guards did not care how well they fit the inmates.
The path curved as it approached the stream, turning right into a grove of high pines, their needles covering the ground. Samuel drew a deep breath through his nose, catching the faintest odor of pine, and it made him smile. He savored the distant aroma for as long as he could. It did not last. 
He sat on the ground next to an abandoned, blue shopping bag and reached inside, pulled out the contents and arranged them in a circle over the pine needles. He remembered the names for most of them. Lighter. Pen. Nickel. A few he could not recognize, but his brain assured him he would. Samuel picked up the lighter with his right hand, pinched between a thumb and finger. Muscle memory snapped into place as his thumb struck down on the flint. The lighter sparked, and Samuel smiled. He could almost taste the burnt, woody smoke of a hand-rolled cigarette. He could almost feel the airy buzz with each puff of the tobacco. He struck the lighter again and again, but each time it failed to ignite, and each time it reminded him of the temporary satisfaction delivered by the nicotine. Another item returned to his expanding repertoire of old words as he opened a supple leather wallet.
Samuel removed the paper sticking out from its fold. As with the pine needles, he caught a faint whiff of the earthy, organic scent of the rawhide.
He looked up and noticed the sun had dropped closer to the horizon, as if touching the tops of the trees to ignite them. Darkness crept closer, surrounding the far edges of his vision. Samuel’s toes became numb from the cold and he realized his exposure could kill him.
With the chill of the approaching night, the undoing of the universe tightened its stranglehold on this place, slowly crushing the life from it. Each universe exists infinitely close to one other much like grains of sand on a beach. The collection of universes is known as the multiverse. In this place, the reversion started on the edges where sounds disappeared and colors dulled, draining it all of rich, sensory perceptions. The physical world began to fold in upon itself and threatened to swallow everything into the eternal void. Not every universe was cursed with a reversion that held souls in transition, but this one was. 
Using the reversion as his tool, Deva snatched those in need of salvation and dropped them into a dying world to find the path to redemption and release from the cycle: Should the soul fail to make a lifetime of wrongs right, it would reawaken in another place, in another reversion. Spirit demands a resolution for all souls and Deva orchestrates it. Deva, the gatekeeper of the reversion, spent eons keeping the great cycle intact and would do so for as long as Spirit required it.

      [image: image-placeholder]The night came silently, stealing the remaining light from the forest and replacing it with an insufferable coldness. Samuel shuddered. He could no longer control the muscle spasms that racked his body and occupied his mind. The yellow tape, the shoes, the hunger. None of it mattered while his brain searched for a solution to the numbing cold brought by the night. 
After walking for hours in no particular direction, he again relied on instinct, gathering branches and leaning them against a tree to provide the most basic shelter. With twigs and dried leaves, he created a mound of kindling. He stood and yawned before looking out into the expansive forest. He had no measure of his progress and thought it was possible he hiked in a long, meandering circle.
Samuel reached into his pocket, where he had stowed the mysterious artifacts. His hand found the lighter, which he pulled out. Again he wrapped his thumb and finger around the igniter, although the dropping temperature made it more difficult for him to strike the flint. He tried again, once, twice. On the third strike, the lighter coughed forth a weak flame. It flickered over the pinhole at the top of the metal. Samuel felt the brief burst of warmth and, before he could place his left hand over the top, the flame died. He shook the lighter and struck the flint again. The green flame returned, and Samuel pushed the tiny lever on the front of the lighter until the flame rose slightly higher than before. He smiled and reached back into his pocket, removing scraps of paper from the wallet and holding them over the flame. At first, the paper did nothing but curl and twist from the heat. But after a few moments, the flame leapt from the lighter. He dropped the lit paper on to the mound of leaves. Curls of grey smoke floated upward, stinging his eyes and burning his nose, and Samuel cried from the smoke. He could smell it. He was alive. 
Within moments, the confined space between three pine trees blazed with yellow and green flames. Samuel was standing closer to the bonfire than he should, staring at the odd colors. His instinct told him to stand back, and yet the heat did not burn him. He shoved the lighter into his pocket and scurried past the fire, gathering pine needles, dried twigs and branches. He knew this fuel was needed to keep the fire going, to keep him alive. In a matter of moments, units of time Samuel could no longer measure, he sat basking in the glow of a roaring bonfire. He felt its warmth and closed his eyes. His stomach growled, protesting the hunger brought on by the activity.
Samuel laid his head on the empty backpack and curled his feet closer to the fire. He felt warm and safe and still alone, until the howl pierced the air.
His mind reeled as instinct took over. He stripped his clothes to the ground to rid himself of his human scent. He could not remember how he knew, but he recognized the howl of the alpha male. He knew the pack was coming. He knew if he did not hide from their sight and sense of smell, he would die.
The cold air bit into his back as the paltry fire warmed his front. He took inventory of the clothing he stuffed into his backpack, counting three shirts of various sizes, two pairs of shorts and one pair of athletic pants. He ran to the pile and put the athletic pants on, followed by a pair of shorts. He picked up the T-shirt he had worn and took a whiff. He could smell his own body odor, but it did not carry the musky, organic, overpowering scent it normally would have, but he didn’t have time to figure out why. The air felt heavy and diluted and Samuel wondered if there was something wrong with his senses or if it was this place. Nevertheless, it was closest to his body’s scent and would have to do. He hoped to confuse the alpha male long enough to escape. He set the undershirt aside and pulled the clothing over his head until he stood dressed, with only a pair of shorts and a T-shirt left on the ground. Samuel felt his movement restricted in several layers of clothing worn by other people and realized if the alpha male was not disoriented by the mixing of scents, he would be easy prey.
He ran to one of the pine trees standing guard over his haven, unable to find a single knotted branch or knob that would serve him. He knew the clearing would soon be attacked by a pack of wild wolves, and he ran from one tree to another until he found what he needed, grabbing the stained T-shirt and wrapping the neck-hole around a thin branch while using another twig to create a crude cross on which the T-shirt rested, mimicking a human with arms outstretched. He then snatched the shorts from the ground and wrapped them over a piece of peeling bark so they hung beneath the T-shirt. The clothes on the tree sat higher than an average human, but he did not think the wolves would discern that detail in the heat of the hunt.
Samuel heard the soft crunch of the forest underbrush. He looked back and forth at the trees and over the fire, spotting one low-hanging branch within his grasp. His fingers fell a few inches short of the bark, and when he heard the low, earthy growls, he realized he had seconds to make a decision. Samuel jumped and grabbed the branch with both hands while swinging his legs as high as he could. Several objects fell from his pockets and clattered in a pile beneath the tree. As he glanced down, Samuel saw the first set of yellow eyes materialize from the dark recesses beyond the fire. He squinted and heaved upward until he sat on the branch with his feet dangling five feet from the ground. The alpha male came first.

      [image: image-placeholder]It smelled the burning wood long before its eyes found the origin of the flame. The creature nuzzled its nose deep into dank fur and flicked its ears twice before turning its muzzle toward the sky, letting loose with a growl that sounded more human than beast. Within moments, the rest of the pack surrounded the alpha male. Sets of yellow eyes darted back and forth through the hulking, black trunks. They seemed to disappear and reappear as though floating through the night. 
One has found flame.
The pack settled and circled around the leader. With his fur rankled, he bared his pointy teeth at the slightly younger, more aggressive males.
My kill, then your carcass.
Although not the egalitarian split most of the creatures desired, it was the way.
The alpha male trotted across a felled tree, the trunk resting on a rocky outcrop jutting twenty feet high. He approached the zenith and stopped, catching the scent of fire, smoke and humans. While he did not share the same sense of time and space as other mammals, the wolf registered surprise. He had not expected man to still be here, and if he was, he had not expected man to enter his domain.
Blood.
The rest of the pack reared up behind the leader, letting loose with several rounds of howling, barking and gnashing. Several of the larger, older creatures snapped at the females. The leader called for blood. The hunt was on.
The alpha male leapt from the trunk, his sinewy frame propelled through the trees as if by an otherworldly force. The creature sprinted, and the pack followed at the respected distance. The alpha male would not find a challenger this night—the first blood would belong to him. The pack undulated, a brown, grey and silver mass weaving through the trees and toward the fire springing up from the forest floor. Some of the cubs whimpered and ran beneath their mothers, for they had yet to witness the power of flame.
The alpha male crested a slight rise and slowed his descent toward the valley, scanning the horizon to see the thin, white line of Brother Moon. The creature stopped, his tongue flicking across his frozen muzzle. He lifted his head up and howled again.
The top arch of the moon poked above the tree line, but would rise no farther. The alpha male knew. He mourned the loss of the sky god hanging over the valley and illuminating the kills. Brother Moon held his gaze low like an insolent child, a bit lower each cycle.
The pack scampered behind the alpha male and waited. The creatures paced about with deep growls as they too gazed at the fire in the center of the valley, cursing the unnatural flame and drooling at the prospect of tearing its creator apart.
The alpha male dropped low, ears up. He moved methodically through the trees until the faint aroma of burning pine reached his nose. They had not lost the scent. Not yet. The others followed with growling bellies and cautious optimism. The feast would be the first in a long while. Mothers would push their cubs back from the killing spot and toss them the battered entrails left after the surge.
The alpha male continued to lead. The crackling of the burning wood became louder but muffled in the heavy air. He listened for the guttural tone of a human voice, but did not hear it, and he sniffed the air again, this time detecting the source of the scent.
More than one?
The younger, more aggressive males became excited by the thought of full bellies. The wolves nudged each other, even going so far as to bare teeth to preserve the attack order. After the alpha male had eaten, a battle would ensue for the bloody remains.
The alpha male spun with his hackles raised. He growled and bared pointy, yellow teeth at his pack. They would fear him or be consumed by him. At least that was how it had always been. The others cowered, especially the females and the cubs. A few of the more mature males skittered to the side but did not retreat. They sized up the alpha male, sensing they too might someday lead the pack. Someday.
Now.
He reared his head and howled. The rest of the pack imitated the alpha male until the sound consumed the dead of the night. He raced from his lead position toward the fire, with the pack following, dashing between trunks, through the remains of yellow tape and over lonely shoes with decayed laces. He sprinted over forgotten bones and rotted canvas tents. He kicked the artifacts of the world to the side, where they tumbled into silent obscurity.
The fire grew as the alpha male led his pack to the fight. It had been a long time since human blood was spilled in the valley and the alpha male basked in the anticipation. Although his eyes had lost range and focus, he was able to detect the human form against the tree on the far side of the fire. The yellow and green flames distorted the shape, but not enough to confuse the alpha male. The wolves snapped at each other’s tails as they followed the leader to the kill zone. Females, cubs and old wolves became lost in the instinctual euphoria of the kill.
He flew from the path, dashed around a fallen limb and turned straight for his prey. The alpha male’s eyes lit, his snout pulsing with the chemicals of the predominant human scent, no longer uncertain of their numbers. He made one final lunge to the right of the fire and skidded to a halt in the dry dirt at the base of the tree. His head twitched back and forth at the shirt and shorts tacked there. He did not need to communicate his disgust and disappointment to the pack. His belly growled in protest of the ruse.






  
  Chapter 2


The leader approached his prey and looked up. The rest of the pack filled in behind the alpha male but kept their distance from the unnatural fire. The creature paced around the flames, sniffing the objects on the ground, and then craned its neck upward at the feet of the human. 
It must come down. That is the command given and the one I must follow.
The rest of the pack whined and shuffled about. Several of the cubs lay on the ground, enjoying the meager warmth provided by the man’s fire, while the male wolves stood behind the leader and looked up into the tree.
“Leave me alone,” Samuel shouted.
He thought he could hear the alpha male chuckle. The sound escaped the wolf’s muzzle like a short guffaw.
“Get out of here.”
The wolves stood at attention, staring up at him. One would break off, circle its tail, and then come back to attention at the base of the tree.
Samuel looked up into the pine. Branches sprouted from the trunk like a pinwheel extending up into the blackness. Tendrils of smoke raced between them as the fire burned down to yellow coals, releasing the hiss of water inside the damp wood. Samuel reached for the next closest branch and climbed higher, until he sat on a wider branch, taking a deep breath and looking down at the pack twenty feet below.
We wait.
The alpha male sat and his ears came up. The other hunters did the same, while the female wolves remained on the outer edge of the camp. The pack formed a circle around the base of the tree.
Samuel felt a rumble in his stomach and a pain gripped his side. He could not remember the last time he ate. He rubbed the blooming bruises on his neck, a painful reminder of his time inside the noose. Samuel looked out from the trees, convinced he had found temporary refuge from the pack. A sliver of moon appeared above the canopy of pines, blossoming like spilt milk into the night sky.
Are wolves nocturnal? They’ll go back to the den once the sun comes up, Samuel thought.
Samuel watched as a new light crested off the horizon. He did not see the blazing orb of his sun. He did not feel the warmth of the day. Hours passed, and yet the light failed to chase back the darkness, seeping upward until a dull grey blanket of mist descended on the forest. A quick pulse of memory shot through his head, a late-afternoon thunderstorm at the shore. The feeling lingered, but the specifics of the memory did not. He looked down at the pack. The females and cubs slept in bundles of fur, and the hunters rested their heads in their paws, all except one. The alpha male remained sitting, his eyes focused on Samuel.

      [image: image-placeholder]As the light faded yet again, Samuel felt the first cramps clutching his muscles, threatening to eject him from his safe perch. His stomach threatened to turn in on itself. He closed his eyes, unsure whether the hunger pangs could keep his mind off the muscle cramps or whether it was better to focus on the cramps to take his mind off of his hunger. Samuel’s tongue felt as though it were wrapped in cotton. Mucous dripped from his nose, while his feet felt cold and dead. 
It weakens.
The wolves pushed up onto all fours and began circling the base of the trunk. The alpha male reared back and howled. The cubs awakened with new fervor, hunger and bloodlust. Two hunters leapt onto the base of the tree as if threatening to climb it. They jumped back and forth, growling and snapping at each other’s tails.
Samuel closed his eyes and the world swam beneath him. He lost his sense of direction and fell from the branch, lunging out and grasping another to stop his plummet. The branch slid beneath his fingers as he looked at the ground below, feeling dizzy. He expected the ground to rush up and snatch him from the precipice. Samuel reminded himself not to look down, wondering why that seemed to be the best advice for his fear of heights. The hunters saw the movement and the other wolves sensed it. The entire pack ran around the base, barking and growling in a frenzy. Samuel hung by one arm, his left foot five feet from the ground. He felt the sting as a pine branch opened a gash in his side, and blood dripped into the open maw of the alpha male.
Not this way, he thought, wincing.
He drew a deep breath and forced the pain from his mind. He considered giving up until the thought of the pack’s teeth tearing at his flesh cleared his head. His mind raced through questions, reasons for the wolves’ unending pursuit. But in that moment, he realized it did not matter. He would have to survive before he could have the luxury of reflection.
Samuel shook his head, fighting the haze and scrambling to reach a higher position. The alpha male lunged, clamping his jaws on the heel of Samuel’s sneaker, shaking it left to right, rear paws digging into the dirt with every backpedal. Samuel kicked with his opposite foot but lacked power behind the motion. His toe bounced off the skull of the alpha male, agitating him more.
The other wolves crowded the alpha male, snapping at Samuel’s foot in support of the leader. Samuel felt his grip loosening and his pants being tugged downward by another wolf that had a hold. He looked up at the branch, the tree about to fulfill his destiny of death in a way the noose could not. As his right hand released and another wolf climbed to his knee, a crack echoed through the valley. Samuel crashed to the ground as the wolves froze. They spun to face the sound as another shot whistled through the air and a slug lodged in the pine tree mere inches from Samuel’s head.
We will come back.
The alpha male turned to snarl at Samuel before bounding over the remains of the fire and through the trunks of the pine trees. The hunters, the females and the cubs followed with their tails tucked.
Samuel looked over the fire with blurry vision. His breathing slowed and he sensed motion. A dark swath moved over the reemerging fire. It stopped and hesitated. The flames jumped back to life, and Samuel squinted in the light. Again the fire burned with a paltry, green hue, but compared to the blackness preceding it, Samuel shielded his eyes from the glare.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“Close your eyes. We’ll talk when your body has recovered.”
Samuel rolled onto his back and laughed. Floating ash danced overhead against the black velvet sky. Bare tree branches reached for it like bony fingers.
“The wolves, they’re coming back,” he said.
“They will. They always do,” the stranger said.
Samuel smiled again and closed his eyes. He would sleep, or he would die. Either would rest his weary mind.






  
  Chapter 3


“I hope Major finds him before the wolves tear him apart,” Mara said. 
“I don’t give a rat’s ass about Major, newbies or the wolves,” Kole said.
Mara tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and shook her head. “Of course you do, Kole. You know Major can’t get out of this one by himself.”
Major’s fate, his redemption, hinged on his ability to save them all from the reversion. Kole and Mara didn’t have the knowledge or the ability to escape on their own. Each new visitor had the potential to manipulate this place without knowing it, but Major had seen it a number of times. It was up to him to mold the raw talent Deva sent his way. He bounced from one universe to another, but he was unable to do so in this one. Major needed Samuel alive long enough to figure out why.
“He’s only out to save his own ass. I don’t trust Major and neither should you.”
Mara shrugged. “You have to trust somebody. As long as you know Major will sell you out to get what he wants, what’s the big deal?”
Kole shrugged off Mara’s question. “I’m not the one making a big deal about Major, am I?” He rubbed a hand across the tattoo that sleeved his right arm, trying hard to remain focused on the conversation he had with Mara dozens of times already. “Maybe you have a good reason to get back to whatever life you had, but I don’t. I’m just as happy to stay here and let the cloud eat me.”
Mara gave up, tired of the posturing Kole used to end all of their conversations. “Major is looking for someone or something. It’s his only hope, and I feel like it’s mine as well.”
Kole looked at her and wondered how they were connected to the new visitor, and ultimately, to Major. He grew tired of the disappointment in Mara’s eyes. Kole could feel a connection to the new arrival and yet he could not understand why.
He knew more about Mara’s journey than Mara. He was with Major when she came through the forest, mumbling and disoriented like all of the troubled souls that fell from the noose. They took care of her and nursed her back to health in hopes she could find whatever it was they needed to flee the dying worlds. Major never said it, but Kole knew she wasn’t the one, but she was the key to finding the one who would. Major told him she would draw that power like a magnet and that was why Kole pretended to tolerate her in Major’s presence. 
Kole and Major committed heinous, immoral acts in their lives and landed here. As far as Kole could tell, Mara had not and so he felt sympathetic towards her. He knew his own suicide brought him into the reversion, although he could not decide if he was alive or dead. Most days Kole struggled to tell the difference. When Samuel arrived, he felt the blood connection in his veins and knew this reversion would not end like the countless others that tossed him out and back into the cursed forest.
Mara convinced Major and Kole she couldn’t remember crossing over. She kept that secret hidden away, fearful they would somehow use it against her. But she’d overheard Major and Kole talking at night about their old lives and she knew why they were here. The men were violent, greedy and selfish. But they helped her navigate the forest and so she felt a thin and cautious connection to both. The collective energy of Major, Kole and Mara could release them all from the cycle, but only with Samuel’s help.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel felt the nudge of the boot in his ribs and rolled over onto his back. A grey, gauzy haze still hung in the sky. He put a hand to his throbbing forehead and wondered how long it would take to feel normal again, if ever. Samuel detected movement across the remains of the night’s fire, and a pulse of fear raced through his chest. The tree, the wolves and the howling—especially the howling—resurfaced in his head. He gulped the air and recognized the movement of a fellow human. Samuel squinted as he sat up on his elbows. 
“What time is it?” he asked.
“Does it matter?”
He shrugged. “I guess not.”
He watched the stranger from behind. The man sat on a felled trunk, wearing a tattered, black overcoat mingled with dried leaves. He wore a black cloth headband tied at the back of his head above a ponytail streaked with shooting bursts of grey.
“Who are you?”
The stranger turned and faced Samuel. His eyes sat deep in his skull, surrounded by dark blooms of age and fatigue. The headband crouched low over his eyebrows, and the stranger’s nose sat crooked, in between two red cheeks and lips melded together into a thin line. A bruise ran from his left ear, down across his throat, and then up underneath his right ear.
“Call me Major,” he said.
“Is that a name or a rank?”
Major smiled and shook his head. “You ask too many questions.”
Major placed his knife and sharpening stone on a rock, and the glint of the blade sparkled when it caught the dull glare of the daylight.
“You saved my life,” Samuel said.
Major shrugged.
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome . . . er?”
“Samuel.”
“You’re welcome, Samuel.”
Major stood and walked over to Samuel, sitting on a rock facing him.
“What do you remember?” he asked.
“The noose.”
Major’s eyebrows pushed the headband up slightly.
“It didn’t work. I know it was tight on my neck. I don’t remember that, I just know it. Then it was at my feet, and the bruises on my neck turned red.”
“Before that?” Major asked.
Samuel shook his head. “Nothing.”
“Family, friends, work, women?”
Again, Samuel shook his head.
Major whistled and stood. “Haven’t seen many that close who don’t end up with rigor mortis.”
“Close to what?” Samuel asked.
Major waved his hand in the air and bent down to rummage through a rucksack a few feet from the fire pit. He pulled out a plastic jewel case. The cover had four symbols on it, and the spine read “Threefold Law—Revenant.” He tossed the CD to Samuel.
“Know what that is?”
Samuel smiled. “I’m not an idiot. It’s a CD.”
Major snatched it from his hands and tossed it back into the sack. “Personal, not cultural,” he said, more to himself than Samuel.
Samuel stood and stretched his back. His stomach moaned, and he stepped toward Major. “I can’t remember the last time I ate anything.”
That shook Major from a momentary daydream. He pulled the rucksack closed and reached into the blue, plastic shopping bag behind it, grabbing cheese on wheat crackers wrapped in cellophane. He tossed them to Samuel.
“One of the few of those I have left. Might be one of the last ever.”
Samuel tore into the snack crackers. The overpowering sting of salt flooded his mouth and his senses. And then, as quickly as it came, the taste disappeared. He chewed what now tasted like dried cardboard. Samuel finished the crackers and immediately recognized how thirsty he had become.
Major walked to the nearest pine, lifted a twelve gauge shotgun, and laid the barrel over his left shoulder. He loaded a lead pumpkin ball into the chamber and clicked it shut. Major grabbed the rucksack and swung it over his head.
“I’ve gotta go.”
Samuel stared at him.
“I left you a water.”
“Hold on. Where are you going?”
Major ignored the question and strode past Samuel toward the enveloping darkness of the forest. The filtered light retreated downward from the sky, leading Samuel to believe it was nearing dusk.
“What if the wolves return?”
“They will,” Major said. “But not for two or three nights. I wouldn’t linger here for too long, if I were you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel sat at the base of the tree that had become his refuge from the pack. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. What he recognized as night returned, smothering what remained of the reflected light in the sky. He decided against following Major into the woods. The man must have been here much longer than he had, and it would not be difficult for Major to lose him. And then Samuel remembered the wolves and thought better of venturing into the wilderness on his own. 
He reached over to the water bottle Major left and noticed a scrap of paper underneath it. Placing the bottle to the side, he unfolded the note.

Most of the bodies have nothing of value. Scavengers cleaned them out. The trinkets lying in piles are worthless or don’t work, neither of which will help you. I can’t tell, but I think it’s accelerating. Not at an even pace like a clock, but more like the tides. It moves faster the closer it gets. I’ve seen it before. I’m moving to higher ground. So should you.

Samuel read the note again. It was not addressed to him, and it was not signed. He had to assume Major left it and decided another confrontation with the pack would not be in his best interest. He shoved his personal items into a pocket, drained the last of the water, and climbed the tree. When the morning glow crested over the horizon, he would follow Major’s trail as far as he could and hope it would lead to higher ground.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel awoke. He had dozed on the branch, but would not go so far as to call it sleep. He felt pain in his hips, and his muscles ached from the slight tension needed to keep him balanced and in the tree. A thin beam of light appeared on the same horizon after what felt like more than a single night of darkness. 
It’s accelerating.
Samuel thought about the phrase in Major’s note, and that the night felt longer. He shook his head and turned one ear toward the unending forest. Samuel had not heard them baying, nor seen so much as a falling leaf since Major left. The silence of the forest again felt suffocating, dead. He slid off the branch and climbed backward down the trunk until his feet landed on the pine needles.
Samuel made the decision to find higher ground before Major’s note, and he walked into the forest in the same direction Major had, following the man’s first few footsteps. Samuel laughed and remembered tracking a deer in his youth. He smelled the fresh blood and felt the crisp snap of the frigid winter air of days gone by. He stopped, frantic yet exhilarated. That memory had returned. If it did, others might as well.

      [image: image-placeholder]He spent the next few hours trudging through the ancient forest, unsure as to whether he was making progress or simply walking in a huge arc. Samuel had not come across his campsite again, so he considered his time as progress. He approached a narrow creek running across the path. The water moved over the low rocks and passed by without so much as a gurgle. The entire stream was silent. Samuel reached into his back pocket and removed the cap from the plastic water bottle Major left him. He dipped the bottle into the water and filled it to the top. Samuel sniffed the water, could not detect an odor, and poured a drop into his mouth. He swallowed and waited. His stomach did not cramp, and he could not detect a bitter or chemical taste. He threw the bottle back and drained it, refilling it three more times. 
Samuel continued past the creek until the forest felt as though it tipped upward toward the sky. He knew he was moving to higher ground, even though Major’s trail had disappeared. As he made the ascent, the trees thinned and the air felt colder. Samuel kept moving to keep warm, exhaling plumes of breath into the forest. He struggled to determine whether it was day or night. He trudged forward on an ever-increasing slope headed skyward. He leaned on the north side of a tree trunk, resting his legs and lungs. Samuel rubbed his eyes, certain the cabin he just spotted in the distance was a figment of his imagination.
Moss-covered shingles clung to the pitched roof. A lonely brick chimney jutted out at an angle that threatened to pull it over. Weathered wood shakes covered the front and side, their stain long since dissolved. The lone window to the right of the door was glazed with time, the dust giving it an opaque finish. Three steps led up to a door with a single brass knob and no lock.






  
  Chapter 4


Samuel came within five feet of the cabin and stopped. He looked over his shoulder, expecting the occupant to arrive and chastise him for trespassing. 
“Major?” he called out.
No response.
“Major, are you in there?”
The surrounding forest swallowed the sounds like a muffling blanket of snow. Samuel strained to hear noise coming from inside the cabin. He was greeted with silence.
He took another step closer, scanning the ground for any sign of activity. A long spider web hung diagonally across the top right corner of the door, and other webs clouded the corners of the front window.
Samuel walked to the right, circling around the cabin. The wood shakes covered the other exterior walls, although some had fallen to the ground in clumps of rotted wood. He bent down and sniffed the crumbling shingle, expecting an earthy, organic scent. He caught the slightest hint of mold and nothing more. Coming around the other side and back to the front, he did not find a cistern, privy or any other evidence of habitation.
He looked up at the gloomy ceiling above and felt as though night was coming again. Though he struggled to find the rhythm of the day, he could not determine whether the night was a few hours off or perhaps minutes away. He saw the leader of the pack in his mind’s eye and decided he was not ready to face the alpha male again. Major said he would be back. Had it been one night or two since the attack? Samuel could not remember. Time was stretched and thin like warm taffy.
The front door looked back at Samuel, unmoving and uncaring. He placed a foot on the first step and heard the wood crack under his weight, the first noise registered by his ears in a long while. He felt a tingling in the bottom of his foot that climbed past his ankle, over his knee, and bolted up to his shoulders. He pulled his foot back instinctively, and the electric buzz faded. When Samuel put his foot back on the step, it returned again like a low-voltage electric current. He looked down and his eyes widened. A crisp, brilliant, blue outlined his foot and extended to the outer edge of the step. The line glowed with an intensity that made Samuel squint. It cut through the drab grey-scape of the forest and the dreary sky. The wood beneath Samuel’s foot felt solid, smooth. He became aware of a scent of fresh paint that reminded him of summers spent painting fences in the neighborhood.
Samuel closed his eyes as the memory rushed back.

He sat on the ground in plush, green grass. An aluminum paint tray cradling a puddle of pure white paint sat next to him, a wood-handled brush resting on the edge. He stared straight ahead at a picket, one half bare, smooth and sanded while the top half sat glistening with a fresh coat.
“Hurry, Sammy. It’s almost time for lunch. If you finish by one, we can head to the pool for the rest of the afternoon.”
“I’m hungry. Whatyer makin’?”
“Grilled cheese and yogurt.”
“I’ll be in soon, Mom.”

Samuel opened his eyes, and the memory dissipated like a balloon carried away on the wind. He looked down and the blue outline flickered. He could see the rotted step fading through the painted one of another time and place. The tingling feeling in his body disappeared until he was left standing with one foot on the step and another on the ground.
The patch of illumination slipped lower in the sky as the darkness pulled it down to force another night. He thought of the wolves again and placed a hand on the doorknob, willing to risk entering the unknown instead of facing the wolves again. He turned the knob and pushed, but the door did not open. The howl of the wolves rose again, as if Samuel’s touch triggered their bloodlust.
The shudder worked its way through Samuel’s body until it triggered the Major’s words in his head.
They will return.
A cold sweat broke out on Samuel’s forehead, and he felt a rumbling in his bowels. The howling ceased for the moment, but he knew the next time it broke the unnatural silence, the pack would be much closer. He tried again, his hand gripping the doorknob with white knuckles. Samuel felt like the Arthur of old, trying with all his might to remove Excalibur from the stone. The knob would not move, so he pushed with one shoulder on the front of the door. The lazy spider webs dangled on his head, but the door did not give. He stepped to the side and used the palm of his hand to wipe the pane of the window. The next burst of howling made him shiver. The pack was closer. Much closer.
Samuel backed away from the window, spinning around and conducting a quick survey of the landscape surrounding the cabin. If he used a rock to break the window, the wolves would follow unless there was something inside the cabin he could use to bar it. He shoved his hands into his pockets but found nothing to help gain him access.
The howl that came next froze Samuel. He turned in the direction of the noise and swore he saw the yellow eyes bouncing between the scant trees of the elevated forest. Samuel placed both hands on the knob and shook as hard as he could. He leaned back, pulling with his body weight. The paws of the wolves rustled the leaves on the forest floor. Samuel looked over his shoulder without releasing his grip. The alpha male was back, and the light in his eyes spoke to Samuel without the need for words.
“Goddammit, open up,” Samuel screamed at the door.
The alpha male growled low, fifty yards from the cabin. The wolf downshifted from a full sprint to a light gallop, ears up and fangs bared. The rest of the pack came into the tight clearing in front of the cabin, the other hunters behind the alpha male. The females and cubs remained safely at the edge of the tree line.
Samuel smelled the wet fur, the odor more pungent than any others since he fell from the noose. He felt the low, moaning growl emanating from the hungry beasts. They spread out until the cabin was surrounded. He turned and placed his back on the front of the door. Samuel pushed his heels into the wooden step and drew a deep breath.
“I’m not giving in,” he said to the alpha male. “I’m not dying without a fight.”
The alpha male’s ears twitched. He strutted closer to Samuel. The others took tentative steps closer, careful not to infringe on the territory of their leader. The wolf snarled with saliva dangling from his fangs. Samuel bent his knees and leaned forward until his rear pressed on the front of the door. He held up his fists in front of his face as if getting ready for a schoolyard brawl. The alpha male ducked his head and lunged forward. He took two bounds and opened his jaw in midair as Samuel closed his eyes and braced for the impact. At the moment he expected to have teeth tearing at his throat, Samuel fell backward into utter and complete darkness.

      [image: image-placeholder]Speckles of dust hung in the air, dancing on thin strings of light that penetrated the cabin through gaps in the shakes. Samuel blinked twice, feeling his eyes burn from lack of moisture. He lifted his head and turned to face the door while his body remained on the floor, the bare planks digging into his shoulder blades. Cobwebs dangled from the corners of the ceiling and stretched from underneath the cracked plaster. A narrow strip of light framed the door, leading Samuel to believe it was day, or the closest thing to daylight in this world. 
An image of the alpha male snapped into place. Samuel closed his eyes and saw the feral, yellow eyes coming at him. He looked into the beast’s empty recesses, not believing such a creature could ever possess a soul. He remembered the teeth, bared and hungry, ready to tear at his flesh. Samuel even recalled the alpha male’s scent, which overpowered any lingering odor present.
Samuel shook his head and dispelled the memory. He sat up, stood and surveyed the cabin. A rickety table stood in one corner, the old-fashioned type meant for writing with a quill and inkwell. The wood appeared grey in the darkened room. A wooden chair with a three-rung back sat tucked beneath the tabletop. A rudimentary bunk hung two feet off the floor, the long side screwed into the wall with rusty hex bolts. A thin, lumpy pad covered the top of the bunk, which was crisscrossed with webs, but no pillow or blanket. The only other item in the room hung from a single nail protruding from the crown molding opposite the door. The frame sat askew in the middle of the wall.
At first, Samuel thought it was a mirror. Ages of dust covered the surface, hiding its identity. An ornately carved frame encapsulated the piece, seemingly out of place with the other basic furniture. Samuel approached it and wiped the length of the frame several times until he stood in front of a portrait.
The darkness and age made it difficult to determine whether it was a painting or a photograph. He could make out the profile of a woman, but not much else. Samuel walked to the desk and pulled the chair out from underneath it. Four dark circles sat on the floor where the dust could not settle. He wondered how many years it would take for the dust to fill those spaces. Samuel placed the chair on the floor in front of the wall and put his right foot on it. He pushed down. Other than a slight creak of the floorboard underneath, the chair felt sturdy. Standing on it brought him eye-level with the fastener and cable holding the portrait on the wall. He reached out and lifted the cable off the nail until the full weight of the portrait rested in both hands. He stepped back down to the ground. Something flickered deep within the recesses of his mind. Something stirred. Something familiar, yet just beyond his reach. Samuel walked toward the lone window and the ambient glow of the anemic sun filtered through the grime. He wiped off more of the age covering the portrait until his eyes met those in the photograph—eyes he knew almost as well as his own.

      [image: image-placeholder]The woman in the photograph stood, positioned in the lower-right corner of the frame. Dark, long curls spilled about her shoulders and rested on her arms. She wore a black top, which combined with her dark hair to frame a pristine, youthful face. Her makeup and eyeliner made her look trendy and hip rather than cheap. Ruby lips pressed together into a thin smile that radiated warmth and good-natured teasing. But it was her eyes that ensnared Samuel, the way they had many years earlier. The woman’s green eyes called to him, made him forget his name. They sat evenly spread on her face, and the eyeliner around them accentuated the contrast between her porcelain skin and emerald irises. Samuel used his finger to remove the dust from her cheekbones to her neck, as if he would somehow feel the warmth of her skin under his touch. He smiled and looked to her long, thin fingers cradled around a set of keys. With her head tilted to the side, he could almost remember what she was saying when the photograph was taken. Almost. 
His eyes moved toward the top-right corner of the frame, where another figure stood. The man stood behind her angelic form. He wore his hair slicked back without the creep of a widow’s peak, a white T-shirt beneath a black jacket, and his waist disappeared into the black background of the photo. He appeared to be leaning against a wall, his body behind her but his face turned toward the photographer. The man wore a fuzzy beard, spotty and uneven. Like the woman, he too sealed his lips into a slight smile, as if the photographer told a joke at the moment the camera shutter opened, capturing them before the remark forced them into open laughter. The man’s left arm disappeared behind the woman, while his right hung at his side.
Samuel placed the frame on the ground, leaning it against the wall underneath the window. He sat on the floor and stared at it again. His mind raced, sifting through logic that no longer computed in a world that did not follow the rules of the one he knew.
He shook his head. In one moment, one brief observation of one photograph, a significant portion of his memory returned. That did not bother Samuel. What shook him to his core was how an old photograph of him and his wife made it inside a desolate cabin, abandoned for decades, in a dead world. That troubled him more than not knowing why he descended into this hell in the first place.

      [image: image-placeholder]“She was gorgeous.” 
Samuel jumped at the sound of the voice. Even though their conversation wasn’t extensive, he recognized it.
“She still is,” Samuel said. “I didn’t hear the door open.”
He turned from his spot on the floor in front of the photograph to see Major sitting on the chair now pushed back against the far wall. His silvery mane sprawled over his shoulders like the spider webs inside the cabin. The black headband he wore to hold it back was no longer in place, neither was the ponytail. Major’s receding hairline held firm against the encroaching inevitability, even though the man was clearly within his sunset years.
“Maybe.”
“What do you mean?” Samuel asked.
“I mean, maybe. She was gorgeous, she is gorgeous, and she is no longer gorgeous. All of that.”
Samuel stood and approached Major. The old man sat, unbothered by the closing of distance between the two.
“Where did you go?” Samuel asked.
“You need to slow down and let your brain catch up with your mouth. You’re asking questions before the answers to the previous ones make it inside your head. We’re safe here. For now. I’m sorry I had to leave you so quickly, but if I hadn’t, the wolves would not have driven you to this place, and that had to happen.”
“What had to happen?” Samuel asked.
“There you go again.”
Samuel stopped and put a hand to his forehead. He ruffled his hair and dropped back to the floor next to the framed photograph. He leaned against the wall and felt the chill leaking through the wood. The light that filled the window earlier now faded into lonely blackness.
Major nodded before speaking. “I can tell you a bit, but when I stop, I have to stop for reasons beyond your understanding. Can you live with that?” he asked.
“No. But I’m going to lie and tell you I can,” Samuel said.






  
  Chapter 5


Samuel sat cross-legged on the bunk while Major remained in the chair. The old man grimaced as he lifted one leg and placed it over the other. 
“The ligaments go before everything else, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Remember that.”
Samuel smirked and tapped his fingers on his thigh.
“Give me a second, Samuel. I need to think about how to frame this for you.”
Samuel nodded. The old man stared at the ceiling, one hand rubbing the end of his chin. He opened his mouth, held it for a moment, and then shut it again. He repeated this two more times.
“Are the wolves coming back?” Samuel asked.
Major held a finger up to Samuel, lines creasing his forehead, which drove his eyebrows down in the middle.
“Did you ever play a musical instrument? Like a violin or a guitar?”
Samuel furrowed his brow and thought about the question. So much of himself remained as nebulous as the world outside the cabin.
“I think so.”
“Good enough,” Major said. “Do you know how sound is created on a stringed instrument?”
Samuel shifted again as the stiff base of the bunk dug into his backside. “What does this have to do with anything?”
Major shook his head. He swatted at the air in front of his face and fell back into the chair. “This isn’t going to work.”
“Sorry,” Samuel said. “Tell me.”
Major took a deep breath and continued. “When you pluck a string on a guitar, the vibration creates the sound. The string vibrates quickly, and the sound is not constant. The note is really an infinite series of oscillating sounds.”
Samuel shrugged.
“Let me tell you the parable of the blind wise men and the lion. The blind men are hunting the lion, following its trail. Hearing it run past, they chase after it and grab its tail. Hanging on to the lion’s tail, they feel the one-dimensional form and proclaim, ‘It’s a one. It’s a one.’ But then one blind man climbs up the tail and grabs onto the ear of the lion. Feeling a two-dimensional surface, this blind man proclaims, ‘No, it’s really a two.’ Then another blind man is able to grab the leg of the lion. Sensing a three-dimensional solid, he shouts, ‘No, you’re both wrong. It’s really a three.’ They are all right.”
Samuel held both hands up. “I don’t understand what that means.”
“Just as the tail, ear and leg are different parts of the same lion, this place and the one you’re beginning to remember are different parts of the same world.”
For the first time, Samuel stopped tapping his finger. He looked at Major and then at the floor. He turned to face the framed photograph and then the lonely window on the other wall.
“So how do I get back to the tail, or the ear, or the leg or whatever the hell part of the world is mine?”
“I don’t know,” Major said.
“Why not?”
“Imagine walking on a vast beach, near the ocean. You scoop up a handful of sand. You sift the sand until a single grain sits in your palm. A strong gust sweeps off the water and knocks that single grain out of your hand. Could you bend down and pick it up off the beach? Would you know which grain was yours?”
“Are you trying to say millions of places are part of the same existence?”
Major shrugged. “Maybe billions, maybe an infinite number. I really don’t know.”
“That’s really hopeless,” Samuel said.
“Depends. If your place was healthy and vibrant, it might feel hopeless to leave. On the other hand, if all that you knew was slowly dying, unwinding, coming apart, it might feel like getting into the lifeboat before the ship sinks.”
Samuel nodded.
“There is one more thing you need to know before we lie down for the night, something I want you to think about. Let your mind turn it over while you sleep. Just like grains of sand on a beach, these places exist in the same physical plane and often rub up against each other.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Major let Samuel take the bunk as he slept on the floor. He thought Samuel’s body needed time to adjust but he had spent enough time in the reversion to know sleep was never like it was before. 
They awoke feeling no more refreshed than the night before. Samuel opened his eyes and watched Major remove two cylindrical objects from his bag and place them on the floor. The designs on the labels had long since faded. Major used a tool from his belt and pried the lid off the can. A faint and barely recognizable scent rose from the floor.
“Sauerkraut?” Major asked. He handed a can to Samuel while using two fingers to dig into his own.
“Cabbage of some sort, right?”
Major nodded while shoving more of the wet, cold breakfast into his mouth. Samuel scooped up a handful and felt the consistency of the substance, detecting a hint of salt, but the sensation dissipated until he was left eating a tasteless, odorless meal.
“I thought I remembered sauerkraut being really strong.”
“You’ll get those feelings or intuitions the longer you’re here. It’s like your mind slowly unrolls them for you so your psyche isn’t run over by the flood of data.”
Samuel let the comment roll around toward the back of his head. “Why isn’t this cabbage strong? Why can’t I smell it or taste it?”
Samuel stopped and cocked his head sideways.
“I don’t know,” Major said. “I mean, I can feel it. I know you have, too. Things here feel like they’re not quite a hundred percent. You know what I mean? Just look at the tint of any flame you light here. It’s always off, some shade of yellow or green. The sun, the odors, my taste buds. None of them operate at full speed. This place feels like it’s at sixty percent.”
Major smiled while Samuel stared at the floor.
“Each place seems to have constants but with slight variations. They all keep a thread that unifies them. Like our blind men chasing the lion, they’ll never grab a beak or a fin. They could grab a stub of an amputated tail or half of an ear that was bitten off in a fight, but it will always be lion-like. Never not lion-like.”
“I don’t think I understand.”
“Neither do I, but you get used to it with each passing cycle. Eat your sauerkraut. We need to get out of this cabin before Wolfman Jack and his crew come back to finish you off.”
They finished their meal and sat on the edge of the bunk while their stomachs rumbled in protest. Samuel glanced at the framed photograph leaning against the wall. Major nodded toward the nail.
“Can’t hurt to put it back,” Major said.
Samuel stood and replaced the photograph on the wall. He stepped back and looked again, nudging the corner up until the frame hung straight.
“That shit pops up everywhere.”
“What does?”
“Reflections. These little reminders of other places. They don’t ever seem to be as vibrant as the originals. That’s why I call them reflections.”
Samuel nodded.
“And there’s no point in trying to take the reflections with you. Your attention will be somewhere else, and when you look back, the reflection will be gone. I know you considered rolling that photo up and tucking it in your waistband, but you’d end up with nothing but a blank piece of photo paper sooner than you realize. Best to leave it here and not torture yourself with it.”
“Where to?” Samuel asked. He dusted his pants off and faced away from the photograph.
“I’ve got a feeling someone who can help us has popped out. He’s at least a two-day hike from here, and through some pretty tough shit. Gonna make the fight with those wolves seem like walking your dog in the park. Plus, I’ve got two other friends I’d like you to meet.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows. “Or I could sit in this cabin, staring at the reflection on the wall while waiting for death.”
“Something like that,” Major said.






  
  Chapter 6


Both men slept the entire day and through the next night. The reversion distorted time in a way that left them groggy and slow despite the hours spent asleep. Samuel opened his eyes and saw Major sitting on the same chair, rubbing a sharpening stone over multiple blades. The rhythmic scraping annoyed him. The meager light penetrating the slate skies had returned, signaling a faint resemblance to the mornings of Samuel’s old life. He reached up to his neck and let his fingers trace the interlocking spirals of the medallion hanging from the leather string. 
“What’s that?” Major asked, his eyes making contact with Samuel’s while the sharpening stone continued working on the blade of a curved knife.
“A triskelion. Some call it a triskele.”
Samuel hesitated, surprised the information was so readily available to his brain. Major saw the look on his face.
“That reflection on the wall is starting to jar things loose. Go ahead. I’m sure you can recall what it is and why you’re wearing it. I’d like to hear about that.”
Samuel paused and closed his eyes. He could feel the triskelion on his neck and felt the knowledge seeping back into his head.
“They’re not sure where it came from, but most archaeologists date it to the European Iron Age, Celtic in origin.”
“Sounds like you know what you’re talking about,” Major said as he smiled. “Go on.”
“They had some evidence the symbol was used for a very long time, as early as the Greek and Mycenaean civilizations centuries earlier, but the Europeans assimilated it. Wales, Brittany, they all used a variation of the form.”
Major waited as the blade slid back and forth across the stone.
“QUOCUNQUE JECERIS STABIT. Wherever you throw it, it will stand.”
“Latin, right?” Major asked.
“Yes. It’s a motto on a coat of arms. Olaf the Black.”
Samuel stopped and rubbed his head. It felt as though a door opened, one he struggled to pry loose from the rusty hinges of his damaged mind.
“Historian? Archaeologist? Maybe you just read a lot,” Major said.
“Yeah, could be,” Samuel said. “The Nazis corrupted a version for the Third Reich. I think it represents timeless human symbolism, like the cross.”
Samuel stopped as he discovered the flow of information behind the door. There was nothing more to unearth, at least during this conversation.
“Nazis. I’ve seen reflections of them, too. Mostly the swastika on armbands or officer caps. Not much more.”
“Where did you see this stuff?” Samuel asked.
Major shook his head. “My blades are sharp. Got your stuff together?”

      [image: image-placeholder]The two men stepped out of the cabin. Samuel drew a deep breath and noted he could no longer smell the pine needles underfoot. The forest felt as silent as a snowstorm blanketing the landscape. Even the air felt dead on his skin. He detected an absence of temperature, as if this place existed in a vacuum. 
Major looked down into the valley and then back toward the summit, which stuck out over the chimney of the cabin. He secured his belt and sheath over his left hip, pulled the black headband down over his forehead and nodded at Samuel.
“Reversion.”
Samuel stared at Major and shrugged his shoulders.
“Is that why this place doesn’t have odors, sounds?”
“I think so. This place is in a reversion. Rewind. It’s ‘undoing’ itself. We’ll have a lot of time to talk during the hike. I’d rather set off now before the alpha male returns. Let’s go.”
Before Samuel could reply, a lone howl pierced the atmosphere and raised the hairs on his neck.
“Guess we won’t have to wait long, after all,” Major said. “Your biggest fan is back.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The wolf glared at the hunters by his side. 
They set forth.
The other hunters snapped and paced in circles.
Yes. Now there are two. The old man has returned seeking his escape. We are not to allow either, as He has spoken. Take the elder down first.
The alpha male trotted to the edge of the clearing and looked over his shoulder. The other hunters followed with a burning hunger in their stomachs.
The pack wound through the trees until the forest thinned with the rising elevation. Their sinewy bodies moved through the underbrush in silence, the leaves no longer rustling in the stillness of the air. When the alpha male crested the last rise, he could see the tip of the chimney protruding from the top of the cabin.
They wait for us.
He broke into an even-paced run, with seven hunters in line behind him.

      [image: image-placeholder]“They will always go for the throat,” Major said. 
“Are they reflections?” Samuel asked.
“I’m not sure, and I don’t want to find out the hard way. They want you, not me, but they will attack anything that gets in their way. If they are sentient creatures, they no doubt feel the reversion like we do. They’re in self-preservation mode, and that means they will fight to the death.”
Samuel drew a deep breath and nodded. Major shoved his hand underneath his coat and removed another curved blade. He squeezed the blunt edge between his thumb and forefinger and spun the handle toward Samuel in one motion.
“Ever use one of these?” he asked.
“Maybe,” Samuel said. “I can’t quite remember.”
“The early Arabs called it a scimitar.”
“Sounds like you have some history in your background as well,” Samuel said.
Major ignored the comment and continued. “They’re designed to be light and used to slash in a diagonal direction, not a stabbing motion. If you strike across the muzzles of the wolves, you’ll make it impossible for them to clamp their jaws on your throat.”
That visual made Samuel shudder.
“And the blade is extremely sharp. Remember that on your follow through.”
Samuel nodded. “What happened to your shotgun?”
“This,” Major said, holding two empty shell cases in the palm of his hand. “No sporting goods stores around here.”
“What’s our strategy against the pack?” Samuel asked. “What’s the best way to take them out?”
“I have no idea,” Major said. “I’ve never fought a wolf before.”
Before Samuel could respond or find a way to deal with his fear, the alpha male appeared from the edge of the tree line. The creature strutted up the slope with several hunters following him. His feral, yellow eyes never left Samuel. They seemed to float through the thick blanket of perpetual dusk that draped this place.

      [image: image-placeholder]The men stood shoulder to shoulder with their weapons drawn. A bead of sweat rolled down Samuel’s nose and dropped to his upper lip as they watched the wolves trot toward the cabin. The wolves knew their prey would not run or lock themselves in the structure this time. 
The young one is mine.
The other hunters whined and gathered to the left of the alpha male. They spread out until they formed an arc that faced the old one, and the alpha male fanned out to the right until his trajectory aligned with the young one. They stopped twenty yards from the cabin. Several of the wolves snarled and began throwing their heads toward the sky. The alpha male felt the hypnotic pull of the moon. He searched the heavens for the celestial body, but could not locate it. Millions of years of evolution, interrupted by the reversion, left him feeling out of sync, distraught. He shook his head and picked up the pace toward his prey.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I’m ready.” 
“You’d better be,” Major said. “The alpha male wants you all for himself.”
Before Samuel could say another word, he saw the rest of the pack spring into a run toward Major. Through the corner of his eye, he saw a blaze of fur, teeth and those yellow eyes. Major bent his knees and raised his arms, ready to slash at the first beasts to reach him.
Samuel glanced back and noticed the alpha male closed the gap and was within an arm’s reach of him. He dropped to his knees and raised the scimitar as the alpha male lunged over his head. He felt the movement of air caused by the beast and rolled over. Samuel jumped and spun in the opposite direction as the wolf came back at him. The creature paused and bared its teeth, and Samuel felt a stabbing pain in the middle of his head. Pressing a palm to his forehead, he could feel someone or something else inside, like a cancerous intruder.
I must devour you. I must honor His command or I will die with this world.
Samuel felt the words enter his mind rather than his ears. He blinked and looked at the alpha male.
“Why?” he asked.
You are my reflection.
Samuel shook his head and raised the knife to a defensive position. The alpha male took three long strides forward and stopped. He bared his teeth at Samuel before darting off in the other direction, toward the rest of the pack surrounding Major.
The other hunters pushed Major back against the rear wall of the cabin. He stood with a knife in each hand and a wicked smile on his face. The wolves, ears up, pinned him there until the alpha male came up from behind.
“I’m waiting,” Major said to the wolves.
Take him.
The hunters lunged forward. One locked its jaw around Major’s ankle while another reeled back from the slash that opened its throat. The wolf died before it hit the ground. Another wolf bit into Major’s left arm while two more flanked the alpha male. Major brought the blade in his right hand across his body until it slashed the muzzle of the wolf on his arm. He heard a whine and felt the pressure release on his wrist, followed by the warming pain of torn flesh. He brought the heel of one boot down on the head of the wolf latching to his ankle. The animal let his leg loose and stumbled into the wall of the cabin.
The alpha male howled, and his two sentries ran at Major. One leapt at his throat while the other bit at the injured ankle. Major cried out as the wolf’s teeth snapped at his chin. He turned in toward the cabin wall in a desperate attempt to knock the animals loose. When Major dropped to his knees, the alpha male came forward. He opened his mouth, and his eyes flared yellow in the disappearing light. The wolf reared back on its hind legs, ready to lunge.
Samuel came around the corner as the alpha male leapt at Major. He felt his breath catch as he realized when the wolf finished with Major, he would be next. Major caught the wolf on his chest, the weight of the beast spinning him to one side and knocking him backward over a downed tree limb. The mixture of man and beast rolled to a stop. The alpha male sprang to his feet and, a second later, Samuel landed on him. He had his hands around the wolf’s neck, his fingers gripping fur while the alpha male snapped at his face. With his upper body pointing down the slope, Samuel brought both legs up and in front of the alpha male until the back of his calves rested on the wolf’s head. In one motion, he brought his legs back, heels first, driving the beast to the ground. Samuel heard the yelp and the cracking of bone on the hard earth, and he stood and kicked the alpha male in the ribs. He felt a surge of adrenaline at the beast’s cry and realized there was hope. The wolf jumped up and ran toward the tree line with one rear leg dangling in painful limbo.
As he watched the alpha male run, Samuel began to pursue the beast before he heard another scream from Major. He winced as the white underside of the alpha male’s tail disappeared beyond his sight.
We are not finished.
Samuel felt threatened by the thought, but he had to put it aside for now. He saw two more hunters approaching Major. A knife dropped during the fight rested near one of the steps, and Samuel lunged for it and spun with the sharp edge out, slicing an ear off one of the wolves. The animal cried out and scratched at the stump with one paw. Samuel knelt and sliced horizontally through the air, his blade cutting through the mangy fur and major arteries of the wolf’s neck. It flopped to the ground while blood poured from its wounds. By this time, Major maneuvered on top of the last remaining hunter and his knife was raised high, ready for the plunge.
Samuel took a step closer, staring at the carnage left by the battle with the pack. When he bent down to examine the tail of one wolf, another memory filled his head.

“He’s gone now, honey,” came the smooth, reassuring voice of his mother.
“Where?” asked Samuel, a boy of five.
“Up to heaven, with God.”
Samuel squeezed his wolfie doll tight. He inhaled the scent of stuffed animal and the smell of his sheets.
“Maybe Grandpa wants wolfie doll with him.”
Samuel’s mother smiled. She dabbed the corner of each eye with a balled tissue.
“He’d want you to keep wolfie, hon. Grandpa won’t need him in heaven. God will give him everything he needs.”
Samuel nodded. He looked down again at the corpse of his grandfather in the casket. The white satin lining made it appear as though the man was floating within a cloud. Samuel noticed the wedding ring and yellow, tobacco-stained fingertips of the man who had always given him spare nickels from his pockets. Samuel thought about the way the coins felt warm in his palm.
“Will he get his smokes in heaven?” Samuel asked.
“He will,” his mother said.
Several other goliaths towered over Samuel as they approached the casket to pay their final respects. Two men wore dark green uniforms slathered in medals of various sizes and shapes. They left the folded, triangular American flag next to the casket.
“Your gramps fought like hell for his country in World War Two,” one man said. The other simply stood with a face of stone.
Samuel’s mother patted her son on the head and bowed slightly to the uniformed man that spoke.
More adults came forward, each one speaking to Samuel’s mother with words meant for him.

That little boy closed his eyes, and when he opened them, Major sat on the ground, wrapping his wounds and staring at the tree line where the alpha male disappeared.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Are you hurt?” Samuel asked. 
Major shrugged. “They bit me.”
“I hurt the alpha male, but he ran away,” Samuel said.
“I know. It’s okay. You and him ain’t done yet. At least that’s what I’ve heard.”
“From who?”
Major just shrugged and continued wrapping a strip of cloth around his left wrist.
“Should we get going and find the others?” Samuel asked.
“I need to rest first. I think we bought ourselves some time.”
“How much time?”
“Enough.”
Samuel nodded as the last of his adrenaline subsided. He felt gnawing aches and pains coming from everywhere. His eyes felt heavy, and his legs became pillars of stone.
“Seems like we both need another night,” Major said.
Samuel walked back into the cabin. He dropped his body to the bunk and fell into a deep sleep.






  
  Chapter 7


Samuel was awakened by his own snores, the sound pulling him from an undisturbed rest, and he blinked and stretched his arms. Dull pains came to life as a reminder of the combat with the alpha male and his pack. He looked around the room. The chair sat empty, pushed under the ancient desk, and the few personal items Major left on the floor were no longer there. Samuel stood and eased the door of the cabin open. The trees, the skyline and the forest all sat in perfect silence. Not a single motion caught his attention. Samuel took a deep breath and could not smell the pines. He stood over the corpses of the wolves, inhaled and again smelled nothing. 
“Major,” he yelled.
No reply.
He stared in the direction the alpha male left and then opposite, in the direction he assumed they had to travel. Again, not a single thing moved. Samuel tried to remember what Major said about a reverting or a rewinding, but he could not place it. Whatever it was had accelerated, and Samuel wondered how long it would take before everything, including himself, would be forever frozen in the solitary landscape. Before he could ponder that question, an item on the ground near the cabin caught his eye: one that had not been there the night before. He bent down and picked up a piece of paper, weathered and folded in half. Samuel glanced to the horizon and noticed a slight puff of charcoal that faded into deep obsidian. He felt the looming, endless night and shivered.
He unfolded the paper to reveal a strong but flowery handwritten script. He recognized “Major” scribbled at the bottom, and he sat on the step of the cabin to read it aloud.

“Samuel. I am sure you find my appearances and disappearances troubling. I’ll bet you’re confused about this place, this existence. The current reversion is accelerating, much like the others I’ve experienced. I know you’ve felt that. I am probably three to four days from rejoining you at the Barren, the remnants of a village. It could be a collection of reflections. I’m not sure. Whatever it is, structures are there like the cabin. To get to the Barren, you’ll need to follow the path from the cabin to the summit. Looking down into the valley, you’ll see a winding pass that will take you through a wide marsh, eventually ending at the foot of another mountain. You’ll see the peak from the summit of the hill above the cabin. Stay on the path that cuts east around the base and it will take you to the opposite side. The Barren sits on a high plain surrounded by unattended wheat fields. The cabins look like deer nestled in the grass from above. Wait there for me. I’ve left you a scimitar in the desk drawer. If you stay on the path, you won’t need it. Stay on the damn path. Until then, Major.”

Samuel shook his hand and reread the note.
“What about the alpha male?” he asked the dead air.
He stood and went inside the cabin. Samuel reached into the desk and retrieved the scimitar Major left. The blade sparkled as if it had been sharpened, polished and oiled. The leather binding wrapped around the handle and provided a solid grip. Samuel could not remember if he saw Major using this knife in the fight with the wolves. He tied the sheath to his right thigh and the top of it looped through his belt. Samuel tossed his few personal belongings into the rucksack and wished he had a flashlight.
The framed photograph hung on the wall in the same place it had for decades. The undisturbed dust covering it spread out even and smooth. Samuel stepped forward and brushed the dust from the surface as he had the first time he noticed it hanging in the cabin. This time, however, there was no picture underneath the glass, just a black square. Samuel moved closer to the surface of the glass, imagining his hand might push through it and the wall, appearing on the outside of the cabin. Instead, his hand stopped. The picture was gone as Major said it would be.
The reflections aren’t as strong as the original, they don’t last long.
That’s what Samuel remembered. He frowned and stepped back, deciding he did not care much for the reflections. He cared even less for this place.

      [image: image-placeholder]He decided to keep moving. When he looked down from the summit, he could no longer locate the cabin. He struggled to find the path winding through the trees. The horizon melted into the earth. The reversion was physically manifesting before his eyes as a massive hazy cloud rolling across the land like a dark, silent avalanche. It was not moving as fast as a summer thunderstorm, but it was clearly moving from west to east and swallowing everything below. Samuel told himself to visually mark its progress. As long as the reversion did not leap ahead, he could manage to stay ahead of it on the way to the Barren. He laughed and shook his head, wondering if the Barren would provide a safe haven or simply be the final destination to succumb. 
Samuel put the summit behind him. He crept down the mountainside, switching back and forth on the path in a steady descent. He lost sight of the horizon and that skewed his sense of direction. Without the horizon or a map, Samuel hoped he could find the Barren, and Major, and whatever stood beyond that. By the time Samuel reached the valley floor, his muscles ached. He felt the sweat clinging to his clothes and robbing his body of heat as the exertion slowed him down. He tipped his forehead underneath his left arm and sniffed. His nose could not detect the faintest scent.
Samuel walked a few hundred yards on the path stretching into the valley floor when the landscape began to change. As he came down the mountain, the trees reappeared in greater number and proximity. The trail narrowed until it was barely wide enough for him to pass. The massive, deciduous trees gave way to low-hanging weeping willows and their long trails of thin leaves. He identified Spanish moss on the trunks of several, which confirmed he had reached the marsh Major mentioned. Samuel drew a deep breath and caught the slightest hint of brackish water and rotting vegetation. He drew another to confirm it was real.
The reversion must unwind from one direction of this place to the other, he thought as the cloud oozed from the western horizon toward the east, much the way natural weather fronts moved.
With the hope he was outpacing the ominous cloud approaching the summit, Samuel decided to rest. He could no longer regulate day and night. The light source in this world had burnt out like an old incandescent bulb in a lonely room, spilling the last feeble rays into eternal darkness. He laid the rucksack at his feet and looked over a shoulder at a pile of loose branches near a rock. He gathered them up and ran a hand over the surface, detecting a hint of moisture, but not enough to keep it from burning. He was not sure if he was going to need the light or the heat, but creating a fire for his camp felt like the right thing to do. Samuel arranged the twigs in an A-frame design and removed the lighter from his pocket. He bent down low and rocked his thumb back on the flint when a voice broke the heavy silence.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel spun around, expecting to see Major. He saw nothing but the faint outline of the willows standing guard over the marsh. He shook his head and pulled his thumb back again, this time sure he could ignore the phantom voice in his head. 
“Don’t do that.”
Samuel turned his head toward the voice. He watched as the outline of a human appeared to rise from the marsh. Water dripped from the ends of patchy strings of hair as the form walked toward Samuel. Strips of clothing that once covered a body with style dangled from pointed elbows and knees. It was not until the person stood before Samuel that he was able to see the face.
The man stood with the dying light reflecting off of his exposed bone. Clumps of white covered his face where skin had once stretched over his skull. He had two black holes for eyes, and his mouth was parted in a demonic grin.
“It speeds up the reversion. I don’t know why, but it does,” the man said, now standing before Samuel.
“Okay,” Samuel said.
“I’m dead,” the man said.
Samuel shifted his legs and stood to face the man. He detected a whiff of decay, which disappeared quickly. The flotsam from the marsh clung to the dead man’s frame like a cape hung from bony shoulders.
“The dead don’t speak. Or walk.”
“They do here.”
The dead man moved toward the stack of twigs. He sat on the ground with a wet plop. His hand, stripped of skin, motioned for Samuel to do the same.
“Let’s talk,” he said.
Samuel nodded and sat on the other side of the woodpile, never taking his eyes off the dead man. “What should I call you?” he asked.
“I cannot reveal my name yet,” the man said. “You can call me whatever you want.”
Samuel nodded again.
“It must have something to do with the changing form, you know. Wood, to fire, to ash. It’s like an energy tide that rolls the darkening cloud faster toward the opposite horizon.”
Samuel looked at the lighter in his hand and dropped it back into a pocket.
“Are you alone?” the man asked.
“Yes.”
Samuel sat there and decided to let the dead man have what he needed from their interaction. After a prolonged silence, the man spoke again.
“Do you know of the Jains?” he asked.
Samuel shook his head and thought about the sleep he craved. “No.”
The dead man rocked backward and placed both bony hands on his knees.
“They were the first, in your original locality, to come up with the idea of ahimsa – do no harm. They called themselves ‘the defenders of all beings.’ Do you know why?”
Samuel did not reply, knowing the conversation would occur anyway.
“The Jains believed in conquering desire as a way of achieving enlightenment. Enlightenment, for them, was escaping the cycle of rebirth. Reincarnation was a curse to avoid, not some type of immortality.”
“Sounds Buddhist,” Samuel said.
“It is. Mahavira and Buddha were contemporaries. But they are not the same.” The dead man paused before continuing. “Because of their belief in the cycle of rebirth, Jains also believed every living thing had a soul. Not just intelligent creatures, but the trees, birds, plants. Everything. So the pain man inflicts on other living creatures is really the pain he inflicts on himself. ‘Many times I have been drawn and quartered, torn apart, and skinned, helpless in snares and traps, a deer. An infinite number of times I have been felled, stripped of my bark, cut up and sawn into planks.’”
“That’s not possible. You can’t exist without destroying something else that is living,” Samuel said. “I must kill to live. Everything in existence must kill something to stay alive.”
“You can if you are not of the living.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows.
The dead man stood. His bones cracked. He turned toward the marsh and took stilted steps to the water’s edge. When the black liquid crept up to his knees, he turned to face Samuel once more.
“Rest. Sleep. Dream. I hope you can find the peace I cannot.”
The dead man, known as Deva, pushed forward until the water of the marsh converged over the top of his head. Samuel watched a single bubble arise and pop soundlessly in the darkness as he fell asleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Great Cycle existed before time began. Worlds expanded and collapsed repeatedly like a cosmic heartbeat. Deva was one in a long line of overseers, responsible for managing the powers of the reversion and then transferring that power to a son. The Great Cycle could not operate without a guardian in the same way a timepiece could not operate without a watchmaker. Deva had what might have been known as a normal life. But that existence was so far in the distant past, memories were nothing more than fleeting sensations of love and pain. 
On Earth, civilization degenerated into war, famine and disease. The leaders of the world did nothing to stem the destruction, making decisions that filled their pockets with riches while the masses starved and died. It was then the unknowable and omniscient powers that sustain the Great Cycle cast the souls of that wretched world into another more desperate place, in an attempt to cleanse it. The people of Earth awoke to a barren and lifeless landscape. A black cloud came from the west and those who fell beneath it were dispersed to another random reversion, thereby spreading Earth’s original population across many worlds. Some inhabitants took their own lives during the transition and those souls re-entered by falling from the trees with a noose around their neck, as Samuel had. 
As more people arrived in the world of the reversion, the same patterns emerged. The strong formed clans for protection against rival clans and men built strongholds in the mountains. The reversion protected the space where the final portal would open, usually at the point of highest elevation. Territorial disputes led to war, just as they had on Earth. Many souls gave up and let the cloud swallow them, reducing populations in the reversions to pockets of survivors trying to outrun the cloud. They had no promise of surviving if they could outrun it, and no knowledge of what waited for them if they did.
Deva came through the forest with his children, but he never learned the fate of his Earth wife. He pledged allegiance to a tribal leader and the group fled from the forest and into the raw wilderness of the reversion. Samuel and Mara were with him. They came as his spiritual offspring after having many past lives on Earth, as all people there did. Kole was Deva’s spiritual son too, but he did not come through the first reversion with Samuel and Mara. He arrived in a different reversion and ended up in the same one as Deva much later. As the group ran from the horde, Deva was separated from his children and knew nothing of their fate. After conversations with others coming through the suicide forest, Deva discovered souls swallowed by the cloud were dispersed to different reversions until they could find redemption by righting a wrong committed in a past life. It was his first true understanding that the reversion was not a new world but an infinite series of worlds.
Over the years and through countless cycles Deva came to learn the ways of the reversion. In the reversions he would encounter his spiritual children in different physical forms, but he always knew it was them.
In Deva’s thirty-third reversion, he discovered the orb. He found it deep in a cave when the cloud pushed him inside. He spent the next seventy reversions of the Great Cycle staring into it, studying the natural laws of the new world. Deva learned the reversion had an overseer, a guardian. It was the duty of the lord of the reversion to ensure another was in succession. He discovered his spiritual father left the orb for him. When Deva knew he was next in line, he marched the orb to the mountain peak of the reversion and sat across from his father at the cauldron. Without much ceremony, Deva’s spiritual father gave his son control, with the understanding he would have to do the same someday. Deva’s release from the cycle would be complete when the next guardian, his son, was in place.
Although he had not done so in eons, Deva made the climb to the peak many times with hundreds of his spiritual sons, and yet none made it all the way to the cauldron, the point of transition. He always saw an aura around his spiritual sons which distinguished them from others moving through the reversion. Deva knew Kole and Samuel were not like his other sons. They came through portals and slipped reversions and gained knowledge of their new universe. Samuel was his natural firstborn and therefore most likely his successor. However, the paradox was not lost on Deva. He wanted Samuel to take his place and set him free. 
At the same time, Deva’s responsibility dictated he put every obstacle in Samuel’s path in order to make sure he passed the test. Only the true heir would make it to the peak, and Deva expected to see Samuel on the other side of the cauldron when the time was right. Until then, Deva would wait for the cloud to push the inhabitants of the reversion toward the mountain, hoping the next climb to the peak would be his last.
The cloud would keep pushing Samuel to a cave where he would talk to Deva again. Getting Samuel there to make amends with those he wronged in past lives was the first step in the process of becoming the next overseer.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel awoke tired and achy. He gathered his things and took one last look at the marsh before continuing on the path, heading east toward the Barren and his meeting with Major. The dark cloud pushed ever closer, devouring this place. 
Samuel could not remember the point he left the path. He recalled the snow and the cold, and the continued silence, but he felt as though one moment he stood on the worn ground and the next he was knee-deep in grey snow.
The heavy flakes floated from the sky. They landed one on top of another and covered the ground within an hour. Samuel thought the snow could have been white, but without daylight and the reflection off the snowpack, the precipitation fell in waves of grey. He could not see the dark cloud that came from the west, but he felt it. He knew it was there, above the winter storm in the place where winter did not exist.
He trudged onward, sensing east as best he could. The snow came in silent waves, burying the marsh, the path, and obscuring the mountain from view. Samuel realized his shirt and pants would not be enough for him to survive if this was indeed the onslaught of winter. This place carried no warning of the changing season, no hint of the autumn’s leaves.
Samuel felt the snow suffocating his breath with the cold wind on his back. The ice kept his fingers numb, the fatigue pulling his eyelids down. He stumbled and used his left hand to brace for the fall. Samuel’s body collapsed and the snow filled his mouth and stole his breath. He remained motionless as the cold flakes fell in silent waves. The snowy blanket covered his body, the frozen earth stealing what little heat remained. He raised his head and noticed conforming lines standing out against the random, spiky branches of the leafless trees. He rubbed the snow from his eyes and looked again, pushing himself up until he was on his hands and knees. He stumbled forward until the outline turned into a cabin, much like the first one he found.
The cabin stood in the snowstorm, its chimney a defiant, obscene gesture to the raging elements. One door and one window faced Samuel, just like the other cabin. However, this one seemed a bit larger. He held his hands out, hoping to reach the door before the storm claimed his soul. Samuel staggered forward and fell on the step. He reached up with one hand until he felt the brass knob. The touch jolted him like a bolt of electricity, reminding him that failure to open this door meant a cold, slow death. His right hand seized it, but he could not make his fingers grasp the knob with enough strength to turn it. 
He would not consider what would happen if the door was locked. Samuel let his right hand fall, and lunged at the knob with his left. Snow caked his head, and his feet tingled with the itchy pain of frostbite. He felt his fingers claw the knob, grasp it and turn. Without the clinking sound of the opening strike plate, Samuel assumed he was dead, that the door was locked. But his left arm fell at an angle as the door to the cabin swung open. He raised his head and smiled, crawling across the threshold with a final lunge and rolling onto his back. He used an elbow to slam the door shut, and it shook the cabin without a sound. Samuel looked around and closed his eyes. His breathing slowed as relief and exhaustion pulled him into a state of unconsciousness.

      [image: image-placeholder]The crackling fire woke him. Samuel heard the hiss and pop before he smelled the rustic aroma of the hearth. He smiled with his eyes closed, savoring the sound and smell, senses he sometimes neglected in life and never would again, thanks to this place. He’d caught whiffs of scents, but nothing lingered for more than a few moments. 
He debated whether or not he was dead. Maybe there was fire. Maybe he was in hell.
Curiosity won the mental duel, and Samuel opened his eyes in the glare of the bright yellow and orange flame. It caught his attention as it did not have the sickly yellow shade of the fire he lit in the forest. He placed a hand over his forehead to shield himself from the unexpected light and blinked like an ascetic emerging from a cave after years of meditation. The warmth relaxed his muscles. As his vision returned, he noticed a fuzzy aura at the edges. He pushed up onto his elbows and looked around the cabin.
The hearth sat inside a black potbelly stove. A single iron pipe ran at an angle from the top and into the brick chimney, which extended up the wall and beyond the ceiling. A saucepan sizzled, with tendrils of enticing steam spiraling away from the stovetop. He turned to see a wooden table with two chairs, one at each end. A napkin holder, candles and steins were set on top. His rucksack sat next to the door, along with a pair of suede boots he did not recognize. Above the boots and suspended by a single iron hook was a long, black, leather trench coat. Samuel smiled, thinking of the futuristic sci-fi heroes laden with enormous weapons. 
In the corner sat a single reading chair with swirled sides and brass rivets holding the soft leather tight over the cushions. Samuel thought he could become lost in that chair with the help of a good book and a glass of wine. His eyes moved through the cabin so quickly that he did not notice a thick, plush sleeping bag held his body like a cocoon. He felt his feet. They did not tingle with the burning pain of extreme cold, but rather, his toes wiggled in warm comfort. He glanced at the window next to the door and saw nothing but a charcoal square, as if someone had painted the window to block the outside. Samuel drifted into a deep sleep while the potbelly stove kept him warm.

      [image: image-placeholder]He felt the panicky flutter in his chest of awakening in a strange place until he saw the potbelly stove again. Contentment chased away his anxiety until his hunger made itself known. He had eaten little since arriving. Samuel sensed a cellular duty to push sustenance down his throat. He welcomed the hunger pangs and the feeling of being human again, though his brain cautioned him about his temporary euphoria. It reminded him he was in a single-room cabin in the midst of a strange world that was slowly unraveling. 
Samuel climbed from the warmth of the sleeping bag, standing naked in front of the fire. He let the heat warm his skin until it hurt, and then a little bit more. His clothes lay draped over the back of one of the chairs, and he decided a meal would take precedence over modesty.
As if the cabin had suspended time while he slept, the pan on the stove continued to sizzle.
“That can only be bacon,” Samuel said as he rubbed his hands together and licked his upper lip.
He saw the familiar fatty strips bubbling, crispy at the ends, and he inhaled the aroma until he could almost taste it. Samuel grabbed his shirt and slid it over his head. With his right arm retracted, he used the sleeve to lift the pan off the stove and onto the brick pedestal supporting it. Without waiting for the grease to stop dancing, he grabbed a slice of bacon and held it in the air in front of his face, cursing the burn on his fingers and blowing on it until he could take a bite. A warm, salty sensation flooded his mouth and he closed his eyes, leaning back against the wall and chewing like a junkie with the needle still protruding from a vein. At first Samuel’s stomach lurched. He felt a rumble and heard a gurgle. He paused, and then he devoured the other three strips lying in the grease.
Samuel looked up and noticed a steel decanter hanging from an iron hook just above the stove. It spouted a line of steam into the room, and he cocked his head sideways, trying to remember if it had been there a moment ago. When the heady aroma of coffee beans filled the room, he no longer cared. He stood and grabbed a stein from the small table, pouring the dark coffee from the decanter and watching it form a black center within the silver mug. He brought it to his lips and let the bitter tang flood his mouth. When he was convinced it would not scald his tongue and ruin the taste, Samuel drew the coffee into his mouth and let it warm his chest like a shot of whiskey.
The window remained unchanged. Samuel cupped both hands around the stein to help insulate the beverage and keep it hot as he walked over, expecting to see a brilliant sunrise creeping over the trees like the ones in the movies. But the window remained an opaque, dark hole in the wall. Samuel could almost feel the ominous cloud flowing to the east, toward him, devouring the rest of this broken world in its path.
He frowned and set the stein on the table before looking at it and picking it up again, draining the remnants of the coffee before setting it back down. He noticed the fire did not seem as bright or as warm as when he fell asleep the night before. Had it been the night before? How long had he slept? Before Samuel could consider the answers, he saw it on the floor and it almost stopped his heart.






  
  Chapter 8


It was impossible. Even in a place where the clouds ate reality and the dead spoke, this was impossible. He blinked, rubbed his eyes and blinked again. It remained. 
Samuel crouched down to take a closer look, resisting the urge to pick it up, as if it might shock him or something worse. He closed his eyes, counted to five and opened them. It remained.
He remembered the mother-of-pearl inlay on the narrow handle. He could smell the oil his dad used to protect the blade and keep rust from forming where fingers touched it. He saw the thin, black indentations used for drawing the blades out with the edge of a fingernail. He grasped the pocketknife in his palm and squeezed until he was sure it was real. Memories of that day rushed in.

“For three hits?”
“That’s right.”
“I can do that. We play Penn Hills next week.”
“No. Not in the season. In one game.”
Samuel looked at his dad and shook his head back and forth. “Not even Tommy Malone gets three hits in one game.”
“Then you’ll have to be better than Tommy if you want the pocketknife.”
Samuel shrugged. He pushed the ball cap back on his head and whistled. He checked the little league schedule on the fridge, and ran his finger down the list of under-ten league games until it stopped on April 14, 1979.
“Alpine Village. On my birthday. That’s the one.”
His dad raised his eyebrows and nodded.
“Danny Cranston plays for Alpine Village. Word has it the kid has a mean curveball.”
“C’mon, Dad,” Samuel said with a smirk. “He’s a lefty. I’ll see that pitch coming from a mile away. I’m behind on the fastballs, but if he throws that curve, I can pull it to left field. That corner is shallow at Hawkeye Park.”
Samuel’s dad squinted at the schedule.
“Didn’t notice that. Looks like you play those guys at home.”
Samuel nodded and crossed his arms.
“I think you should tell Mom now. I’m getting that knife.”

Samuel kept his eyes closed and his hands wrapped around the pocketknife. He felt the memory lurch ahead.

“Let’s go, batter,” the umpire said, standing behind the catcher.
Samuel winked at Tony, the catcher who was crouched low and raising his mitt into the strike zone.
“You ain’t hittin’ Danny’s curve,” Tony said.
“Watch me,” Samuel said.
The umpire dropped into position. Samuel placed his left foot inside the batter’s box and dug the toes on his right cleat into the dirt. He drew the bat back behind his ear, just like his dad drilled into his head during all of those trips to the batter’s cages. Samuel noted the runners on second and third and heard the moms cheering. He did his best to block it out and stared hard at Danny Cranston perched on the mound.
The first pitch came faster than Samuel expected. It blew past his nose and dropped into Tony’s mitt with a snap, followed by the umpire’s declaration of a strike.
Samuel stepped out of the box and closed his eyes. He thought about his other at-bats. This was his fourth time at the plate and probably his last chance at that third hit of the game. Two singles. Fine. Those were still hits, even if they didn’t count as RBIs. A third single was still a hit, too.
He moved through the circular practice swing that batters individualize over the course of their baseball careers. Samuel drew the back bat again, and again, Danny brought the heat.
“Strike two.”
Tony snickered from behind his catcher’s mask and shook his head at Samuel.
“You’re chasin’ the count now, Sammy. You know he’s coming with his curve. Might as well strike out right now.”
Samuel ignored the comment and moved back into the batter’s box. He had Danny Cranston in the palm of his hand.
He could tell from Danny’s side-arm pitch that the ball was coming from the outside in. Samuel saw the ball rotate in slow motion, the red laces spinning overtop of the white rawhide. As it came closer, Samuel gripped the bat. He brought it a tad higher over his shoulder and then started the swing forward.
The contact felt so good it almost made Samuel cry. The baseball shot from the meat of the bat with a satisfying thud.
Samuel’s eyes drifted up to follow the ball into the summer sky of 1979. He knew he should have been running, but it didn’t matter. This swing was a textbook left-field pull, and he knew the ball was headed to the fence, probably over it. Samuel took a stride toward first and dropped the bat into the dirt. He smiled as the ball became a white dot doing its best to escape the atmosphere. The noise of the moment froze into silence, and Samuel imagined the ball whistling through the air like a space rocket.
But then it started to drop. That space-bound projectile lost its booster fuel and turned back toward the green outfield at Hawkeye Park. Samuel pushed his walk into a slight jog around first base. The coach was screaming at him to run, but Samuel could not hear him. He jogged toward second base, watching as the left fielder ran to the fence underneath the baseball. The outfielder stopped and raised his mitt over his head. Samuel saw the glove eat the ball a split-second before it cracked the leather and snapped him back into real time.
“Out.”
Before he made it to the second-base bag, Samuel was sobbing. He felt the demeaning glare of every player on the field, every kid on the bench, and every parent watching from just beyond the foul lines. When he reached the bench, he could not even look at his dad. Samuel’s chest hitched and heaved as he ended the afternoon going 2-4, and coming up one fly ball shy of a homerun and a third hit in the game.

Samuel shifted again, sweat building in his palm as he held the artifact from his youth. Those feelings from so long ago had returned.

“I know, but it was really close. I think it was the only fly ball that kid caught all season.”
Samuel looked out the window at the suburban world fluttering by at thirty-five miles per hour. He pulled his bottom lip into his mouth with his front teeth.
“So where we goin’, Dad?”
Samuel’s father looked up at his son through the rearview mirror of the 1976 El Camino.
“Ralph’s Army Surplus. I need some things for deer season,” he said with a smirk.
“It’s April.”
His dad pulled the car into the tight space at the side of the red-brick store. When they entered, Samuel’s dad turned right toward the lit glass display case, and Samuel had his hunch confirmed.
“Heya, Billy,” his dad said.
“Yo. Wutch yins lookin’ for?” Billy asked.
“A pocketknife. Something that’ll fit a boy, something he can use to protect himself.”
Samuel’s dad looked down at his son with a wink.
“We’s got exactly what you need right over here.”
Billy the clerk waved toward the left end of the glass case, and before he could even begin the sales pitch, Samuel saw it. The knife had both blades extended, fanned out like fingers on a hand. The mother-of-pearl on the handle met the polished silver tips. It was not more than three inches in length, but it was the perfect size for a young man.
“Can I see that one, Dad?” Samuel asked.
Billy stooped and pulled a ring of keys from his belt. Several clicks and pops later, the back of the display case slid to the right. His disembodied hand reached in and took the knife off the red velour covering the shelf. He stood and closed both blades, then handed it to Samuel’s dad.
“That model is called ‘the Scout,’ and it’s the last one left. Heard they ain’t got no more left in all of Western PA, they been sellin’ so good.”
“How much, Billy?”
The clerk looked to the ceiling and rubbed a hand across the stubble on his chin, producing a rat-like scratch.
“Listed for fifteen ninety-nine, but I can prolly get it to you for eleven.”
Samuel’s dad reached into his back pocket and removed his wallet. The cracked, brown leather was wrapped around a bulging mass of scrap paper and business cards. He opened it with both hands and used his forefinger to separate the tops of several bills.
“Son?”
Samuel had not stopped staring at the knife since the moment he saw it on display. All of the kids at St. Bernadette’s school had one, except him. They would circle up at recess and pull them out, far away from the eagle-eye vision of the nuns. Sometimes, a boy would unravel a lint-covered, wilting photograph cut from his father’s issue of Playboy, and sometimes another would reveal the crumbled remains of a cigarette filched from his mom’s soft pack of Marlboro Reds. But most of the time, it was knives. 
St. Bernadette’s and the surrounding public school districts all closed the Monday after Thanksgiving for the first day of deer season. They kept the façade, the idea that most of the male students would go hunting with their fathers that day. But everyone knew the teachers went, too. The pocketknife was the first indication of readiness. Even though Samuel and his chums would not be ready to take the hunter’s safety course for another few years, the pocketknife served as public notice that they would.
“Samuel,” his father said, this time with more force.
“Yeah, Dad. That would be awesome. Really cool.”
His father nodded at the clerk.
“Lemme box that for ya.”
“Can I just put it in my pocket, Dad?”
Samuel felt his father’s hand ruffle his hair and then move to the middle of his back, where it guided him out of the store. Samuel did not even notice the transaction, the receipt or the small talk between Billy and his father. He gripped the knife in his palm and for the first time, he felt like a man.

Photographs rolled through Samuel’s head – a slideshow of his life. Each one brought a remembrance of the Scout pocketknife and how it had become part of him. Samuel always kept it in his front right pocket, where it clattered together with loose change. Through his early teen years, Samuel kept the knife clean and polished. He maintained the blade and would buff the mother-of-pearl inlay. He remembered losing the knife several times, the last time in college after a night of heavy drinking. He had to scour the basement of a frat house the morning after, in a haze of hangover, stale beer and the occasional used condom. He found it next to the toilet. He rinsed it off in the sink and placed the Scout back in his pocket, where it belonged. The images shot across his mind, some lingering longer than others, until the procession slowed and finally stopped on one. A picture of Samuel in the funeral home, kneeling in front of his father’s coffin.

Samuel looked down at his father’s still face.
He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned to see his mother. She held a tissue in both hands, having given up trying to keep her makeup in check. She opened her mouth, but no words came. She shook her head instead and gave Samuel a quick rub on the shoulder before turning to greet another distant relative in town for the funeral.
Samuel blocked out the quiet sobbing and muffled laughter of those gathered in the room. He looked again at his dad’s face, forever asleep amidst the fragrant, arranged flowers, complete with ribbons strung across the front.
“I know you loved John more. It’s okay. You didn’t know what to do with a son like me. I’m not really sure how you managed. You and Mom struggled to understand what went on in my head, what the hell I wanted from life.”
He felt himself chuckle and turned to make sure his outburst did not garner attention from the rest of the family.
“I mean, even now, with you lying here dead, I don’t fit in. Nobody will approach me. But that’s fine. I’m not here to mend fences with Uncle Frank. I think you loved me. I mean, you did as any man loves his son, but I think there was a time when it was unconditional. You bought me the Scout. I didn’t deserve it. The deal was three hits, and I went 2-4. But you bought it anyway, and you bought it with your poker winnings. Mom wouldn’t have allowed that purchase to come from the family budget. Don’t think I don’t know that.”
He looked over his shoulder to confirm the chasm of space still existed. None of the relatives would come near the coffin until he finished. None would risk a possible conversation with him.
“I wish we could have had this conversation before cancer got you, but I guess I’ll have to settle for it this way. I mean, I need to thank you. If I hadn’t been so different than you and Mom, my siblings, I would still be stuck living in the same shit-hole suburb, wasting my life away.”
He paused.
“Sorry. Even now, it’s hard for me not to take shots.”
Several relatives gathered near the table with the photographic collage and other remembrances.
“I’ll miss you, Dad. Even after everything we’ve been through, I’ll miss you.”
Samuel stood and shoved both hands into his front pockets. His right hand struck his phone and then the Scout. He wrapped his fingers around the pocketknife and held it in his palm. The tears created a wavering last image of his father in the casket.
“I want you to take it with you. You never know when you might need to open a package or cut a string in the afterlife.”
Samuel slid his hand into the casket and tucked the Scout underneath the edge of the satin pillow, where the head of his dead father rested.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel shook his head as if to dislodge the cobwebs gathering inside and licked his lips, which felt dry as petrified wood. He glanced down at his palm and opened it. The knife remained, as real as the fingers grasping it. 
Samuel did the only thing he could think of. He placed it in his right pocket, where it sunk into the familiar space. He felt the coolness of the object through thin fabric as it rested against his leg. He stood and used his hand to clear the surface of the window, revealing the original, grey landscape of this place. The snowstorm and all its fury were gone. The ground was dry and he began to wonder if it had happened at all.
He looked around the cabin and noticed it was almost identical to the first cabin. The stove, the food, the coffee, the clothing, the photographs hanging on the wall had all disappeared. Nothing remained but the chair, the table, the hard bunk and a faint smell of burnt coffee beans.
Samuel opened the door and stood on the threshold of the cabin, which faced the western horizon. The advancing cloud loomed overhead, and the landscape sat in soundless solitude. He turned to face the east and recognized the path he hoped would lead to the Barren. He was determined to reach it and survive, unsure if meeting Major there would really matter.
This cabin is clearly done with me, he thought.
With his rucksack full of a handful of meager belongings, Samuel set back off upon the path toward the Barren. He hiked for hours around the base of the mountain, putting the second cabin and its memories behind. Every so often, Samuel would thrust his hand into his front pocket and feel the pocketknife nuzzled there. Then he’d shake his head, as though more surprised it remained there than that it appeared in the first place.

      [image: image-placeholder]The pale yellow flame caught his eye as it danced silently in the distance. Samuel sensed movement, but could not see anything around it. He hiked the path and realized it was close to night, based on the aches that come after hours of hiking. 
The fire grew in size as he got closer. After another hour of hiking, Samuel could discern the hot ash floating upward into the still trees. He saw a campfire and a pack sitting beside a fallen tree. A thin line of rope stretched from one sapling to another, weighted down in the middle by a shirt flipped over the top and dripping water to the ground.
“Anyone here?” he asked as the pack slid from his shoulder. He stretched his arms and looked around the camp. Before he could ask again, a figure pushed through the trees.
“You made it. So glad you didn’t veer from the path,” Major said.
Samuel cast his eyes down into the fire, avoiding Major’s.
“That fire. It makes things worse here.”
“I’ll take my chances,” Major said.
Samuel sighed.
“What happened to you?” he asked.
“Duty.” Major shrugged. “The visitor I expected did not make it.”
“What happened to him?” Samuel asked. Major ignored the question and stared into the fire. “I’ve been hiking all day. Can I rest?” Samuel said.
Major swept his arm across his body and dipped with an exaggerated bow.
“Mi casa, su casa,” he said.
Samuel knew what he meant, even if he didn’t know how he knew it.
“I’m sure you’ll wake me when I need to get up,” he said to Major.
“I don’t think we have a lot of time to mess around. The cloud is coming east at a good clip. I was worried it might have pulled you under. It can do that, like those huge waves on the Atlantic seaboard. I remember standing in the surf as a kid thinking they weren’t so scary, until the current tugged at my ankles on its way back out.”
“A few hours?” Samuel asked.
“One or two, if I can keep track. Then we’ve got to jump back on the path and get to the Barren.”
Samuel nodded and rubbed his eyes.
Major watched Samuel fall asleep. He tossed several twigs onto the fire before looking over his shoulder at the massive cloud inching closer.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel felt a hand shake his shoulder. His leg hurt and he couldn’t feel his right foot. He opened his eyes and saw that Major was kicking dirt onto the remaining coals of the fire. It was still dark, as it had been since the sky swallowed the last of the light over the eastern horizon. 
“How long?”
Major shrugged. “How long what?”
“How long was I asleep?”
“I’m not really sure. The fire is burning differently now, too. If the reversion is moving at the same pace at the Barren, we may already be too late.”
Samuel pulled himself upright and rubbed the pins and needles from his foot. “Too late for what?”
“Too late to slip.”
Samuel waited for an explanation. When Major remained silent, he pushed. “What’s a slip?” he asked.
“I think we should wait until—”
Samuel slammed his fist into the soft dirt and dry leaves. “I think you need to start filling me in right now. I don’t know where the hell I am. I don’t know who you are. I don’t remember shit. Some things disappear and other things come back.”
“What did you say?” Major asked.
“I said you need to start—”
“No,” Major said. “What did you say about things coming back?”
Samuel paused, disappointed his tirade had no effect on Major. “A pocketknife.”
“From where?”
“From my father’s casket, where I left it ten years ago.”
Major bent down, his knees creaking. He grabbed Samuel by the shoulders and stared at his face. “Do you still have it?” he asked in a hushed whisper.
Samuel nodded. He reached into his front pocket and gripped the contents. He opened his fist to reveal a paperclip and several coins, but no knife.
“I felt it just before I came into camp,” Samuel said, his words trailing as he brushed the dirt and leaves aside, expecting to find his knife where it had fallen from his pocket.
“It’s a reflection. It’s gone,” Major said.
“I had it with me during the hike.”
“Are you sure you had it?”
“I don’t know,” Samuel said. “I guess I’m not sure of much anymore.”
Major stood and rubbed his chin. He gathered a few items together and nodded at Samuel, instructing him to do the same.
“I’d feel better if we got moving, put some distance between us and the cloud. We can talk as we go. I’m guessing we’re a five- or six-hour hike from the Barren. I can explain a lot before we get there.”
Samuel brushed the dirt from his pants and put both hands to his ears as if trying to keep his head together.
“Whatever. I think it would be easier if I just ended it. I’m tired of dealing.”
“That’s what got you here in the first place.”
Those who fell from the noose after a suicide had a certain look about them. After speaking with many people through many reversions, Major could identify them by the look in their eye. The majority of souls in the reversion were suicides and the ones that weren’t, like Mara, remained a mystery to Major.
“C’mon, let’s move. I still worry the cloud hasn’t gotten to all of the wolves yet.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Seven.” 
“You’re exaggerating.”
“No, I’m not. Seven women.”
“At one time?”
Major smiled. The laugh lines in his face told Samuel the man had enjoyed the finer indulgences in life.
“It was mostly me watching, but I jumped in when I could. Needed to recharge the battery a few times. Those little pills sure helped with that. The only problem was getting it back down. That’s where the whiskey on the rocks came in handy. I’d wake up and they’d all be gone. It would take my brain thirty or forty seconds to recalibrate, determine where the hell I was and what happened the night before. I never remembered everything, but enough to know the high-grade call girls don’t come cheap, and I’d have some explaining to do to my accountant.”
Samuel pushed ahead as the path widened. He came up on Major’s right as they curved around the base of the mountain. The path descended with a gentle slope Samuel assumed would empty them into the Barren. Samuel felt a renewed bounce in his step as he let the reversion take a backseat to Major’s tale.
“How far back?” he asked Samuel.
“Huh?”
“Childhood? High School? The drug years? How far back do you want me to go?”
“How long until we reach the Barren?” Samuel asked.
“Long enough to get into the good stuff,” Major said.
He pushed his headband up on his forehead and looked over a shoulder as if measuring the progress of the cloud advancing from the west.
“The path turns southwest for a bit before straightening out back to the east. Just want you to know I’m not walking us straight into the cloud.”
Samuel nodded. He drew a deep breath and exhaled an exaggerated gust of air into the otherwise silent surroundings. “I can’t get used to the silence.”
Major smiled. He paused for a moment while his brain decided what he would share with Samuel. “We grew up in East Harlem, Spanish Harlem, before Clinton moved his office there and made it trendy again.”
Samuel frowned, becoming impatient with his own memory. The names struck a familiar chord, like recognizing the face of a lost acquaintance but not remembering his name. He decided to let Major continue, and he hoped his memory would eventually catch up to fill in the gaps of the world he once knew.
“My dad was a son of a bitch. He’d come home from the corner bar and beat the shit out of my mom. My brother and I, we’d hide under our beds. Not because he didn’t know we were there. He knew. We stayed underneath it because he couldn’t get his barrel-chest far enough in to grab us. Anyway, my mom was from the barrio, and I don’t ever remember finding out how they hooked up. Quite a scene, right? Some pale, red-haired Irishman with a sassy, Latina girl on his arm.”
Samuel looked at Major’s face and saw the mix of cultures. The man’s nose was bulbous and red, but roots of black hair snuck out from under the ponytail.
“By the time I was sixteen, I was running with all the wrong folks. You know the story. We’d break into bodegas and go right for the register. Later on, we’d even take a crack at those little ATMs shoved in the corner of the market. You remember those? The ones that would nail you with a five-dollar fee on top of what your bank would charge?”
Samuel sniffled.
“School sucked, and by the time I was seventeen, I’d had enough of the petty shit. I got greedy, just like everyone else. The subway stop at East 90th would provide us some sweet marks, the assholes that lived on the Upper East Side in their multi-million-dollar townhomes with iron bars on the doors and a blinking security pad at the front. We’d jump ’em and get the cash when they came out of the station. Not sure why so many got out on the wrong side of Broadway, but we’d make the most of it.
“Summer of ’88 I headed to the Jersey Shore with the guys in the crew. They had a few dago contacts in Atlantic City getting into the hooker and blow trades. Seemed like slapping bitches around was easier than risking a cuff in Manhattan. That’s when I first realized I had it.”
“Had what?” asked Samuel.
“The nose. I could smell deals a mile away. Drug deals at first, which I eventually turned into legit businesses, like used cars.”
Major laughed at his own joke. He looked at the confused look on Samuel’s face and decided to continue. “I was great at the table games, too. Five- and ten-dollar blackjack led me to the high-roller rooms. I played where winnings came with a chick on your arm and a vial of blow. AIDS was breaking then, but when you’re strung out on crack and cards, it’s not much of a concern. Not sure how in the hell I escaped that, but I did. You tag so many asses without a jimmy hat, you’re rolling the dice.
“I wasn’t much of a family man. I mean, I had a wife and kids, but I wasn’t part of the family. My money provided housekeepers, pool boys, nannies, whatever we needed, but the money couldn’t listen to my wife or help my kids with homework. The family made me legit, somehow gave me the air of a responsible citizen. That’s the thing with the white-collar criminals. They sit next to you at the PTA meetings, you see them in the grocery store, you wave at them as they walk their dogs. Hell, some of them even pick up dog shit with a blue plastic bag, yet they were robbing taxpayers blind.”
“The bailout?” Samuel asked. His face twisted, as if someone else had used the term.
“Oh, you bet I got a chunk of that. We all did. By the time the mid-2000s rolled around, I had several business holdings in various countries. I had secret offshore accounts and enough capital to pay my mid-managers hundreds of thousands in bonuses. We had holiday blowouts that made the gangster movies look like children’s birthday parties. Women everywhere, and not the skanks from the street. I’m talking top-notch girls, good pussy. The kind that makes you forget your name.”
Samuel smiled.
“By 2008, I had offices in Manhattan and Newark. Jersey was a dump, but it was easier to hide assets there than it was in the five boroughs. I had departments trading mortgages for years, and we all knew that shit was going to crash. Anyone—including the Fed—that claims they didn’t know is a bullshitter. An unspoken panic rippled through our ranks about six months before the shit hit the fan. Guys were getting out fast, selling assets, liquidating the adjustable-rate loans. We all knew those were going to kill us. By the time Goldman Sachs became the media’s whipping boy, I had stashed four hundred million I thought would be invisible. That’s what I thought.”
Samuel noticed a hitch in Major’s throat. His pace on the trail quickened as they turned directly into the path of the cloud soundlessly rolling over trees as it approached the east.
“But then a few of my guys turned. They had been working with the FBI the entire time. I had no idea. These were guys that had been with me a long time, going all the way back to our private bordellos and roulette wheels in the shadow of the boardwalk in Atlantic City. These were guys I trusted with my life.
“My wife had left and taken the kids with her by then. My new girl tipped me off. I was shacked up with this broad in one of my Manhattan penthouses. I can’t remember exactly how we got together, but she was doing some hardcore porn at the time. I saw her in a film and knew I wanted a piece of that ass. Anyways, she rang my cell about 11:30 in the morning, which I knew was trouble because she never got out of bed before noon. She told me the Feds had been there and were on their way to my office. She said they had warrants and paperwork and all the bullshit they needed to put me away for a long time.”
Samuel stopped. As the path curved to the right and descended down the gentle slope of the mountain, he saw the tops of several cabins. They looked exactly like the others, and the curvature of the land would no doubt reveal more as they approached. Major followed Samuel’s gaze.
“Yep. That’s it. The Barren. We still got another hour to reach it.”
“So what did you do when the cops arrived?” Samuel asked.
“I had to take care of things before they did. There was no way I was going to rot in a cell, become Bubba’s girlfriend. I couldn’t do that. Plus, the lead prosecutor was a dickhead from way back. In fact, I think I may have jumped him in a subway station, back in the day.
“After I got the call, I went to a hidden panel in my office. I didn’t even have time to open the safe. Even if I did, what was I going to do? They were coming. I couldn’t find the bullets to the revolver under my desk, so I pushed through a drawer of sex toys until I found the velvet rope. I had glass walls in my office that gave you a stunning view of Manhattan. That turned the ladies on, and they’d even let me tie them up. Some of those lays got crazy. 
Anyway, I stood on a chair and pushed the ceiling tile to the side. With the rope in one hand, I tossed it over a steel beam. The end came back to my other hand, and by that time I could hear them coming. The private elevator dinged a single tone. Footsteps in the marble foyer. If I had more time, who knows? I might have reconsidered. But I didn’t. I tied a knot at the top underneath the beam and took the other end and twisted it around my neck. I wasn’t schooled in the knot-tying, Boy Scout bullshit, so I triple looped it just to make sure it wouldn’t give. I remember standing on the chair with that noose around my neck, and I was laughing. Maybe it was the absurdity of it all, or maybe I had lost my mind by that point.
“The door to the waiting room slammed against the wall, which meant the raid was seconds from reaching me. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and leapt off the chair. I think they came through at the same time, because I remember someone shouting and I felt hands grasping my legs. But they were too late. Those knots held better than they were supposed to because they snapped my neck.”
Samuel stopped walking and turned to face Major. He shook his head and coughed. “Is that all you remember?”
Major shook his head. “I remember waking up at the foot of a tree. I remember looking around and seeing other ropes hanging from branches and dangling next to streamers of yellow caution tape.”
“You woke up here, in this place?” Samuel asked.
“Not far from your swingin’ tree, my friend. But it wasn’t my first rodeo. I quit counting how many times I’ve dropped from that cursed tree.”






  
  Chapter 9


Samuel peered down the path at the Barren. He saw three cabins. Although not identical to the two he already discovered, they looked the same. 
Major led them through towering trees and into the valley. He had gone quiet since finishing his story, and Samuel wondered if the retelling put an emotional drain on the old man. Major looked over his shoulder as he walked, measuring the pace of the cloud as it approached from the west.
Samuel could see two people at the Barren, but they were still too far away for him to make out features. The shapes appeared to be gathering things off the ground.
“A week, maybe two.”
The comment caught Samuel by surprise. He stopped walking and shifted his weight to one hip, waiting for Major to elaborate. When he didn’t, Samuel spoke.
“Until the cloud arrives? Until this, uh, reversion gets here?”
Major didn’t answer. He kept maneuvering down the path, stepping over jagged rocks and debris, trying not to twist an ankle in the process.
Samuel followed Major. As they approached the Barren, the shapes began to take form, a man and a woman. He noticed the eyes first. It wasn’t their gazes so much as the hurt behind them. Samuel shivered and felt an ache in his heart. The woman appeared to be in her twenties, thin yet magnetic. He imagined she was once an actress or possibly a singer. She had scraggly, black hair that hadn’t been washed in days. Remnants of makeup were brushed across her face in random places. Eye shadow ran down her cheeks like cracks in a porcelain cup. She held her lips together, creating the single line of her mouth. The woman’s pointy nose sat in perfect symmetry with the rest of her face. Samuel flushed, realizing he had been staring longer than was socially acceptable. He looked at the ground and then back up at the woman—this time, his eyes locked on her neck. Underneath her jaw and across her collarbone was a diagonal black bruise. The discolored skin made a line toward her heart, and the bruise looked recent, but not fresh.
The man stepped in front of the woman and broke Samuel’s gaze. He sneered at Samuel and shook his head. “Who’s this?” he asked, directing his question at Major.
Major walked up and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. He smiled. “It’s speeding up, Kole.”
The man shook his head and nodded his chin toward Samuel, who stood behind and to the right of Major.
“Find him in Aokigahara?”
“Yeah,” Major said. “He landed in the Sea of Trees, like the rest of us.”
“We don’t need his help,” Kole said.
The woman stared at the top of the path, through Samuel, as though he didn’t exist.
“Posturing,” Major said. “He’s trying to act like a tough guy.”
Samuel watched as Kole put his hands on his hips. His dark, rich hair crept far enough down on his forehead that it could have been fake. He wore a tattered, white T-shirt that accentuated the taut muscles underneath. A black belt fastened black jeans on his slender waist. Black leather completed the outfit. A sleeve of tattoos full of cryptic symbols and half-naked women circled his right arm, and a needle track ran up his left. The top three punctures sat atop a blue, swollen vein that oozed pus. Two red lines bisected both of his earlobes where earrings once hung.
“We’re wasting time. Did you find anyone who can slip?” the woman asked Major, indicating Samuel could not be the man for the job.
“I was hoping someone else would here, at the Barren.”
“Well, nobody’s here but us,” Kole said. He kicked at the dirt with the toe of his boot.
The woman stepped past Kole and Major until she stood face-to-face with Samuel. He caught a whiff of vanishing fragrance, masked by natural body oils, and then it scuttled off, leaving the vacant emptiness of this place with its silent stillness. He felt her eyes latch onto him again, and he could not turn away. Samuel’s mouth went dry, and he felt a tingling in his feet.
“What’s yer name?” she asked.
“Samuel.”
The woman nodded. “I’m Mara. That charmer over there is Kole.”
Samuel dropped his head to Mara and then turned to look at Kole.
“He’s a dick. You’ll get used to it.”
Kole glared at Mara. “Fuck you,” he said. “And fuck you.” He pointed at Samuel.
Major laughed, tossing his head back and grabbing his abdomen with both hands.
“Kids, kids, stop. You’ll have time for your schoolyard scraps tonight. For now, we need to get our supplies in order. Kole, make sure we have enough wood. You know how hard it is to maintain a fire here. Mara, get the gruel going. I think it’s been days since Sammyboy here ate, and he’s going to start feeling it soon.”
Kole waved a hand at Mara and Samuel. He shuffled past the cabin and toward the edge of the tree line.
“Whatever you say, old-timer. Apparently someone put you in charge when we weren’t paying attention.”
Major smiled and put his arm around Samuel. Mara turned and headed into one of the cabins, shutting the door behind her.
“You and I need to examine some things, see if we can punch a hole in this place. Based on the speed of the death cloud over there, we’re running out of time.”
Samuel shook his head, trying to use the physical motion to make sense of the situation. After several more attempts, he realized it wasn’t working.
“We have to get out of here,” he said.
Major turned and looked at the cloud, then toward the cabin with Mara, then beyond the path to where Kole was picking up firewood.
“Without a doubt,” he said.
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“Drink,” he said to Samuel.
Samuel sniffed the mug and wrinkled his nose. “A hint of licorice?” he asked. “I hate licorice.”
“It’s one of the few things in this place you’ll still taste. That’s gotta be better than a colorless, bland drink.”
Samuel shrugged and sipped. The tea burnt his lip and caused him to inhale.
“I want you to try something,” Major said.
Samuel set the mug on the table. He looked through the greasy window of the cabin and saw Kole and Mara arguing with each other. Mara thought they should be cautious with Samuel while Kole agreed with Major’s plan of testing Samuel’s abilities in the reversion.
“What are they doing?”
Major grabbed Samuel’s right wrist with his left hand. “I need you try something.”
Samuel nodded.
“There’s a man who might be trapped in the ether. It’s a nowhere place, a void. He might have the ability to punch a hole in this place.”
“Slip.”
“That’s right,” Major said. He let a smile creep into the corners of his mouth.
“We can slip into another place. That’s not to say we escape the existence and go home. That might be lost forever. You know that, right? Mathematically speaking, odds are you’ll never see that place again.”
“Now you’re a statistician?” Samuel asked.
Major released Samuel’s wrist and rocked back on his chair. “When you’ve sat at as many table games as I have, you get to know the odds.” Major continued, not allowing Samuel the time to respond. “This guy may be able to punch the hole if he’s not damaged.”
“Damaged like us?”
Major laughed.
“Yeah, like that. Let’s hope he doesn’t swan dive from the top of a skyscraper or shove the end of a shotgun in his mouth. That’s what I call damaged.”
Samuel looked at Major, not sharing in his lighthearted giggles.
“Is this hell? Are we dead?”
“Depends on how you define ‘hell’ and what you mean by ‘dead’,” Major said.
Samuel fought to remain focused on the conversation. He felt like his head was buzzing with thoughts he couldn’t quite catch.
“What do you want me to try?” he asked.
Major raised one hand and let it fall to the table. “I almost forgot.”
He turned as Kole entered the cabin, followed by Mara. They stood shoulder to shoulder and leaned against the cabin wall. Major looked at them, and then back to Samuel.
“I’m going to put you in someone else’s head and see if you can get out. You good with that?”
“He’s a fucking newb,” Kole said.
Mara was shooting Kole red-hot daggers. She pushed a lock of hair behind one ear. “Give him a chance,” she said.
Major looked at Kole and Mara, waiting in silence for them to finish their verbal sparring. “Are you ready?” he asked Samuel.
Samuel nodded. Major looked at his clothes, his eyes pausing on the silver charm resting on Samuel’s chest. He wanted to yank it and run, testing the amulet himself to see if it was the talisman that would get him out of the reversion. But Major knew he had to let Samuel prove he could slip before he made a play for the talisman.
“Close your eyes,” he said to Samuel. “If you get in deep shit we’ll yank you back.” 

The cabin disintegrated and the accelerated rush of lights filled Samuel’s vision. He looked up and to the right and saw the reflection of his own eyes, but they were not his. He noticed large red eyebrows on pasty skin and touched a finger to a widow’s peak that retreated back toward thinning, red hair tainted with gossamer strands of silver. His hands gripped the steering wheel of an Italian sports car as it blew past the other cars in the right lane of the expressway.
Samuel looked to his left and was met with a darkened reflection of someone else’s body. It appeared to be mid-forties, paunchy and pampered. The silk tie sat askew on his collar, while a diamond stud penetrated his left ear. The whine of the engine caught Samuel’s attention as the speedometer pushed past ninety-five on the gauge. Rain fell in large, loud drops and obscured the dividing line on the pavement.

“Death wish,” Samuel said.
Major looked at Samuel, his eyes closed and his palm wrapped around the ignition key with the blood draining from his fingers.
“Do you know where you are?” Major asked.
“In a car, on a highway.”
Before Major could reply, a force snapped Samuel back into the shell occupying the driver’s seat.

He saw the glow of brake lights ahead, like the eyes of angry monsters. Samuel caught a glimpse of the approaching off-ramp in the interval between windshield-wiper swipes. He guided the car onto the shoulder amidst the sound of horns trailing off behind him. Samuel turned the wheel to the left and pulled his foot off the accelerator, bringing the car into a controlled fishtail on the rain-slicked pavement. He pushed the flashy BMW to its limits. He snapped the wheel into the turn and straightened the vehicle out as it approached a congested intersection trapped within four walls of suburban, strip-mall hell.

“Running it into a wall or bridge?” Kole asked.
Major shook his head. “No. He’s headed somewhere. The driving is reckless, but that’s the emotional state. He has other plans.”

Samuel felt the car lurch as he downshifted from second to first gear. His breathing felt shallow and rapid as the adrenaline heightened his senses. He followed the flow of traffic while checking his rearview for flashing lights. It would be miles before they caught up, and even then they wouldn’t know which exit he had taken. Samuel made several turns, until he passed the sparkling new sign for Golden Meadow development. Samuel slowed down and drove through the gate and into the private community.
He turned through several streets designed after the old, inner-ring suburbs of the twentieth century, complete with tree lawns, sidewalks and street lamps. Samuel spun the wheel into the slick, wet asphalt driveway at 1329. His plump finger reached up to the sunshade and punched the button that opened the double-car garage. Samuel pulled the car into the silence so the rain could no longer pummel the roof. With the car’s engine idling in neutral, Samuel hit the button again, which dropped the garage door behind him.
He sat in the front seat as the song on the CD player came to an end. Samuel let the song fade before hitting the power button. As if in cosmic alliance, the overhead light of the garage-door opener clicked off, leaving him blinded by the reflected rays coming from the car’s headlights. He slammed that button too, sitting in complete darkness. Samuel’s ears adjusted as he heard renegade raindrops crashing into the steel roof of the garage, while the engine continued to idle in neutral.

Mara stood behind Samuel with her arms crossed while Kole stared at Major. Both of them were becoming agitated with Major’s test of Samuel, what he called a “test slip.” As long as Samuel had a talisman, he would be able to invade the soul of another in a different universe—and those in the reversion with him could watch it as if the entire experience was being broadcast over closed-circuit television. A test slip was temporary but the effects were not. Although nobody but Major saw this happen in a prior reversion, he made it clear that dying in the inhabited soul during a test slip meant dying in the current reversion as well. This was a dead-end in the cycle, not an escape from it. For Kole and Mara, losing Samuel during Major’s test would mean the end of any hope. Major knew it as well but he had to be certain Samuel could return on his own.
“He can’t do it. I told you he can’t. Pull him out,” Kole said.
Mara looked at Samuel and then to Major. “Kole’s right. Pull him before it’s too late. You know he can slip.”
Major shook his head. “No, I need to know if he can get back on his own.”
Mara huffed. “No you don’t. That doesn’t matter. Pull him.”
“I’m not watching this,” Kole said. He opened the door and walked from the cabin into the eternal dusk of the locality.
“Do it or I’ll cut him right now.”
Mara pulled a knife from her hip and placed it on Samuel’s throat.
“Is that a threat?” Major said.
“Yes,” Mara said.
Major rubbed a hand on the stubble covering his chin. He chuckled and shook his head.
“I woulda spanked your ass back in the day. Taught you some manners, missy.”
Mara opened her mouth slightly, hesitated, then closed it. She narrowed her eyes without taking them off Major.
“Go,” he said with the wave of a hand. “Go in and pull him out of there.”

Samuel felt his head become lighter, as if he were swimming in ether. He turned the CD player on again and it kicked back around to the first track. Samuel felt the guitar waver through the air and he reached out, almost touching the notes. The engine ran with a smooth, steady purr.
Samuel tilted his head back until it struck the headrest. He looked at the dull reflection of this other body in the driver’s side window. He saw the eyelids drooping and felt a heavy sleep pushing him down into the leather seat. Samuel blinked and closed these eyes. He could feel the sounds of the car slipping away in the distance, surrounded by the comforting silence.
He felt the car shake and opened one eye. Another shake came along with a muffled thump.
“Samuel.”
He opened both eyes, and a shiver ran across his neck and down his spine. A woman stood on the other side of the glass, pounding it with the meat of her fist. Her jet-black, shoulder-length hair fell across her face. Thin eyebrows narrowed and came together at the top of her thin, pointy nose. Samuel followed the lines of her high cheekbones.
“Samuel.”
This time he heard it clearly and knew the woman called his name. He searched in his mind for her name but couldn’t unlock the mystery. Samuel’s mouth was dry, and a dull ache grew from the back of his head, coming forward like a storm cloud.
“Mara?” He heard himself ask.
She smiled and said one word. “Duck.”
A second later, a red brick crashed through his window. Mara took a step forward, reached through the gaping hole and unlocked the power doors. She took another step forward and yanked open the door. Samuel sat there with a grin, amused at the amount of activity around him. Mara turned the ignition off with one hand and slapped the button on the garage door opener with the other. Cool, moist air flooded the garage, and the carbon monoxide oozed into the night. She reached down and released the seatbelt holding Samuel tight.
“C’mon. Let’s go.”
Samuel tilted his head sideways like an old drunk. He grinned again and slapped one knee.
“Not sure how I got here, but thanks for helping me out.” He slurred the words at her.
“Major got an opening, but I don’t know how long it’ll last. I don’t even know if it’s going to bring us back to that place. But there’s no time to discuss it. Let’s go.”
Mara turned, and Samuel stared at her lithe form as she walked toward the open garage door. He saw the way her hair rested on the black biker jacket, the chains and zippers glistening like miniature serpents on her back. He followed the coat where it stopped, at the base of her spine. Samuel gawked at her well-proportioned legs, which looked utterly smooth in the tight leather pants, as if she wore an outfit of crude oil.
“Damn.”
Mara turned and shook her head. She grabbed Samuel’s arm so hard it made him wince, dragging him upright and tossing his upper body toward the open door. She blew past him with a blur of black and a hint of perfume.
“Around back and through the tree line,” she said.
Samuel stumbled behind her as Mara bolted down the driveway and to the gate between two segments of chain-link fence. She flipped the horseshoe up and pushed the gate open, running down the sidewalk and past the gas grill to the fence stretching across the rear of the yard. She stopped and turned to face Samuel, her face appeared to be floating amidst a sea of darkness. Towering trees silhouetted against the rainy night sky swayed above as if daring entry. She waited another second and then motioned for him to hurry before leaping over the fence. Samuel watched as she swung both legs to one side and vaulted over the top. He smiled again before he doubled over with a fit of coughs. The more he hacked, the less air made it to his lungs. Tears filled his eyes and mixed with the steady drizzle on his face.
“Get up,” she said.
Samuel rolled over and clawed at the manicured grass with both hands until he felt the cold metal of the fence. He climbed up the links until the top rail was at his waist. He swung one leg up and over the rail and let gravity take over, bringing Samuel crashing over and into a pile of wet leaves. Before he could cry out, Mara was moving again, running between the trees.
He stumbled forward until another round of coughing arrested his lungs. He collapsed and looked back at the house. Red and blue lights appeared, splashing the white siding with resplendent color. A back porch light came on, as did the house lights of several neighbors.
“Get up.”
Mara broke him from his gaze and he scrambled upright and followed her path. The bark of a dog and a bleating car horn reminded him he was running through a copse of trees separating two streets of a modern neighborhood. He ripped the tie from his neck and focused on the light reflecting from Mara’s wet leathers.
Shouts broke through his hazy head as dark figures burst into the backyard like a black avalanche. He put his hand to his forehead to try to ease the pain. Samuel felt as though a tank had taken a detour through his skull.
“I can almost see the cabin,” Mara shouted.
He followed her farther, until he saw it as well. Samuel rubbed his eyes, turning to look at the flurry of activity coming their way, and then back to Mara. She was there. It was there.
Mara bolted for the door. She lunged and grabbed the doorknob in one motion.
“C’mon, it only stays open for a second.”
Mara waited, breathing heavily and looking from side to side.
Samuel slowed to a trot and placed his hands on his hips. “The cabin?” he asked.
“If you don’t step through here with me, you will die.”
Samuel shook his head. He looked down at his clothes, held a hand up to his face. “This ain’t me. I’m dreaming or something.”
Mara bit her bottom lip. She let go of the doorknob and walked toward him. “I want to show you something.”
Her voice dropped as though she were breathing the words. A hand came up and stroked the side of Samuel’s face. His eyes met hers and his breath hitched as he tried to encourage his lungs to work while keeping his heartbeat in check. Mara took his hand and turned toward the door of the cabin. She looked over one shoulder and smiled at him. She winked.
Samuel allowed her to lead this foreign body to the threshold of the door. He no longer cared about the pursuers. He no longer heard the manhunt emerging a few hundred yards from the tree line.
“Damn. Yeah, sure I’d like for you—”
Before he could finish, Mara’s knee drove upward into Samuel’s groin. Colors exploded in his vision, and before he could cry out, he felt the sickening crunch of her fist smashing the cartilage in his nose.
Mara opened the door and dragged his bleeding and disoriented body through with her.
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“Aren’t we all?”
Kole stood with both hands wrapped around a mug. He sipped and smirked while tattoos stretched across his bulging muscles.
“The other guy still trapped in the ether?”
Major didn’t reply and Kole shook his head.
“So now we know Samuel can slip, but we don’t know if he can do it alone. Pointless.”
Major shook his head. “He can,” he said.
“You don’t know that,” Mara said.
Mara wanted to believe Samuel could slip, that he could transport them out of this universe and into one that wasn’t eating itself, but the only sure way of knowing would be to try.
Samuel stirred. His mouth opened and closed as he grimaced in unspoken pain.
“Worse than a hangover,” Kole said, before returning to his tea.
Major shrugged and walked over to Mara. The cabin felt cramped and suffocating. “You volunteered to go get him. Kole would have done it.”
Mara ran a hand through her stringy, greasy hair. She took a deep breath and exhaled over her bottom lip. Even the short amount of time she spent in the test slip was enough to muddy her thoughts and upset her stomach.
“Yeah. I did.”
Major reached out and tapped her shoulder with his fingers. “Deep breaths. You’re here.”
“Right,” she said, shrugging off his hand like a renegade snowflake. “I’m back here, safe and sound, in this shithole that’s getting eaten by the cloud, with you three assholes.”
Kole laughed into his mug, sending drops of tea to the floor.
“Where am I?” Samuel asked.
Major turned away from Mara and sat on the chair next to him. Samuel’s legs moved beneath the rough, wool blanket like two monsters prowling the depths of the ocean.
“Back. In this place. Against the odds,” Major said.
Cramps gripped Samuel’s stomach, and the meager light from the fire hurt his eyes. “Right. That explains it,” he said.
Kole grinned and walked around the other side of the cabin to face him. “I don’t know what the old man or the little girl have been telling you, champ, but you ain’t ever going home. Once you slip, you’re done.”
“Don’t listen to him,” Mara said. “He’s a cynical dickhead.”
“I’m honest. Tell him, Major. Tell him what you know. He deserves to understand the situation, just like we did.”
Samuel sat up as fireworks exploded behind his forehead. His tongue felt like a ball of yarn inside his mouth. Mara returned from the edges of his vision carrying a cup, presumably one with more of the licorice tea. Samuel accepted it from her, his hunch confirmed.
“I wasn’t in my body, but I was back in the real world.”
Major sighed and looked at Kole, and then Mara. They waited, neither speaking nor moving.
“We thought we could rescue that man, but we couldn’t. We’re on our own. You were in him, and he was determined to find a gruesome end. He probably did, once Mara pulled you back.”
Samuel nodded at Mara. “It looked like the world I remember.”
“Yes, it probably did,” Major said. “But if you had been a kind of tourist, you probably would have discovered minor anomalies with that place. French fries may not exist there, or Jimmy Page may have been a founding member of Black Sabbath.”
“Does this have something to do with the parable you told me when we first met? Something about the lion and its different parts?” Samuel asked.
He struggled to recall the earlier conversation through the pain in his head. Major looked at Mara and Kole. Mara nodded, and Kole threw an arm into the air.
“Tell him, old man.”
Major squared up to Samuel and spoke inches from his nose. “What’s the first thing you remember from this place?”
Samuel looked at the ceiling. Bits of memory had come back, especially when he was able to hold reflections, like the picture on the wall and his pocketknife. Without the physical prompt, he struggled again.
“I remember dropping from the tree. Someone tried hanging me, I guess.”
Kole whistled and shook his head, amused.
“Someone hanged you?” Major asked, his voice prodding into Samuel’s memory.
“Or maybe you were trying to get off by yourself. What do they call it? Autoerotic asphyxiation?”
Kole laughed, but Mara stayed quiet. 
Samuel’s face glazed over. He looked to Kole and then back to Major. “Suicide? You think I was committing suicide?”
“Kole tried, as did I. Mara hasn’t been able to unlock her memory. If you can, that would mean three of the four of us ended up here as a result of a suicide attempt.”
Samuel’s hand came up to his throat and he remembered the bruises. He looked at Major’s neck.
“I remember the circumstances, and I think you will too, eventually,” Major said.
“Yeah, just in time for the cloud to eat us all,” Kole said.
“Can you shut up for more than three minutes at a time?” Mara asked.
Kole shrugged and went back to the stove to pour himself another mug of tea.
“So we slipped in the process and ended up here in this place,” Samuel said. “And the reversion is eating it, and it’s coming toward us.”
“Don’t forget that we don’t know if we can all slip, and if we can, we don’t know what we’re slipping into or if we can get back. Could be a world of blind supermodels where you’re the only guy, or it could be a dark, empty world getting eaten by a black cloud.”
Major glared at Kole. “We seem to be in a holding tank of some kind.”
“What about the wolves? What happened to them?” Samuel asked.
“I don’t know,” Major said. He trailed off, but with a thin veneer of truth covering his words.
Samuel opened his mouth to ask about the other spirit he encountered on his way to the Barren, but then he reconsidered. Mara read the look on his face.
“What? Is there something else?” she asked.
Samuel shook his head and turned back to Major. “So how do we get out?”
“I hoped the man you slipped into had the answer. But he doesn’t,” Major said. “The solution must come from within these walls.”
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“Need some help?” he asked.
Mara shrugged without lifting her head from the forest floor. Samuel approached, bending down to pick up pieces of broken branches.
“So you don’t remember how you got here?”
Mara spun on him, her eyes glaring with untold emotion. Her nostrils flared and she closed her eyes. Samuel watched the surge pass. Mara opened her eyes.
“No. No, I can’t remember,” she said.
“Did you go to your senior prom?”
Mara stopped and made eye contact with Samuel. A slight smile forced the corners of her mouth up.
“Excuse me?” she asked.
“Prom. Did you go?”
“Yes.”
Samuel let the one-word reply hang in the silence.
“Did you?” she asked.
“Not my own. I was too cool. Spent the night sitting in the woods with my other loser buddies, a case of beer and a bag of weed. Had a girlfriend a few years younger when I was in college. Ended up going to her prom at my old high school when I was twenty-one. My younger brother was in her class, so I was at their senior prom three years after not going to my own.”
Mara waited until she was sure Samuel finished recounting his experience.
“That’s pathetic,” she said, her face relenting with a reluctant smile.
Her comment brought another wave of recollection from Samuel. He brushed past the light banter and dug deeper into his patchwork of memory. “I know I had a wife, but that’s about it. I mean, I saw the picture on the wall, the ‘reflection,’ as Major calls them. I knew that was my wife, but I don’t remember anything. I couldn’t remember the name of the thing that sparked fire when I first woke up here.”
“A lighter,” Mara said.
“Yeah, a lighter. So I get these bursts of memory, but it’s more like being asleep on a train. The ones I can remember now are only snippets of my life.”
Samuel waited. Mara looked at him and shook her head.
“The fire is probably low. Let’s get this back to the cabin,” she said.
Samuel followed her, watching her hips sway with every step. Mara’s feet appeared to glide across the organic debris on the forest floor. Before she opened the door, he spoke.
“There’s something he isn’t telling me.”
Mara turned to face him. She dropped the sack of kindling next to the door and put her hands on her hips.
“And there’s something you’re hiding, too,” she said.
She stepped toward him and turned her worried eyes up to his face. “I don’t know where we are. I don’t know what this place is, and I’m not sure I even want to return to my locality. It’s not likely that would happen anyway. But this reversion will wipe us from existence, and I don’t want to be here when it does.”
Mara stepped around Samuel and pointed to the west, where the pulsing, dark cloud loomed higher in the sky. “You see that? It’s coming for us, and when it does, we’re finished.”
“Major knows how to get out of here? Is that why you’re at the Barren?”
“I’m at the Barren because the Barren is the only place to be. I know you’ve met our friends the wolves, and I’m not convinced they’ve been sucked up by the cloud. So if you have doubts about this place or us, there’s the path.” Mara pointed at the narrow trail leading to the tree line and to the west.
“I don’t trust any of you, and whatever it is you need me to do to get out of here ain’t gonna happen until Major or you, or the dickhead, levels with me.”
Mara huffed and looked over her shoulder. Samuel nodded and picked up the bag of firewood before opening the cabin door.






  
  Chapter 10


The rain came like a cruel, silent invader. It fell from the sky in glistening waves that obscured the tops of the trees, swallowing the light. Major, Kole, Mara and Samuel sat on the floor of the cabin watching the dwindling supply of kindling burn down into anemic, yellow flames. Samuel could not remember when the rain began or how long it continued. The lack of natural light combined with the quickening reversion hampered his ability to judge time. He recalled two fits of sleep on the hard, wooden floor, where he thrashed and awoke achy, a prisoner of fitful dreams just beyond his grasp. He remembered the image of a train moving on a track in the most desolate place his head could conjure. But the vision disappeared before he could recall it. Major rationed the remaining crackers from his rucksack. Samuel was thankful the odd locality made sustenance less of a survival necessity. 
“Look.”
Mara’s silhouette cut a shape in the greasy window next to the door. Kole huffed and waved a hand while Major and Samuel craned their necks forward, seeing nothing but the back of her head.
“What’s that?” she asked.
Samuel stood and bent down to look through the pane of glass Mara had cleared with her sleeve. She managed to push the grime across the surface with enough force so they could see out of it. They both stood, staring into the black abyss.
“I can’t see anything,” Samuel said.
“You have to wait for the lightning,” she said.
“Lightning?” Major asked. “When did that begin?”
“It caught my eye a few hours ago. Of course, no thunder coming with it, but the lightning came, and each flash drenched that black place with a burst of light.”
Samuel looked at Major, and then back to Mara. Kole continued to sit on the floor, using his finger to draw concentric circles in the dust.
“There.”
Major shook his head in frustration as he looked outside a second too late, but Samuel saw it. At first, he chuckled to himself. He held his breath, withholding judgment until he could take a better look. What felt like hours passed before the next strike, but Samuel was ready. His initial curiosity washed away with the surging rain.
The bright bolt illuminated a form standing twenty yards from the cabin, facing east. Samuel kept telling himself it was an ape, but he knew better. Mara reached down and grasped his hand, squeezing hard. She continued to stare out the window, her breathing erratic and muffled.
“Did you see it?” she asked.
Samuel gave her hand a return squeeze and looked at Major.
“I did,” Samuel said.
The storm tossed another round of lightning down from the sky. Samuel wondered whether the dark cloud eating this place sent the storm or if it happened naturally. Either way, the darkness and the downpour seemed to conspire against his sanity. The concurrent blasts of soundless light fastened to the shape like a spotlight.
Samuel held that image in his mind like a photograph, a single frame of time frozen in memory. The rain matted the man’s hair to his head, covering the gray, exposed scalp. Water dripped at an angle as it ran from his chin. Ragged flaps of flesh lay exposed on the man’s face, bloodless and rotten. Samuel noticed the man wore tattered remnants of clothing that fell in strips about his body. His arm jutted inward at an unnatural angle. Artifacts of pants came toward the ground to meet bare feet that sank into the cold mud left exposed by the melting snow. Nothing on the creature mattered to Samuel more than its eyes. Samuel looked into the lifeless, black orbs and felt a whimper crushed within his chest.
“Who could it be?” Mara asked.
Another round of bolts crashed through the forest as Major stood. He looked over Mara’s tousled, black hair at Samuel.
“There’s more.”
Samuel heard the words enter his ears as if they came from outside of his own head. He shuddered and felt the muscles in his abdomen cramp. He could no longer feel Mara’s vise grip on his fingers.
Two more stood behind the first.
“Are they people?” Mara asked, still hopeful in her heart, but not in her mind.
“They used to be,” Major said.
Samuel looked at him, tilting his head to one side, awaiting elaboration.
“When I first saw them, I thought they were reflections, but they’re not. When they appear, the wolves get real skittish.”
“Undead?” Samuel asked.
“That’s one way to describe them. I think they’re more like warnings. They come just before the final phases of reversion. Canaries in the coal mine.”
“Ha,” Kole said, still sitting on the floor drawing in the dust. “Zombie birds.”
Mara crinkled her face and shook her head at Kole.
“What do they do?” Samuel asked.
“Not sure,” Major said, shaking his head. “I’ve only come across them a few times. They don’t do much but draw more of their kind, like moths to the flame.”
“For fuck’s sake, dude. Are they canaries or are they moths?” Kole asked. “Tell it like it is, and quit being a fucking drama queen.”
“He’s just trying to explain what’s happening, you asshole.”
The outburst from Mara grabbed Samuel’s attention. He saw her shake her head and heard Kole laugh in response.
“It doesn’t matter, does it, hon? This place is heading to the shitter with zombie tour guides. Your prince charming there can slip, but he’s got no way of controlling it and we don’t know if he can do it without us. Probably has a small pecker, too.”
Samuel shifted and turned his shoulders toward Kole.
“Everyone quiet down.” Major rubbed his forehead, trying to think and de-escalate the situation at the same time.
“Tell the bitch to quit her yapping,” Kole said.
Samuel took a step toward him, and Kole stood at the same time. The men faced each other, nose to nose. Kole flexed his biceps.
“Go ahead, Sammy. You want a crack at me, go ahead.”
Samuel balled both fists. He had eased the right one back to his hip when he felt Mara grip his wrist.
“Let it be. Don’t give the prick the fight he wants. Save your strength.”
Samuel looked into Mara’s eyes, and his fingers eased back from inside his palms. He shook his head at Kole, who hadn’t moved.
“Why here?” Samuel asked Major as he stepped away from the confrontation. Kole winked at Mara, and she glared back.
“It could be that the Barren draws them somehow, like magnets. It drew us here, didn’t it?”
“You told me to come here,” Samuel said.
Major shrugged. “Semantics. You would have ended up here, regardless.”
“What do we do?” Mara asked.
“There isn’t much we can do. Nobody is planning a Sunday hike any time soon. We stay here for now.”
“Genius,” Kole said.
“Man, you’re not helping,” Samuel said, snapping.
“Look,” Mara said.
In the flashes of electricity filling the sky, the handful of motionless figures had turned into dozens.

      [image: image-placeholder]Although Major passed through many reversions, he did not have a memory of the horde and did not remember their function, which was to keep the talisman from being used and to immobilize anyone who could use it. 
As the undead stood shoulder to shoulder, surrounding the cabin, Major ordered a watch. Samuel and Mara agreed, while Kole refused to cooperate. His dust drawings had evolved into charcoal portraits, which he drew on the walls using the ash from the fire. During Major’s shift, Samuel felt the pull of sleep. He curled into a ball with his head on the hardwood floor. The image of a train returned as a new dream seeped into his subconscious.

The track extended to the horizon in one long, loping stride. It curled like a tail around to the east, where the setting sun tore a flaming path in the sky on its descent in a bizarre retrograded motion. A wind moaned outside the cabin car, the noise signifying to Samuel that he was dreaming. The landscape lay as a flat expanse with an occasional pile of scree left like crumbs on a table. The dream-world contained no trees or manmade structures as far as Samuel could see.
He turned his dreaming eye inward to the passenger cabin. Two rows of seats sat divided by an aisle, two chairs in each row. The dark cloth on the seats hid stains left by thousands of riders covering thousands of miles. Samuel looked up and noticed a single, glowing bulb above his seat. The car rattled and hitched as the train pulled it through a slight curve in the track, still bearing east on its unknown, eternal voyage.
“I’m not leaving here.”
Samuel turned to his right and saw Kole in the seat across the aisle, smiling and flipping through a pornographic magazine.
“I’m dreaming,” Samuel said.
Kole shook his head and chuckled. “No shit.”
Samuel sat forward and raised his head above the seats. He looked to the front of the car and then toward the back.
“Just the two of us.”
Samuel turned back to face Kole with a look of disgust.
“I’ve always hated that song.”
The single reading light flickered and died, leaving Samuel’s dream self with nothing but the silhouette of empty seats and Kole’s voice.
“I don’t care, because I die with this place.” The sentence drained the remaining frivolity from Kole’s voice.
“What about me?” Samuel asked.
“What about you? I don’t know what your trip is, man. I don’t know what punched your hole or how you slipped. But I know why I ain’t going home.”
Samuel slid from the window to the aisle seat. He looked into Kole’s face and saw a line of moisture under one eye, the darkness concealing everything else.
“I can’t give you absolution, but I can listen.”
Kole nodded and began. “Always shot my mouth off before my brain could catch up. Guess they woulda labeled me ADHD these days, shoved drugs down my throat to cure me. Back in the late ’70s I was a simple troublemaker. Knew early on college was not in my future. My older bro got the brains, I got the brawn.”
Samuel saw Kole glance down at his left bicep.
“After high school, I started to unravel. Hung out in the wrong places with the wrong people, and sooner or later, that shit catches up to you. My dad warned me. I always knew he liked me the best. Well, the best out of the boys. My youngest sister was definitely his favorite kid. Anyway, he knew where I was headed. He never told us stories of his childhood, but I had a feeling he’d been up to the same shit, which is why him and I bonded.
“I ran numbers for a while, and scored a stash with low-level dealers, mostly street thugs who would sell you a vial of rat poison and let you die an agonizing death for ten bucks. I found out selling drugs required much less time than running numbers, and if you skimmed the inventory, you could get high for free. That’s when I lost control.”
A low, rumbling whistle emerged as the train continued toward the horizon, now dotted with the first stars of the evening. A sliver of moon poked up from the underworld. Samuel looked at Kole.
“Drugs make you do shit. They make you do things you couldn’t imagine doing. The system is broke. I did three stints in county, and none of them were long enough to straighten me out. All they did was make me that much more hungry for the good shit, the drugs you can’t get from dealing with the prison guards. The third time I got out is when it happened.”
Samuel leaned in closer to Kole. The floor of the train vibrated underneath his feet and began to rattle his teeth.
“Got hopped up on the synthetic shit. Some redneck in a trailer probably cooked it up in a bathtub. It was really bad. I probably woulda been better off if it made my heart explode, but it didn’t. Nope, just shut my brain down to the point where I was more animal than man.
“I never did deals in a park or in crowded places. Sure, it was safer and less of a chance of eating a bullet, but I didn’t give a shit about my own safety by then. That deal in the park shoulda never gone down, for many reasons.
“My sidekick, Hoppy, set it up with one of the local street gangs. These thugs got their hands on a crate of Russian assault rifles, and all of a sudden they were rolling through town with their cocks swinging. I told Hoppy we didn’t need the score, that we could move it without dealing with these assholes. But the money was too tempting, and the drugs fuck with your ability to make rational decisions.”
Kole paused. He knew most of the story was procrastination. He pushed through, without a choice. “I never saw her. Well, that’s not true. I stood over her dying body punched with seventeen bullet holes, but I never saw her before that. Was it my gun? Hoppy’s gun? The motherfucking puta that emptied his clip in the park? It doesn’t really matter, does it?”
Samuel waited, understanding Kole wasn’t looking for an answer.
“Her mom was in shock. She kept tugging at the girl’s backpack, trying to brush the blood off of it like it was dirt. She brushed her daughter’s hair back and ignored the hole that oozed black blood from her forehead. The scum that tried ripping us off bolted, and that’s probably what kept Hoppy and me from getting pinched for it. Everyone in the park fingered the dark-skinned fellas with machine guns strapped to their backs, fleeing the park at a full sprint. Hoppy and me, we just kinda walked out. We shoved our handguns into our waistbands and shuffled through the crowd with the same look of terror everyone else had.
“The court never got a chance to put them, or us, on trial. That mom never got a chance to speak her mind on her dead daughter’s behalf. Is it justice? Maybe. The cops caught up to them three blocks and ten minutes later. Put over sixty rounds in each of the thugs.”
The train accelerated. Samuel felt the windows vibrate, and looked down at the rock piles now blurring past in the darkness. Hundreds of white pinpoints appeared in the otherwise-black canvas.
“I think Hoppy met his match under a bridge about a year later. He thought he was getting a ten-dollar blowjob, but it turned into a switchblade to the gut. They say it takes a long time to bleed out that way. That it’s painful. I hope it was. That fucker deserved to die like a pig.”
“Something is happening with the train,” Samuel said. “It’s speeding up.”
Kole shook his head. “We ain’t got much time. I think you know all you need to know about me.”
“Except how you got here,” Samuel said.
“C’mon, man. Do I have to spell it all out for you?”
Samuel waited.
“After the deal went south and I parted ways with Hoppy, I went from King Shit to your average street junkie. I tried killing myself with that stuff. Man, did I try. But I ran out of money before I could finish the job. I got real low, as if having that little girl’s blood on my hands wasn’t low enough. I started doing shit for money, shit I’m not proud of.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows.
“Sucking dick, okay? Not like it matters I’m telling you this now. You don’t even know me. But yeah, that’s what I had to do to get my money for blow. Blow for blow.” Kole watched Samuel stifle a snicker. “It’s cool, man. I was making a joke.”
Kole waited for Samuel to stop smiling before he continued. “It’s never across, always with. The movies get it wrong. Slicing with the vein will almost always guarantee a tub full of blood.”
The train jerked to the left and then to the right. Kole extended both arms toward Samuel, turning his forearms upside down.
“So you pulled it off, the tub full of blood?” Samuel asked.
“You tell me, hotshot. I’m here with you, the old man and the skinny emo chick. This place ain’t home, and it’s being eaten by a fucking cloud while zombies parade around the cabin that wild wolves left to rot. Did I pull it off?”
Samuel stared at Kole’s face until he blinked.

When his eyes reopened, he saw the crusty, hardwood floor of the cabin and the wall he faced on his makeshift bunk.

      [image: image-placeholder]Major stood at the window, his back facing the others in a cabin that felt more cramped with each passing hour. He shifted from one leg to the next, muttering underneath his breath. Samuel looked at Mara. She smiled, legs crossed on the chair. He felt the twinge in his chest as their eyes met. She was so young. It wouldn’t matter unless he was a college professor and she was a second-semester freshman. He could see Mara, dreamy-eyed and optimistic. But this was not a campus and he was not a professor. He let go of her gaze and turned to face Kole. He had run out of charcoal and so resumed drawing figures in the dust. Kole winked at Samuel and dropped his chin. Samuel raised his eyebrows and turned away. 
“Thousands, probably,” Major said.
Samuel stood and walked over to him. He used his elbow to smear more grease from the windowpane and stooped to look out.
The human forms clumped like cattle in anticipation of a thunderstorm. They stood underneath trees and out in the open. The lonely figures canted to one side, always leaning toward the west and the oncoming force of destruction. Others grouped together, huddled in their rags, with colorless faces. Samuel stared, thinking the creatures could be confused for statues. He didn’t see them move but realized they had to have arrived there somehow. The Barren no longer stretched open and clear to the tree line. The silent forms hid the ground from view.
“Are they planning an attack?” Mara asked from the chair, one hand circling and rubbing her other wrist.
“I think they’re guardians. Going to keep us in here, stand guard until the cloud can consume it all.”
Samuel looked at Major’s face and grimaced at his response. “Pinning us down with sheer numbers?” he asked.
“Could be.”
Kole stood and threw a piece of kindling into the corner of the cabin. “I’m out,” he said, walking toward the door.
Samuel stepped in front of him and spun so his back rested on the cool wood of the door.
“Nobody’s leaving,” Samuel said.
“Outta my way, cowboy.”
Samuel looked at Mara, then Major. Neither moved.
“I can’t let you do that. If you go out there, who knows what they’ll do.”
“Looks to me like they aren’t doing anything but making you shit your pants,” Kole said. “Get out of my way before I knock you out.”
Major nodded at Samuel, who stepped to the side and turned a palm up toward the doorknob.
“Fine. Go right ahead.”
Kole snickered. He bent his right arm at an angle and lifted it to kiss the bicep. “Smackdown.”
Kole turned the knob and Samuel heard the gasp from Major.
The thousands of faces that had been staring at the ground turned up to the door in one motion. Every form revealed a blank, dead gaze, their eyes nothing but eternal black marks, mouths open with tongues protruding like baby serpents.
“Don’t,” Samuel said to Kole.
Kole pulled the door the rest of the way open and stepped out on the porch. The creatures groaned in unison. Legs moved toward the cabin with the sounds of brittle bones snapping under the strain. The creatures shifted forward in a mass of grey, decaying flesh.
Mara lunged for the door and slammed it shut behind Kole. She threw herself against it, her chest rising and falling in rapid succession.
“He’s sparked some interest,” Major said.
Samuel moved back to the window and watched Kole take two steps off the porch. The bodies continued moving toward him. They marched at a slow pace, but with the certainty their prey would never escape. Samuel looked deeper, toward the tree line, and saw wave after wave of the creatures coming out of the forest and making their way to Kole.
Kole crouched, bent his knees and raised his fist. He yelled something, but the sound was swallowed by the dying locality. The first two undead who came close to Kole wore men’s clothing. They extended their arms, thumbs touching. Their eyes locked on Kole and their mouths opened and closed at irregular intervals. Kole cocked his right arm behind his ear and stepped into the punch. The form closest absorbed the strike with his cheek, its head twisting with the force of it. The creature’s legs continued to propel it toward Kole. 
Kole reared back and struck the walking corpse two more times in the face, each one sending a spray of skin and rotted cloth into the air, but not stopping its forward momentum. Its fingers grasped Kole’s shoulder, while the second one grabbed his waist. Kole flailed, and fists flung through the air as if tethered by rope instead of arms. Every landed punch sounded like a sledgehammer striking a rotted pumpkin. Others continued walking toward the altercation, mobs beneath the trees and more coming from the forest.
“They’re going to tear him apart,” Mara said, the nail on her index finger secured between her teeth.
“It’s what he wanted,” Major said.
Samuel shook his head and turned back to the fight in the yard. Four more creatures made it to Kole.
“Move,” he said to Mara.
Samuel nudged her aside and opened the door. He heard the grunts of the creatures and Kole’s heavy breathing from underneath their arms. Samuel took two strides from the bottom of the steps and into the middle of the undead mob pinning Kole to the ground. He grabbed the shoulder of one. The creature turned and Samuel froze. Its dead eyes stared into his and he felt his heart stammer in his chest. He regained his composure and tossed the creature to the side, where it crumpled to the ground, struggling to stand again. Samuel heard Kole gasp, but couldn’t see him beneath the pile of rotted flesh. He shoved a hand toward where he thought Kole might be.
“Grab my hand,” he said, shoving his arm among undead bodies and ratted clothing.
The creatures ignored Samuel and his rescue attempt, determined to rip Kole apart.
A colorful sleeve of tattoos reached out, snapping tight on Samuel’s wrist. He pulled until there was enough for him to grab Kole’s elbow with his other arm. Samuel dug his heels in and yanked again. Kole’s head emerged, his eyes frantic. With his free arm, Kole swatted at his attackers as if they were hornets from a crushed nest. Samuel took another step backward until the resistance dropped, sending him into the railing of the front porch. The impact knocked the air from his lungs. Kole landed on top of him. 
The door swung open, and Major and Mara each grabbed one of Kole’s arms and dragged him inside the cabin. They dropped him in a whimpering pile as Samuel burst through the doorway, slamming the door shut. Major ran to the window. The forms had stopped moving, standing in place as if shut down by a master switch.
“Are you okay?” Mara asked Kole.
He brushed her hand aside and grabbed Samuel by the shirt collar. Kole turned his head toward Samuel, trying to force the words over his hitching breath.
“Thanks for nothing, asshole,” Kole said. He reached back and punched Samuel in the nose. Samuel saw the explosion of color in his field of vision and felt the warm flow of salty blood starting to ooze down his throat. Before he could wince in pain, he lost consciousness.
Mara slapped Kole in the back of the head. He stood, wobbled to one side, and backhanded her across the face. The sharp slap bounced off the walls of the cramped cabin. She dropped to one knee, her hand massaging the red mark blooming on her cheek. Major stepped up, and Kole met him in the middle of the room.
“Back off, old man,” he said.
Major saw the fury on Kole’s face and knew he could not overpower a man half his age and twice as mad. He looked at Samuel and Mara before responding to Kole.
“Sit and calm down.”
Kole looked at Major and then at Mara. He snickered and slumped down the wall to the floor.
“It don’t matter. Death by zombie or by reversion. It’s all the same to me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel winced as he rolled over and sat up, brushing a lock of hair off his forehead. The heel of his palm glanced off the bridge of his nose and he felt the pain radiate through his entire body. His eyes watered and he bit his lip. When his vision cleared, Samuel struggled to see past the swollen mess of his face. Major, Mara and Kole sat in a circle on the rickety chairs, Major keeping one eye on the window. 
Samuel stood and swayed, reaching out with both hands to grasp the wall and keep the room from spinning. Dried blood caked in the creases of his face and stained his neck with dark, maroon lines. Samuel touched the bridge of his nose until the pain began to blossom. He grabbed a chair and swung it around until it sat between Kole and Mara.
“Sucker punch,” he mumbled to Kole.
“Whatever,” Kole said.
“Are you okay?” Mara asked as she touched his forearm. “I mean from them, not your nose. That looks pretty bad too, though.”
“Isn’t the first time I broke it. Probably won’t be the last.”
Major glanced over his shoulder and then turned back to the window.
“What did I miss while I was bleeding on the floor?”
“More,” Mara said. “You can barely see anything but the tops of their disgusting heads. Filthy, stringy hair as far as you can see. They sway back and forth like long grass in the wind, but none of them move. It’s like they’re filling in the gaps so we’re packed in here.”
Samuel stooped and leaned over Mara to look out the window. He saw countless, empty, dead faces staring back in the maddening silence. Samuel thought it wouldn’t be so bad if they made noise, or screamed, or pounded on the door. The silence of this decaying place combined with the ominous approach of the cloud overhead sent a chill up his spine.
“They won’t move unless one of us tries to leave the cabin. Then their brittle bones shuffle ahead in one mass.”
“The fuckers wanted a piece of me,” Kole said, never taking his eyes off the window.
“No,” Major said. He shook his head. “They were holding you down. I don’t think they were trying to harm you.”
“Nice to know I risked my ass and took a sucker punch to the nose for nothing.”
Kole looked at Samuel’s nose and then at Mara. “Got your pity pussy all worked up. You should thank me for that.”
Mara sent a glare of disgust toward him.
Major pushed back on his chair until the front two legs came off the floor. “I don’t know how we’re supposed to fight through so many of those things, but I do know if we don’t, the cloud will reach this cabin soon, and the reversion will take us with it. If there is any hope of survival, we have to get out of here.”
Mara reached out again and placed a hand on Samuel’s arm, while Kole shook his head and snickered under his breath.

      [image: image-placeholder]The fire smoldered over the coals, the heat failing to dispel the chill from the cabin as if the flame itself was losing its will to exist. Mara stirred a wooden ladle of broth inside an iron pot with a steady, mindless motion while staring at the wall. Kole and Major sat next to each other on their respective chairs, shoulder to shoulder, casting long gazes across the undead landscape. Samuel walked over and stood next to Mara. He inhaled and recognized the scent of her hair. He thought that when the reversion dulled the rest of his senses, he might lose his mind. A chuckle escaped his lips as the term “cabin fever” rolled around in his head. 
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“So you laugh at random times about nothing? Are you psychotic?”
“I remembered a phrase that made me laugh, that’s all,” he said.
Kole stole a glance over one shoulder and decided the rotten horde was more interesting than Samuel and Mara’s conversation.
“Do you remember stuff?” Samuel asked.
Mara stopped stirring and let the ladle rest against the side. “More than I care to,” she said.
“I get snapshots. I see a picture from my past, and the story fills in around it. One second, my past doesn’t exist, and the next, an image brings back a chunk of it.”
Mara shrugged. “If this reversion is really the end, and those things aren’t letting us out, I’m not sure it really matters. Not sure anything does.”
“I agree.”
“I don’t think this . . .” Mara said, with an arm spinning to unfold the cabin, the Barren, the locality, the entire situation. “I don’t think this matters. It’s not in our control.”
“Kind of depressing.”
“Kind of true,” she said.
Major and Kole remained seated and silent, their eyes following the swaying bodies.
Samuel felt a desire for privacy, a need to have Mara’s conversation all to himself. He looked about the cabin and its four menacing walls, which seemed to creep in further toward the center. He remembered his dream and the conversation with Kole.
“I think I need to rest,” he said.
She nodded. Samuel balled a rucksack for a pillow and curled up in the corner, while the heat from the fire did little to comfort him.

      [image: image-placeholder]He opened his eyes to a bustle of activity. Glowing orbs of glass hung from a silver cable, warming the room with incandescent light. The bitter aroma of roasted coffee filled every crevice. Burlap sacks that once held beans hung from the walls, decorated with stamps from their countries of origin. A behemoth, silver freezer sat in one corner, rumbling as it kept the gourmet ice cream frozen. The machine on the counter whistled, and a barista coaxed the hot air into a frothy mix. 
A man with a black fedora sat in the corner, perched atop a three-legged stool like a pigeon on a skyscraper. He wore a maple-bodied acoustic guitar strapped across his torso, fingers moving across the frets. He spilled blue notes and minor chords into the swirling mix of muted conversation and clanking dishes. Samuel recognized the melody, an old delta blues standard, but he could not place the song. A microphone jutted from the top of a stand, but the guitarist ignored its existence, his head down and swaying along with the swinging beat created by his right hand above the sound hole.
Samuel looked down at a white mug on a table. A book and a folded newspaper sat askew, the newspaper dangling from the edge as if trying to escape. He could see the dark swirls in his chai latte as the steam climbed through the air. He noticed a half-dozen other people involved in various solitary acts. One woman bounced her head in rhythm to the song confined to her ear buds, ignoring the guitarist pouring his soul forth from the guitar. One man sat in the corner, a single chair at a small table facing the wall. He thumbed through a crumpled, dog-eared book. A young couple sat at a table across the room. They both wore safety pins for earrings and patches on their black leather jackets, declaring allegiance to long-dead punk bands. The man had his hands on the table face up, while the woman had hers inside of his, facedown. They gazed into each other’s faces, oblivious to everyone else in the room.
Samuel turned back to the bluesman. He saw the alabaster skin on his hands and chuckled. Purists claimed the white man could never play the blues like the originators, but he wasn’t a purist. Samuel closed his eyes and let the familiar, twelve-bar pattern soothe his nerves.
“Is this seat taken?”
The question ripped him from his thoughts. He opened his eyes to find a woman standing before him, holding a steaming mug and a Danish on a plate. The corner of the wax paper beneath the pastry stuck out at Samuel like a preschooler’s tongue.
“No,” he said.
Samuel felt an immediate sense of connection with the woman or, more accurately, the girl. But he also felt a deep sadness. She appeared to be on the verge of womanhood, sparkling eyes, slight hips and an optimism about love and life she would share with everyone she knew.
She wore her jet black hair below the shoulder in wavy patterns that reflected deep, purple hues in the light of the coffee shop. Samuel loved the way it framed her oval face. The woman’s skin shone with a brilliance punctuated by dark eye shadow and glistening, maroon lips. She shed her bulky winter coat to reveal a lithe form beneath. Faded, black jeans clung to her shapely legs and rode low on slender hips. She wore a ragged, gray sweater over a black nylon top that held her breasts upright. Samuel guessed her to be in her early twenties, but with a vulnerability that made her appear even younger. He made eye contact, trying to avoid being hypnotized by her blue eyes.
“I’m Mara,” she said, extending her hand outward while placing her coffee on the table.
“Samuel,” he said.
“I never approach guys. Even at the bar. Sorry if this is a bit awkward.”
He smiled and waved off the fumbling attempt to break the ice. “It’s fine.”
Mara paused and took a long look. She gazed at Samuel, and he saw electricity pass through her face.
“Oh my god,” she whispered.
Samuel sat still. He lifted his mug to his lips until the coffee singed his bottom lip.
“What am I doing here?” she asked.
Without waiting to confirm her revelation, Samuel explained. “I know I’m asleep. Dreaming. Maybe you are, too. Even if you’re not, I think we can communicate this way. I did with Kole.”
She froze, as if that name slapped her across the face. She looked around at the bluesman, the punk lovers, the bustling barista.
“I don’t know,” she said. Mara looked at her hands, holding shiny, red nails up to her face. “It feels so real.”
“Most dreams do, until you wake up.”
She nodded in agreement. “How can we— What should—”
Samuel laughed as Mara’s brain struggled to process what was happening. “I don’t know. The dream scenario I had with Kole was, well, not quite as comfortable as this one. Why don’t we enjoy our gourmet coffees and talk?”
Mara looked over each shoulder as if the authorities were about to break down the door in an FBI raid.
“I think we’re good until I wake up. Scone?”
She smiled and leaned back in the chair. “I miss this,” she said, twirling a strand of hair around her slim fingers. “I miss my hair, the fragrance of my body wash, insignificant things.”
“Funny how life’s little pleasures escape your notice until you lose them all,” Samuel said. “I miss my music.”
He turned to face the man in the fedora. The melody changed. The key changed. However, the faceless guitar slinger continued to jam those comfortable, familiar chords.
“Tell me about you,” Samuel said.
Mara blushed and passed a hand in front of her face.
“Sorry. That sounded so bad. Didn’t mean to embarrass you.” He shuffled in his seat and moved his mug from one hand to the other.
“It’s okay. I’m not very good around guys.”
“What do you mean?” he asked, leaning forward. “Guys at your school must be tripping over you.”
Mara shook her head. “Dropped out second semester sophomore year and never went back. I commuted, anyways. Didn’t really buy into the whole college experience.”
Samuel left it at that, sensing the scab on that wound never entirely healed. “I get it.”
“What was college like for you, you know, back in the day?” she asked with a wide smile.
Samuel leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “It was hard carrying all the clay tablets back and forth to class. We didn’t even have the wheel back then.”
“I didn’t mean it that way—”
Samuel took a turn at dispelling the clumsiness. “I know.”
Mara sipped from her mug. Samuel loved the way she cupped her long, slender fingers around it on both sides. If she had a scarf, she could be on the cover of one of those trendy catalogs for European kitchen gadgets.
“You’re kinda cute for an older guy.”
Samuel blushed. The bluesman stopped playing and was shuffling through a handful of papers while holding the guitar on his lap.
“Tell me your story,” Samuel said.
“Can’t we just sit here and drink coffee and leave it at that?”
He sensed reluctance in her voice, but felt a pressure to force the issue.
“I don’t think that’s why we’re here. I think I’m getting these dream opportunities for a reason. It must have something to do with the reversion.”
The last word made her shudder. It pulled the curtain back on the coffeehouse façade, which Mara had convinced herself was the new reality.
“Fine,” she said, a new coldness emanating from her face.
Samuel waited. He drummed his fingers on the table as the notes spewed forth from the guitar again. The punk rockers brushed past with a mixture of leather, espresso and jasmine incense.
“We didn’t have much. My dad worked the factory. He turned a nut on rods, or some bullshit like that. We never really knew exactly what he did, but it kept him at sixty to seventy hours a week. He’d work a full eight-hour shift on Sunday and be home by noon.”
She let the statement hang and gave Samuel time to do the math.
“Didn’t leave much quality family time. My mom babysat, which made me and my brother feel even less special. On any given day, ten or twelve kids would be running through the house. My dad would come home after a twelve-hour shift and the chaos would eat at him. I swear you could see it in his face.”
The guitarist shifted into a down-tempo shuffle that reminded Samuel of “Stormy Monday.” He thought of the dark cloud propelling the reversion forward, and the title of the song, before pushing it from his thoughts.
“I’m telling you this because it had a lot to do with me leaving school. My mom got sick and couldn’t watch kids anymore, and the factory started losing contracts to overseas companies, which meant my dad lost hours and eventually his job. I took over parenting for my younger brother, and I couldn’t do that and keep up with my studies at the same time.”
“I wonder how many other women have been in that same situation.”
Samuel meant the comment as a token of empathy, understanding, but Mara simply shrugged and continued.
“Tommy, my little brother, was late that night. I was going to pick him up from hockey practice because my dad was already asleep and my mom had taken too many of her ‘little sleep helpers’ to even consider getting behind the wheel. I remember thinking how crazy it was for a twelve-year-old kid to be at hockey practice until eleven o’clock on a Friday night. They don’t call Detroit ‘Hockeytown’ for nothing.”
Hearing the name of the city ignited a synapse in Samuel’s dream brain. He felt an ache behind his forehead, trapped in a place where it would gnaw and fester.
“I think it was December. It had already been dark for like seven hours and a heavy, wet snow had been falling for the past two. Detroit was in dire shape. They couldn’t afford to put police officers on the street, let alone rock salt or sand from a plow. If you live there, you accept it.
“So I was on my way to get Tommy, cranking some killer metal on the car’s CD player.”
Samuel nodded. Then he held up his hand, flashing Mara the devil horns, an international sign for heavy metal.
“I don’t think Dio started that, but it’s fine if history thinks so.”
Samuel raised his eyebrows and smiled. His mind flashed to a Judas Priest concert he attended as a teenager, and he couldn’t remember any fans that even remotely resembled someone like Mara. He would have gone to many more if they had.
“Yeah. So the car is really warm and the music is really loud, two things that wouldn’t be happening in our house. My time in the car was as much of an escape as I could manage. I guess it’s why I never complained too much about chauffeuring Tommy around. It gave me time alone to think and listen to metal.
“He was waiting for me on the curb with his stick held like a sword in one of those high-fantasy movies. I remember him being the only kid sitting out there on top of his hockey bag. He came running over to the car toward the trunk. I pulled the latch, and it rose like the opening jaws of a monster. He swung all of his weight around to get the bag to clear the bottom of the bumper. He pushed the rest of it in and then shoved the stick on top. I heard the muffled thump of the trunk shutting. Tommy yanked on the handle of the passenger side door, and I shook my head. He was a skinny kid and not heavy enough to sit in the front, you know, with the airbag laws and stuff.”
Samuel nodded. The more Mara talked, the more he shifted in his seat. The delicate strumming of the bluesman started to erode his patience.
“Tommy climbed into the backseat and started immediately yapping about practice. I turned the music down to let Tommy have his say. It’s not like Mom or Dad was going to ask him about practice when we got home.
“I made a right out of the parking lot and eased on to Route 24. The four-lane cut right through our hometown. Strip malls and used-car lots straddled it with an occasional stoplight thrown in to allow greedy idiots out of the big-box stores with their plastic crap.”
Samuel smiled. He wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead and began shooting glances about the room. The patrons continued on their individual pursuits, and the notes coming from the guitar strings felt like death by a thousand cuts.
“Like I said, it was December, dark and cold. With snow. But that wasn’t really a factor in it.”
A wheeze escaped Samuel’s lips.
“I passed through a busier section of 24, closer to the stretch with the car dealerships. They were all closed, but there was an Italian restaurant across the street from one that always served dinner late. We were driving at about forty-five, keeping the limit. We had some old-school Metallica jamming. Pretty sure it was Ride the Lightning, probably “Fade to Black.” Tommy and me, we loved that song. The dynamics are brutal.
“There weren’t many cars on the road, but enough to keep the headlights dancing in the mirrors. Tommy shifted into the center area of the backseat, finding some way to do that while keeping the seatbelt fastened. He knew I’d friggin’ flip if he didn’t have it on.”
Mara shifted in her seat and drew a breath. She had doled out as many of the inconsequential details as she could, and now it was time to tell Samuel what he wanted to know.
“There was a car in front of me, maybe a hundred yards or so, and nobody behind. We were in the left lane with nothing but faded lines on asphalt to separate us from the traffic going the other way.”
Mara could no longer look at Samuel. Her vision clouded from the tears oozing from the corner of her eyes.
“So anyway, the car in front hits the brakes hard. I see the flash and think he probably wanted a lasagna and passed the parking lot going forty-five or fifty. But then I got that feeling in my gut, the kind that probably comes from evolutionary instinct, if you believe in that kind of thing.
“The car fishtails, and by now I’ve closed the distance and I’ve taken my foot off the accelerator. Dad always got pissed when I used the brake to slow down on the highway. He said if you remove your foot from the gas, you’ll slow down and won’t scare the shit out of the people behind you.
“By now the car is spinning on the slick roads and I see the side of some featureless sedan. And as soon as it crosses to the right into the slow lane, I saw the headlights from a car coming in the opposite direction and crossing the double yellow line.”
The blues player stopped strumming. The barista stood with a dirty dish rag in one hand and an empty mug in another. Everyone inside the coffee shop stopped and stood like motionless creatures trapped in a dying world. Samuel’s eyes shifted from one to the next as their skin, hair and clothing morphed into a greyscale curtain of despair. He watched as teeth fell out and eyes turned to obsidian voids. The oppressive silence of the reversion swallowed the hustle of the coffee shop. The smell of incense and roasted coffee disappeared as well. Samuel watched the lights dim, and the walls dropped their adornments like a tattered robe, allowing the crooked and rotten planks to show through.
“The headlights looked like eyes,” Mara said. “I know that’s a corny cliché, but it’s true. The car looked like an angry beast. I remember starting to swerve the wheel in the midst of Tommy yelling. Time sped up and then slowed. I watched as the filaments in the headlights exploded on impact. That was the last thing I could see. I remember thinking I wasn’t even going to see the face of the other driver. Was it a man? Woman? Were they drunk, lost, disoriented? Were they courting death, like me?
“The hood shot upward into the shape of an inverted V on impact. I can’t really explain the sound. You would literally piss your pants if you heard it. I think I did. I felt it more than I heard it. It was like the oncoming beast was eating my car.”
Mara paused. She put a napkin to each eye while Samuel stared at his folded hands. More and more of the creatures from the dying locality appeared in the coffee shop in complete silence. They stood next to the table and behind Mara. Samuel tried not to look into those lost faces.
“I’m short. I was short,” Mara said, stumbling over her existence within an unknown world buried in the dream of another. “The seatbelt locked and I felt the burn on my neck.”
Samuel lifted his head and saw Mara tugging at the collar of her shirt. She pulled it down far enough for him to see the bruise he noticed when he arrived at the Barren.
“And then blackness. I don’t remember pain, not sure what happened to Tommy, what happened to anything.”
The tears came freely, without Mara using words to plug the dike.
“I can’t even remember how long there was blackness. When I opened my eyes again, I was here,” she said, using an arm to scan the room of the standing undead. “Well, not here, but here in this locality.”
“Where?” Samuel asked, unable to speak more than a single syllable.
“Wandering through that fucking forest. The one where nooses hang like leaves from the branches. The one you came from.”
He paused and put a hand over his mouth. “Do you think you’re dead?” he asked.
“Do you think I’m dead?” she asked. “I guess I wasn’t sure up until now.”
Samuel felt the room shudder. The forms in front of his face shimmered as if the entire room were submersed in water. He lifted his shoulders, sensing what was coming.
“I’m waking up.”
He reached across the table to grasp Mara’s hand. She extended hers and looked into his face through puffy, red eyes.

Samuel blinked the sleep from his eyes, staring at the back of Kole’s head as he slept on the floor of the cabin. Major glanced down at Samuel and then returned his stare to the window and the undead sentinels on the other side.






  
  Chapter 11


The four of them sat like prisoners within the walls of the one-room cell. Major shifted every so often, bending and craning his neck to acquire a better view of the army of undead soldiers surrounding the cabin. Their presence destroyed the Barren and any hope of exploring it further. Mara and Samuel sat on their respective chairs, across from each other at the table, while Kole remained slumped on the floor, running his finger through the dust. One lonely pot of gruel remained, which they hoped would last for as long as they needed it. Major saved three cloudy bottles of water, now positioned at his feet. 
The harbinger of the reversion, the looming cloud, blotted out the sky. It devoured the tops of the trees and crept ever eastward in the march toward the end. Swirls of grey and slate slurry moved through the silent, roiling mass. Any light Samuel could remember from his arrival in this place had become a distant memory. The standing human remains continued to sway back and forth, as if caught in a slight breeze.
Mara held her chin low on her chest and fidgeted with her hands. Samuel saw her fingernails and winced. Ragged lines of red ran down her cuticles, raw from her own teeth and saliva. Her once-luxurious, black hair, which radiated the ambient light of the coffee shop, lay in greasy, clumped masses, flakes of dandruff speckled like maggots on rotting meat. Samuel could not see her eyes, and he thought it was probably better this way. He didn’t think he could handle the sorrow contained in them. Every so often, Mara would sigh and shake her head, never raising it.
“We’re running out of time.” Major spoke, the most he had in days, if days could still be measured here.
“They’ve got us pinned down. You saw what happened when Kole tried getting through.”
Kole looked up at the mention of his name and shrugged his shoulders.
“What’s the cloud do?” Mara asked, head tilted upward but face covered in stringy hair.
“It’s an eater of worlds. It leaves nothing behind.”
“Will the creatures kill us? Can they kill us?” Samuel asked.
“Death by zombie, eh?” Major asked with a chuckle. “Like running out to a cop and waving a gun in his face. This is the land of suicide.”
“What about the wolves?” Samuel asked.
Major sat upright and raised his eyebrows. “What about them?”
“Are they gone? Did the cloud get to them already?”
Major shrugged.
“If we could get them here, it might be enough to distract the creatures outside,” Samuel said.
“For what?” Kole asked. “Distract them so we can go where? Do you see the fucking storm brewing out there? I might opt for having my brains eaten instead of what that evil cloud might bring.”
Mara dug her forehead into the heel of her palms.
“I’m not ready to lie down and die,” Samuel said.
“Yeah, well maybe you should be,” Kole said.
“Is there any rope in this cabin?” Samuel asked.
Major held both palms out. “Haven’t you had enough of swinging from the noose?”
“Listen,” Samuel said. “I’m climbing to the roof and then, with rope and the low-hanging branches, I’m getting out in front of the horde.”
“They’re as far as the eye can see,” Kole said, referring to the undead swarming the land.
“But they’re slow. If I can get out in front, there might be a chance.”
“Better than sitting here,” Mara said.
Major pushed a chair aside and opened a cabinet near the table, lifting out a bucket. Tied to the handle was a coiled rope.
“The hemp looks rotted and shaky. But it’s all yours if you want it,” Major said.
Samuel stood and grabbed it. He untied the knot from the handle and pulled a three-foot section taut. He raised his eyebrows and looked at Major. The old man smiled and looked at Kole. Kole shook his head and went back to circling his finger around a knot in the floorboard. Mara stood.
“Looks like they’re a few yards away from the front door. If you get out there quickly, you might be able to shimmy up the corner post and hop onto the roof of the cabin before they close in.”
“Any other suggestions?” Samuel asked, trying to keep the glimmer of hope from overtaking reality.
“Yeah, send the bitch first,” Kole said.
Samuel ignored him. He set the rope down on the floor and began to pull it through his hands, a foot or two at a time. He noticed several places where the fibers felt weak or had begun to unravel, but not enough for him to consider cutting it and using a shorter piece. Samuel guessed he had about twenty feet of rope he could depend on and another ten that could snap under pressure.
“Please get us out of here,” Mara whispered.
Samuel nodded.
Mara rose up on her toes and placed a kiss on Samuel’s lips. He felt the push of her warm breath on his mouth and the excitement of having a woman so close. But when her lips contacted his, his mind reeled. Conflicting emotions and deep sorrow raced through his body.
“Time is short,” Major said, breaking the spell. “Take this knife. It ain’t much, but…”
Samuel looked at Mara and did not speak. She sat back down on the chair and crossed her legs. Major stepped between her and Samuel.
“Consider going east. If you can get out in front of the horde, that’s great, but it’s the cloud you’re really racing.”
Major shoved his hand out to Samuel, and the two men shook. Kole waved them off without moving from the floor.
“Get high and do it fast. The longer you stay on the ground, the easier it will be for them to pin you down,” Major said.
“I’ll do my best,” Samuel said, searching for a more convincing line and not finding it.
Major walked toward the door, followed by Samuel. Mara remained, as did Kole, who didn’t bother looking up. The old man placed one hand on the knob and the other on the back of the door. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. After springing them open, he turned to face Samuel.
“Ready?” he asked.
Samuel nodded.
Major turned the squeaky knob with one hand and yanked the plank door open. The front line of the horde turned their empty faces from the ground to the cabin. Mouths hung open in silent screams as the dirt shuffled beneath their feet. Samuel stood, fixed to the cabin floor as the creatures moved toward him. He froze, his mouth turning dry and his heart accelerating in his chest.
“And out you go,” Kole said from behind him.
Samuel felt two hands strike his shoulder blades, sending him sprawling to the ground in front of the cabin. He spun around in time to see Kole’s wicked grin disappearing behind the door.

      [image: image-placeholder]The first thing Samuel did was reach down to secure the knife on his hip. He lifted his head and saw feet moving toward him, sending up clouds of brown dust. Most of them were bare, and many had bones poking through thin skin. 
Samuel pushed off the ground and onto his backside. He watched dozens of the horde meander in his direction, arms at their sides and heads cocked in one direction. Their black orbs remained open with an empty stare, as if they felt his presence.
Samuel glanced back at the window of the cabin to see shifting, pale faces behind the greasy film coating the panes. He looked to the right, where a support post held the roof. Samuel stood and gripped the top of the post with both hands. He used his upper body to pull himself toward the roof, his legs locked around the pole to prevent a slide back down. He heaved his body onto the mossy, wooden-shake roof and rolled onto his back before pulling his legs up, too. The formless, silent cloud tumbled in the space where the sky used to be. It looked down on Samuel, and he thought he detected motion from left to right, the cloud heading toward the east to conclude its consummation of this place. Swirls of deep grey extended out and contracted like oil in water. Before he could lose himself in the shapeless horror of it, he felt the cabin shudder.
Samuel leaned over the edge and gazed out upon a sea of creatures shambling toward the cabin ten feet below. He watched countless heads with tufts of tangled hair pushing forward like a crowd at a rock concert. They nudged and leaned on each other but never stopped moving forward. He noticed they didn’t try to open the door or break the window. They had no concern for those inside, the ones the reversion would swallow whole. Instead, they gathered under the support pole, pursuing him, the one who left the sanctity of their final resting place, attempting to escape the inevitable.
Samuel looked down and watched as hands reached into the air like the filaments of a jellyfish, slim, random movements in an ocean of certain decay. The horde either could not or did not want to climb. Samuel considered the roof his temporary haven and sat down to think. He unfurled the rope and took one end in his hands. He wrapped it around his waist and tied the best knot he could before standing and assessing the trees. A tall oak stood about twenty feet from the edge of the roof, far out of his reach. However, one of its major branches sagged low, angling five feet from the cabin. He spun in a circle to verify this was the only tree close enough to attempt what he knew had to be done.
Samuel tied the loose end of the rope into a bulge of knots. If he could toss it over the branch and have it swing back like a pendulum, he might be able to grab it and pull himself on to the low-hanging branch like an adventure-seeker gripping a zip-line. He moved as close to the edge as possible, prompting the horde to flow to that side of the cabin. Most kept their heads down like obedient cattle, but several began raising their bony arms, reaching for him.
He cocked his arm back and let the rope fly. It smacked off the bottom of the trunk, nowhere near the branch, and swung low over the heads of the creatures on the ground. They could not react fast enough to grab it, but their shuffling became more rapid, as though they sensed what he was trying to do. He reared back again. This time, the knotted end cleared the branch, but he missed it when it came swinging back underneath. Samuel yanked at the rope and pulled it back for a third try. Again, he lobbed the rope clear of the branch, and caught it. Samuel pulled the rope taut, tied both ends together, and leapt from the roof with both hands on the rope.
At first, he swung back and forth, his feet kicking in air in a vain attempt to slow his momentum. He closed his eyes and imagined the old, frayed hemp snapping and dropping him ten feet to the ground amidst the undead. Samuel shook his head and cleared his vision. He waited as gravity slowed his swing until the rope rested perpendicular to the ground, suspending him above the horde.
Gravity and physics, my safety net, he thought, thankful the reversion hadn’t violated universal laws.
Samuel used his hands to pull himself up the rope five feet until he was within reach of the branch. It stuck out from the tree trunk like a bony, crooked finger and Samuel was not sure it would hold his weight. He felt the burn in his biceps and chest. Samuel never thought the pull-up bar in his basement was good for much more than a bump on the head when walking underneath it. Now he was thankful for those early morning workouts that concluded with fifty reps. He clawed the bark until he had enough room to swing his left leg over the branch. Within seconds, he straddled it, looking down at the horde.
Like a logger, Samuel quickly removed the slack from the rope and shuffled forward fifteen feet until he reached the main trunk of the old tree. He pulled himself up and stood with his feet together, plenty of room to turn and push his back against the trunk. He took a deep breath and let a smile creep across his face. It wasn’t much, but he had made it out of the cabin to a place the horde couldn’t reach.
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“Because? That’s the best you can come up with?”
“No. It’s the least I can come up with. I don’t owe you or the old man any explanation,” Kole said.
Mara tucked her hands underneath her arms to accentuate the way they crossed her chest.
“You’re a real asshole,” she said.
“That’s the best you can come up with?” he asked, mocking her.
Major stared out the window while Mara and Kole faced off. He shook his head and mumbled to himself when he no longer heard Samuel’s feet above.
“He’s off the roof, and the creatures are moving toward that tree.”
Mara and Kole stooped to have a better view, jostling like brother and sister.
“Do you think he’s going to make it?” Mara asked.
“Make it where?” Kole asked. “Before you get your panties all wet, consider where we are. I don’t see him—or us for that matter—outrunning that fucking cloud, do you?”
“It might be possible to survive it.”
Kole looked at Major after he spoke and shook his head. “What are you talking about?”
Major sat back and looked into Kole’s eyes. He could see the darkness eating the man from the inside out.
“Like surviving a tornado or a flood. Even though the disaster lays waste to the land, people survive it. Somehow, people always survive it.”
Kole reared back, his fists balled and blood rushing to his face. “I’m done with you. I’m done with your cryptic bullshit. If there is more about this place, us, those fucking creatures, anything—if there is more, I want to hear it now, or I’ll split your fucking head open with my bare fists.”
Mara stepped in front of Kole, her face inches from Major’s. “Tell us.”
“There are ways to slip out of a reversion. I’ve done it before,” Major said.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel scanned the horizon, above the cabin and as far as he could see in the empty gloom brought by the cloud. He looked toward what he thought was the east, hoping to find a glimmer of ambient light struggling to break through the darkness, but he saw nothing. The shapes of nearby trees stood out in relief against the cloud, the leafless branches scratching at the sky with bony fingers. He could see over the Barren and cabins. He thought of Mara. He saw her at the table, sipping a mug of coffee and enjoying the outlook of optimistic youth. He felt a twinge in his chest and pushed his emotions aside. 
The horde had reconfigured. Half of the closest creatures swayed beneath his tree, no longer looking up or reaching into the sky for him. The other half inside the Barren circled the cabin, standing silent guard and waiting to pounce on Major, Kole or Mara if they came out.
He thought about those three.
I really don’t know who they are. I can speak with them in dreams. Maybe I’m not concerned about getting them out. Maybe I’ll swing through these trees like Tarzan and make them a distant memory.
As much as he tried, he could not convince himself to abandon them in the cabin.
They are my responsibility now. I’ve got to go back.
Samuel shook the thoughts from his head and focused on the immediate task. He shimmied around the trunk until he was able to climb onto another branch on the opposite side of the tree. This one grew out toward another twenty yards away. He looked down at the huddle of creatures and then inched out, locking his feet behind him, toes down on the surface of the branch while he used his knees to squeeze it between his thighs. Samuel put his chest on the rough bark, shuffling forward. He had made it halfway across when he looked down.
The branch angled upward toward the sky at a sharp angle. The creatures had reassembled, following his motion. They shambled along, twenty feet below. Samuel closed his eyes and kept moving until the branch brought him to the main trunk of the next tree. He sat up and hugged the trunk and swung his legs around until he was standing upright in a new tree. Samuel slapped the trunk and let out a victory holler, the only sound in the barren landscape. He stood and surveyed the situation again. Although the darkness and the cloud fought over the locality like two mutts over a hunk of meat, he had gained a different perspective. The Barren stretched out a bit behind him, facing west. Samuel thought he could see a faint, blurry area between the edge of the advancing cloud and the black sky. The strip glimmered as if hanging above a bonfire. He watched the shapes break and meld, and wondered what would happen if the cloud swallowed the entire sky, as he thought it would. Beyond the Barren, and as far east as he could see, Samuel spotted another rise, probably a mountain. The peak extended into the blackness as if surrounded by clouds. He strained to see a fine line meandering down the tree line and into the valley at the base of the mountain. Whatever it was, Samuel believed it was proof something other than the horde created a path beyond the Barren. He committed as much of the landscape to memory as he could before sitting on the branch and resting. He looked down at the swaying heads of grey flesh and bone beneath him.
They attract each other like powerful magnets, he thought. Too many to fight. There has to be another way.
Before his mind had time to contemplate the thought, a swift motion caught his eye. The cabin door was flung open.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You think if he gets out in front of those monsters that he’s going to repel the cloud, stop the reversion, and come back to save you? How fucking romantic,” Kole said. 
“We should leave the cabin now while they’re distracted by Samuel,” Major said. “We’re not in a position to wait things out. Time is not in our favor.”
“What is, chief? Every time we face a rotten situation, you lay some bullshit on us, something you’ve been holding back. Well, I’ve had enough.” Kole stepped behind Mara and put his back to the door. “Nobody is leaving this cabin unless I open the door.”
Mara stepped forward and slammed her balled fists into Kole’s chest. He stood motionless. Mara winced as her hands lost the battle.
“What’s it going to take, son?”
“I’m not your son, first of all. And for me to open this door is going to require some answers. Like right now.”
“To what questions?” Major asked.
“Don’t be fucking cute with me. You know what I’m talking about. I want to know how you’ve slipped reversions.”
Major sighed and brushed his hand at Mara as if signaling that her attempts were futile. “Fine.”
Kole nodded at Major and crossed his arms on his chest. He did not step away from the door.
“This isn’t my first rodeo.”
Mara felt a perplexed look creep onto her face. Kole shook his head at her, signaling not to interrupt the old man.
“And you ain’t the first folks I found here. This is the third or fourth locality I’ve entered with a slip. Based on what’s outside, I’d say it’s the most depressing of the lot.”
“You’ve slipped.” Kole said.
He waited, expecting Major to explain why they hadn’t done so yet.
Major nodded.
“So how do we slip outta this shithole?” Kole asked.
Major raised one palm and shook his head with a smirk. “Not so easy. If you want answers, you gotta shut up and quit asking me questions.”
Mara smiled and Kole closed his mouth.
“The last one had only wolves, not the horde. It felt more like winter than whatever the hell we’re in here, and it was forest as far as you could see. No mountains, hills, valleys. Just trees. I came across two people in that one. Two men, older. They had the growing paunch and shrinking hairline of middle age, although they didn’t seem to know each other. I found them arguing on a path that led to the Barren.”
“This place?” Mara asked.
“No,” Major said. “It was a series of caves, but I think it served the same purpose. The men called it the Barren, and so that’s what I called these cabins when I found them.”
Mara shook her head.
“Don’t know if it’s the slips or the fact that I’m always landing in a locality that happens to be fighting a reversion—and I don’t remember how I got there or where I came from. But I do know I didn’t slip from my birth locality, what you guys might think of as your ‘real world’ existence.
“Anyways, the wolves eventually became like the undead and they served the same function. Whatever runs the different localities must reformulate in different ways, because the wolves did the same thing. They pinned us down inside the cave. If someone went out, they pushed ’em back in. I know what you’re thinking, muscle man. I can see it in your eyes.”
Kole smirked.
“I searched every square inch of the inside of that cave, and it was solid rock, no way out.”
Kole stopped smiling.
“So we’re in the same boat. One of the guys decided he would make a run for it, not sure if the wolves would get him or not.”
“The wolves are here too, aren’t they?” Mara asked.
“They are, sweetheart, and I’m not sure why or where they’ve gone. Maybe they can smell the rotting corpses out there,” Major said with a light chuckle. “Good thing we can’t.”
“You said you got out,” Kole said, trying to force the pace of the old man’s story.
“Eventually. We tried a few times to get past the wolves. Hundreds of them blocked us in with fangs bared. Once we realized the cloud would get us before the wolves would let us out, things got desperate.”
“How desperate?” Mara asked.
“Bad enough that the two men came to fisticuffs, almost the way our two meatheads did.”
Mara looked at Kole, and he avoided her stare.
“The man that tried to get past the wolves had it all along. He just didn’t know how to use it.”
“Had what?” Kole asked.
“The talisman. It’s a physical item that somehow punches a hole in the locale and sets you up to slip and to take others with you. I can’t remember what mine were, but I must have had them to get here. It’s the only way of escaping the reversion. The kicker is I keep slipping into another locality that’s in the same shitty condition. The cloud keeps following me.”
Mara paused and looked at Kole. Major remained quiet, letting them process the information.
“You think one of us has a talisman that’ll slip us all out of here?” Kole asked.
“Nope. He knows that neither of us has it,” Mara said.
Kole looked at Major and then back to Mara.
“Then that means—”
“Yes,” Mara said. “That means Samuel has it. And if he doesn’t, we’re all going down in this reversion.”
Major sat back and folded his hands on his lap. He smiled at Mara.
“And you let him go. They have needs to fulfill out there, carrying our key out of this place, to fend off the horde?” Kole said.
“It was a test,” Mara said, pointing at the door, “and now Major has his proof.”
Kole turned his head sideways as he looked at Mara. It never occurred to him the horde pursued Samuel because he was carrying the talisman. The creatures tried to devour Kole because he attacked them, but it was the talisman they were meant to isolate. If given the opportunity, the horde would have torn Kole apart, but not Samuel. Their role was only to contain him, protecting the talisman.
“So I guess it’s time we get him back here and find out how he’s going to slip us the hell out,” Kole said.






  
  Chapter 12


The horde responded to the opening door with a consistent, sludgy movement. The creatures slithered toward the stimulus, dragging remnants of clothing and tattered flesh behind them. Samuel placed a hand over his eyes more out of reflex than necessity. No sunlight existed here to play with his vision. He saw Major, followed by Kole and Mara, stepping outside the cabin to stand shoulder to shoulder. 
“What the hell are you doing?” he yelled.
Mara stepped down and ran to the opposite side of the cabin, drawing a portion of the fluctuating mass to her. Major yelled something to Kole, who dashed in the other direction, creating a narrow gap between the undead. Major looked at Samuel and waved him down.
Samuel noticed there were only one or two creatures remaining at the base of the tree. They both paced tight circles, bumping into each other, mindlessly moving like forgotten leaves tossed by the winter wind.
Major waved again, his motion more urgent this time.
“Damn it,” Samuel said.
He turned for one final look at the path extending out of the Barren, blinking several times in hopes he could burn the features of the landscape into his memory.
He tied the loose end of the rope around the trunk of the tree, threading it over the top of the branch that held him aloft. He then checked to make sure the other end held fast around his waist. Like an expert rock climber rappelling down the face of a mountain, Samuel gripped the rope in both hands. He backed off the branch, using his feet to push outward while allowing the rope to slide through his hands. Samuel cried out as the friction of the rope on his palms began to burn. He descended in a lazy arc from the last push, and the rope slackened as his feet landed on the ground. Three of the creatures shambled in his direction, angling in a way that pushed Samuel toward the cabin. He cut the rope from his waist and ran to the steps of the cabin, where Major stood with his arms crossed on his chest. Kole came around the cabin from one side, and Mara appeared on the other. Like a drain clogged with blackened sludge, the horde oozed back out and around the cabin, encapsulating it. The creatures moved forward, tightening the noose, letting them know it would be best if they opened the door and went back inside.
“C’mon,” Major said, waving over his shoulder.
He opened the door and stepped inside, followed by Mara and Kole. Samuel stopped and turned to face the rope dangling from the tree. He watched it sway back and forth, writhing like a snake. Samuel looked at the cloud above, and then to the unseen trail in the distance, before entering the cabin and pulling the door shut behind him.
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“It doesn’t matter.”
“Sure it does,” Samuel said. “It’s going away from the cloud.”
“That thing will eventually swallow this entire locality. Going east on the path only buys us a little more time,” Major said.
Mara and Kole sat on the floor, waiting for their heartbeats to subside after the dash around the cabin.
“Unless you have a plan for getting us out of here, I’m not sure what choice we have,” Samuel said.
“You have something that will allow us all to slip with you. Get us out of the path of the reversion and land you in another locality. It might be a world degenerating faster than this one, but it’d be a different locality either way,” Major said.
“I don’t have much on me,” Samuel
He didn’t trust Major and was not about to submit to a search. Samuel thought about the fact that Major let him leave the cabin, knowing full well the horde would try to contain him. The old man knew Samuel wouldn’t make it out of the Barren.
“Then it shouldn’t take long to determine which object is the talisman.”
Major stepped forward with a smile cracking the lower half of his face. Samuel stepped back into the wall without thinking. He felt the rough planks nibbling at the fabric of his shirt.
“What are you doing?” Samuel asked.
Mara stood and looked at her feet. Kole jumped up and moved beside Major.
“Just let us look at your shit. No need to get your panties in a bunch,” Kole said.
Samuel exchanged glances with Mara. He saw a flicker of fear in her eyes.
“I don’t need help from either of you,” Samuel said.
He separated his feet to match the width of his shoulders. He bent at the knees and balled both hands into fists. Major stopped his approach and held both hands in the air, palms facing out.
“Calm down. This doesn’t need to be messy. Once we determine which object is the talisman, you can try to punch a hole that slips all four of us out of here. I know how it works, and I can show you.”
“No,” Mara said. “It’s a trick. They’ll leave us.”
The men looked at her as she trembled.
“What?” Kole asked with a sneer.
“Don’t give them anything, Samuel.”
Major chuckled and shook his head, treating Mara like an insolent child. He turned and spoke to Samuel.
“We’re going to find the talisman, I’m going to show you how to use it, and then you’ll get us all out of here just like you were doing in the tree. Except this way will work. There’s nothing on that path out there but painful emptiness. More nothing until the reversion claims the last pathetic creatures here. It’ll churn us in the cloud along with the horde and the wolves. If you’re fine with that, then so am I. I’ve been punched through enough localities. I’m tired.”
Kole stepped between Major and Samuel.
“Give Major the talisman, you little bitch.”
When Mara’s eyes met Samuel’s, she knew what he wanted her to do.
She lunged forward, placing her hands on Kole’s forehead and plunging her thumbs into his eye sockets. She felt his warm, moist eyeballs against the pad of her thumbs as he screamed in pain. Samuel raised a knee upward until he felt it stop against Major’s pelvis. The old man dropped to the floor and pulled his knees to his chest while writhing in the fetal position. When Samuel looked back at Kole, he was on his knees with Mara draped over his back. She removed her thumbs from his eyes while dragging her nails across his face. Samuel watched the crimson lines appear like whiskers. Before Mara could utter a sound, Samuel grabbed her by the wrist and spun for the door. He pulled it open to reveal the horde exactly where they had left them. Black orbs in gray faces lifted at the change in the environment. Samuel dashed forward, pulling Mara with him. They stepped outside the cabin, and before Samuel could slam the door shut, he heard Major.
“They won’t let you leave,” Major said. His voice sounded shaken, defeated.
“We can try climbing the trees and get back on the path to the other side of the Barren.”
Samuel knew this would not work but he was not going to give up or let Major determine how he was going to leave the reversion. Samuel would rather be torn apart by the horde than leave his fate in Major’s hands and he was not about to leave Mara to Kole’s wrath.
Major’s laugh slid into a ragged, choking cough. Kole remained on the floor with his hand over his eyes, blood seeping through his fingers.
“I’m not talking about the undead.”
Samuel looked at Mara with his head sideways and eyebrows raised. Before they could speak, a distant, muffled howling came from the west, riding the black cloud that hovered above the Barren.
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Major pulled himself upright and placed a hand on Kole’s shoulder.
“We won’t have to. The pack will eat their flesh and leave the rest.”
Kole rocked back and forth, his eyes running with a watery pink mixture of tears and blood. He blinked and wiped his face with the back of his hand. The lines drawn into his flesh by Mara’s nails turned black as the blood coagulated and dried on his skin.
“She’s not like us. We knew the time would come when we’d have to force the situation. We can’t slip three,” Major said.
Kole huffed and dabbed his face with the collar of his shirt.
“She tried gouging my eyes out. I want to hurt her. Bad.”
Major stood and swayed as the nausea radiated from his groin into his lower abdomen. He sat down again.
“Samuel is like us,” Major said, ignoring Kole’s desire to inflict pain. “He slipped into this locality under the same circumstances as we did.”
Kole shrugged, nurturing his wounds and festering revenge. “So what?” he asked.
“Nothing. I’m not sure it means a thing,” Major said. “But unless you or I get our hands on the talisman, well . . .” Major’s voice trailed off.
More distant howls reverberated off the mountains, resonating back to the Barren, trying hard to puncture the oppressive silence.
“They’re coming,” Major said.
“Did you call them?”
Major leaned his head back to rest on the wall of the cabin. He did not answer.
“That means you did,” Kole said. “I sure hope you know what you’re doing, old man. Ain’t like these are trained canines sniffing for drugs.”
“Well, I’ve been trying to dig my balls out of my abdomen since he kneed me. Do you have any better ideas?”
Kole wiped another drop of blood from behind his ear and decided to shut up. Major had been beaten down by a man, but he had been bested by a woman, a flimsy girl.
“Yeah, me neither,” Major said. “Besides, the pack don’t know the deal. They’re only working on animal instinct.”
“You sure about that?” Kole asked.
“What’s it matter,” Major said.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Don’t stop,” Samuel yelled as they dodged the oncoming horde that tried to reconfigure itself and block the path. 
They sprinted for the tree, but several of the undead arrived first, making it impossible for them to climb the rope. Samuel recalled the view of the landscape, adjusting the altitude to fit where he was on the ground. When the howls rolled in underneath the dark cloud, Samuel pushed his legs to pump even faster.
“The pack. The alpha male. They’re back.”
“What are you talking about?” Mara asked as she followed Samuel, struggling to keep his pace.
“We’ve got to get back on the path and find ourselves another shelter.”
Samuel didn’t have time to consider why the horde was now allowing him to move freely. He was focused on getting Mara to safety. 
Deva was accelerating the unwinding of the universe, pushing Samuel toward the cave in the east where the two would meet. Deva’s powers grew stronger the closer he was to the last open portal in a reversion. In this place, that spot was the cave. Meeting there would give Deva more influence on the outcome, much like cell phone reception improves closer to a tower. So anything that happened in that cave would favor Deva. If the cloud swallowed Samuel before he got to the cave, it could dump him into an infinite number of unknown universes—and it could take Deva thousands of cycles to find Samuel again. Deva accepted the calculated risk.
Mara could only make out a word or two as Samuel ran, projecting his comments into the heavy, dead air. The horde started to recede as Samuel and Mara put space between them. No new creatures appeared from the west, which led Samuel to believe they could outrun the horde created by the cloud. He pushed the image of the alpha male from his mind, as well as the inevitable reversion that crawled ever eastward. He kept on the path, which was only visible for ten or fifteen feet into the distance. Samuel thought if a new group of the undead stumbled upon the path he’d have no choice but to run at them.
“Up there,” Samuel heard Mara say as he dodged right to miss a low-hanging branch.
He saw the outline of a structure about ten feet from the path. Samuel traced the shape with his eyes and knew it was another cabin, almost identical to the ones he already discovered in this locality. When he took a few more strides, his hunch was confirmed. Samuel slowed and let go of Mara’s hand. She leapt to his side as they both stood in front of the door.
Samuel turned to see the first of the horde coming into view, shuffling down the path in slow pursuit. More howls reverberated through the silent stillness until they raised the hairs on his neck. Mara looked at Samuel, and they made a decision without speaking. Samuel stepped into the inky blackness of the cabin, pulling Mara behind him. He slammed the door shut, her sweaty hand in his and his heart hammering in his chest.

      [image: image-placeholder]Major opened the door to a desolate and empty scene. He had become so accustomed to the horde occupying the space that the Barren felt like an underwater realm, filled with a formless void of darkness and silence. The locality held no trace of its occupying army of the undead—it had pulled up stakes and set off on the path, following Samuel and his talisman. He could not muster a lick of concern over the girl. She was cute, like a pixie, punk-rock chick, but Major felt he was far beyond the ability to ever experience a crush again. While he felt no direct animosity toward Mara, he would gladly remove her if she was in his way. 
The howls grew in intensity, but Major did not need verbal confirmation to figure it out. He could feel the alpha male coming. And the wolf was angry. He had been denied the hunt and the spoils.
“We going after them?”
The question broke Major from his thoughts. He turned to see Kole standing several feet back. He had dirty scraps of cotton in his hands to dab the blood from his face. Kole blinked constantly, and his puffy, red eyes looked possessed.
“Can you see?” Major asked.
“Yeah, enough,” Kole said.
“The horde followed the path, which I’m sure they used. Samuel said he saw it extend to the east on the other side of the Barren. No doubt he headed that way with Mara.”
Kole growled at the sound of her name.
“And now the pack is coming hard out of the west. Seems like we got ourselves a party.”
“What are we going to do with them?” Kole asked.
“It may not be up to us,” Major said. “If the horde or the pack get to them before we do . . .” Major let his sentence trail off with a shrug. “Hike up your boots, Sally.”
Kole bristled at Major’s insult and wiped another drop of blood from his face.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel had lost the ability to register sensations. He groped like a drowning man bobbing in the infinite ocean. He felt his eyes bulge and dry as he forced his lids open only to see nothing but blackness. He flailed his arms in hopes of striking Mara and verifying her existence, as well as his own. He opened his mouth and screamed, but the space stole the words from his ears. He sensed his body floating and stopped fighting the momentum. Samuel drifted until the images in soft focus came to life inside his head. 

“Another round?”
The bartender looked at him with his mouth slightly agape, the beginnings of a smile that would never quite blossom.
“I don’t think so, pal.”
Samuel shrugged his shoulders and looked at the young woman sitting next to him. She wagged her index finger back and forth while stifling a drunken giggle.
“C’mon, man. One more for me and the lady. We’re walking through campus after last call. Not like we’re getting behind the wheel.”
The bartender rubbed the iron-cross tattoo on his outer bicep and snapped the dish rag down on the edge of the bar. He grabbed a clear, tall bottle covered in Cyrillic and poured two fingers of vodka into each shot glass.
“Six bucks.”
Samuel reached into the pocket of his jeans and pulled out a ruffled ball of paper money. He slapped a ten-dollar bill on the polished maple bar and lifted one shot glass with each hand.
“Thanks, man. Keep the change.”
Samuel spun to face the woman on the stool next to him. Her face glowed, a mixture of alcohol-infused color and youth.
“Don’t know if I’m going to be able to make it back to my dorm,” she said, accepting the shot glass from Samuel.
He felt a bolt of electricity as her hand touched his. The charge traveled through his torso like a whiskey burn and settled in his groin with a slow smoldering. She moved her leg inside of his and ran her toes up his calf. Samuel looked down at her bare foot, untethered from her sandal, and fantasized about seeing her perfectly painted toenails next to his ears.
“You can always crash at my place. My roommates already left for the semester. Got the whole place to myself.”
She smiled and let her eyes peek at Samuel’s lap. She let the look linger.
“Certainly don’t want you to be all alone now, do we?”
Samuel looked around the bar at the survivors. The underclassman and underage kids had binged through the early evening and had already been escorted home or put into a cab. The shot and beer regulars had not returned yet, although once spring bled into summer, they would come to reclaim their neighborhood bar, at least until dorm move-in day in August. For now, Samuel felt like the bar was his, and the people finishing their drinks in it belonged to him as well. He had taken the remainder of his finals yesterday and printed out the last history paper in the university computer lab that morning. Samuel’s parents wouldn’t be expecting him home for another week, and it would be a week after that before he’d be back on the assembly line at the factory, making enough money in the summer to pay for his books in the fall.
Pride motivated Samuel more than the promise of a good job or the adulation of his family, who marveled at him as he became the first to steer toward a college degree. In fact, Samuel believed most material possessions owned him. He had a car, a beauty of Detroit engineering. Samuel loved his 1988 Dodge Daytona, but he still had a year of payments left. He belonged to that car, or more accurately, to the bank that owned it. He spent long hours at the circulation desk. The countless stupid questions and disparaging glances from blue-haired librarians felt like a chain tethering him to a world he knew he was inevitably entering. The position as a circulation desk assistant came with a stipend which, to Samuel, was another way of getting owned. He savored the few moments in his life when he felt truly liberated, and this night was going to be the first in a string of six or seven that would belong to him and him only.
“I’m afraid of the dark, so maybe you could come into my room, tuck me in.”
The girl smiled, which precipitated a burp, which turned into a full revolution ignited by the acidic burn in her stomach. She turned in time to project the vomit over the bar and onto the webbed plastic mat that kept the bartenders from slipping on the wet floor. She coughed and spattered like an old truck, and Samuel could do nothing but stare at the skin horizon that appeared under her shirt and above her shorts when she leaned forward on the stool. He studied the smooth, white skin, turning his head sideways. Samuel was glad she did not ruin that space with a tramp stamp, like most of the girls in college. He knew the ’90s were just the beginning for tattoos, and he really liked the hot biker-chick look. But on this lady, he was hoping to slide in behind her and enjoy the unobstructed view of the beads of sweat that would collect in the small of her back. He imagined her long, blonde hair splayed out and falling down over the sides of her breasts. He would grab her hips and hold on for as long as the ride lasted.
“Get her out,” the bartender said, unfurling countless paper towels off a roll and dropping them to cover the puke.
The remark and ensuing odor of sickness snapped Samuel out of his fantasy. He noticed he had been rubbing her back while she vomited, and his fingers had moved further south until they caressed the waistband of her hip-hugger jeans.

Samuel blinked, returning him back to the present and his mental prison. He took shallow breaths, knowing the memory was not finished. He thought of Mara, wondering if she was being forced to relive a time from her past, the reopening of wounds that had never quite closed.

He felt the warm, penetrating feel of her tongue in his mouth. Samuel pulled her closer with two hands on her hips. The alcohol killed the taste of vomit on her lips, but did not protect his nose from the odor of summer trash coming from the dumpsters in the alley.
“Right here. I want you right here.”
Samuel put his hands on her breasts and pushed them up, feeling the stiffness of her nipples through the thin T-shirt. He looked into her eyes and saw the hazy glaze of 3 a.m. in them. The woman’s head moved in stuttering motions as Samuel fought a losing war against the vodka shots.
“I have a queen-size bed in my room. We can do all kinds of stuff on that.”
She grinned and slid her hand inside his jeans. Samuel moaned, tilting his head back against the wall until more loose mortar rained down on them.
“Get a fucking room.”
Samuel and the woman looked down the alley at the opened steel door at the back of Joey’s Grill. A short-order cook with a soiled apron and a cigarette dangling from his lips emptied a garbage pail into the dumpster with a wet smack.
“Get out ‘fore I call the cops, or worse yet, ‘fore Slimy Larry comes back to his cardboard house and stabs you both in the gut.”
Samuel giggled, and the woman slid both hands around his waist.
“I can’t walk no more,” the woman said.
“I think I’m parked around the corner, at a meter.”
She stepped back, lifting her head off his chest. She drew an index finger down over her bottom lip, smirking at Samuel before waving it at him. “Naughty boy. Gonna have to punish ya.”
“The house is only a few blocks. I’ll be fine. No faster than twenty-five, I promise.”
The cook shook his head. He flicked his cigarette into the dumpster while stepping through the steel door, pulling it shut with a sound of metal on metal echoing through the alley.
“‘Kay,” the woman said. “But hurry.”
Samuel led her to the sidewalk. A few lonely souls skulked by, caught in drunken limbo. The bars had last call, and the breakfast restaurants hadn’t opened yet. He glanced to his right and watched the neon sign of the bar flicker into cold darkness. He turned in the other direction and stared until he saw the taillights of his Dodge, the twenty-inch tires snuggling up to the curb.
He had done this before. Many times. Samuel knew the drill, knew his limitations like every good drunk. He would ease into the street, stay slow and keep to the residential streets. Avoid traffic. That would allow him to reach home safely. Intellectually, Samuel understood the risks he was taking, but the young college girl pawing at him skewed all of the statistics. He would return to his room and they would explore each other like first-time lovers. It was the aroma that drove him mad. Samuel could smell her.
“Lezzgo, silly,” she murmured, placing a hand in his lap.
Samuel shook his thoughts loose and put the key in the ignition. Fear slid across his face until he realized it was the wrong key. After four more tries, Samuel discovered the ignition key and started the car. The Dodge came alive with a throaty rumble after he pushed the clutch to the floor and pumped the accelerator three times. Pearl Jam’s “Oceans” came through the speaker system, and the woman fumbled for the volume knob, turning it until Samuel felt like Eddie Vedder was singing to them from the backseat.
“Album of the year,” she said.
“This is killer. Not sure how Pearl Jam is going to top this record.”
Samuel fastened his seatbelt and looked over both shoulders before easing into the empty street. His body took over as if the effects of the alcohol, the slurred speech and the slowed reflexes had subsided. He looked at the girl and pointed to her seatbelt. Samuel wanted to see the way the nylon restraint would run between her breasts, accentuating her curves.
“I trust you,” she said. The woman closed her eyes and leaned back against the headrest.
Samuel put the Dodge in first gear and eased from the curb. The parking meter stared at them as they drove past, its cyclopean eye red and menacing. He coasted underneath the first traffic light, which blinked yellow in the pre-dawn darkness of Fifth Avenue, the main strip dissecting the quaint college town. The next set of lights swung red in the gentle summer breeze.
“Wazzup with these?” he asked.
The girl just mumbled.
Samuel waited and looked back and forth, wondering why the second intersection’s lights had not gone to blinking yellow, and more importantly, why they were red in his direction. Before he could contemplate the answer, a dagger of light pierced his rearview mirror. By the time Samuel reached to flip his mirror to the nightshade angle, the vehicle was beside his.
The chrome side mirror captured the reflection from the copper street lights in a way that made it look alien. But it was the 1977 Chevy Corvette attached to the mirror that made Samuel forget about the sexual tryst he had in the works. The tinted windows and T-tops made him think the vehicle had to be from California. They did not have the need or the legislation to make that happen out here. Chrome side pipes ran from the back of the front tires underneath the door until they flared out at the rear. The black paint job glistened as if the car were wet. The ‘Vette slowed at the intersection until four inches separated the passenger-side window from Samuel’s. He waited as the Vette’s window came down with the slow lurch of a handle turn.
“Dodge,” said a voice from inside the Corvette.
Samuel paused and looked over at the girl. She smiled and then winked at him.
“Ain’t even close. You got sixteen pistons under that hood. Over three hundred horses. Go pick on someone your own size,” he said.
A voice came from inside the Corvette, hidden in the blackness. “No balls. I get it.”
Samuel gripped the leather covering on his steering wheel.
“I can handle the lady too, seeing as how you ain’t got what it takes to satisfy her.”
Samuel looked at the light and back at the empty void of the Corvette’s window. He nodded and turned his attention back to the dangling traffic light, anticipating the turn to green. He set his left hand on top of the steering wheel and dropped the right on the gear shift set between the seats. He revved the engine a few times and used his left foot to push back into the seat. Samuel took his right foot off the brake and teased the clutch with his left until he felt the gears of the manual transmission edging forward, pleading to open up into a full gallop.
When the light turned green, Samuel slammed the accelerator to the floor and popped the clutch with his left foot. The Dodge lurched forward, and he heard a giggle from the woman sitting next to him. The engine drowned out the passionate wailing of Eddie Vedder as the CD player moved on to play “Release.” The rear tires of the Dodge screamed, and the acrid smoke of burning rubber reached his nose as the Dodge pulled him underneath the traffic light and down the right side of the street, now serving as a drag strip.
The Corvette appeared to hover next to Samuel’s car, teasing and taunting him like an angry sibling. It stayed locked in position, using the oncoming lane as its own. Samuel heard laughing coming from the passenger window until it closed, drenching the Corvette in inky blackness.
Samuel glanced at his gauges, the needle pushing toward sixty. The blinking yellow lights at some of the intersections faded like fireflies in the summer night. He tried not to think about the people stumbling from the bars, witnessing the race. Samuel loved this college town. They knew him here. They knew his car.
The Corvette roared, and Samuel saw it lurch forward. He smiled and shook his head, frustrated by the driver’s decision to toy with him and, at the same time, impressed by the sheer brutality of the Chevy’s 305 block. He feathered the clutch to bring the RPM gauge back into the red before shifting gears.
Samuel watched the taillights of the Corvette move forward as his own speedometer broke the century mark. The two cars rocketed down the sleepy street like two bullets from a gun.
When the Corvette jacked low and dipped a shoulder into the highway onramp, Samuel realized he had to concede. He knew the Daytona did not have the handling of the Corvette, and he pulled the car to the curb, feeling the effects of the alcohol replacing the adrenaline of the race. He picked up the woman’s purse and searched through her wallet until he found her ID, complete with home address. Samuel glanced at the woman and he turned the car around. He drove toward her apartment, where he would most likely need help to take her safely inside.
The race left him dizzy as its effects receded. Samuel would have to lick his wounded pride and forego the physical satisfaction of a sexual conquest. He found no solace in doing the right thing.

He felt her hand in his, tiny and vulnerable. She squeezed to let him know she was still there. The room came back into focus, and he recognized the same indistinguishable furniture that had been in the other cabins. Samuel’s breath hitched in his chest. He stood in the middle of the room with Mara at his side.
“Did you see it?” he asked.
She nodded and wiped a tear from her face.
“I should have learned from that. It was so close to being a catastrophe.”
Mara turned and trailed a finger down his cheek. “We all fall short. We all screw up.”
Samuel brushed her hand aside and walked to the window. Blackened film covered the windowpanes as it had all of the cabin windows. He tried seeing out of one, hiding the rest of his tears from her.
“Where are we?” he asked.
“Another cabin. Probably a little further down the path, but not too far from the Barren.”
The moments preceding his visceral memory flooded Samuel’s head. He recalled the shuffling horde of the undead and the distant but closing sound of the pack howling at the dead sky.
“Major and Kole. What do they want?”
“Not sure,” Mara said, shaking her head. “I think Kole wants to inflict pain, and he doesn’t care who he hurts. But Major, yeah, Major wants something more.”
“More than what?”
“More than hurting you. He wants out of here. We all do.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kole and Major ambled along the path, weaving in and out between the creatures. Major expected to be blown back by their rotten filth, but the sense of smell had all but disappeared in the locality. Along with the loss of sound, he knew the reversion was almost complete. 
“Can we get to them?” Kole asked.
“Yep,” Major said. “Looks like the walking corpses will keep ’em pinned down. Won’t hurt ’em none.”
Kole nodded and kept walking, occasionally sidestepping a group of the creatures. He passed one on his left, looking deep into its face. Kole shuddered when the creature turned its blank eyes on him. He felt the desperation there, the pain.
“Think the next cabin is over that ridge,” Major said.
Major pointed along the path in the direction the horde was traveling. A throaty howl broke through the silence and made the horde stop in their tracks. Major and Kole turned to face the alpha male striding along the path as the creatures parted, the wolf’s eyes never leaving the staggering undead. Kole and Major stood between the wolf coming from the west and what was left of the place in the east with the undead lining the path like folks at a parade.






  
  Chapter 13


You stole my prey, and now you must make recompense. 
Major stopped and looked at the alpha male. “I protected my investment.”
Kole looked at Major and then back at the wolf. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he asked.
The old man brushed off the question with a wave of his hand.
Where is he?
“Up the trail. The horde follows, like you.”
The alpha male stopped five feet in front of the men. The other hunters in the pack flanked him on each side until they stood blocking the path. The horde froze in place, swaying in the imaginary breeze.
He has the girl?
“She’s with him. I’m not sure who has what.”
Kole stepped up to stand beside Major. “Are you talking to these coyotes?” he asked.
“Wolves.”
“Whatever. Can you really understand them?”
Our pact involved you and you only.
“I know,” Major said, looking at Kole. “I know.”
“What, man?” Kole asked. “What do you know?” He shuffled on his feet, clenching his fists and looking back and forth between the wolves and Major.
We’ll still hunt the man in order to fulfill His command, but we also want recompense for the delay. The girl.
“I don’t give a fuck about her.”
Then it isn’t genuine, is it? We’ll take him, too.
Major felt the alpha male’s mental nod toward Kole. “He is not mine.”
“Hey, hold up. What the hell are you talking about?” Kole asked.
Major turned to look at Kole, his eyes hard, dark, determined. “It’s out of my control,” he said.
“What is?” Kole asked.
The alpha male padded forward and the rest of the pack circled the two men while the horde remained fixed. Kole looked at Major and then at the wolves, understanding seeping into his mind like water running over a dam.
“You can’t do this,” he yelled.
The old man shrugged and took a step back as the alpha male emitted a low growl, ears up and eyes fixed on Kole.
“This is not my doing. I’m a subject of this place, like you. I wouldn’t worry about it. The reversion is going to swallow us all soon, anyway.”
Kole gave Major a menacing look before tossing his bloodied bandages to the ground. A few of the hunters snuck forward and sniffed the blood as if it were an aphrodisiac.
“In a world losing all sensory input, you throw hungry wolves a handful of bloody bandages.”
Before Kole could reply, the alpha male sprang forward. His lean body flew through the air toward Kole’s neck. Kole raised a forearm, striking the alpha male on the head, deflecting his lunge with a whimper. The other hunters stepped forward.
No. He is mine.
“They want to prove themselves, the way you did. They want to fight their way to the top of the pack.”
“Stop talking to them, you asshole,” Kole said, spitting each syllable into the still air.
Mine.
The hunters stopped, but their eyes remained locked on Kole.
“Why are you letting them attack me?” Kole asked.
“I’m not letting them do anything,” Major said. “They have needs to fulfill, like all of us, and they have beliefs about the reversion and what might stop it.”
“Human blood?”
“Probably. But I’m not a wolf, so I can’t say for sure.”
The alpha male growled again, shaking its head and realigning its equilibrium after absorbing Kole’s shot.
“What about Mara and Samuel? Let’s sell them out.”
“Mara,” Major said, “is not worth a thing to me. Or them. But Samuel. He has something I need, and if I have to sacrifice you and the girl to get it, I will.”
“This isn’t fair,” Kole said.
“Of course it isn’t, you spoiled little shit. You’ve slipped into another locality, one damned for all time. Or at least until the reversion eats it. You were nothing but a disgusting human being in your life. Why do you think you’re owed any decency now? Be happy you didn’t slip into a place more violent than this. The alpha male will tear out your throat and you’ll be dead in minutes. Trust me. There are worse fates for those like you.”
Enough.
Major held both hands up and stepped backward. The pack stepped past him until they encircled Kole. The alpha male crouched down before him, ready to spring. Kole looked at Major with a bloody tear running down his face. He shook his head at the old man, but said nothing.
The alpha male launched himself through the air again. This time, Kole’s defensive blow glanced off the beast’s muzzle and into thin air. The wolf’s paws landed on Kole’s neck, pushing him backward until he lost balance and collapsed hard on the ground. The wolf opened its jaws and clamped down on Kole’s throat like a steel bear trap. The wolf growled and shook its head until blood spurted from Kole’s jugular. The man’s eyes remained open as his body twitched in the dirt. When he no longer moved, the alpha male raised his head and howled into the darkness.
Major stood by, careful not to interrupt the alpha male and his hunters. He closed his eyes as the tearing of flesh filled his ears. The locality would devour the experience like everything else, but until that happened, Major had to live it. When the wolves finished their obscene feast, the alpha male nudged a hunter. The wolves gathered behind their leader amongst the horde still fixed to the ground.
And now the other. The female is of no consequence to me. She has no power.
“But he does, and you’d better remember that.”
The alpha male looked at Major, blood staining his coat.
I know. I felt it last time. But that was before. I have become more powerful since.
“So has he,” Major said. “So has he.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“I think we’re here for a different reason. I think we have work to do, people we owe,” Mara said. 
Samuel nodded, taking deep, long breaths. “Redemption?” he asked.
“Of sorts. Do you trust me?” Mara asked.
“I guess.”
“Give me your hand.”
When Samuel’s hand landed in Mara’s palm, she threw a shoulder into the door and exited the cabin. The horde surrounded them, but they stood motionless in place.
“Why aren’t they coming at us?” Samuel asked as they sprinted down the path and away from the reversion.
“A force has held them temporarily. They won’t remain immobile long. Hurry. Let’s get some distance.”
Samuel looked at Mara for a moment, realizing there was more to her experience in the reversion than what she told him. She let go of his hand.
Mara ran down the path, her dark hair swaying against her back. Samuel followed her as she continued moving east. The trees hung over the path like dangling fly paper, ready to snag them at any moment. Mara kept moving through the darkened landscape until the path opened on a plain that stretched as far as she could see. Long wheat stood still and silent. Samuel looked up and saw the reversion in the sky, constantly moving east toward the endgame.
“They’re not behind us,” Samuel said.
“They will be. Come on.”
Mara sprinted again, this time through the field toward a black hole on the other side. As Samuel drew closer, he realized they were heading for the gaping maw of a cave embedded in the deep rock of a mountain. The opening appeared as a solid wall of jet-black fabric.
“We’re going in there?” he asked.
She ignored his question and slowed to a jog. As she approached the entrance to the cave, the wheat tapered off until there was nothing but undisturbed dirt. Samuel felt the muscles in his body tighten, and he had to fight to keep his bladder under control.
“It feels evil,” he said.
“It probably is,” Mara said. “But it’s our last chance to escape the reversion. And the wolves.”
As if on cue, Samuel heard another round of howling. He looked over a shoulder and saw the first shapes shuffling from the tree line into the field. He recognized the gait and knew the horde was back on their trail.
Mara looked at him and took his hand again. She looked at the cave and back to the undead.
“It’s your call. I can’t make you.”
Samuel nodded and followed her through the opening, into darkness that penetrated him to the core.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I could use the horde to draw him out,” Major said. 
The undead. They avoid that place.
“I know. Which is why we must get him to give up. You and your pack are not great enough in number to pursue them through the labyrinth.”
How did the girl know about it?
Major felt an accusation in the unspoken question.
“They have been running for their lives, to the east. The reversion has pushed them there.”
The wolf licked his teeth and circled back around to survey the hunters. The old man was right.
You have bait he will take?
“I have many tools at my disposal,” Major said as a smile spread across his face. “I don’t know if he’ll leave the girl, but he will be disoriented, at the very least.”
Go. I will wait for you. But realize time here is short, and the reversion slows for nothing. I will not suffer another cycle by failing Him.
Major nodded and stepped past a throng of the undead as they approached the cave. He tried not to look at their faces as he contemplated a strategy for luring Samuel out. And he needed enough time to find the talisman before the alpha male tore the flesh from his bones.
He couldn’t remember when he struck a deal with the alpha male because communicating with the wolf was always tedious. The animal spoke with a limited vocabulary and used its few words in the wrong context. Major remembered enough to know the alpha was doomed to another reversion without capturing Samuel, and Major couldn’t escape without the talisman. The wolf would get Samuel’s flesh if Major received the talisman.

      [image: image-placeholder]What appeared to be a black hole from the outside softened within. Ancient stalactites and stalagmites bit into the cavernous space. The old rock glowed with a dull, heavy cast of grey light, as if it came from the final throes of a dying sun. The floor of the cave was covered with a fine powder, dry and unlike the heavy, moist soil of the forest. Passages extended in all directions, heading into the depths of the mountain. 
Several of the walls wept. Trickling streams of water followed grooves etched in the stone over eons, the droplets crashing into puddles on the ground like cannon fire echoing throughout the space.
Mara stopped and looked at Samuel as they stood shoulder to shoulder, their backs to the entrance. She looked into his face, shuddering at the pale complexion brought on by the inner glow of the cave. When she turned to look at the cave entrance, she saw the darkness of the locality brought by the reversion, making it seem like a heavy curtain had been drawn across the last remnants of their world.
Samuel’s eyes met Mara’s. He let his breathing slow while surveying the inside of the cave. The glow of light produced phantom shadows that slithered over the pockmarked stone. He felt the cold, moist, subterranean air on his face and detected the faint aroma of wet limestone. The open passages reached out to Samuel like bony fingers threatening to pull him inside the mountain.
“Now what?” he asked.
Mara looked back to the entrance. She jogged to an outcrop of rock against the north wall of the cave, Samuel running behind her. She placed her back against the cool wall and then stood upright when it chilled her to the core.
“We can hide,” she said.
“From who? For how long? I don’t see how—”
Mara cut him off by placing her index finger to his lips.
“The horde hates this place, and I don’t know why. I remember seeing them standing out front before, a long time ago, when I first got here. Kole and I were hiding in the trees and we saw Major coming out. But the undead, they weren’t in here.”
“What about the wolves?” Samuel asked.
“I don’t know.”
The air within the chamber changed as a slight breeze raised gooseflesh on their arms.
“What’s the point?” The question came from the cave’s entrance, echoing off the walls until reaching their ears in a concurrent reverberation. “You’re only delaying the inevitable,” Major said, his words drawing nearer.
“C’mon,” Mara whispered.
She grabbed Samuel’s hand and sprinted around the side of the outcrop. The two rushed headlong into the nearest tributary and raced through the kinked maze of stone until it ended in a solid wall of rock. Mara turned and ran back toward the main cavern, towing Samuel by the arm. She ducked into another passage, only to end up at another dead end.
“Go ahead and try them all. I’ll wait. But the wolves, eh, not so sure about their level of patience. And the undead, not sure if they even understand the idea any longer.” Major’s voice came through the air with clarity. He was getting closer.
“What do you want?” Samuel asked as he stepped around Mara to face the entrance to the cave.
Major appeared from behind an outcrop. His hair appeared more silvery than before. He walked with a lurch, and the headband slipped lower on his forehead, making his eyes forlorn.
“There’s a lot about this place that you don’t know, son.”
“So you’re my father now, my caretaker, is that it?”
Major chuckled and waved a hand in the air. “You and the girl come out here so we can talk like human beings,” Major said. “Ain’t like I can do that with the undead or the pack now, can I?”
Mara shook her head and tried to pull Samuel toward a third unexplored passage deep under the mountain. He bit his bottom lip and stepped in front of her, pulling his hand from hers.
“Okay.”
“I’m really a business man, Samuel. Once you understand that, I think you’ll find what I have to offer will be a fair trade, one that benefits both parties involved.”
“Don’t trust him, Samuel. He’s devious and manipulating. He belongs here. He deserves to be eaten by that cloud, swallowed by the reversion.”
“Mara, dear, such ugly words from a tragic beauty.”
“You say you have business with me,” Samuel said. “Let’s hear it.”
“I had to bleed for you, Samuel. I took one for the team back there in the woods when the wolves were attacking. Me and the alpha male, we got our own little side deal contingent on getting you here, at this point in the reversion. I don’t understand a lot of the bullshit that goes down in these dying worlds but I do know I had to get you here, now, to save my own ass. But I might be able to save yours too.”
“Where’s Kole?” Mara asked.
“The horde got him,” Major said. “They were so busy with him they let me go on by.”
Mara looked at Samuel, neither of them swallowing the lie.
Samuel scoffed and wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “You have thirty more seconds before we run headlong into the mountain. If the reversion is coming, we’ll go on our own terms, with each other. Judging by the ghouls that didn’t follow you in here, and the limp you got going on, I don’t think you’re in a position to chase us down. What do you want, old man?”
“Fine. I’ve made many deals in my time, and I’ve always believed a certain level of civility helped to ease the negotiations.”
“I never said we were negotiating. You’re down to twenty seconds.”
Major stepped forward, distributing his weight on both legs. He looked over a shoulder at the entrance to the cave, where dark coats of fur had begun to pace at the threshold.
“They’re scared of it. Won’t come in. Yet. The wolves and ghouls will wait, but I won’t. I need to slip again, and you have the talisman to do it. I don’t know what it is, but it doesn’t matter—you’re going to slip with me. I’ve done it before, slipping with someone else. It’s risky, sure, but no more risky than remaining here in this dying place. And the girl, well, it would be good business to leave her for the wolves. She’s flickering out, one way or another.”
Mara shivered and reached for Samuel’s hand.
“I don’t even know if I can slip with another. And if I did, why would I take you? I can take Mara with me.”
Major laughed. His voice echoed throughout the cavern and brought a yelp from one of the pack that strayed too close to the entrance.
“And how are you going to do that, Samuel? Tell me. Exactly how are you going to slip into another locality, let alone find a way to take her with you? You may have the talisman, but I have the know-how,” Major said, tapping the side of his head with his index finger. “You got the car, but I got your keys.” A dark, greasy smile spread across Major’s face.
“You’re an evil son of a bitch,” Samuel said.
“We don’t have time for empty insults, young man. You get the knowledge of the slip in return for my ticket and the girl. Take it or leave it.”
Mara glared at Major.
“How do I know you really know how to use the talisman to slip this locality? How can I be sure you’re not tricking me?”
“You don’t,” Major said, fighting laughter. “You can’t be sure. When do you ever get certainty in life? Thought you’d at least wised up to that in your time here.”
Samuel turned and tucked his chin to his chest. He used the back of his hand to caress the side of Mara’s face. She closed her eyes and pulled his hand closer with her own.
“Can you trust me?” he whispered.
Mara nodded without speaking.
“We do it on my terms,” Samuel said, spinning to address Major.
“If we don’t get going soon, there aren’t going to be terms to follow.”
Samuel took a deep breath and nodded at Major.
“First thing you need to do is stand with your arms outstretched,” Major said.
Samuel followed the old man’s instructions. He walked to the center of the open cavern while Mara remained with her back to the limestone.
“Good. Now close your eyes and visualize another place. Think white, sandy beaches and palm trees. Any locality without a fucking cloud would be perfect.”
Samuel closed his eyes, and his face wrinkled as if he were devouring lemons. “I can’t. My mind is racing. I can’t think.”
Major stepped closer and spoke under his breath, so only Samuel could hear. “If you can’t do this, big man, that little tart of yours is going to become a meal for the pack. And you and I won’t be far behind. Close your eyes and try again.”
Samuel clenched his fists and brought them down to his waist before stopping and letting them fall against the sides of his legs. He concentrated, trying to clear his head of the distractions in the cave and the desperation of his situation. The air surrounding him lightened, and he felt a faint breeze blow across his face.
“Don’t open your eyes,” Major said, as if reading his mind. “That’ll break the connection. Keep going.”
Samuel forced his mind clear again, and this time a pinhole of light appeared. He watched it grow behind his eyelids and dart back and forth like a chaser in his vision. Samuel could see the edges becoming fuzzy and rolling back from the center, like sand pulled out by the tide. He lost sensation in his limbs and could no longer tell if he was standing or lying in the limestone dust on the floor of the cave. Major’s voice cut through, as if the old man were inside his head.
“You got one, boy. You grabbed onto another locality. Now let it open up and make sure it’s not all brimstone, lake of fire, or any of that other biblical bullshit that keeps Christians in the pews every week.”
Samuel blinked within his vision without opening or closing his eyelids. He watched the center spread until the fuzzy border pushed out to his peripheral vision. Samuel had to remind himself to breathe. He stood on the shore of a narrow, long lake. The water sat like a sheet of ice, reflecting the towering mass of earth above it as if another mountain existed inside the lake. Tall pine trees bordered water that cut its way through a high mountain pass. Patches of snow clung to the ground in places hidden by shade. He saw the wind push the pine trees, nudging them into each other with a gentle shake. Samuel couldn’t hear a sound and he was about to tell Major he saw no sign of life when a dark dash pinned to a deep blue sky came across his field of vision and stopped at the top of the tallest pine. He watched the bird spread its wings and take flight in the opposite direction, and Samuel was able to identify it as a hawk.
“Is it alive?” Major asked within his head.
“What?”
“The locality. Is there a cloud? Is a reversion coming?”
Samuel went back to his vision, searching the landscape with all of his senses, even ones he did not realize he had.
“Seems okay.”
Major laughed, and Samuel heard the slapping sound of his hands coming together.
“Perfect. The next thing you need to do is focus on a point inside that locality. Find a rock, a tree, something physical you can latch on to. This is your coordinate for the slip, in a manner of speaking.”
Before Samuel did that, he spun around inside his vision to find the best perspective possible before attempting anything. When he faced the west, Samuel felt it before he saw it. The unmistakable baffle choking the light and life from the sky. He saw tendrils of slate swirling in the blue sky, turning it grey.
“Yeah, this place looks perfect. Let me find us a decent landing pad.”
Major snipped with excitement, and Samuel felt him temporarily exit his mind. He hoped Major would not take it upon himself to serve Mara to the wolves.
“I’m almost ready,” Samuel said. “What’s next?”
“Walk to it. Touch it. Hell, lick it if you have to. Get yourself a physical connection to the object there, which will help target the slip. We won’t land on that fucker, like Plymouth Rock, but we’ll be damn close. Make sure it’s not too close to water. I don’t wanna get my hair wet.”
Samuel realized he could shut Major out, like closing a door or hanging up the phone. He reached out to Mara, still inside the cavern.

“Hey,” he said.
“Samuel?” she asked.
“Listen, and don’t speak. When he gets close, push him in the back.”
“But I don’t know what you mean—”
“Mara. Stop. We don’t have time. When he gets close, push him. Do you understand?”

Samuel felt her head nod. He switched communication from Mara back to Major.
“I will not miss the howling of those wretched beasts. And the goddamn horde can rot in hell. Let’s do this.”
The portal from inside Samuel’s head hovered above the ground inside the cave. The opening rose up ten feet and expanded to a length of twelve. He felt as though he was sitting on top of a cloud, looking out of a bay window on another world below. The ambient sunlight spilled from the portal and illuminated the cave, chasing the wolves even farther away from the entrance and forcing their retreat into the forest. Major and Mara held their hands over their faces to protect their eyes from the blazing light they hadn’t seen for so long.
Mara stepped forward and made eye contact with Samuel. He winked and then turned to face Major.
“Sure is a beauty, eh? I knew once you conjured the portal nothing would stop you from slipping this locality, not even your little Goth princess over there. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind some young pussy, but even that ain’t enough, right?”
“Just do it,” Samuel said. “I want out of this filthy place.”
Major nodded and lifted his chin at Mara.
“Let’s go, hon. You belong to the alpha male now. Sammy and I are going to send you a postcard, don’t you worry.”
Mara dropped her head to her chest. When she raised it, tears streamed down her face.
“Can I just look at it for a minute before you two go?”
“I don’t see no harm in that,” Major said, lifting his shoulders at Samuel.
Samuel shrugged and stepped back from the edge of the portal to allow Mara and Major space to step up to it.
“Take a look at that beautiful, virgin land,” Major said, gazing upon the eastern end of the distant locality.
Mara inched forward. She shook her head, more tears following. Major stepped to the side and put an arm around her. He whispered into her ear.
“Could be dinosaurs with eight heads in there somewhere. But you know what ain’t there? This place. This stinking shithole ain’t.”
Major stepped forward and spread his arms as if to embrace the vista. He tilted his head back and let the natural sunlight ease the tight scar tissue on his face.
“Now,” Samuel yelled.
Mara had taken two steps back from the edge and one to the side, positioning herself directly behind Major while he was basking in the glow of the portal. With her dark, straggly hair covering all but her piercing eyes, Mara lunged forward with both hands. Her palms struck Major’s black overcoat like a slap to the face. She locked her elbows and extended her arms, driving her weight through the push and forward toward the open portal. Major gasped as the shove knocked the air from his lungs. He stumbled forward and almost regained his balance when his left foot slid on the loose limestone and into the portal. His left leg dropped, and his body torqued to the side as whatever force ruling the portal sucked Major in like gravity would from the precipice of a cliff. 
Samuel saw the shock and the anger in Major’s eyes as his body slid farther into the portal, alone. His fingers grasped the fuzzy edge of the vortex, and he pulled his chin up to them.
“You fucking liar,” he shouted. “I swear to God I’m coming back for you, you son of a bitch.”
Samuel closed his eyes again. When he reopened them, Mara stood by his side, both of them staring at the cavern wall where an open portal to another locality used to be.






  
  Chapter 14


He will not trick me again. 
The hunters from the pack circled their tails, first clockwise, then counterclockwise. Strands of saliva fell from their muzzles, turning the dark soil even darker. Some hunters growled, while others kept their gazes low to avoid signaling a challenge to the alpha male. The wolves’ yellow eyes cut through the darkness with laser precision. The alpha male pulled back from the cave entrance when he no longer felt the elder’s presence, fearful of what it could mean.
He is gone from here. Banished.
The pack kept moving, agitated and weary.
The end arrives soon.
The horde had gathered at a safe distance behind the pack. More creatures emerged from the trees, off the path, and from other hidden places within the locality. They clumped together, swaying back and forth, blotting out the trees and the ground with their swelling numbers. The horde became a living organism comprising thousands of unthinking beings. The edges oscillated like a giant cell membrane. The reversion kept advancing from the west, raking the horde to the cave like a pile of leaves.
The alpha male trotted to a rocky outcrop several yards from the cave entrance. He wound his way up the shards of stone until he stood fifteen feet taller than the rest of the pack. The wolf looked out over the field, where the horde replaced the wheat, still teetering back and forth as if pushed by an invisible hand.
So many.
The hunters paced underneath the outcrop while waiting for the alpha male to come back.
We must pursue. We must descend into the womb.
The hunters wailed, gnashing their teeth and snapping at each other’s tails, all the while knowing none among them could challenge for leadership.

      [image: image-placeholder]“What did you do to him?” Mara asked. 
Samuel stood still, staring at the dark-grey wall.
“I gave him what he wanted.”
She shook her head. “How did you do it?”
“I’m not sure,” Samuel said.
“Can you do it again?”
“I’m not sure,” he said again.
Mara turned and took a few steps toward the front of the cave. She approached until the yellow eyes of the wolves danced in the darkness beyond.
“Between the wolves and the horde, we’re not getting out of here.”
Samuel nodded. In a recess, he noticed an array of angles foreign to rock. Samuel stood and walked toward them. As the inner glow of the cave cast light on it, Samuel discovered a small pile of broken tree branches and twigs. He gathered them in his arms and walked back toward Mara. He dropped the bundle and began to arrange them into a leaning pile.
“They’re very damp. But it’s worth a try.”
Mara smiled when she realized what he was doing.
She helped arrange the wood as Samuel dug in his pockets for the lighter. He could not remember if it had always been there or not. Samuel felt that sludgy feeling returning to his head, slowing his thoughts and forcing him to think hard about simple tasks. He recognized the feeling as the same when the noose first dropped him into this place, and he wondered if this was how the end would come. If the reversion would rewind everything, even the thoughts and experiences in his head.
“Go ahead and try,” Mara said.
Her words shook Samuel and he wondered how long he had been hovering over the firewood with his thumb on the lighter.
“I don’t even know if the lighter works.”
Mara shrugged her shoulders and sat cross-legged on the ground. Samuel lowered his hand and flicked the lighter. Sparks caught and ignited the fluid in the reservoir. The flame appeared with a green tint, warm instead of hot. He touched the flame to the smallest pieces. The wood cracked and sizzled but failed to catch.
“It was a nice thought,” Mara said, her face betraying her words.
“Not sure how long it would have lasted, anyway. It’s not like there’s a stack of firewood in here.”
She nodded in consolation.
“It was there, too,” Samuel said.
Mara waited, sensing Samuel was speaking to himself as much as he was to her.
“I saw the cloud in the portal, which is why I knew I was slipping him into that one. If it had been paradise, like a picture of the steel-blue waters of the Caribbean you see on office calendars, I’m not sure what I would have done.”
“You saved me.”
Samuel huffed, discomfort wracking his face.
“I really don’t know if I can summon a locality or if it’s all chance. I don’t even know if I can open a locality other than that one. Major could be waiting for us when the next portal opens.”
“Then we won’t be any worse off than we are now, right?”
A howl followed by a series of growls made them both turn to face the entrance.
“I have a feeling they’re coming after us at some point. When the reversion gets right up close, these wolves are going to get over their fear of this cave.”
“I agree,” Samuel said. “And if the horde joins in, we’ll have our hands full.”
Samuel watched Mara tuck a lock of black hair behind her ear, and he thought how sophisticated she would look in middle age. He imagined a shimmer of gray by her ear and a slender hand pushing her hair away from blue eyes that resonated with laughter and experience and life.
“Do you think Kole is dead?”
“Yes,” Samuel said. “Whatever that means here.”
“He was broken,” Mara said. “On the inside.”
“Aren’t we all?” Samuel asked.
“His pain was so deep he couldn’t live without it.”
Another howl, this one more intense and louder, echoing through the cave like a gunshot. Mara watched Samuel’s face contort as though she could see the memories floating back to the surface of his mind.
“I was sick. Middle of winter, aches, the flu, the whole thing. We had been married for quite a while at this point, kind of shed the little kisses and light touches of the first few years.”
Mara flinched, and Samuel could see her holding the pain inside the best she could.
“I was in bed and having a hard time falling asleep. We had a big mattress that left a lot of space between us. She reaches over and starts gently rubbing my back with one hand. This was not foreplay. There wasn’t any of that happening that night. She did it because she wanted to, and those couple of minutes of contact felt like a million dollars. It’s that feeling I miss. I ache inside for the intimacy that comes through years of friendship, disagreements, shared experience. It’s more than sex and more than physical contact. It’s a spiritual connection between two people, unspoken, real and powerful.”
Samuel looked at Mara as she wiped tears away with the cuffs of her sleeves. “That’s what’s dead here. That’s what this place is missing. And if it is, maybe the cloud needs to eat it. The reversion needs to do its job and sweep this place from existence.”
“It’s love. I wonder why you can’t say that word? Everything you described is love. Do you think it still exists elsewhere?” Mara asked.
“Why? Why do you think it has to? Maybe love died like the summer breeze and the sound of gulls soaring over open water. Maybe love is lying in its grave with sunlight and goodness and righteousness,” Samuel said.
“It has to exist somewhere else,” Mara said. “If I didn’t believe it did, I’d walk out there right now and offer myself to the wolves.”
“But does it exist for us, Mara?”
“We’re here for a reason,” she said.
He thought about that for a moment. “I don’t know why I’m here,” he said.
“You do, Samuel. We all do. Some of us haven’t remembered it yet.”
Before Samuel could reply, a howl from the alpha male brought them to their feet as the wolf’s silhouette appeared at the threshold of the cave.

      [image: image-placeholder]The cloud continued its death march across the empty sky. The rolling swirls of slate and obsidian pummeled the air. All but a sliver of the eastern horizon remained untainted by the reversion. It dropped toward the surface like a heavy curtain. The cloud pushed down, placing a pillow over the face of the last remaining motion in this world. The silence overpowered everything, and distant vistas disappeared within the coming storm of nothingness. 
The trees of the locality leaned inward, exhausted from the continuous pull of the reversion. Some leafless branches touched the ground in homage to the unstoppable force engulfing the land and everything in it. Some could not fight any longer, their trunks snapping and toppling the head of the tree to the forest floor, leaving a ragged trunk sticking up from the ground like a broken tooth.
The horde remained, most fastened to the last piece of solid matter. As the reversion continued to churn from the west, the horde began to revert as well. Clumps of undead flesh fell from their bodies in silent mounds of rotted bone. Teeth and hair trickled from the creatures’ heads, followed by limbs no longer strong enough to withstand gravity, the lone natural force left virtually untouched. Scraps of clothing long ago turned into dirty, gray remnants floated to the ground in silence. Some of the creatures standing on the edge of the clearing collapsed on themselves, leaving a pumping, empty jaw on the ground spewing nothing but meaningless silence.
The pack suffered along with the horde. The alpha male’s hunters hunkered down in a clearing not far from the cave, but several remained motionless and still for far longer than natural. Two of the hunters lay with their noses nuzzled underneath their tails, the rise and fall of their chests no longer visible. The alpha male strode amongst the wolves and noted the change, one he felt within.
It must be now. Nothing will remain.
Of the six hunters with their muzzles in the dirt, three stood in response to the alpha male.
The horde shall join. There is not much will left in the dead flesh, but it is His command.
The hunters growled and circled their leader. They paced back and forth, staring at the black hole in the mountain. The alpha male trotted forward and circled around. Three dozen members of the horde shuffled, their legs dragging them toward the entrance to the cave. Several more attempted to march until their atrophied bones dropped them to the ground in a pile of dirty fabric and grey flesh. Seeing the movement, the alpha male looked into the sky as it closed in on the tops of the few trees brave enough to reach up.
The alpha male brought his ragged army to the edge of the clearing until he could feel the subtle exhale of the mountain coming through the mouth of the cave. He paced back and forth, growling and snapping at the air.
Come out. We are not done.
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“I know.”
Mara lowered her head and wrapped her arms around her torso. Samuel moved closer to the entrance, where silent movement caught his eye.
“The alpha male is calling me out. He must sense the end of the reversion drawing closer.”
“I’ll come with you. I’ll fight, too.”
Samuel smiled at Mara and nodded, knowing she would do so regardless of what he said.
The water running down the walls of the cave intensified, but silently. Samuel turned and paced the edge of the walls, his eyes searching for anything that could be of use. Mara watched and then did the same, starting at one end of the main cavern until she worked her way back to Samuel. Neither gathered anything useful.
“Think, Samuel. Can you reopen the portal in a different locality than the last one?”
Samuel closed his eyes and let the nothingness encompass his inner vision. He waited without hope, knowing the knowledge to open a portal was escaping him, like the old horror movies when the car wouldn’t start no matter how many times the ignition was turned.
“It’s there, but I can’t access it. I can’t say if I could open something, and if I could, I’m not sure where we’d land.”
Mara looked toward the entrance, where several of the hunters joined the alpha male in his pacing, accentuated with growls.
“Maybe this is not our last stand. They don’t seem to want to enter here, the wolves or the horde. Maybe we push through the cavern and go deeper into the mountain.”
She wrinkled her nose in disgust and shook her head back and forth. “I’d almost rather have my throat ripped apart by the wolves.”
Samuel nodded in understanding. “It could come to that anyway. Let’s try to avoid it, but we may have a last stand.”
Before Mara could answer, the alpha male crossed the threshold with a yelp. His cry broke the silence of the reversion like the crack of a whip. The other hunters followed, all enduring the hurt caused from crossing over into the cave. The horde came next, slagging forward and oblivious. They shuffled in single-file, arms dangling and heads cocked to the side as if held to their shoulder by an impenetrable force.
“C’mon,” Samuel said.
He ran into the labyrinth of tunnels that led deeper into the mountain, hoping to avoid the dead ends. He heard Mara’s breathing and her feet slapping against the dry powder on the cavern floor. The growling of the wolves came too, reverberating through the cave not far behind.
Samuel dashed left and then right until the tunnel narrowed. He felt it drop downward as gravity helped propel him forward. Samuel reached out and steadied his gait by using both hands to guide himself deeper into the cave. Several times, he felt the scree from Mara’s feet hit the back of his legs, which propelled him faster.
The cavern twisted and turned, the tunnel clamping down on the two refugees like a slowly closing iris. The utter darkness kept Samuel from lunging forward faster than he would have liked.
“Wait.”
He stopped, surprised words still carried through the dying air of the locality. Samuel felt the icy touch of Mara’s fingers on his back as she came up behind him.
“Listen.”
They stood in the black silence, hearing nothing but their own exaggerated breathing.
“Maybe we lost—”
Before Samuel could finish, a howl penetrated the air and rang in his head with the force of a thunderous church bell. He knew it was the alpha male and the pack was closing the distance.
Mara pushed him, and Samuel picked up the pace. He felt an aching in his lower back from running in a crouched position and wondered how long it would take for the muscle cramps to drop him to the ground in agony. The chasm continued ever downward and became more of a pipe than a tunnel. Samuel bounced his head off the cavern’s ceiling of the rock above, and he was forced to draw his arms in closer to his body as the walls crept inward. He felt Mara behind him, and he also felt her impatience. Samuel imagined her thin frame navigating through the space faster than his, and the frustration she must be feeling as their pursuers would come upon her first. He pushed on as the jagged edges of the rock drew blood from his battered knuckles. Samuel led them down another passage that widened enough to allow him to run again, but—still crouched. He heard Mara breathing hard a few feet behind.
The tunnel dumped them into another open cavern, although it wasn’t as expansive as the one inside the entrance to the cave. Samuel ran to the center and spun in time to see the tunnel toss Mara out. She scrambled and stopped next to him, the space illuminated by an eerie glow coming from the walls. Samuel thought he could feel the stone lowering in an attempt to snuff him and Mara from the locality.
The alpha male’s cry came again, this time closer. Samuel swept Mara behind himself with one arm as he readied for the onrush of attackers.
Now we finish and He releases us from our duty.
The alpha male picked through the passage until his head appeared in the darkness, like a newborn entering the world. The rest of the animal came next, along with three more wolves. Samuel could not see the horde, but figured they were on their way as well.
“I don’t know what you want from me,” Samuel said.
Mara craned her neck forward, unsure if he was talking to her or not. When she saw the alpha male and Samuel’s gaze directed at the wolf, she stepped back and listened.
But you do. We are hunters, and you are our prey.
“And the horde? What role does the undead play in your hunt?”
Samuel felt a mental chuckle come from the leader of the pack.
Beacons. Markers of our prey. They follow the misery and consume what is left behind by the hunters. The horde will fight for the scraps.
The alpha male stood seven feet from Samuel, his hunters forming a semicircle, blocking the passage leading back toward the surface. Samuel looked over his shoulder and saw two tunnels on the opposite wall.
You may enter those, but we will find you.
“The reversion is coming and it will destroy you, too.”
There is nothing the sky will bring that will cause us more pain.
“Back in the cabin, you attacked. . .”
Samuel let his words hang, unsure whether or not it was a question the alpha male could answer.
It only delayed this meeting.
“So you expect us to lie down while you tear out our throats?” He felt Mara’s hands on his hips as she moved closer to him.
No, but it shall come to that.
Samuel shifted, his muscles tensing and adrenaline flooding his system.
What have you done with the scarface?
Samuel smiled, sensing what could be a slight crack in the wolf’s stone will. “Banished. Opened a portal and sent him through it.”
He will return. He has unfinished business with you as well.
“Not without me, he won’t.”
You will go to him, whether you desire it or not.
Samuel caught motion beyond the wolves. He looked at the black velvet curtain of darkness and saw a humanoid shape breaking through. The first of the horde appeared, one arm missing and another dangling by a strand of ligament. The creature’s head sat askew, with the top portion missing as if one of the pack had torn it away.
Mara came closer. Samuel could feel her nervous fingers gripping the back of his shirt.
I am sure you are not.
“Let’s go,” he said, turning and pulling Mara with him.
They sprinted for the tunnel on the left and dashed through the darkness.
You will tire.
Samuel ignored the alpha male and pushed through the passage until it narrowed to a place where he was forced to drop to his knees. He imagined the pack coming upon them, lunging with full force while they supplicated.
“What did he say?” Mara asked.
“More of the same,” Samuel said.
The passage emptied into another natural space. This one, however, appeared to be circular, without another corridor or passage springing from it. Mara and Samuel stood, his back creaking with the motion. They spun all the way around until they realized there was no way out. The alpha male padded around several smaller rocks and stopped, waiting for the rest of the hunters to flank him again.
Now?
Samuel shook and balled his fists at his sides. Mara walked backward until she felt the frigid stone on her back like the breath of the dead.
Within moments, the first members of the horde entered the space and remained behind the alpha male and his hunters. The subterranean tunnels continued to glow with an ambient light that allowed Samuel and Mara to see the shapes, but it dimmed significantly from the aura cast closer to the surface.
“I would rather try to slip anywhere than let you taste our blood.”
Go ahead.
Samuel closed his eyes, unsure what mental capacities he used to open the portal for Major. He felt the frustration mount as if he were a diligent pupil disappointing his teacher. Mara began to cry softly, holding the sobs to her chest with both arms.
The alpha male turned his nose to the ceiling and barked at the hunters. They stepped forward and pressed closer to Samuel and Mara.
Enough. It is time to finish.
Samuel bent at the waist and crouched, his feet and shoulders spread. He raised his fists into position and stepped toward the alpha male. The two warriors moved to the center of the space while the rest watched.
“Wait,” Mara said, stepping from the wall. “Wait, Samuel.”
He turned to face her and the alpha male cocked his head sideways.
“Come here.”
She extended her hand, palm up. Samuel looked at the alpha male, the hunters and the horde. He looked back at her and saw the conviction in her eyes.
“Please, Samuel. Come here.”
He reached out and felt the power pulse through his body as their hands locked.






  
  Chapter 15


“Another round?” 
Samuel blinked and looked down at his folded hands on the polished, mahogany bar. He blinked again at Mara sitting next to him on the stool. She wore her hair bundled on top of her head, curls dangling on her cheek like onyx earrings. The dark mascara accentuated her eyes. Her red lipstick could hypnotize any man. Samuel looked at her foundation, delicately applied to her porcelain skin in a way that defined gothic beauty. He felt satisfaction, contentment, even a peaceful calm emanating from her.
“Where are we?” he asked.
Mara winked and turned to the burly bartender standing before a wall of mirrors and bottled spirits. She ignored Samuel’s question and answered the bartender’s.
“Yes. For both of us,” she said.
With a swift swipe of his rag, the bartender smiled and cleared the condensation left by the previous round. He turned to toil and clang bottles together while ice clinked in the bottom of the glasses. A thin layer of sweet tobacco smoke hung just below an intricately carved ceiling. Ornate posts straddled the bar as patrons moved about.
“Don’t know the name of the place, but it’s really old. They built the bar before prohibition and then opened it up again afterward. Most of it has been restored. Even the ghosts that haunt it have come back.”
Mara winked, catching the light in her eyes with a dazzling smile. Her brilliant teeth shone between ruby lips. Samuel felt mesmerized by her beauty, and yet a deep sadness seemed to reside below the surface, one that hurt like an ache in his chest.
“You look stunning,” Samuel said. He felt as though he was gawking at his sister dolled up for prom.
“Thank you,” she said.
Samuel looked down at her bare shoulders sitting atop a tight, black dress. Mara wore ankle bracelets and toe rings that glistened in the light.
“Are we still in the cave?” he asked.
“This is it, Samuel. Our first and last date, if you want to call it that.”
Samuel felt his face blush from that awkward feeling again.
“The wolves, they—”
Mara cut him off with the wave of a hand. Before she could reply, the bartender returned with two glasses filled to the brim with sparkling ice cubes suspended in a clear, amber sea.
“To us. Our time together and, sadly, our goodbyes.”
Mara held her glass up. Samuel lifted his to the toast and watched her lips caress the glass. She siphoned half of the drink on the first sip before setting it back down. People moved about, navigating through the bodies clumped near the bar. Samuel looked at them looking at him.
“Goodbye?”
“Of course. The wolves, the horde. Shit, the reversion. It’s all coming to a head. You know that, right?”
Samuel shook his head and rubbed a hand across his chin.
“We can still say goodbye,” Mara said. “I’ve always liked this place, and I’ve always wanted a special little black dress. Shame I’m only getting it now.”
“We have to fight our way out of the cave.”
Mara snickered and held her hand over her mouth to stifle the laughter, as if trying not to embarrass Samuel. “You will. You still have work to do. But me, Samuel, I’m finished. There isn’t anything left for me.”
“But the portal, a slip, I could—”
“No. No, you can’t. I’m not leaving the cavern, Samuel. I won’t be able to slip with you and try my luck in another locality. This is it for me.”
Samuel looked around again, feeling as though everyone in the bar was about to yell “surprise” as party hats appeared in the room. He felt the tension of secrecy and the pain of being left out of it.
“How do you know that?” he asked.
“I got word. I know. I’ve done what was asked of me, and now I’m out. That’s how it works. You’ll see.” Mara drew another sip of liquor over her glistening lips and winked. “Forget it, Samuel,” she said. “I can’t explain it to you and, even if I could, you wouldn’t understand.”
“I’m done,” he said, a serrated edge to the words. “The date is over, and this entire bar can fuck off. Put me back in the cave with the wolves and the undead.”
“Done with what?” Mara asked. “That’s one thing about us Americans, right? We want everything tied up perfectly, no loose ends. We want all the answers and logical reasons for everything.”
He sat back as Mara’s eyes began to shed tears from each corner.
“We demand a happy ending and for shit to make sense. Well, let me tell you something. It ain’t like that. Sometimes you don’t get to find out why. Sometimes shit doesn’t belong to you.”
Mara slammed the glass down on the bar. Samuel looked around and noticed the place was now empty. Even the bartender had disappeared.
“I didn’t mean to—”
“I know what you meant to do,” she said. “I know what your intentions were. But that doesn’t matter, either. You know what they say about the path to hell and how it’s paved. And if you don’t, you know now.”
When Samuel looked up at her face, he saw the healthy shine of her hair degenerate into the filthy, sweaty strands lying on her forehead. The eye make-up disappeared, as did the layer of foundation that accentuated her smooth skin. The sexy, black dress morphed into the rags that hung from her emaciated frame.
“Wait, Mara. I don’t understand what you want from me.”
The mirrored walls slid downward into the pools of mineral water gathering at the base of the cave wall. Ornate columns and brass poles turned into teeth of rock hanging from the unseen ceiling of the cavern.
“Nothing, Samuel. I don’t want anything from you. It’s about what you’re willing to give, not what is demanded of you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]He blinked once, and the cavern snapped back into view. Mara stood by him with tears in her eyes and his hand in hers. The alpha male crouched low, his hunters surrounding him, with the horde continuing to march into the space until enough appeared that Samuel could begin to smell their rotting flesh. 
If you give me your neck, I will make it pass quickly.
Samuel shrugged and shook his head at the alpha male.
“I don’t know what it is,” he said while casting a confused look at Mara, “but I know I can’t lie down for you. If you want me, you’ll have to fight.”
The hunters growled and snapped their long teeth into the air. Mara let go of Samuel’s hand and stepped backward until she felt the wall behind her.
Without warning, the alpha male lunged at Samuel. The hunters stepped closer while the horde remained in place, swaying even in the absence of wind. Samuel spun and raised his hands into a defensive position, using his fingers to grab the alpha male’s coat while turning to the right. The movement took advantage of the wolf’s momentum and allowed Samuel to toss him to the side. The alpha male yelped as he crashed into the stone wall. Samuel reached a hand to the empty sheath still attached to his leg and cursed the reversion—Samuel could not remember losing the knife, yet it was gone.
Mara stepped to the side, and the other hunters stayed with her. Samuel struck at the alpha male with his foot. The kick connected with bony ribs, which elicited another cry from the wolf.
You are not leaving this cave.
Samuel felt the pain in the wolf’s telepathic communication. He shook his head and lunged forward. This time, the alpha male anticipated the kick, dodged to the side and locked his jaws around Samuel’s ankle. The wolf snapped its head back and forth while ripping Samuel’s pants below the knee.
Mara cried, and Samuel turned in time to see the three hunters on top of her. He saw her legs kicking and arms flailing as the beasts attacked.
“No,” Samuel yelled, dragging the alpha male across the floor toward Mara.
The alpha male released his grip on Samuel’s ankle, which brought an immediate wave of relief followed by the cold burn of torn flesh exposed to the air. Samuel felt blood pooling in his shoe and fell to the ground when his leg would not obey the signals sent by his brain.
I must leave you both to Him.
Samuel sat up, his left hand clamping around the pant leg now saturated with his own blood, looking at the shuffling horde.
“What are you saying?”
The hunters moved back. The alpha male barked, and they continued past the standing undead and left the cavern.
We have done what was asked of us. We have released her. I would have rather eaten the flesh, but that command will not be given.
The alpha male trotted by Samuel and around the undead. The wolf stopped in the tunnel and looked back at Samuel.
He that commands will fulfill the contract and release us from the grips of the reversion. The other beasts, they seem to be destined to be eaten by the cloud.
The alpha male stared at him for another second before turning and disappearing into the darkness of the cave.
Samuel looked at the horde. The creatures inside the cavern remained in their animated sway. He clawed at the dirt, dragging his injured leg behind as he crawled next to Mara, whose breathing came in ragged gasps. The wolves had torn ragged chunks from her arms and legs, which bled openly.
“I’m going to save you,” he said.
Mara smiled, even as he recoiled at the sight of her wounds.
“I’ll last longer than you think. The reversion. It slows even death.”
Samuel smiled, his face contorting between sadness and pity.
“Deal with the horde.”
Samuel took her hand and looked up at the sentinels standing in the cavern, their lifeless orbs staring back at them both.
“I don’t know what to do.”
“You’ll figure it out.” Mara winced, trying to staunch the flow of blood with strips of fabric ripped from her pants.
“I need help. You know things about this locality, this place.”
“It’s time,” she said as the creatures came toward them.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel slid his left arm underneath Mara’s right arm and she grabbed his shoulder as they both hobbled on injured legs. With his right, he grabbed a crooked stick from the ground to use as a club. Samuel took a deep breath as he felt the blood pulsing in his ears. 
“This is the only way,” he said.
“Go on,” she said, gritting through the pain.
The first thirty feet through the passage proved to be the most difficult as Samuel tried to keep his balance. A creature appeared occasionally, arms outstretched, until Samuel would strike it with the club. He struggled to climb the rising incline of the passage while supporting Mara. He shifted as best he could, but their pace was slow at best.
When he reached the first intersection inside the mountain, Samuel glanced back at the horde behind him. New arrivals came through the tunnels at a trickle, giving him time to strike and then step over them.
“Hurry,” Mara said. “Not much time left.”
Samuel moved forward into the tunnel that led upward toward the surface of the locality. Samuel thought about that, and wondered what good it would do to race to the surface of a world about to be demolished by the reversion. Before his rational mind could answer, he took more steps toward the surface.
He let the club swing next to his right leg as he climbed through the tight passages. Samuel turned several times, Mara slowing with each step. When he reached another tunnel, Samuel stopped. He let Mara slide to the ground, careful to keep a hand near the back of her head to prevent it from striking the stone wall. He placed his hands on his knees and drew as much air into his lungs as he could. Before Samuel stood, he heard a rotten voice speaking as if from the grave.
“Our last stand is here. We cannot let you pass.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel gazed at the form slathered in darkness. The voice felt different, yet it retained a familiar timbre. With another glance at Mara, he stepped forward, gripping the makeshift weapon in his hand. The color fell from her face as more of her life bled from the wounds. The entity stepped to the side and into the glow cast by the cave. Samuel shook his head and wondered how long the ambient light would last as the reversion bore down. With a quick glance, he looked at Mara’s wounds, which appeared deeper and more serious than his own. 
“You remember?” the form asked.
“We spoke of ahimsa, moksha and rebirth. On the edge of the marsh,” Samuel said.
The creature nodded and stepped closer.
“The reversion has exhausted the horde, broken them down. You will not need that any longer.”
Samuel looked to his hand holding the club and then back over his shoulder at Mara.
“Nothing will attack her,” the creature said, following Samuel’s eyes.
“You’re different.”
“Than you?”
“Yes. But different from the horde, too,” Samuel said. “You speak with more authority in your voice, more experience.”
“Maybe you hear that as less threatening. I came to you in the marsh to try to explain the universe, or as much of it as you could comprehend. The others—” The creature waved a hand in the air. “The others are bound by their duty, their dharma.”
The last word hung in the air, and Samuel felt the familiar twinge of memory. He thought back to his conversation with this entity.
“Aren’t you, as well?”
“Yes, but not the same dharma.”
The creature stepped closer and motioned for Samuel to sit on a wide, flat rock near the wall of the cave. He looked at the opening and then back to the rock.
“It is swallowing what’s left as we speak. You are free to run into that if you so desire.”
Samuel shook his head and sat down.
“Some call it the path of righteousness, but I find that misleading. It has nothing to do with right or wrong, only duty.”
“What can I call you?”
A smile burst upon the creature’s face, contorting it into a grin reserved for Halloween jack-o’-lanterns. 
“You may call me Deva.”
Samuel nodded, waiting for Deva to continue.
“The Buddhists, Hindus, Jains, they all incorporated dharma into their belief systems, but it is much more ancient than that. Those in the West liked to call it fate, but even that is a misnomer.”
Mara groaned and turned her head. She was sitting, but her eyes were now closed. Samuel stood, looking at her and then back at Deva.
“She will not worsen while we speak.”
“What about her condition after?” Samuel asked.
“That is why we’re speaking,” Deva said. “Please sit back down.”
Samuel did so, wringing his hands.
“There is a natural order of things, an ŗta. Your dharma corresponds to this order. In your case, and in hers,” Deva said, nodding toward Mara, “you must answer to it.”
“Of course the Hindus used moksha to reinforce the caste system, which put thousands of people into the gutters of their cities, but the idea behind moksha was you would be rewarded for pursuing your own dharma.
“In the Rig Veda, the teachings claim that dharma is not just law or harmony, but it is pure reality. ‘Verily, that which is dharma is truth’.”
Samuel watched Deva smile again, as if his own words began to reawaken a lost humanity inside.
“What does this have to do with me? With the reversion?”
Deva nodded, feeling chastised for his own intellectual indulgence. “Your dharma includes the woman, as well as the man you sent through the portal. Until you deal with both of these souls, your dharma will not be fulfilled.”
“I don’t know how I’m supposed to deal with either of them,” Samuel said.
“Neither do I,” Deva said.
Samuel stood and kicked at the limestone powder coating the cavern floor. He put his hands over his head and rested them on top.
“Major’s gone,” he said.
“He’s coming back” Deva said.
“What about the horde?”
“They were to bring you to this moment, this place. That is why they no longer serve the locality.”
“The alpha male and his hunters too?”
Deva shook his head but did not elaborate.
“When the moment arrives, you will fulfill your dharmic responsibility, or you will be reborn in the cycle tied to your fate. It is how the universe will be. It is how it has always been.”
Samuel felt the blood rush to his face. He dug his nails into his palms.
“That doesn’t explain shit.”
“Who owes you an explanation?”
The question knocked Samuel askew, like a punch to the jaw.
“Then there doesn’t seem to be much of a reason for you and me to be talking.”
Samuel turned his back on Deva and walked toward Mara.
“There is one more thing.”
Samuel stopped and looked over one shoulder. Deva waited, unmoving. Samuel turned and came back to stand in front of the undead creature.
“The old man. Major. He will return soon, and if you do not defeat him, your soul will be lost to this locality, destroyed by this reversion.”
“I thought I already did that. I dropped him through the portal and shut it.”
Deva shook his head.
“His dharma binds him to this locality, like you. He is coming back, and you must face him.”
Samuel spotted the club on the ground and reached for it. Deva kicked at it, the stick clanking off the rocks as it skittered into a dark recess.
“You’ll need a weapon with dharmic power. That will not suffice against the man.”
Samuel waited, anticipating more from Deva.
“We are bound, Samuel. Our forces have unresolved energy that will carry through this cycle.”
Samuel stood, trying to decipher Deva’s cryptic speech. Before he could ask a question, Deva extended his arm. Samuel saw the strips of fabric and flesh dangling from the bone.
Deva turned his palm upward and opened his hand. There, glistening in the reflected light, sat the Scout, the knife Samuel buried in his father’s coffin, and the one that returned briefly to this locality. He grabbed it from Deva’s palm and then bowed.






  
  Chapter 16


Mara heard Samuel speaking as if he were under water. She identified a second voice, but couldn’t recognize it. Her body ached, and she wanted nothing more than to sleep, but the pain would not allow it. She listened to the cadence and rhythm of the conversation without comprehending it. 
The cave began to take on a shimmering light. She felt an energy pulsing through the rock and running through her entire body. It wasn’t until she opened her eyes that she recognized the power.
The floor opened like the gaping maw of a fantastic beast. The darkness swirled about the portal like water pulled down a drain. The image in front of her resurrected long-lost lectures in science class about dark matter and black holes, immense voids that would not allow anything to escape gravitational pull.
She tried to scream, to warn Samuel, but the force burrowing through the floor of the cave stole her words. She writhed in pain, moaning in a vain attempt to attract his attention.
Mara pushed herself up onto her elbows. Her head felt light and unstable, as if it could roll off her shoulders at any time. She squinted at the cave entrance until two forms materialized in her vision. After blinking, one remained, and it moved toward her. She could feel Samuel’s presence at the same time the black hole continued its rapid expansion inside the cave.
The water flowing down the cave walls stopped and dried. Chunks of stalactite broke free from the hidden ceiling and crashed down to the floor like arrows of stone. The entire cave moved as if shaken by an unseen hand. Even the ambient light in the cavern pulsed and faded as if a malevolent force worked to extinguish what meager warmth it provided. The floor of the cave thrummed, and Mara caught a whiff of sulfur so overpowering in the sensory deprivation of the locality that it caused her to dry heave. Her ears detected a hum that increased in intensity until it became nothing but a wall of excruciating sound threatening to split her skull in two. She grimaced and placed her hands over her ears while rolling in the dirt. Mara wished for the pain to end as the black hole expanded. The edge crawled closer to her corner of the subterranean room. Mara passed out. Samuel stood, his feet riveted, as the portal ejected a man from within.
“’Sup, Sammyboy,” Major said.
Samuel looked at Mara and then back to Major. He stood on the edge of the portal, which danced with blue and purple light. The headband and overcoat remained intact, but Samuel thought Major looked tired, worn out. When he looked back to Deva, the creature was gone. Samuel felt the handle of the knife in his hand and knew it was not a reflection or a visual construct of the powers in the cave.
“You didn’t think pushing me through there was the end for ol’ Major now, did ya? I happened to land in a spot a little nicer than this one. Had me a talisman in the palm of my hand and now I’m back to get the most powerful one for myself, the one that’ll get me out of these damn reversions for good.”
“This isn’t about you,” Samuel said.
“Oh, I think it is. See, you tried offing me, boy. I’ve spent enough time around thugs and killers to know when that happens. You didn’t give me a Columbian necktie or a pair of concrete shoes, but you tried doing me just the same.”
“Mara is hurt bad. I don’t know what to do.”
“Fuck her and fuck you. I don’t really care what happens to you or your little girl. I need you to slip us both into a brandy-new locality before that cloud outside tears up this cave like it’s done everything else. Nobody I met here in this place got the mojo you do, boy.”
Samuel squinted and raised an eyebrow.
“Ah, you haven’t been outdoors in a while, have you? C’mon and take a look. I won’t bite,” Major said.
Major stepped away from the portal. Samuel looked at him and then back to Mara.
“Seriously. She’s as good as dead. You and I got unfinished business. Frankly, I don’t care what you do with her.”
Samuel nodded and walked toward the entrance to the cave as if he approached the edge of a city skyscraper roof. He felt the empty blackness before he reached the threshold.
Samuel remembered the military videos he had seen in his youth, the ones filmed in the American Southwest during atomic-bomb trials. This reminded him of that.
The cloud had lifted somewhat, which allowed a view of the landscape across the field, and all the way to the base of the mountain in the distance. Most of the trees lay on their sides, with gnarled root balls jutting from holes in the soil. The swaying wheat from the field lay flat like the massive crop circles that appeared in England. Even the mountain in the distance appeared bare, tired and lonely like a hunchbacked man waiting for death. Between the surface and the bottom of the cloud light hung, much like the light generated inside the cave. It gave Samuel enough to see the landscape, as if it were created with software for a child’s movie about fairy tales gone horribly wrong. 
The movement inside the dark cloud coalesced into silvery streaks of motion that resembled serpents. Samuel thought all those ancient myths about flying, feathered snakes now seemed a bit less foolish. Silent lightning bounced between spots in the cloud, while the air felt heavy and still at the surface. Samuel scanned as far as he could see, but detected no life. The wolves were hiding or already eaten by the cloud. The horde, along with Deva, did not show their faces if they even remained. Samuel regained a sliver of his sense of smell, although he wished he hadn’t. The dying world smelled and tasted like cold, wet cigarettes. As he stood, gazing upon a world that was never his, the cloud inched closer to them in a slow, methodical descent.
“The last phase. Seen it a few times, closer than I care to admit. Luckily we got you, so you and I can sell our front row seats to the shit-storm.”
Samuel turned and saw the spreading smile on Major’s face. He wanted nothing more than to pummel that look from his skull, but knew Major wouldn’t let that happen. He came back from the banishment in the portal, and he had knowledge about this that Samuel did not.
“What happens when the final curtain comes down?”
“Not really sure,” Major said. “Heard some stories in other localities, but it’s always hard to verify. Not like someone’s gonna get video of it on their phone, right?”
The reference to the ordinary made Samuel wince. He thought about the phone, the television, the car, and all of the other supremely boring everyday items in his life. He wanted nothing more than to feel normal again. It was not the extreme high points he missed while being abandoned in this place, but the little stuff. He wondered if he would ever have that chance again. He dreamed about standing on a frost-covered driveway in the bright sun of a February morning. He smiled when picturing the brilliant green of the lawn in the first few weeks of spring. He could almost taste the bitter jolt of a hot cup of French roast coffee.
“You with me, pardner?”
Samuel nodded.
“I’d love to stand here and watch the world die like they sang about in that Everclear song, but I don’t want to go down the drain.”
The pop-culture reference was another dagger in Samuel’s heart. He remembered how much he missed his music, even the free stuff from friends.
“I’ll hear you out.”
“Damn straight. Not like I’m giving you a choice. I’m being a gentleman.”
Samuel huffed at Major’s self-proclamation.
“We both know you can open the portal. We both know you can slip, with my help. We both know there ain’t much time left before the cloud sucks this place dry. But only one of us knows the girl’s gotta be left behind.”
“I can’t do that,” Samuel said.
“You’re going to have to, son. I ain’t never seen someone slip more than one other person, and I sure as hell ain’t getting left behind.”
“So you’d leave her here to die?”
“She’s already dead, brother. Don’t ya get it?”
Samuel shook his head. “What do you mean?” he asked.
“Where do you think you are? This ain’t Wyoming or Montana or some other heavenly wilderness.”
Mara moaned. Samuel looked at her and then back to Major.
Major sighed and walked to an outcrop of rock. He sat on it and put his head in his hands. The old man looked out of the cave and back at Samuel, shaking his head.
“I guess we ain’t getting where I thought we would.”
“No,” Samuel said, as he stared at Major, his eyes as solid as the walls of the cavern. “We’re not. I’ve got another plan. I spoke with Deva.”
Major laughed, slapping his knee with one hand. “Deva? What the fuck is that? You talking to Aretha or Mariah out here?”
Samuel waited for Major’s snickers to die off before continuing. “I think he might control the horde.”
“Nobody controls the horde, son. Just because the storm is coming doesn’t mean I can claim I sent it.” Major stood and brushed the front of his overcoat. “I’d love to continue your education, but I seriously don’t give a rat’s ass about it. We need to slip from this place before it’s too late. If you can’t do that with me, I’m just as happy to go it alone.”
Major pulled a dagger from underneath his coat. In the other hand he held a tire iron. “They’re not Lord of the Rings–caliber weapons, but they’ll be enough to get the talisman from your dead body.”
“What if we try slipping three?” Samuel asked. He had to resolve the action he was about to take by exhausting all possibilities first.
“Cloud ain’t gonna wait for us to talk through this like a couple of grade-school girlies. Give me the talisman.”
Samuel looked down at the knife in his palm. He felt the familiar texture of the handle and the weight of it. He knew the blade was no match for the dagger in Major’s hand, but he had youth and fitness on his side.
“That’s not going to happen so I guess there isn’t much left to say,” Samuel said.
Major nodded and spread his feet shoulder-width apart. He crouched low, his beady eyes peering from beneath the edge of his headband. Major held the dagger in front of his face while the tire iron dangled from his other hand.
Samuel gripped Scout in his hand and took a step toward Major. He looked at the old man’s face and waited, giving one last pause. Samuel had not been in many fistfights as a kid, but he could never forget the concoction of fear, anxiety and adrenaline that surged through his veins before one started. He felt his tongue stiffen in a dry mouth, and the muscles in both his arms twitched. When Major shook his head, Samuel knew the time for negotiations had ended.
Major swung the dagger in a lazy arc, cutting the air with the sharpened blade. He brought it back and forth, carving a safe space between him and Samuel. The tire iron waited, the cold metal knowing the time for bashing would come soon enough. Samuel stepped closer, keeping his blade upright in a defensive block, although he thought one full swing from Major’s dagger would break his own blade. He bent down to pick up a rock in his left hand.
“You’re desperate, boy. Last chance.”
Samuel ignored Major’s words and swung hard with his fist closed around the knife. Major stepped back to dodge it and came around with a kick to Samuel’s knee. The blow from his boot made him wince. Major watched as he dropped the rock to grab the damaged ligaments. When Samuel squatted, Major came across his shoulder with the tire iron. Samuel fell sideways, and his head crashed into the powdery dirt of the cavern floor. The tire iron felt like it had cut a burning hole in his shoulder, which helped to distract him from the pain in his leg.
Major stepped back and waited. Samuel writhed on the ground as Major waited for him to stand. When he did, Major brought the tire iron into Samuel’s midsection, where it struck his ribs. They both heard the bones crack before Samuel felt the searing pain. Samuel doubled over and dropped Scout on the ground.
Major stood and straightened his back. He glanced at the entrance to the cave, looked at Mara’s still body, and then at the back of Samuel’s head, now curling in toward his knees as he lay in a fetal position on the ground.
“There ain’t much time left. If you don’t slip us now, I’m going to kill you and take my chances flying solo.”
Samuel lifted his head. He looked at Major’s eyes through a wall of silent tears but did not respond.
“So be it,” Major said.
He brought the tire iron up above his head, lining up the back of Samuel’s skull. As he held it aloft, Samuel flipped over and threw the rock into Major’s groin. The old man let out a muffled cry as the chunk of limestone collided with his most sensitive area, causing him to drop his arm but not the tire iron. Major staggered backward as the blow stole all of the breath from his lungs. He turned sideways to spew what little remained inside his stomach.
Samuel recognized the lull as his last opportunity to survive the fight. He pushed himself up into a hunched position, willing his injured leg to withstand the weight of his body. He drew his good knee back and drove it upward into Major’s abdomen. The old man didn’t see it coming because he was puking. Major fell backward into the dirt, as did Samuel when his leg gave out under the strain. Samuel crawled closer and spotted Scout in the dirt. His fingers clenched the handle of the blade. Samuel aimed the point at the back of Major’s right leg. He reached forward and sliced across the back of Major’s boot, just above his heel, severing the Achilles tendon. Major screamed and dropped his weapons as his hands went toward the wound.
Feeling on somewhat more equal footing, Samuel rolled backward to avoid Major’s random flailing weapons. He pulled himself into a sitting position and tried to breathe through the fissures in his ribs. He thought about the countless stories he heard about hand-to-hand combat where a broken rib punctured a lung and the combatant drowned in his own blood. Samuel rubbed his hand along his side, hoping the pointy bones were not poised to do the same to him.
Major could not hold back his cries. He blinked, determined not to let the pain overtake him and force unconsciousness. The thudding force in his abdomen caused several more dry heaves, while the burning pain above his heel made it difficult to even roll over. Major reached for his dagger and brought it to his chest while forcing himself over onto his back. He used his palms to push up into a sitting position, with the cave wall supporting his back.
Samuel rose to his knees and then to his feet as his injured leg threatened to send him crashing into the floor. He held Scout in his hand and locked eyes with Major.
“I guess this is how it’s going to end for you,” he said to the old man.
Major shook his head. “The girl. I think she may have stopped breathing.”
Samuel looked over his shoulder at Mara. He had a hard time making out her form as the cloud descended even farther, the blackness spilling inside the cave like slow-moving, black ooze.
“Look. Her chest isn’t moving.”
Samuel shook his head and screamed. The cry of frustration filled the cavern and reverberated throughout the passages. He looked at Major and then turned to check on Mara.
The sudden jolt of pain delivered to the back of Samuel’s head knocked him to the ground. Before his body crashed into the stone, he regretted turning his back on a wounded animal.
Major crawled toward him after placing a lucky throw at the base of Samuel’s neck. Samuel saw dashing lights sparkling in his vision, while his stomach prepared an ejection that would be arriving soon. He tasted the bitter limestone in his throat and blinked it from his eyes. He could see Mara’s feet and he giggled, thinking of the witch’s feet extending from underneath the house in The Wizard of Oz. The movie scene overlaid his perception in the cave as the rock to the back of his head scrambled reality. He dug his nails into the dirt and pulled his body toward Mara. Sounds swirled in his head as he thought he heard music coming from the reversion outside. Guitar riffs traveled on the floaters in his vision as his senses, which had been dulled for so long inside this locality, came alive. He shook his head and spat a glob of saliva into the dirt, where it sat before being absorbed by the dryness of the powder.
Get up, Samuel. Get up now, or Major is going to finish you off and leave this locality over two dead bodies. Get up.
He heard the voice in his head as loud as if it were being yelled into his ears. It sounded like everyone and no one at the same time. The voice felt familiar but other-worldly. He managed to turn his body over and blink as his double vision registered two men crawling toward him on their knees, each holding a dagger in his right hand.
Major staggered and stood, using the tire iron as a makeshift crutch. He slumped to one side like a shanty amidst urban decay. He raised the dagger, deciding to use the force of gravity to drive it through Samuel’s chest.
“We are running out of time, my boy. And I don’t think I’ve got another lucky throw in this tired arm.”
Samuel blinked as the blow to his head turned from disorienting to painful. He tasted more dirt in his mouth and hoped to spare a few more seconds until the ringing in his ears subsided enough for him to think.
“You got a hell of an arm,” Samuel said, his words slurred.
Major winced and recalibrated his stand. The tire iron was not long enough to provide the support he needed for his severed tendon. Samuel watched the man’s eyes and knew the pain was dulling his appetite for conversation.
“It’s too bad you weren’t interested in having me as a travel partner. Think we coulda had some times,” Major said.
Samuel watched as the dagger came up higher. Major bent his knees like a swimmer on the block, waiting for the sound of the starter pistol. Samuel gripped Scout in his right hand, where cold sweat gathered along with the adrenaline.
Major leapt forward and brought the dagger down. He landed on top of Samuel, their eyes meeting. Their bodies remained motionless like lovers in an embrace. Neither spoke. Major’s mouth opened, but blood flowed from it instead of words. Samuel looked to his right where Major’s dagger stuck in the hard ground of the cave. He felt the warm trickle surrounding the hand that held Scout firmly lodged in Major’s chest. Samuel shifted his weight to the left and rolled, pushing Major’s body off his own. He left Scout inside Major, no longer feeling it served any purpose for him. The old man blinked, his hand resting on the hilt of the knife.
“I tried. I really tried. If you had just stayed there.”
Major coughed, spurting blood over his lips and down his chin. He let out a low cackle and shook his head back and forth. “Let yer conscience go, son. This is how I was going out, not banished to another locality like some surly teenager sent to his room.” Another wracking cough made Major stop. His ragged breathing reduced his speech to mere whispers.
“I’ve gotta check on Mara,” Samuel said, running a hand through his hair. When he looked back at Major, the man’s eyes remained open in the long, glassy stare of the dead.
Samuel pushed away. His injured leg felt like a thousand pounds, and he continued to fight through double vision. Major’s words echoed in his head, forcing Samuel to think of his own childhood and all of the expectations he could never fulfill. He began to cry, a few tears at first, until he sobbed. The reversion continued to creep into the cave, unaware of his tender, emotional state.
“Goddammit,” he said to nobody in particular.
Samuel knelt and looked back at Major. The man’s corpse remained unchanged, his right hand wrapped around the handle of the blade that had stolen his life essence. Samuel looked over to Mara and couldn’t tell if her chest was moving.
He felt the air pressure inside the cave change. The billowing cloud that had roiled overhead when he first arrived in the cursed forest had descended to nibble on the tips of the trees. He remembered it eating the light from the sky as it moved west to east. Samuel tried to calculate the number of days he spent in this locality, but he came up with nothing but a head-shaking guess, as if he were cataloging the events of a distant dream. Now, the cloud blotted out the entrance to the cave in a swirling mass of dark matter. It looked like a heavy, black velour curtain hung behind the walls, sealing the intestines of the mountain off from the carnage brought by the reversion.
A constant humming came through the stone. It drew an energy through Samuel that reverberated in his ears. It felt almost electrical, as if a microphone started to feedback through a mismanaged speaker system. His other senses began to awaken as well. Samuel could smell the dank limestone mixed with the scent of human blood. He felt the sticky dampness on the back of his head, and licked the coppery blood from a gash on his hand. His injuries came alive, each demanding attention from his brain, which continued to function through the head trauma. He was not sure why the reversion would provide a final burst of brain activity as it extinguished what remained. Samuel pictured a video from a science class in middle school. He could see the crude animation representing a supernova. The star swelled, and the intensity of its glare brightened beyond its capacity to sustain the millions of molecular activities taking place in its core. Samuel remembered how the dying star bathed the surrounding void of space with brilliant light before it contracted upon itself. He shuddered at the thought of the implosion that would eventually create a black hole, a negative energy so strong that not even light would escape its grasp. Whether or not he believed he could escape, Samuel chuckled at the thought of the reversion sweeping through this world, turning it into a real black hole.
He shook his head and shuffled toward Mara. Samuel did not think she had moved since he fought with Major. He knelt down at her feet, collapsing to his knees. The vibrations coming through the cave walls intensified and began to pressurize his ears. He opened his mouth wide and held his nose while exhaling, trying to release the pressure as if he were on a commercial airliner.
“Samuel?”
He flinched and looked up from the ground. Mara’s eyes fluttered in the dying light. Samuel reached for her hand.
“Hold me,” she said.
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“He attacked me. Threatened to kill me and find the talisman on my body.”
She nodded. “He’s gone?” she asked.
Now it was Samuel’s turn to nod.
“The cloud? The reversion?”
“Clamping down.”
Samuel told Mara about how the reversion threatened to consume the mountain and cave the way it had everything else.
“What now?” she asked.
Samuel paused and drew a deep breath.
“I opened that portal for Major. Not sure how, but it opened, and I know I could get us in it.”
Mara shook her head. He could see the pain in her eyes and the struggle it took for her to move even that much.
“Not me, Samuel. I won’t be going.”
“Don’t say that. Who knows what could happen to the wounds you suffered in this locality, at the hands of this reversion? They could disappear entirely.”
She shook her head again, raising her right hand to let her fingers trail down the side of Samuel’s cheek. He looked into her face and accepted the situation.
“So you lie here and die? Is that the plan?”
“At least one more time,” she said. When Samuel began to ask her what she meant, she placed a finger over his mouth. “There isn’t enough time for me to give you what you want. But there are some things we need to finish.”
Samuel nodded. He slipped a hand into his pocket, his mind already wondering which of the items he carried was the talisman. His ticket out of one dying world and into another.
“I’m on my own cycle. Ours happened to overlap, but they’re distinct.”
Samuel nodded, watching the strain the conversation had on Mara’s strength. “You’ve been here before,” he said.
“I have,” she said, her eyes scanning the cavern.
“And the others?” Samuel asked. He looked over his shoulder. “Him? Kole?”
“Sometimes. Not always,” she said.
Samuel nodded again, waiting.
The darkness from the reversion crept closer to where they sat in the recess of the main cavern. The shapeless and soundless monster oozed through the entrance, taking gulps of stone and stalagmites. They watched it spread across the floor like twilight seen from space. The air inside the cave became still, suffocating. The cloud dissipated the water and stole the ambient light from within.
“When I was a little girl, I loved sitting on my dad’s lap. We’d watch television or sometimes read a book. It didn’t matter. What I remember is that feeling of being safe, secure, loved. I would curl up on his chest and the rest of the world would melt away. It wasn’t long before pre-adolescence ended that feeling forever. But I lived to recapture it, and at times, I did. It might be a fleeting look of a lover or the comfort of a blanket on a frigid winter’s night, but I collected those.”
Samuel waited, feeling as though none of the words Mara used could be wasted.
“Whether you’re the giver or the recipient of those moments, you must find them too, Samuel. I need you to live wholeheartedly. I want you to promise me that no matter what happens, you’ll seek those out, relish them and give others the opportunity to do so as well. You are worthy of your existence. What you bring to the world matters. And that light cannot be snuffed by a cave, or a cloud, or a reversion.”
Samuel laughed with Mara. “Don’t forget the undead hordes.”
It was her turn to smile.
“You and I have something unfinished,” Mara said. “I need you to know it’s not pleasant for either of us, but it must happen before the reversion in this place ends.”
“Anything,” he said. “I’ll do anything for you after all of the pain I’ve caused.”
She shook her head. “You were not the cause of my pain. You helped define my path, that’s all.”
“Euphemisms,” he said.
“Truth,” she said.
Samuel shivered. The spreading gloom crawled up the walls like the animated shadows of an old horror film. He saw tendrils of black spreading across the face of the limestone while more of the physical space fell into the spreading void.
“Tell me what must be done.”
“First, help me sit.”
Samuel maneuvered behind Mara. He slid his hands underneath her arms and pulled her up until she was able to rest her back against the cave wall. Samuel heard her whimper as the movement agitated her wounds. He waited while she drew deep breaths.
“Do you remember our time in the coffee shop? In the dream?”
Samuel grinned. He pictured her dolled up in maroon-red lipstick and hip-hugging, black denim stretched across all of the right places.
“Yes.”
“Good. I wish I could say we’re going back there, but we’re not. But we have to do the same thing to go somewhere else, a place you’ll find painful.”
Samuel looked at the black fingers silently scratching their way down the wall.
“It will wait until we’re finished,” she said, following his gaze.
“What should I do?” he asked.
“Nothing. Let me lead. Once we’re there, you’ll know what to do.”
“Where are we going?”
“I can’t answer all of your questions, Samuel. You’ll need to trust me. Can you trust me?”
“Yes,” he said, nodding. “But I’m coming back alone, aren’t I?”
Mara smiled. “Take my hand and don’t let go.”
Samuel maneuvered his hand into hers. He felt her cold, clammy skin, and he shuddered, imagining what it would feel like in the near future. Mara’s skin looked translucent, as if her very essence was fading with the approach of the reversion. Her hair looked greasy and thin, and her eyes were sunk deep into their sockets.
“I’m going to close my eyes and when I do, you should, too. We’ll be somewhere different, and yet we’ll still be here. I can’t explain.”
He squeezed her hand.
“Are you ready?” she asked.
“Mara,” he said, “I hope the crossing of our paths helps you. I hope you get peace.”
“We all deserve peace,” she said.
Mara closed her eyes and Samuel followed her lead. He felt the ground sway, and the electrical thrumming returned to his feet and shot through his legs to his torso. Samuel heard a brush of air move across his skin. The breeze felt different than the air in the cavern. Mara’s hand pulsed in his, a quick jolt to let him know she was still there. Samuel arrived in his not-so-distant past.
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He looked into his friend’s face, red and swollen from Christmas cheer in the form of whiskey bottles and wine carafes.
“I can’t, man. I have to get home. Kim’s going to be worried sick.”
John held up one finger while the other hand came close to letting the aged whiskey jump the lip on his glass and land on the expensive Berber carpet in the boss’s living room. The chilly Detroit December made it even more difficult to leave the party. Samuel looked around the room and chuckled. A few of his coworkers were making obscene gestures with ornaments they grabbed from the tree while the shy ladies of the office sat on a couch, sipping mint schnapps stirred with candy canes. The aroma of ginger and chocolate floated by on the notes of John Lennon’s famous Christmas melody. Samuel had lost sight of the boss, who was upstairs going over the sales figure of his administrative assistant.
“Check it,” Johnny said. He held a black, plastic object in one hand.
“One of the new smartphones. No more shitty signals for me. Got the full voice and data plan.”
“That’s sweet. How’s coverage?” Samuel asked, slipping into the tech talk that came so naturally to him.
“Everywhere. Try it out. Call Kim and let her know you’re fine.”
“I gotta go.”
Johnny rolled his eyes. “Dude, just call her and get yourself another whiskey sour.”
Johnny handed Samuel the phone and began picking his way through the people hovering near the natural-gas fireplace. Samuel made more small talk with the group before pushing toward the den, where the hired bartender stood with a gaping yawn. He dialed his number, and the digits on the LCD display made Samuel squint at the device.
One ring.
Two rings.
Three rings.
“Hello?”
The voice came through the pinhole on the earpiece.
“Hey, hon.”
“Sam. What time is it?”
He looked down at his watch with the company logo crested in the middle of the face.
“Early evening, I think.” As soon as he said it, Samuel cringed, knowing he should have been more precise to prove his sobriety.
“Everything okay?” Kim asked.
“Yeah, fine. Johnny gave me his new smartphone to call you. It’s one of those—”
“Sam,” Kim said, cutting off his excitement about the newest gadget he would have to own. “You’re leaving now, I assume.”
“Sorry. Listen, I’m going to hang here with the guys, telling office jokes and making fun of each other’s nine irons. Gonna be a bit later.” The pause forced Samuel to look at the phone’s touch-screen display to make sure it had not dropped the call. “Kim?”
“Get a cab,” she said.
“Honey, I’m fine. I’ve already started on the black coffee,” Samuel said, looking at the whiskey in his opposite hand.
“Samuel,” she said with a tone that made his heart ache.
“Really, I’m fine. Keep the back porch light on.”
He heard the rustling of the comforter on the other end. Samuel could see her dark hair spread across the black, flannel sheets they put on the bed for winter. He could smell the conditioner in her hair, which would have been blown dry and brushed. Samuel could almost feel the smoothness of her skin from a leg shave in the tub and moisturizing bath salts. He felt his mouth go dry, seeing his wife’s naked body buried beneath the mounds of bedding like a gift, waiting for his arrival.
“Please be careful.”
Samuel took a deep breath and nodded until he remembered Kim was not in the room.
“I will. And Kim?”
“Yes?”
He looked around the room at several people within earshot and reconsidered what he was about to say.
“Nothing. Love you. See you later tonight.”
“Okay, Sam.”
A click followed, and Samuel handed the sleek phone back to his friend.
“We all good?” Johnny asked.
“All good,” Samuel said.
They sat at the table in the dining room, where the boss reappeared. His administrative assistant sat on the couch with the other ladies of the office, her hair wispy and her lipstick in need of some touch up.
“Cards, anyone?”
“It’s a Christmas party, boss. We can’t play poker,” Johnny said.
“Holiday party,” his boss said. “The wife and kids are gone for the weekend. This is anything I want it to be.”
Samuel looked over his shoulder at the ladies gathered on the couch, and then at the men around the table.
“Who’s dealing?” Samuel asked.
The poker game played out as most do. A forgetful carousel of laughter, dick jokes and evaluations of female anatomy. The ladies on the couch left to return home to their balding husbands, who would lay a paunch on their stomachs for the two minutes it would take to finish the job. A few observers stood behind the table, pretending to be amused by the entertainment only gamblers can enjoy.
Samuel looked at his stack of chips and shook his head. He had cashed in twice, and there were no bills left in his wallet. Johnny saw him look and flashed Andrew Jackson at him from under the table. Samuel shook his head, even though he found the offer to borrow money for more chips tempting.
“I’ve only got one or two more hands in me, fellas.”
“Keep your desk next to Fagboy Davidson and you’ll have more than one or two hands in you, if you know what I’m saying.”
Samuel laughed at the vulgar homophobia. He knew it was offensive, but it was also funny. Davidson was still in the closet, although some might say he had one foot sticking out, and it wore a red pump.
“It’s already dark, and Kim’s going to want me to fix the leaky faucet before I go to bed tonight.”
“You fucking family men,” Johnny said. “You’re always getting told what to do by the ball and chain.”
The table roared with laughter, and Samuel waved them off, feeling the Catholic guilt his parents used to raise him.
“One more for me, then I’m done,” he said.
“That’s what she said,” came from another seat at the table, which pitched the group into more laughter.
“Then you’ll need this to help it down.”
Johnny poured the whiskey from the bottle directly into Samuel’s glass. He slammed it down on the table and slapped Samuel on the back.
“To Sammy and his family. May he find an easy way to get his wife to consent to a three-way and bring some fun into his boring, suburban life.”
Samuel smiled and raised his glass while the other poker players clinked theirs, throwing their chins skyward to help ease the liquid down their throats.
The hand finished with Samuel losing again. He over-bet the last round in hopes of losing and not cashing out his chips. The self-sabotage worked in his favor, allowing him to rise from the table with an empty whiskey glass as well as an empty wallet.
“Fellas,” he said with an exaggerated bow. “Unfortunately, I will see all of you assholes at the office on Monday.”
Another round of laughter filled the room.
“Boss,” he said, raising a hand in the air, “you do have the best office parties. I’ll give you that.”
With a few more salutations and even more good-natured insults, Samuel searched through the coatrack until he found his black leather. He pushed a curtain aside and looked out at the new round of snow covering his car, making it look like a lump in a bowl of poorly mashed potatoes. Samuel fished through his pockets until he felt his car keys and fisted them in one hand. With a final glance, he looked back at the table to wave, but the poker game had already moved on after his departure. Samuel opened the door and stepped into the chilly, swirling snow. He pulled the collar of his coat tight around his neck and trudged to the driver’s side door.
Samuel’s fingers lumbered around the keyhole, becoming numb in the process. He cursed at the cold air gnawing at him and then swore at the battery in his keys, which were no longer able to open the locks with the magic of infrared rays. He used the tip of the key to scrape the ice crystals from the lock and managed to push it inside. The tumbler surrendered with a click. Samuel shoved his frozen fingers underneath the handle and lifted, dispensing the foggy haze from the dome light into the frigid air. He sighed, blowing plumes of mist before pouring himself into the driver’s seat. Samuel shut the door and leaned back on the headrest. The world ramped up on a conveyor belt that started turning everything in a clockwise motion. He opened his eyes and focused on the steering wheel until the car stopped spinning.
“The cold air,” he said.
Samuel placed the key in the ignition, and the car turned over, coughing and wheezing with mechanical influenza. The radio came alive, and he thrust a finger at the presets. Some nameless vanilla hard-rock song came on, which made Samuel’s churning stomach even worse. He punched the power button with his right hand while hitting the power window button with his left. The subzero air poured into the car. Samuel felt it burn his lungs before putting the window back up.
He gunned the gas pedal several times and released the parking brake. Samuel thought of Kim, but their conversation was an ink blot, dark and formless. He decided she would want him home on a night like this, where he could spoon with her, both of them staying warm. That thought brought a smile to his face.
I can do this. Been drinking coffee all night long.
“You fucking dog,” he said to the empty car. “You have, but you’ve been dropping whiskey with it.”
Samuel laughed at his own dishonesty before putting the car into drive. He had already pulled from the curb before he realized he hadn’t cleared the snow. The hard, white precipitation covered his windows and protected him from the reality on the other side. Samuel put the windshield wipers into motion. The motor hummed and then rattled, but the wipers remained buried in the snow piled at the base of the windshield.
“Dammit.”
He reached under the seat for his trusty ice scraper and came up with the broken bottom half of it. Samuel tossed it into the back seat and opened the door. The wind tore at his face and whipped his hair into maniacal formations. Samuel pulled his coat sleeve over his hand and used his arm to clear as much of the snow from the windshield as possible. With a round porthole cleared, he stepped back into the car and set the defrost fan to the high setting.
Samuel’s bladder decided he did not have time to wait for the defroster to clear the window. Departure, and urination, was imminent. He bent low and craned his neck to look through the hole he had scraped. It wasn’t much, but Samuel thought he could navigate the car for the ten-minute drive to his house. He would stay under the limit, and he would stay alive.
Samuel navigated by alternately sticking his head outside the driver’s side window and then looking through the porthole, which allowed him to stay on the road. He successfully avoided parked cars, sidewalks, and garbage cans awaiting pickup.
The first car passed with its horn blaring and then fading into the distance like a locomotive in an old western film. He thought he may have heard the driver yelling, but he couldn’t be sure. Samuel pulled the vehicle hard to the right, assuming he had drifted into the oncoming lane.
“Couple more turns and I’m home,” he said to no one.
He followed the plows and salt trucks through Detroit’s wealthier suburbs as they made their rounds, the last ones before the shift change and a watery cup of warm coffee back at the garage. Samuel concentrated on the blinking lights while the salt pummeled the front end of his car like a localized hailstorm. When the truck turned right toward city hall and the truck garage behind it, Samuel remained on the road. He looked into his rearview mirror and saw black, the narrow secondary streets not equipped with the streetlights like the main thoroughfares. The cold and the darkness closed in, and Samuel felt the need to leave his window all the way down. The bitter, winter air seeped in like a shot of insulin to a diabetic in shock. He sat up straight and blinked. Samuel looked at the street sign and then recalibrated his bearings, figuring he was only three or four miles from his house. In one more mile, he would take a right onto Route 24 for the one-mile stretch that would dump him at the foot of the development. The snow relented, but the chill did not.
As Samuel turned onto the local highway, he saw headlights approaching, the first since he left the party. He glanced down at the gauges and felt for the seatbelt strap, hoping to avoid getting pulled over and then having a seatbelt fine on top of it.
In an instant, the headlights doubled from two to four. He saw the first set snap out into his lane and then wink as the car slid sideways, fishtailing on the slick roadway. The driver regained control and pulled the vehicle back into his own lane. But it sent the second set of headlights into a spin of its own and into a collision course with his car. Samuel became so enamored with the scene, he didn’t notice he let his vehicle drift.
Samuel’s vehicle struck the oncoming car, creating an impact that crumpled the other car’s hood, sending it into an upside-down V, like a cheap accordion. He felt the brunt of the impact, which threw him toward the passenger side and then the seatbelt snapped him back. He felt his car spin and strike three more times, unsure what he was hitting. The sound of crunching metal made him wince. All he wanted was for the car to stop moving, even if it meant slamming straight into a tractor-trailer. Samuel waited and waited, the seconds feeling like lifetimes. When it finally stopped, he was facing the opposite direction on the highway, his passenger side door stuck to the guardrail.
The silence lasted for a few seconds. His ears rang and the adrenaline spiked his bloodstream. Samuel felt the warm, sticky blood flowing into his left ear, and he winced. He did a mental check and realized he was alive and without serious injury. The euphoria of that revelation lasted until he looked out the other side of the car at the discarded mess of steel balled up next to the opposite guardrail.
Samuel climbed from his car and limped over the frozen roadway toward the other vehicle. He thought he remembered two sets of headlights, but either that vehicle fled or the whiskey had created the extra set of lights. He smelled gasoline and burning rubber, while drops of sizzling liquid pooled in the roadside ice. He looked both ways and saw nothing but the dead of winter. Somewhere beyond his vision, a distant siren blared.
A groan from inside the mangled metal brought his attention back. Samuel approached, unsure where the front of the vehicle could be. He saw twisted steel, dark plastic and scraps of humanity thrown together inside the death cage. He walked toward the car and stepped over a hockey stick, followed by a book. The closer he came, the more personal belongings he stepped over.
The car’s dinging door alarm was on but struggling to maintain sound, as if it was covered in thick foam. Samuel saw the steering wheel contorted like a pretzel as he looked inside the gaping wound where the windshield used to be. He saw the small, delicate frame of a young woman, the seatbelt tight against her throat. Jet-black hair covered her face. Samuel shoved his face inside and heard the ragged, desperate sound of her lungs. He looked at her painted fingernails wrapped around the steering wheel. The smell of exhaust mingled with blood made him queasy.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
As soon as he spoke the words, he felt like a fool. He could not bear to ask the question he really wanted to ask.
“I’ll get help.”
He spun and remembered the Italian restaurant fifty yards up the highway. It was probably getting close to closing time, but an old phone booth stuck out near the guardrail like a beacon of hope. Samuel had just spun toward it when he felt the warm, weak grip on his hand. He jumped and let out a muffled cry.
The driver’s hand held his. He could feel her erratic pulse, see shallow breathing, but he could not move. The grip squeezed his hand as if to say all was forgiven, accidents happen. Samuel felt the encompassing love, and he knelt low to see inside the remains of the car. He used his free hand to reach in and gently push the hair away from Mara’s face.

      [image: image-placeholder]The memory advanced like a fluttering reel of film until Samuel sat at a glass pane, holding a corded phone to his ear. 

Kim came into the visitation room and looked at him. She had not been able to apply her morning make-up over red, puffy eyes. Her face resembled the photograph hanging above the dresser, the one of her and Samuel in college. She loved that picture and the wispy memories of youth it represented. They both remembered the night that photograph was taken and always joked that Kim’s hold on her car keys was as strong as the one she had on Samuel’s heart.
“Kim, I thought I was fine.”
“There’s no point. After what we’ve been through, after what you’ve been through, I can’t . . .” Kim trailed off, fumbling through the conversation.
“I’m so sorry. I’m going to make this right,” he said.
Kim sat, her bottom lip trembling.
“The kids?”
“My mother’s,” she said.
“Now what?”
“Now you figure out how you’re going to live with this, Samuel. Now you have to ask God, or whatever demonic force that commands you, for forgiveness and hope he doesn’t strike you down.”
“What should I do about—”
“I don’t give a fuck, Samuel. You do whatever it is you need to do.”
He could hear the pain in her voice.
“I’ll deal with it.”
Kim laughed. “I’m sure you will.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel opened his eyes, returning to the cave where Mara lay at the mercy of the reversion. 
“I’m so sorry.”
Mara squeezed Samuel’s hand just as she had on that cold night. She smiled, and the worry lines in her face loosened.
“I can’t believe that all this time you, you knew that . . .” Samuel shook his head, tears clouding his vision. “I’m the reason you’re here, stuck in this prison.”
“Come closer,” Mara whispered. Her eyes closed, and the life drained from her voice.
Samuel moved closer and bent down, taking her hand in both of his.
“I let you see what I thought you needed to see while you were here.”
He nodded, setting at least some of his guilt free. “Mara, I . . . I can’t believe I did that to you, and—”
She squeezed his hand again and shook her head as much as possible. “Life did that to me, not you.”
Samuel started to speak but Mara squeezed his hand, stopping him.
“There isn’t much time. Please listen,” she said.
Samuel dropped his head and waited for her to continue.
“I didn’t see your face at the scene. I passed before you came over to the wreck. But when you arrived in this place, I argued with Kole.”
A memory sparked in Samuel’s head. He remembered seeing the disagreement at a distance.
“We didn’t so much argue about you, although he claimed you were someone from his past. I guess you could have passed through both of our lives, but I don’t really know. I told him you were here for me, for him, for all of us. I explained you had a purpose and a mission to release us from this.”
“But he didn’t agree. Major didn’t agree either, did he?” Samuel asked.
She shook her head.
“They could have been here for other reasons,” she said, a wet cough thundering through her chest. “But I knew why you were here and what that meant for me.”
“What does it mean for me?” he asked.
“I don’t know. I wish I could say, but I can’t. You’ll have to figure that out.”
Samuel looked up. Their bodies appeared to float in pure darkness. The reversion had begun to peck at their feet. Samuel could feel the power trying to dissolve the molecules in his body. The cave and the rest of the dead locality attached to it were gone, swallowed and consumed by the inevitable force of the reversion.
“How? When? Where?”
Mara let the single-word questions hang in the air without attempting to answer any of them.
“If you can figure out why you’re here, the answers to those questions might show themselves to you.”
“Do you know why you’re here?” he asked.
Mara nodded. “Yes.” It was all she said.
Mara’s eyelids fluttered, and Samuel felt her breath hitch in her chest. He wiped her forehead with the back of his hand and felt the cool, clammy touch of death descending upon her, challenging the reversion for the last spark of life left.
“This is my time,” Mara said.
Samuel closed his eyes and felt the oppressive force of nothingness closing in on him.
“How will I know? How will I know how I got here and what to do about it?”
Mara opened her eyes and looked at Samuel for the last time. He saw the forgiveness and sadness inside, the emotional turmoil simmering in the deep recesses. She bit her lip and spoke again, her words barely audible this time.
“I will show you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel saw the inky blackness, like oil-slicked surf, the silent waves pulsing over her body. He felt weightless as the power of the reversion disassembled the atoms left in the locality. He screamed in helpless futility as he watched the darkness creep over Mara. It slid over her foot, and when it retreated it left nothing but empty blackness behind. He watched as the forces nibbled and bit at her essence like fish feeding on a floating corpse. 
He knew whatever was happening to her physical body was a different experience than what was happening to her spirit. Samuel smiled, seeing Mara’s angelic face from the coffee shop in his mind’s eye, rather than the pasty, sickly face of her lying in the cold dirt of the cave and waiting for death.
Samuel watched as the last remnants of Mara’s body disappeared beneath the relentless pursuit of the reversion. With her body gone, he became a drifting ship amidst a horrific ocean of darkness and silence. The reversion began the same process on him, albeit at a much slower pace. He reached down to touch his knee and became queasy, uncertain of his bearings and feeling, like an astronaut tumbling through deep space, carried into oblivion without the slightest friction to stop it. He closed his eyes and opened them to try to stabilize his mind, but the attempt failed. Samuel opened his mouth to scream when a voice entered his head. He knew it was Mara before she even spoke.
I must show you what you can no longer access from your own memory. If I don’t do it now, the reversion will claim you forever.
Samuel cried, ready to follow her, ready to do anything to escape the fate perched on the threshold of his humanity.
Your final moments, those inaccessible to you since you arrived here. Those moments will enlighten you, provide answers to questions you have not asked. They will also explain your presence here, and once you have that knowledge, you will know what you must do.
“What if I don’t?” he asked.
All you can do is trust in what I have to share.
Samuel felt Mara’s essence dissipate. The energy in his body shifted, and he felt his mind snap back into the physical realm. The blackness of the reversion retreated until the fuzzy hole of a dream reality filled the middle, like viewing it through a telescope. The blackness surrounding the edges of his vision reminded Samuel this was something for him to witness, but the reversion still held him in its clutches. 
The objects swam through his vision until they began to settle and form within the frame. A burning knowledge began in his stomach, and the pain blossomed outward as the scene materialized. When the objects stopped and the lens on the vision focused, Samuel cried. He remembered the scene, he remembered the cast, and even though the pain tore through his psyche, he also remembered his lines. Samuel was not sure he could manage to sit through the clip until he felt the inner strength of Mara, speaking to him.
You must. And from your suffering will come your salvation.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel slid the triskele from underneath the thin mattress that smelled of piss and disinfectant. He smiled and held the item in his hand, pleased to have been able to smuggle the talisman into his cell without hiding it within one of his body’s orifices. 
The cinder-block wall stared at him from all angles, disguising up from down and inside from out. The stainless-steel sink sat next to the basin that functioned as a toilet. Both fixtures faced the bars of the open cell and anyone that happened to be walking the corridor of his ward. A black marker sat in the corner of the room, while a simple calendar hung from the wall above it. The air inside the prison hung as if it too was sentenced to a life of pure, dead boredom.
“I’m cold,” Samuel yelled.
He shuffled to the front of the cell and looked out. Samuel saw nobody.
“I need a fucking blanket.”
The sound of scraping metal preceded the methodical tapping of boots on the polished floor.
“’Bout time.”
Samuel stepped back and waited as the guard approached with a thin blanket folded down to the size of a postcard. He looked at Samuel and sniffed, turning his nose up at the stench.
“Flush the damn toilet, you animal.”
The guard tossed the blanket through the bars. It landed at Samuel’s feet. He bent down and picked up the linen. Samuel listened as the boots clicked their way back to the front desk, sealed off with the massive, steel door shrieking into place.
Samuel unfolded the sheet masquerading as a blanket and did the mental calculations in his head. He looked up at the heating duct burrowing through the cinder-block walls and hoped the sheet was long enough. He took the thin, felt slippers from his feet and knotted the end of the sheet around both until the ball of cloth outweighed the rest of the fabric. He looked up at the three-inch gap between the ductwork and the ceiling, and then visually measured the ball in his hand.
He walked toward the sink and splashed his face with water. The pungent stench of chlorine invaded his mouth, and Samuel remembered the inmates telling him to never drink the water from the sink inside the cell. Samuel laughed at that advice and its absurdity in his current situation. He looked at the calendar and the mangled photo tucked under the corner. It would not matter for Samuel. He would never see his family again.
He punched the wall and felt the skin on his knuckles pull back until the warm blood flowed over them. Samuel punched the cinder block again until the bones in his hand succumbed to the power of the cement.
The lights in the corridor buzzed. Samuel looked up to see the overhead fluorescent bulbs wink and extinguish as the electricity retreated from the wires. Several wire-encased sconces flickered to life where they were mounted between cells. The curfew buzzer sounded, followed by a sighing symphony of incarcerated souls. Samuel did not feel tired, but then again, he lost track of day and night long ago. He slept when the lights went out and woke when they came back to life.
Samuel waited for his eyes to adjust, staring at the battered photograph. He kissed two fingers on his right hand and touched them to Kim’s face. Samuel would give anything to be standing in that frame, his hand on her back as they smiled at the optimistic future awaiting them. He sat on the edge of the bunk and put his face in his hands.
There could be an appeal.
He swore at himself as soon as the thought appeared. His attorney had taken him through those permutations, and an appeal was as likely as the guard opening the door and setting him free.
Then stop stalling and get to it, you fucking coward.
Samuel stood and nodded his head, shaking the last bit of doubt from it. He took the end of the sheet containing the slippers and balled it in his right hand. Samuel stepped back and lobbed the sheet toward the duct. The first two tries bounced off the wall and fell back to him. The third toss landed on top before sliding across it and out the other side. Samuel stopped, hoping the guards would not have heard it strike the duct.
It’ll never hold you.
He cursed the voice trying to keep him from ending the pain once and for all.
“Got steel straps tied into the block to reinforce the duct. It’ll hold.”
He winced at the sound of his voice. It sounded foreign to his ears.
Samuel pulled the loose end until the knot held between the top of the heating duct and the wall. He clutched the sheet with both hands and pulled his feet off the floor. Samuel dangled a few inches in the air, neither the sheet nor the duct giving any indication they would not be able to finish the job.
He climbed on the bunk and stood on the edge of it. Samuel took the loose end and tied it around his neck several times, taking all of the slack from the fabric. He reached up and tied a knot behind his head. Sweat poured from his skin, causing a shiver in the cold chill of the cell. Samuel’s mouth went dry, and his palms became moist. He slid the triskele out of the waistband of his underwear and held it in his right hand. Samuel did not pray. He did not ask forgiveness from the all-powerful forces of the universe. If the talisman did not serve him as he crossed over, nothing would.
His bare toes extended over the edge of the bunk that sat two feet from the floor. Samuel looked up again to verify the knot held at the top before reaching around to check his noose held firm. He took shallow, rapid breaths, trying to exhale the last remnants of hesitation.
When Samuel stepped off the bed, the last things he smelled was the distant aroma of moldy bark.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel pushed the twisted sheet from his shoulder and let the makeshift noose coil on the ground like a dead snake. He looked up at the decaying branch, shook his head, his eyes darting about the empty forest as his heart raced in his chest. 
He drew a breath, exhaling slowly and wincing at the pain in his throat as his lungs tried to pull in more oxygen. He smiled from the joy of being alive until the memory of his prison cell wiped it from his face. Like a leaf at the mercy of the wind, the image of the bars floated from Samuel’s reach. Worry rushed back in to fill his mind as he struggled to find a connection, a reason for being here.
He noticed the sun dropped closer to the horizon as if touching the tops of the trees to ignite them. Darkness crept closer, surrounding the far edges of his vision. He closed his eyes and felt forgiveness in his heart. He could not recall her name or remember why she had granted him absolution.
###

The Cosmic Horror Trilogy Book 2 is next. Binge the completed trilogy on Amazon right now!
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  Fear of the Unknown


The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown. 
-H.P. Lovecraft, 1927






  
  Chapter 1


The peak of the mountain struggled to touch the tarnished golden sun as it slid beneath the horizon. Shimmering waves of heat rippled across the desert, and Samuel put a hand over his eyes and watched as the dark ribbon of night descended from above. 
“How much faster is it setting?” the young man asked Samuel.
“It’s never constant. The sun is probably ten degrees lower tonight.”
The answer hung in the still air, broken only by a crack from the paltry fire.
Samuel stared through the green flames while the young man ate a nameless, tasteless dinner encased in a steel can. He looked at his shaven scalp, visually examining the stark, white scars that prevented new hair from sprouting. Even with the young man’s head buried inside the meal, Samuel could see the reflection of his blue eyes.
“Jack.”
He kept eating.
“Jack,” Samuel said again.
He held the tarnished fork in the air and let the weak sauce drip from it.
“I think they’ve found us,” Samuel said.
Jack drew a wavy dismissal with his utensil as he plunged it back into the can. The tines struck the side before stabbing the few remaining beans.
“Did you hear me?” Samuel asked.
Jack tossed the empty can to the ground at Samuel’s feet. “I fucking heard you,” he said.
Samuel stood. He brushed the desert sand from his pants and used a forearm to clear the grime from his forehead. With callused hands, Samuel pulled the strap of his sheath tight across his right thigh and tapped the hilt out of habit. He slid a thumb underneath the rawhide string that held the quiver on his back.
“How far off?” Jack asked.
“Two, maybe three hours behind us. In old time.”
Jack nodded and shook his head. “How many?”
Samuel closed his eyes and turned his back to the mountain. He spread his feet apart and placed both hands on his hips. The dead air neither moved nor whispered. The starless canopy overhead unfurled its timeless, suffocating blanket of emptiness. Samuel looked down at their undisturbed tracks in the sand, retreating back over the last dune the pair crossed before setting up camp for the night.
“All of them.”
Jack blinked and opened his eyes wide. He tossed both hands in the air and then sat back down, kicking at the bottom of his scorched tin can.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel vaulted into a mindless, practiced routine. His hands danced across his body, securing and checking the various weapons garnered from his lone voyage through the forest, across the plain and into the expansive desert. He kicked at the fire, the dry dirt extinguishing the flame in a matter of seconds. He grabbed his backpack and spun it over one shoulder. Jack moved at a slower pace, but his hands made the same weapons checks. 
Samuel took three strides past the fire and toward the mountain. He looked at the massive peak and felt despair squeeze his heart and shorten his breath before he shrugged the thought away and turned to make sure Jack had fallen into their usual configuration.
“Ten paces and—”
“Turn and report. I know,” Jack said.
“If you knew, you wouldn’t be here,” Samuel said. It was enough to make Jack stop talking and refocus.
“You remember the last time we traveled at night?”
Samuel stopped and spun. He drew a deep breath, his chin meeting Jack’s forehead. “They will not stop. Ever. If we don’t get to the peak before they get to us, it’s all over.”
“What’s over?” Jack asked, unsure if his question was rhetorical. He kicked at a rock that skipped its own thin trail into the unbroken sand. “This? Eating shit from cans and running?”
Samuel grabbed Jack by his jacket. He could feel the threads in the cotton deteriorating, breaking the fabric down. “Any hope for you and your sorry existence,” he said.
Jack raised his arms up and pushed outward until he was free of Samuel’s grip. He took a step backward. “Fuck you, and fuck your sorry existence.”
Samuel’s hand sliced the air and connected with Jack’s face. The young man stumbled backward and brought a hand up to rub his cheek. He forced an emerging tear away through sheer will.
“Let’s go. They’re gaining on us,” Samuel said.
Jack kicked at the dirt and bared his teeth through a snarl. He began to say something but decided against it. Samuel turned, and Jack followed. After nine steps, he called out to Samuel with a deepened growl.
“Ten and clear.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“The boy is disobedient.” 
“The man is willful.”
Deva shook his head and stepped back from the glowing orb encased in crystallized amethyst. Ragged shards of the purple mineral snaked around the object like the tail of a comet. Shapes and movement emanated from within the soundless vacuum.
“Yes, and it is that stubbornness that will bring him to us, to the peak of the mountain,” Deva said. “The boy is simply doing what he was preordained to do.”
The creature standing next to Deva shrugged. “You are the seer,” he said, grinding his teeth under the words.
“Trust in the mechanisms and they will serve.” Deva glanced into the orb again, sensing more movement. When the smoke within cleared, he saw nothing of note and returned his attention to the conversation. “The forces did not fail on the previous reversion, and they will not fail on this one, either.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel felt as though the sands were retreating beneath his feet, every step forward a meaningless exercise across a monotonous landscape. He scanned the craggy peak, where tendrils of grey swirled just beneath the cloak of night. The outline of the mountain became visible only through an unseen source of ambient light that softened the space between the sky and the rock. He kept moving, Jack’s verbal report keeping him focused as much as numb with the monotony of the journey. 
Thoughts of Mara, Kole and Major entered his mind, but Samuel dismissed them. This was not the time to reflect. He had to get to the summit. Samuel’s mind wandered again, deeper into the cellular memory of what had once been his “real life,” that time of intense pain and longing. He brought a hand up to his neck and felt the tender skin where the noose bit into his flesh.
“Something.”
Samuel heard the different cadence in Jack’s report, but his brain had not yet processed it.
“Samuel, I said there’s something on the horizon. Something I can see even in the dark.”
Samuel shook himself from his thoughts. He spun and pushed past Jack until he had an unobstructed view of their trail. He felt the mountain behind him, mocking his insignificance in such a monstrous, immense place.
“See it?” Jack asked.
Samuel did. He felt as though his blood were thickening from the inside out. “We need to run.”
Jack shook his head and waited for Samuel’s next move. He obeyed without so much as a mumble.
Samuel turned and trotted forward, faster but not quite into a full run. Distance and time were not the same here. The pursuers could be days in the distance, or a quick wrinkle in the time fabric could bring them to his heels in a matter of minutes.
Except for the mountain, Samuel thought. The mountain never gets closer.
He heard Jack’s heavy breathing and the clanging of their rude cooking utensils in the bottom of his rucksack. Samuel hoped he would not have to ask Jack to jettison that pack during the chase. He turned again and saw plumes of dust rising from the horizon. Samuel put his head down and turned the jog into a sprint. He could hear Jack push as well, and imagined it would not be long before the youthful legs accelerated beyond his own pace.
Samuel scanned the land as best as he could without daylight. His eyes had adjusted to the environment, although he never quite trusted what they saw. The mountain held its place, rooted in the earth for eternity. The peak looked down on them with disdain. As far as Samuel could see, the north and south were an expanse of windswept dunes. An occasional boulder dotted the empty expanse, and the sand melted into the horizon at the place where the sky met the earth. Samuel did not see a cactus, a shrub, or evidence of any life in this realm other than the mass now chasing them toward the peak.
“What is it?”
The question jolted Samuel from his thoughts. He turned to his left, where Jack was now matching him stride for stride.
“Alpha male. And his pack.”
Jack turned over his shoulder and then back to Samuel. “All I see is dust.”
“It’s them. I know it is.”
“Why are they chasing us?”
Samuel took a gulp of air into his lungs, which began to smolder deep in his chest. He could feel the reversion here, stealing any semblance of life from this world. Samuel inhaled again, even though the air felt empty and void of oxygen.
“I’m not sure. I think they want to keep us from reaching the mountain. The peak.”
Jack looked at Samuel, and then decided to keep running.
They crested a dune, where a field of man-sized boulders lay sprawled in various stages of burial. Ancient sands had swept up the west side of many, while others lay bare. Samuel scanned the area and decided it might be their only opportunity to fend off the pack and buy some time.
“Follow me.”
Samuel sprinted around the largest boulder until the mountain was at his back. He dropped his hands to his knees and bent at the waist, close to collapsing completely into the sand. Jack put his hands on his hips and kept both eyes on the advancing horizon.
“We just gonna let them catch us?” he asked.
Samuel looked up between ragged breaths and smirked. “Draw your bow,” he said.
Before Jack could draw the arrow from his quiver, he could see the dust on the horizon giving way to physical forms. Wolves.
“They’re so fast,” he said.
“Hard to say,” Samuel said. “The reversion, it warps as well as deadens. Get your bow up.”
The men stood shoulder to shoulder, each with an arrow nocked and bow strung. Samuel held it behind his ear, steady and level, while Jack struggled to keep good form. A howl broke the piercing silence. Jack shifted on his feet while Samuel kept his weapon aimed.
A wave of sand floated through the field of boulders, much like a sandstorm powered by the atmosphere. When it settled, the alpha male stood in front of Samuel. His legion of four-legged warriors spread out behind him. Samuel mentally counted dozens of rows in the pack before he shook his head in futility.
We need him.
“So do I,” Samuel said.
Jack looked at Samuel, startled.
The elders demand his blood. We tire of the cycle.
“He must come with me.”
The alpha male growled and snapped at one of his nearby warriors. Jack started to speak again before Samuel glared at him. The nonverbal message sent and received, Jack nodded and held his ground.
We cannot have it both ways.
“The bows. They’re much more efficient than the weapons we used last time. We can kill from a distance and in greater numbers.”
Before the alpha male could reply, Samuel let his arrow fly. It parted the dead air without a sound until it struck the paw of a wolf several feet to the right of the alpha male. The creature whined and yelped before dropping on its hind legs to lick the wound.
“Just a scrape. But know that I could have punctured his heart,” Samuel said.
In response, the alpha male barked. A dozen beasts drew up on both sides of him and circled the men. They ignored the boulder and the sanctity Samuel thought it would provide.
It is my turn to demonstrate?
“Shoot at the first one that steps toward us,” Samuel said.
Jack nodded and dug his right heel into the sand. His lean biceps twitched, and a bead of sweat dropped from his nose. The alpha male stood his ground while his warriors bent low, ready to lunge.
I cannot guarantee we will part ways in the same manner.
“Neither can I,” Samuel said, his arrow leveled at the alpha male’s skull.
A low growl came from Samuel’s left. He heard Jack’s bow snap before he could stop it. A low thud broke the silence, followed by a dark pool spreading beneath a wolf lying on its side, an arrow protruding from its chest.
“Jack,” Samuel screamed.
Before Jack could reply, the alpha male howled. The rest of the pack joined. Within seconds both men had to drop their weapons and cover their ears. In a world of dead air, the beasts’ cries threatened to split their skulls.
Remember the boy took the first life. He drew first blood.
With a final roar, the alpha male turned and sprinted back toward the west. His pack followed, except for the dead wolf now lying in the cold, untouched sands.






  
  Chapter 2


Samuel staggered through the silent forest of another reversion. Each pass through a portal brought him closer to redemption. However, what appeared to be a forest was nothing more than a copse of trees on the edge of a vast desert. He allowed his body to go through the process of adjustment. In each reversion Samuel kept a little more of his memories and experiences from past reversions. He became better at discovering weapons as his intuition sharpened with experience. 
He thought often of Mara, Kole and Major. He did not know if he would ever see Mara again—it felt as though she completed the cycle. But as for the others, Samuel believed he would see them again based on what they told him. Major and Kole were tied to his fate as was Deva. Samuel needed to get to the portal before the reversion swallowed the land. Even without a guarantee he would be released from the cycle, Samuel would have to try. Beating the cloud to the final portal didn’t mean he would be free but it did mean he’d at least get another chance.
Samuel could not remember finding Jack. The boy appeared in his camp the same way he discovered Major’s camp in the last reversion. Jack arrived much like the others, disoriented and unsure of where he was. The place was vast and Jack took solace in finding another human and a bit of hope.
“He has drawn blood from the pack.”
Deva sighed and stepped toward the pedestal. “Has the alpha male shown restraint?” he asked.
“Yes,” Shallna said. “He withdrew from the fight.”
Deva looked at his apprentice and smiled. “You are beginning to see the orb as more than the ancient crystal it seems to be.”
Shallna looked to the floor in a mixture of pride and embarrassment. “What next, my lord?”
Deva stepped away from the orb, crossing the room to sit upon a stone chair. A petrified skull, its jaw propped into an eternal scream, sat on each post. Gleaming white bones were intertwined with red-veined marble beneath a robe of red velvet. He drew a chalice to his mouth.
“Do you need to appear to Samuel again?”
Deva looked down at his skin, holding his right hand up until the gems on his rings glistened. He slid his fingers through his finely manicured beard.
“I cannot say I am eager to wear the mask of the dead again so soon. However, there could be value in what you propose, Shallna. I may let the reversion take its course and push him to us.”
“But we were not able to get to him last time, my lord.”
Deva grimaced and threw his chalice to the floor, where it clanged and echoed throughout the empty chamber.
“I’m sorry,” Shallna said before Deva could speak.
“You speak the truth,” Deva said, straightening his robe and sighing. “And I do not want to consider what will happen to our plans if he regains the ability to slip.”
“Is that possible?”
“Surely,” Deva said. “One always comes through the cycle with resonant thoughts and memories. And the more times he cycles, the more of those residual thoughts will materialize.”
“How many?” Shallna asked.
“For Samuel? At least six. This could be our last chance with him.”
Deva felt his obligation coming to an end. He grew tired of the endless cycle of reversions and the energy it took to manage them. Shallna came to him so long ago, Deva could not remember a time without his apprentice. The man stumbled through the suicide forest alone and disoriented like all the rest. But Deva heard an inner voice that told him Shallna was different, that Shallna’s duty was to serve the lord of the reversion and so Deva taught him the ways of the new world. He showed Shallna the orb and explained what happened to the old world and how the new one, the reversion, functioned. While Shallna did not always assist in every reversion, Deva knew he would be bound to a future master, the cycle’s watchman.
“What about the young man?”
“Jack is a fool, and I’m not sure I have the patience to see him through the number of cycles it would take him to be of use.”
Shallna nodded and placed his hands back on the orb, leaving Deva time to consider his options.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel trudged through the shifting sands, which pulsed with a faint glow compared to the consuming darkness above. The mountain stood in the distance, its peak towering over the sprawling desert. With the debris field of boulders and spilled wolf blood disappearing over the horizon, Samuel was adrift on a waterless ocean. Each step felt futile, as if the peak would keep its safe distance for an eternity. 
The air hung lifelessly over dunes that had not moved in eons. The lack of any scrub or cacti provided no hope for weary travelers traversing the empty waste. Samuel drew a deep breath and caught the faintest scent of burnt sandalwood, which he attributed to memory rather than reality. He looked over his shoulder at Jack, the young man keeping a pace or two behind and staring into the distance toward the summit.
“I need to stop soon,” Jack said.
“I’ve got, what, fifteen years on you?”
Jack didn’t bother answering, and Samuel let it hang. He stopped to face Jack.
“I know what’s going through your head.”
“I don’t think so,” Jack said.
“If universal laws of nature apply across localities, I’m fairly certain we’re going to find what we need over the next set of dunes. Can you trust me on this?”
“You’re the only other human I’ve come across since I woke up in this fucking hell. I don’t have much choice here, do I?”
Samuel turned to look again at the mountain’s peak, feeling its unseeing gaze upon them. “Maybe an hour more, possibly two, and then I’m hoping we find what we need.”
Realizing he would not get much more from Samuel at the moment, Jack bent down to tie the lace on one boot. He stood and nodded at Samuel. The men marched, leaving nothing but their footprints and unanswered questions behind.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel pushed on while burying the pang of guilt he felt about lying to Jack. He knew there was no guarantee an hour more through the desert would produce what he was looking for. No number of hours could do that. But Samuel felt consistent energy, even though this locality differed drastically from his last. He placed a hand on his chest, over the triskele pendant that lay underneath his stained, sweaty shirt. Samuel let a thousand questions run through his head while his feet pushed him forward, inching ever closer to the mountain. He thought again of Mara and her final words to him. He remembered bits of conversation with Major and Kole. Before the intellectual exercise could grind his brain to a halt and leave him in a puddle of self-doubt, Samuel saw an anomaly on the horizon. Jack saw it, too. 
“What’s that?” he asked, his breathing now husky as more sand settled in his throat.
“What I’ve been waiting for,” Samuel said.
“It’s been more than an hour or two. Either you’re a liar or your sense of time sucks.”
Samuel smiled. “C’mon,” he said, bringing his right arm around in a lazy arc toward the horizon. “That’s where we rest.”
Jack felt a renewed energy in his step as they walked through the sands toward the unknown object on the edge of the world. The dunes spread out to the horizon in undulating waves. The young man wondered how long it had been since the great winds that formed them swooped down from the skies. He thought about crossing an eternal desert during a timeless night with a strange man he did not know. Jack kept his feet moving while trying to keep his thoughts from running away with his sanity.
As the two continued on, the familiar shape of the cabin revealed itself to Samuel. He squinted as they approached, and he saw Mara’s smiling face in his mind’s eye.
“What is it?” Jack asked.
Samuel ignored him, intent on getting to the cabin, where he could sit and close his eyes for a minute. The men approached. The mountain kept its distance while the peak kept its watch. The cabin, however, remained fixed between two dunes threatening to bury it in a tomb of sand.
Sandblasted shingles clung to the pitched roof in a desperate attempt to keep from sliding to the ground. A lone, brick chimney jutted out at an angle as time attempted to pull it over. Weathered, wood shakes covered the front and sides, the stain long since dissolved. One lone window sat to the right of the door. A glaze of time covered the glass, giving it an opaque finish. Three steps led up to the door, which had a single brass knob and no lock.
Samuel took another step closer, scanning the ground for any sign of activity. He saw a long spider web hanging diagonally across the top right corner of the door. Other webs clouded the corners of the front window.
They walked to the right, circling around the cabin. The wood shakes covered the other exterior walls, although some had fallen to the ground in clumps of petrified wood. Jack bent down and sniffed the crumbling shingle, expecting a dry, organic scent. He caught the slightest hint of cedar and nothing more. Coming around the other side and back to the front, they did not find a cistern, privy or other evidence of habitation. Samuel stepped back and allowed Jack to approach the door first.
The front door looked back at Jack, unmoving and uncaring. He placed a foot on the first step and heard the wood crack under his weight. He felt a tingling in the bottom of his foot that climbed past his ankle, over his knee and bolted up to his shoulders. He pulled his foot up instinctively, and the electric buzz faded. When Jack put his foot back on the step, it returned like a low-voltage, electric current. He looked down and his eyes widened. A crisp, brilliant-blue outline surrounded his foot and extended to the outer edge of the step. The line glowed with an intensity that made Jack squint, cutting through the dark monotony of the desert and the black sky.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jack looked down at his foot, now encased in a thin, blue light, standing on the pockmarked cement of a flight of steps leading up to an automated glass door. Young women with thin smiles rolled elderly folks up the ramp to his left and into the Three Rivers Hospice Care Center. He turned around with a slackened jaw to ask Samuel about his apparent teleportation, but saw only the black ribbon of the parking lot extending out to the banks of the Ohio River. 
“Excuse me, sir.”
A young girl brushed past Samuel, her mother dragging her by the wrist. The woman glared at him as the girl smiled.
“Thank you,” she said.
Jack climbed the remaining steps and went through the glass doors, into the lobby of the hospice. At once, he recognized the industrial-gray carpet and ragged furniture clustered around the soundless television. Magazines and their subscription cards lay scattered across the coffee table, while white paper cups billowed out of the waste bin.
“Are you here to see a patient?”
The question caught Jack by surprise. He turned to see a middle-aged woman in khakis and a white, button-up blouse standing nearby. She wore her hair nestled on top of her head, where gray wisps broke free and danced in the fabricated breeze of the building’s air-conditioning unit.
“Gran,” Jack said. The word came out muffled. “I’m here to see my gran.”
The woman smiled again. The gesture creased lines under her eyes and at the corners of her mouth. She nodded with perfect manners.
“Do you know her room number?” the woman asked. She paused for Jack’s reply even though she understood he would not have the answer. They never had the answer.
Jack shook his head.
“If you come over to the reception desk, we can look it up for you.” The woman turned and walked behind the desk without waiting for further information from Jack. She hunched over another woman, sitting at a computer with a phone lodged between her shoulder and cheek.
“Kolton. Mary Kolton.”
The receptionist stood, hung up the phone and looked at the woman helping Jack. Without a word, the receptionist disappeared down a back hallway, leaving the keyboard and mouse sitting behind an empty chair.
“Let me just check our system for you.”
Jack shifted his weight from one foot to the other. With both palms placed down on the counter, he turned his head to look over a shoulder. The lobby shimmered as if he was looking at it through a wall of water. He saw glimpses of the open cabin door, the expansive desert, and Samuel standing motionless in it. Jack blinked, and the hospice came back into existence.
“Room 318,” she said without lifting her head. The woman handed Jack a small white card with the numbers written on it, as if most visitors struggled to remember them.
Jack accepted the card and nodded, walking away from the desk in no certain direction.
“You’ll need to take the elevator to the third floor. It’s at the end of that hallway.”
Before Jack could reply, the woman was back in the lobby, straightening the magazines with fabricated urgency.
Each step on the polished floor electrified Jack’s foot, the tingle moving from his heel and extending all the way to his thigh. Soft, classical music floated in the distance, and he drew in the odor of hospital disinfectant mixed with dying flowers. Jack closed his eyes and inhaled again, grateful for any sensory stimulation, even the kind struggling to mask death.
Jack teleported from the brightly lit hallway on the first floor to the closed door of room 318. He glanced left and right. To his left sat a nurse’s station, abandoned except for a clipboard and an empty candy dish sitting on top of the counter. To the right, the hallway extended and ended in a floor-to-ceiling glass window. The light blasting through the window was so bright that the hallway appeared to open into a cloud at thirty thousand feet. An elderly man shuffled toward the window, one bony hand on the railing bolted to the wall and the other set of gnarled knuckles gripping the head of a wooden cane. Before Jack could look away, the man stopped. He turned his head and looked at Jack. Strands of white hair floated over the liver spots on his scalp. A toothless grin split his face, while a snicker came from deep within a set of diseased lungs.
“We all come to this,” the old man said.
Jack felt his breath catch in his chest. He glanced at the plaque on the door, looking for comfort in the three numbers it held.
“Come to what?” Jack asked, even though he knew exactly what the man meant.
“The end.”
Jack closed his eyes, drew a breath and opened them. When he did, the old man was gone. He reached out and turned the lever on the door, pushing it into room 318.
The private room at Three Rivers Hospice Care Center resembled all of the other private rooms. The narrow door to the bathroom stood open enough to allow the reflected, green light out. The mechanical bed sat underneath the draped window with a generic, particle-board television stand at the foot. The TV blinked and flashed, but no sound came through the single speaker. The closet to the left remained closed, with cards and papers taped to it. They fluttered from the cool air blowing through the vent overhead, which sent a shiver up Jack’s spine.
He saw the lump of broken human underneath cheap, white blankets. Gran’s glasses sat next to a sweating pitcher of water on a nightstand. Her rosary beads spilled off the surface, while an army of orange plastic medication containers lined the outer edge. Jack saw her worn slippers tucked underneath the bed, abandoned. He pictured those same slippers standing at the stove in his parents’ kitchen, cooking him an endless breakfast of eggs and bacon before school each morning.
The door to 318 finally came to rest on the latch with a subtle click. Jack turned and saw nothing but the fire-escape plan fixed to the door behind a piece of yellowed plastic. He walked toward the bed on the legs of a nine-year-old. Jack’s bangs dangled in front of his eyes, and his bronze skin gleamed from the August sun. As he approached the edge of the bed, Gran turned to face him.
Her eyes fluttered until recognition poured over her face. “Jacky,” she mumbled.
“Hi, Gran,” he said, his voice reverting to the high pitch of a boy on the cusp of puberty. “How ya doin’?”
“Not so hot, Spanky.”
Gran smiled, and Jack saw the cracks on her lips break open. The IV bag hung on the rack next to the bed like a lone sentinel on death watch.
“When you coming home?” Jack asked.
“I’m not coming home, Jack. This is the end for your old gran.”
“No,” Jack said, the tears welling up and distorting his beloved grandmother’s face. He pushed them aside and did his best to conjure memories of time spent at her kitchen table, enjoying warm chocolate chip cookies and conversations sprinkled with laughter.
“I’m afraid so. I want to talk to you a bit if we can. Mom and Dad still downstairs in the cafeteria?”
Jack nodded, remembering their location from all those years ago.
“Sit.” Gran motioned to the chair next to her bed. The hard plastic protested as Jack sat down, bringing his face level with hers. “We all get our time here and do what we want with it, but ya know the good Lord always brings ya home. It’s like what Father Boyle talks about on Sundays, right?”
Jack sat and listened but did not answer.
“Ashes to ashes and dust to dust, God calls us home.”
A series of ragged coughs attacked Gran’s lungs. The IV line snapped back and forth from her convulsions. Just when he thought he’d need to grab a nurse, Gran settled down. She crumpled a red-speckled handkerchief and drew a half glass of water to her lips. Jack reached out to steady her shaking hand.
“But we’ve had this talk already, haven’t we, Jack?”
He looked down at his body now filling the chair, his hairy legs extending beneath the bed. “Yes, a long time ago, Gran.” Jack felt the deep bass in his voice and recognized it as that of a man. He sat in front of his dying grandmother now as he was, instead of the boy he used to be.
“What is this place, Gran?”
“It doesn’t matter, hon. You’ll always be in here,” she said, tapping a crooked finger on her heart.
Jack smiled and placed his hand over hers. He felt the warmth radiating from her chest and knew it would not last.
The woman looked into his eyes. “Stay with Samuel. Go where he goes.”
The name ran up Jack’s spine, and he felt a flutter in his chest. He turned to face the hospice room door. A transparent wave passed over it, allowing Jack to see the petrified, wood paneling of the door in the desert, the one his mind knew he was still facing.
“I’ll help him, Gran, if you say that’s what I should do.”
She waved at Jack and placed a hand near her mouth in an attempt to stifle another barrage of coughs. “Go where he goes,” she said again.
Jack dropped his head to his chest. When he raised it again, Samuel was standing on the opposite side of the bed. He looked at Jack while placing a cool rag on Gran’s forehead.
“What are you . . .?” Jack’s question trailed into the ether.
“We have much to discuss,” Samuel said.
Before Jack could reply, the blue lines reappeared at his feet. He felt the room shake, and the vibration came back through the floor and up his legs. A bright flash forced Jack to close his eyes, and when he opened them, he reappeared on the threshold of the cabin’s door, in a desert world with Samuel.

      [image: image-placeholder]“A reflection.” 
Jack gasped. His throat tightened and he suddenly felt dizzy, stepping backward until the exterior wall of the cabin kept him from falling.
“What’s a reflection?” he asked.
Samuel turned to look over his shoulder to the west. “The cloud. The reversion is coming, and I’m guessing that’s why you got your first reflection. Something must have triggered it. Mine always came from physical objects. Yours are coming from a different place.”
Jack shook his head, trying to follow Samuel’s train of thought. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know,” Samuel said. He nodded toward the door. “Let’s get inside. If these outposts are consistent across all localities, it’ll provide us with a break and some time to talk.”
Jack nodded.
“Open the door, Jack.”
Samuel waited as Jack stood upright and drew a deep breath. He placed his hand on the crusty doorknob, waiting for an electrical shock. When it did not arrive, he turned the knob and pushed the door open.
Speckles of dust hung in the air, dancing on thin strings of light penetrating the cabin through gaps in the shakes. Jack blinked twice, feeling his eyes burn from lack of moisture. Cobwebs dangled from the corners of the ceiling and stretched from underneath the cracked plaster.
An image of the alpha male snapped into his head. Jack closed his eyes and saw the feral, yellow eyes coming at him. He remembered the teeth, bared and hungry, ready to tear at his flesh.
Jack shook his head and dispelled the memory. He surveyed the cabin. A rickety table stood in one corner, the old-fashioned type meant for writing with a quill and inkwell. The wood appeared grey in the darkened room, and Jack would have been surprised if it appeared any differently in the full daylight. A wooden chair with a three-rung back sat tucked beneath the tabletop. A rudimentary bunk filled the opposite corner. Two rough-hewn legs extended to the floor at each corner, while the long side was tied into the wall. A thin, lumpy pad covered the top of the bunk, which did not hold a pillow or blanket. Like the desk, webs crisscrossed the bunk. The only other item in the room hung from a single nail protruding from the crown molding.
Jack stood in the middle of the room until Samuel stepped inside as well. Samuel looked around as if it were a familiar den where hours could be spent reading books and sipping coffee. He pointed to the wall where an item hung from a thin wire.
At first, Jack thought it was a mirror. Ages of dust covered the surface, hiding the item’s true identity. An ornate, carved frame encapsulated the piece, seemingly out of place with the other basic furniture inside the cabin. Jack approached and wiped the length of the frame several times until he stood in front of a portrait.
Jack could make out the profile of a woman and a child. He walked to the desk and pulled the chair out from underneath it. The interior was covered in dust accumulated over decades. Jack stood on the chair to get a better look at the portrait hanging on the wall. He reached up and lifted the frame from the nail in the wall, stepped down and stared at it. Something flickered deep within the recesses of his mind. Something stirred, something familiar, yet just beyond his reach. Jack walked toward the lone window, and the ambient glow of the anemic sun filtered through the grime. He used his right hand to dispel more of the age covering the portrait until his eyes met those in the photograph—the eyes he knew almost as well as he knew his own.
“Gran and me,” he said.
“It’s a nice photograph, but it’s not real. This is the type of reflection I’ve found.”
Jack caressed the photograph. He remembered the day it was taken. He was outside with a garden hose, spraying his friends and laughing in the stifling heat of a July afternoon. He came into the house sopping wet, and his mother had thrown a fit, grabbing a towel and covering his head as if he were on fire. Gran waddled into the kitchen and waved her hand as if to say, Boys will be boys. Jack’s mom cursed under her breath as his sister appeared with her Polaroid. Gran pulled Jack to her side, next to the sink and they both posed while Jack’s sister captured the moment.
“This was a Polaroid, and I don’t remember the last time I saw it. I couldn’t even tell you where it is.”
Samuel nodded. “It’s what this place does.” He shut the door, leaving the cabin in heavy shadows.
“You said we’d have time to talk,” Jack said. He pulled the chair from beneath the desk and sat down without offering it to Samuel first.
Samuel took a seat on the bed, folding his hands in his lap and looking up at Jack.
“I’m still not really sure what’s happened to me. But I’ll tell you as much as I can remember. As much as I know for certain.”
Jack waited.
“The first few hours were brutal. I wandered through that forest and couldn’t help but think of all of the people who had dropped from the trees, their decaying remains falling through the nooses. I remember thinking how strange it was that the bodies were gone but the artifacts were not. That was my first indication something here was different. I didn’t remember how I got there. That revelation came to me later.”
“Forest,” Jack said. “I remember a forest too, but . . .” He trailed off, waving a hand toward the endless desert on the other side of the wall.
“It doesn’t all come back at once. And some of it never does.”
Jack nodded, accepting the explanation of the gaps in his memory as the only one he would get.
“I met a few people during the journey, some of better moral character than others. Two died in that locality, and the other gave her life for me. The man, Major, he had a sidekick named Kole. They had other plans, but Mara was different. There was a sadness about her I came to realize belonged to me, as well.
“When I started out, the pack came. I can’t quite understand why they decide to attack and why they retreat. But then again, there’s a lot about this place you’ll never understand. I mean, the reversion itself is hard to wrap your head around.”
“You’ve run into the pack before?”
“I have. I’ll get to the alpha male and the others later.”
“Okay,” Jack said.
“It starts in the west and oozes toward the east. It was a storm cloud roiling in the sky, and you could almost feel it breathe. The pack and some of their other friends, kept us moving toward the end game, where the reversion would finally eat the entire world. On my way to the Barren, I came across reflections, items or visualizations, from my life that would show up and then disappear again, just like the picture you have in your hands right now. My old pocketknife, Scout, appeared. Not sure if that’s a reflection or not.”
Jack’s face slid into a twisted tangle of worry and confusion. “But how did you get here? How did we get here?”
“That’s a more complicated question,” Samuel said. “I have an idea, but I can’t say if mine is closer to the truth than any other. I’ve been in another locality at least one other time, but it’s quite possible I’ve been in them many times. I’m stuck. No, that’s a poor way to describe it. I haven’t fulfilled my duty, and I’m afraid until I do, this is my existence.”
Jack bit his bottom lip. “Are we in New Mexico? Arizona? Saudi Arabia?”
Samuel laughed, forcing a furrowed brow from Jack. “Nothing like that, I think. We’re in a place that’s much like our own and yet nothing like it.”
Jack stood and placed the photograph of his dead grandmother back on the wall. He walked toward the door and placed a hand on the knob. “I’m leaving.”
Samuel sat on the bed, staring at Jack.
“I don’t know what kind of bullshit you’re pulling on me, or what you slipped into my coffee, but I’m out. Fuck you and this crazy fucking reversion. I’m going home.” Jack yanked the door open and swung a foot over the threshold until his brain processed what his eyes witnessed. He yelped and pulled his foot back, one hand still grasping the doorknob.
“What is it?” Samuel asked, rising from the bed and taking a step toward the open door.
“This is impossible. There’s no way this is happening,” Jack said.
Samuel reached out and turned Jack’s shoulder so he could step toward the door. The scene spreading out in front of Samuel made him stagger backward as it stole the breath from his lungs.






  
  Chapter 3


“ Move.” Samuel pushed Jack to the side and filled the doorway. He gazed out at the landscape while still struggling to catch his breath.
The desert and its lonely sentinels, the sand dunes, stood guard. Pools of flame torched the sands, the fire curling upward. The sky remained black but for the blaze, which resonated with a deep amber glow. Samuel looked to the west, where the unmistakable cloud curled in on itself. He watched it tumble above, moving soundlessly over the landscape and swallowing everything in its path.
“It’s on again,” he said to Jack without turning to look at the young man.
“What are we going to do?” Jack asked.
Samuel reached down and felt the triskele on his chest. He could not tell if the burning sensation was real or not. He had no way of knowing if the talisman was now coming to life, signaling that he needed to as well.
“Come here,” Samuel said. “Scan the desert and tell me what you see.”
Jack squinted and placed a hand over his forehead. He saw pools of fire licking the sands. He identified what appeared to be a massive storm cloud coming over the western horizon, and he heard not a sound. “What am I supposed to see?” he asked.
Samuel sighed and rubbed his forehead. He almost wished the horde had returned instead of this.
“What’s that?” Jack asked, pointing overhead.
It started as pinpoints of light against the black sky. Samuel thought they resembled stars, but that quickly changed. The light grew into droplets of fire that rained down upon the desert with impunity. The rain of fire doused the sand with flame, and each drop ignited another pool.
Samuel stepped backward and shut the door. The light from the desert fires danced behind the greasy windowpane in the wall as they sat down, Jack on the bunk and Samuel on the chair.
“Did you bring a fireproof umbrella?” Samuel asked with a smirk.
“Guess we’re stuck here,” Jack said.
“Maybe,” Samuel said. “The undead tried pinning us down in my last locality. Seems as though the reversion was not satisfied with that outcome.”
“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”
Samuel sighed, wondering how much time they had before the fire ignited the cabin. If the reversion wanted them to stay, he surmised the cabin would hold them prisoner until the cloud pushed through the desert.
“Do you have any idea why you’re here? Do you remember anything before waking up in the suicide forest?”
Jack shrugged with the pain of ignorance on his face.
“Did you ever play a musical instrument? Like a violin or a guitar?”
Jack furrowed his brow and thought about the question. So much of himself remained as nebulous as the world outside the cabin. “I think so.”
“Good enough,” Samuel said. “Do you know how sound is created on a stringed instrument?”
Jack shifted again as the stiff base of the bunk dug into his backside. “What does this have to do with anything?”
Samuel shook his head. He swatted at the air in front of his face and fell back into the chair. “This isn’t going to work.”
“Sorry,” Jack said. “Tell me.”
Samuel took a deep breath and continued. “When you pluck a string on a guitar, the vibration creates the sound. The string vibrates quickly, and the sound is not constant. The note is really an infinite series of oscillating sounds.”
Jack shrugged.
“Let me tell you a parable of the blind wise men and the lion. The blind men are hunting the lion, following its trail. Hearing it run past, they chase after it and grab its tail. Hanging on to the lion’s tail, they feel the one-dimensional form and proclaim, ‘It’s a one. It’s a one.’ But then one blind man climbs up the tail and grabs onto the ear of the lion. Feeling a two-dimensional surface, this blind man proclaims, ‘No, it’s really a two.’ Then another blind man is able to grab onto the leg of the lion. Sensing a three-dimensional solid, he shouts, ‘No, you’re both wrong. It’s really a three.’ They are all right.”
Jack held both hands up. “I don’t understand what that means.”
“Just as the tail, ear and leg are different parts of the same lion, this place and the one you’re beginning to remember are different parts of the same world.”
Jack looked at the floor of the cabin. He turned to face the framed photograph and then the lonely window on the other wall. “So how do I get back to the tail, or the ear, or the leg, or whatever the hell part of the world is mine?”
“I don’t know,” Samuel said.
“Why not?”
“Imagine walking on a vast beach, near the ocean. You scoop up a handful of sand. You sift the sand until a single grain sits in your palm. A strong gust sweeps off of the water and knocks that single grain of sand out of your hand. Could you bend down and pick it up off the beach? Would you know which grain was yours?”
“Are you trying to say there are millions of localities that are part of the same existence?”
Samuel shrugged. “Maybe billions. Maybe there are an infinite number of localities. Maybe there are billions or an infinite number of existences. I really don’t know.”
“That’s really hopeless,” Jack said.
“Depends. If your locality was a healthy, vibrant place, it might feel hopeless to leave it. On the other hand, if all that you knew was slowly dying, unwinding, coming apart, it might feel like getting into the lifeboat before the ship sinks.”
“There has to be a way out,” Jack said. “We can’t exist just to sit here and wait to die.”
“I don’t know if it’s waiting to die or waiting to be born. Either way, you’re right. There is another possibility.”
“What is it?” Jack asked, moving to the edge of the bunk and ignoring the flames burning the sands outside.
“Slip. We could slip.”
Jack sat, shifting on the bed and staring at the ground. “And that means?” he asked.
“Think back to the grains of sands on a beach. In this world, there are ways to transport yourself from one grain of sand to another. You can leave one world and end up somewhere else.”
Jack smirked and shook his head. “You mean like a time machine?”
“Time is relative, isn’t it? Maybe it was Einstein who said time and space is the same thing. I don’t remember. What I do know is that changing time and changing location might not be all that different.”
Jack nodded, the name “Einstein” ringing with a familiarity just beyond his reach. “Okay,” he said. “Then where’s the time machine. Let’s slip the hell out of the burning desert.”
“Well, it’s not that easy.”
“No. No, it couldn’t be.”
Samuel smiled as he felt the young man’s personality opening up. He had a wicked grin and soft sarcasm that made his mannerisms magnetic. He waited, unsure how much Jack could process so soon after his arrival in this place.
“You need a physical object to slip. A talisman.”
“Do you have one?” Jack asked.
Samuel’s hand moved toward the triskele underneath his shirt before dropping back to his lap. He shifted on the chair and looked at the window. “I do.”
“Then let’s go, man. Get us the hell out.”
Samuel smirked again. He might be able to trust Jack someday. “Remember the grains of sand on a beach?”
Jack nodded.
“When you slip, you’re at the mercy of the wind. We’d have no control over where we go, where we end up, or what shithole of a locality we land in.”
“Can we both ride on your ticket?”
“I think so,” Samuel said. “Pretty sure it’s a two-for–one special on Reversion Airlines.”
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“Agreed,” Deva said. “He is youthful, rash.”
“Could he persuade Samuel to slip? We would lose him forever.”
“Forever isn’t as long as you think it might be, Shallna.”
Deva poured a dark liquid from the decanter into his chalice. He drew the cup to his mouth and sipped, leaving speckled droplets on his white beard that arrived along with the most recent reversion. The stone pillars extended into the darkness overhead as if they somehow kept the mountain from crashing down. Shallna took a seat across from Deva at the table, letting silence fill the subterranean hall.
“Does it matter whether the reversion delivers Samuel or whether he arrives at the peak of his own accord?”
Deva nodded and then drew another drink from his chalice. “Yes,” he said. “It does matter. The reversion would drop him upon us, exhausted and not willing to challenge his ahimsa. That is what we want. Should he be determined enough to make it to the peak under his own powers, he may believe he still has a choice in the matter. I am tired, Shallna. I need the transformation to occur without undue complications. I want Samuel tired and worn.”
“You sound uncertain, my lord.”
Deva slammed a meaty fist on the stone table, knocking liquid from his cup. “Of course I am. Don’t be a fool, Shallna. He has the proven ability to slip, and that in itself breeds uncertainty.”
“Can you send more resistance? The horde, perhaps?”
“Ah, the horde,” Deva said. A long, slow smile spread across his face. “How I wish I could reanimate that undead army to add to the lake of fire dropping from the sky.”
“Lake of fire?”
“Yes, Shallna. The men are imprisoned inside the cabin underneath a lake of fire. The pack awaits further command and would willingly chase them to the ends of the world. But the horde, I believe, have served their purpose and could not be brought to this locality.”
Shallna nodded and waited for Deva’s next move.
“Summon more libations, Shallna. We will need to wait and see what it will take to trap them and let the reversion do what it must.”
Shallna stood and bowed before scuttling off into the dark recesses of the cavern.
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“Are things coming back?”
Jack looked at the ceiling and then to Samuel before answering. “Some. But most of it is stuff I recognize but can’t quite place. It’s like being at a party and knowing the faces but not remembering any of the names.”
Samuel nodded, knowing exactly what Jack meant. “Do you recall anything from your previous life? People, situations?”
“Besides Gran?” Jack asked. “Not really. I can’t even picture my mother’s face, and all I have of Gran is her broken body on a deathbed.”
“I’m not sure why I could see that,” Samuel said. “It was your reflection, and yet I was able to step into it. I think it happened to me before, but it felt as though I was part of their dreams. You weren’t sleeping.”
“No,” Jack said. “I don’t think I was.”
“I got to know Mara so well, most of it through a dream world we shared. Does that make the relationship real?”
“Hell if I know. What kind of relationship was it?” Jack asked, putting emphasis on “relationship.”
“Hell if I know, either,” Samuel said. “Honestly, it felt different.”
“What happened to her?”
Samuel sighed, knowing the question was inevitable. “She fulfilled her dharmic responsibility, her ahimsa.”
“Buddhism? Hinduism?” Jack asked.
“Yeah,” Samuel said, taken aback by Jack’s recognition of Eastern philosophies. “Something like that.”
When Jack fell silent, Samuel shook his head and smiled, surprised the young man did not push further. He knew people craved answers. They needed explanations and closure. Maybe Jack doesn’t, Samuel thought.
“I’m guessing we’re not just going to sit here until the fire rain burns us to the ground.”
“You’re right. We’re not. I have a decision to make soon.”
“Don’t I get a say in it?” Jack asked.
“No. You do not.”
The loud knocking threatened to split the petrified wood of the cabin door. Both men leapt to their feet, frozen by the unexpected sound trapped in the burning desert.
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“I need help. Please let me in.”
The woman turned back toward the flaming sand dunes and raining fire. Samuel glanced past her, looking for her tracks in the sand and not seeing them.
“Who are you?” Samuel asked.
Jack had crept up behind him to get a better look at the woman.
“Lindsay.”
“Not what I meant.”
The woman lifted her tattered, white T-shirt up until her hands brushed the bottom of her full breasts, exposing a flat, toned stomach. The filthy jeans clung to her ample hips, hugging low enough to show she was weaponless. Holding the shirt there for a second, Lindsay then bent at the waist and yanked the frayed bottom of her jeans up past her ankle and to her calves. She raised her eyebrows at Samuel.
“Okay? It’s not like I can hide a weapon anywhere else, now, can I?”
Samuel nodded and smiled, surprised at the thoughts springing into his head regarding the woman and a full search. “C’mon,” he said.
He stepped to the side and held the door open for Lindsay. She gave him a forced smirk before entering. She took three steps inside the cabin and stopped, thrusting a hip at the men and rolling her eyes. Lindsay was almost six feet tall with long legs and curvy hips. She blew a wisp of hair from her face and squinted as if doing so would allow her to see their intentions.
“You two aren’t rapists or something, are you?”
“It’s not like you can do anything about that now, can you?” Samuel regretted it as soon as he spoke, but it brought a smile to Lindsay’s hardened face. Jack stood as if his feet were glued to the cabin floor, gazing at Lindsay. “Sorry,” Samuel said. “I’m Samuel, and this is Jack.”
Lindsay nodded, remaining standing with her fists balled.
“Would you like to sit down?” Samuel asked. He slid the rickety chair toward her and motioned at it while he moved toward the bunk. Samuel sat and grabbed Jack by the arm, pulling him down into a sitting position as well.
Lindsay looked at the door and then back to the two men sitting on the bunk. She lowered her backside onto the chair, never taking her eyes off of them.
“What the fuck?” she asked.
Samuel sighed and waited, sensing more was coming.
“What is this place?” Lindsay asked, expecting an answer.
“A random locality that’s about to become dinner for a reversion,” Samuel said.
“Oh, that explains everything. Thanks.”
The sarcasm lit a fire in Samuel’s heart. He chuckled and nodded. “Just about. Ain’t that right, Jack?”
Jack gave Samuel an uneasy smile and turned back to Lindsay. Samuel noticed Jack could not avert his eyes from the bruise stretching across her neck.
“Why don’t you start with what you can remember? Tell us how you ended up here.”
Jack nodded along with Samuel’s question. Lindsay bit her bottom lip and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She closed her eyes and inhaled.
“I woke up. Well, at least I think I woke up, on the ground in this dark, silent forest. It had to have been the creepiest place I’ve ever seen. Huge trees towered above and blocked out the sunlight. I sat up and saw a rope next to me, and my neck hurt. I looked around and saw dozens of ropes hanging from trees. My first thought was I had survived some kind of murder, a mass hanging or something. Some of the trees even had yellow police tape stuck to them.
“I stood up and could see trash littering the forest. Coats, shoes, even nylon camping tents. But I didn’t see another person, not even a dead body.”
Samuel leaned back. He watched Lindsay’s right hand move toward a slight bump underneath her T-shirt, something placed strategically between her breasts.
“Eyes up here,” she said.
Samuel felt his face catch fire like the pools outside the cabin. He rubbed his eyes with his hand before speaking. “You’re wearing something around your neck. Your hand was moving toward it.”
This time it was Lindsay’s turn to blush. She drew the thin chain up and dropped a silver, cross pendant on top of her T-shirt. “From my grandfather. I never take it off.”
“Sorry to interrupt,” Samuel said. “Please continue.”
“I started walking and just knew something was off about the place. I could barely smell anything. It didn’t stink. It didn’t have a smell at all. I walked and walked for what felt like miles. The sun never broke through the trees, and I didn’t find anyone else. Just more and more personal items in the forest, as if everyone had gotten up and ran off. When I found the abandoned teddy bear, I knew the place was different. Kids don’t leave that kind of stuff, ever.”
Jack rose, and Lindsay’s muscles tensed. She stood and took a step toward the door. Jack held both palms out to her as he glanced out the window. When he saw nothing of interest, he backpedaled to his spot next to Samuel on the bunk. Lindsay sighed and sat back down.
“So you were walking . . .” Samuel said, trying to refocus her mind.
“Yeah,” Lindsay said. She shook her head and tucked the nagging piece of hair back behind her ear. “I remember walking up the side of a hill, maybe a mountain. I don’t know. When I got to the top, I could see rolling hills and nothing but trees stretching forever. I’ve been to Colorado and Montana, and I know what wilderness looks like. This, this was nothing like that. It felt dead.”
Samuel glanced at Jack. The young man dropped his stare to the floor.
“Something caught my eye,” Lindsay said. “A shiny flash, something I knew was way out of the ordinary for this place. I walked toward it, and at first I thought it was a cave. The opening was black and warm. A humid breeze came from it. But the edges weren’t rock. They were light, and as I got closer, the opening grew. I stood in front of this black hole and I felt the urge to step into it. Absolutely insane, even when I think about it now. But I did it. For some ungodly reason, I stepped right into that fucking thing.”
“And when you opened your eyes again, you were standing on our front porch,” Jack said, speaking for the first time.
“Your front yard. But yeah, close.”
Samuel put both hands behind his head and whistled long and low. He thought about Lindsay’s story and decided now was not the time for explanations. Lindsay and Jack would need to trust him if they wanted to escape the reversion.
“That’s all you remember?” Samuel asked.
“That’s it,” she said.
A lengthy silence filled the cabin while the three sat looking at each other. Jack found himself staring at her again and forced his eyes to the floor. The fire continued to fall, and the flames in the puddles seemed to reach higher into the sky.
“We can’t stay here,” Samuel said.
Lindsay and Jack stood, Lindsay placing her hands on her hips, turning her head at an angle.
“Excuse me? Did you just say we can’t stay here?”
“We can’t leave the cabin, Samuel,” Jack said. “Have you seen the forecast for today?”
“It’s the reversion trying to pin us down,” Samuel said. “If there is any hope for salvation, we have to get to the peak before the cloud eats us.”
Lindsay and Jack shuddered, and even though they did not understand what Samuel meant, they felt the truth in his words.
“Well, we can’t exactly walk through the fire without an asbestos umbrella, now, can we?”
Jack laughed at Lindsay’s comment much the same way a brother laughs at his back-talking sister.
“I picked up a few skills in my last visit here. I’d like to try something with both of you. I can’t guarantee it will work, and if it doesn’t, your soul will most likely be lost in the damnation of an eternal abyss.”
“I’m in,” Jack said.
“Me too,” Lindsay said.







  
  Chapter 4


Samuel stood with his arm around Jack. Lindsay gripped the crucifix in her hand the way Samuel instructed. It felt cool to the touch, as if it were vibrating slightly. Jack looked out of the greasy window one more time to confirm that the thunderstorm of fire was still falling. 
“I’m ready,” he said to Samuel after turning away from the window.
They stood facing each other, arms outstretched but not touching. Samuel instructed them to close their eyes and clear their heads.
Samuel waited several minutes until Jack and Lindsay’s breathing slowed to a more relaxed rhythm. He heard the crackling of the fire from outside the cabin and closed his eyes. He felt a spark inside that blossomed into a ball of light on the inside of his eyelids. The ball of light swelled into a rectangular form with an electric-blue border Samuel recognized as the edge of a portal. It felt similar to the one he summoned and used to dispel Major into another locality. He communicated with Lindsay and Jack without speaking. The portal is opening.
He felt them mentally nod, acknowledging his statement.
When I say so, push your energies toward the threshold. Can you do that?
Again, he received nonverbal confirmation from each of them. Samuel steadied his nerves and approached the gaping maw of the portal opening inside his head. Maroon swirls of light danced before it, and Samuel felt the distance between them. He used his mind’s eye to gaze into the portal.
In the distance, like an out-of-focus object in a photograph, Samuel spotted the cabin. At least he believed it to be their cabin. It stood as a gray speck on a landscape dotted with windswept dunes. The structure was afloat in a vast sea of empty sand. He saw the mountain and its ominous peak jutting upward from the far reaches of the portal’s window. It hovered over the desert as if it had been there for eons. Samuel noticed the fire storm falling around the cabin, but it did not fall in the foreground of the portal. He estimated a half-mile radius of fire around the cabin. The pools of fire glistened on the sand, the flames dancing back and forth, determined to keep the occupants inside.
When Samuel looked to the right and left, he saw more dunes but no rain of fire. He used his mental vision to scan as far as possible inside the portal. To the west, the reversion held fast, while its cloud continued crawling to the east, where a vast plain of desert stretched beyond the cabin and ran to the foot of the mountain. Whether or not he could find a Barren in this locality would not matter as much as getting to the peak ahead of the reversion. The complex, paradoxical feeling Samuel had about the peak was the same one he had about the cave where he made a last stand with Mara. As much as it pained him, he had to get to the peak ahead of the reversion. He had to.
Samuel did not know Mara earned her release from the cycle and her freedom from the reversion. She fulfilled her karmic duty even though Samuel did not. She left the previous reversion through the cave and entered the infinite realm of eternity.
His vision shifted back until he could see images of his feet edging over the outer frame of the portal. The point of Samuel’s black leather boots aimed at the area of the locality beyond the reach of the thunderstorm of fire.
Almost.
Samuel felt Lindsay’s communication but nothing from Jack.
Jack?
No response.
Lindsay, can you feel Jack? Is he with us?
He waited until he felt Lindsay’s voice inside his head.
Not sure.
He felt the urge to panic. Samuel waited and scanned the landscape again, searching for anything out of the ordinary, anything that could explain why Jack had gone dark. Samuel caught a quick flash coming from somewhere on the peak, as if a tiny mirror had caught the reflection of whatever celestial body passed for the sun here. Before he could think about it, Lindsay spoke again.
He’s here. Jack is here and ready.
Samuel felt the relief wash through him. He fought the doubt in his head and knew this was their only chance. He could outrun an undead horde or climb over them through the trees, but escaping a rain of fire was something else entirely. The risk remained as it did for any slip, and Samuel hoped a localized slip could minimize it.
When I finish speaking, I want you to visualize your hand grasping the hand closest to you so we can close the triangle. When I feel that, we’ll slip.
He felt the nod from Lindsay. After several seconds, it came from Jack, as well.
Although the portal opened in the silent space of his mind, Samuel felt as though the winds had picked up and were now howling in protest. He felt the resistance of the locality to the impending slip and hoped they could overcome it. He briefly thought of the alpha male and the possibility of him and the pack sabotaging their efforts, but Samuel didn’t think that was how the wolf operated. He would prefer a frontal attack, jaws snapping at their necks.
Even his thoughts seem to distract him from the slip, and he recognized the portal’s energies pushing back, trying to preserve its dominion. Samuel refocused his energy. He found the furthest point from the cabin and the easternmost point of the landscape in hopes of putting as much distance between them and the cloud as possible. He identified a coordinate and wished he had something more substantial than a patch of sand to use as their beacon. The winds in Samuel’s mind now raced, and he thought they started to scream in protest. The silent noise almost distracted him from the sensation of locking hands with Jack and Lindsay. He figured that was the reversions’ intention. It did not like him slipping, and bringing others along made it even worse.
Three, two, one.
Samuel gave one last jolt of energy to Lindsay and Jack to confirm they remained in his hands before he stepped from the edge of the void. He went over the electrified perimeter of the portal and into the nowhere, between his physical body and the slip’s destination. He felt the heady sensation of weightlessness, like the days of his youth spent floating on his back in the middle of a pond. Sound and light rushed back and forth through his vision and inside his head. Samuel felt the physical movement of his cells, and he recognized the shock and fear coming from the others. He welcomed their sensations as evidence the three were still tethered. He lost sense of direction as well as time. Samuel wanted to clasp his hands to his head, as helpless to stop the spinning sensation as a drunk at the bottom of an empty bottle of whiskey. He screamed, yet he could not hear his own desperation. The force of the slip tugged at his eyes, slowly trying to extricate them from his skull. Samuel’s bladder released its contents, and he felt as though his body were being ripped apart one molecule at a time. He was about to reach the point where he hoped his brain would shut down and release him from the experience when everything went black.
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The whisper was so soft that Samuel did not realize it came from his own lips. He opened his eyes and immediately felt the insidious sand caking the corners of them. He blinked twice as what little light existed in the locality threatened to burn his retinas. Samuel’s body ached from within, and he felt an itch inside his chest he could not scratch. His throat felt as though it was stuffed with cotton, and his ears were ringing. Samuel flexed his hand, thankful for the pain radiating through his palm. Pain ceased in death. At least he hoped so.
“Samuel?”
The voice came from the same place of fear and desperation as his own but with the unmistakable timbre of a woman.
“Here,” he said through a mouth of sand. “I’m right here.”
He opened his eyes again, seeing his outstretched arms, each connected with another. They both came through, but he only heard Lindsay speak.
“Jack.”
No reply.
Samuel remembered having Lindsay on his right, so he turned his head to the left. Jack’s form was there, but he had yet to communicate with them.
“Jack,” Samuel said again.
This time the young man stirred, his head shifting in the sand. He mumbled and turned it again.
“He’s here,” Samuel said, turning to Lindsay.
She blinked and removed her hands from the grip of the other two and climbed into a sitting position, her head between her knees and her body rocking back and forth. Samuel rolled onto his stomach and pushed both hands into the sand until he was on all fours. Saliva dripped from the corner of his mouth, and he could taste the sand in his teeth. Samuel felt his lungs open and begin to draw oxygen to their full capacity. A dull ache blossomed behind his eyes, much like the ones he experienced when he was drinking. Jack remained lying in the sand with his mouth open and his eyes closed.
The threat of death brought a vulnerability to the strangers as the instinctual power to survive took over.
“Something is wrong with Jack,” Lindsay said.
“Please, let me think,” Samuel said.
He pushed back, squatting and staring at the mountain. The peak glared down with a foreboding stare. Samuel noticed the angle was slightly different, but the mountain seemed as far away as it had been before. He turned to look over his shoulder, and he could see sparks on the horizon. Samuel held a hand up to his forehead and thought he could make out the cabin at the epicenter of the epic firestorm.
“It worked,” he croaked through parched lips.
“Damn it.”
Samuel and Lindsay spun their heads as Jack rubbed his eyes with the back of his hands.
“Who shit in my mouth?”
Lindsay giggled, which spawned a raucous laugh from Samuel. Jack looked back and forth with a smile before he became infected with the outburst. All three gave in and let their laughter shake the sand from their lungs.
“That was one hell of a ride, Samuel. How did you do it?”
“Can’t say I know exactly how the slip works. Trying a short-range, localized one was a risk. But,” Samuel said, pointing toward the fireworks show underneath the western sky, “not sure we had much choice. The fire had us pinned, and the cloud looks bigger than it did before.”
Lindsay and Jack looked into the sky. The reversion’s cloud extinguished the last remnants of frivolity the group shared, returning its cold, dark doom.
“Did anyone else have a flashback?” Jack asked.
“Not me,” Lindsay said.
“Nothing,” Samuel said.
“First Gran, now Joey.”
Lindsay scrunched her eyebrows and shook her head, but Samuel nodded and looked Jack directly in the eye.
“Tell us,” he said, sitting in the sand and waiting for the story to commence.
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“What did you say?” Samuel asked. He sat up, then stood so that he was standing, towering over the young man.
“Deva.”
Samuel shook his head. He turned to look at the mountain and then back at Jack.
“I think we talked. Well, not exactly. I listened a lot, and he talked.”
Samuel sat back down and took a deep breath. “He talked to you during the slip.”
“Yes, before my flashback.”
“I didn’t get any of this excitement,” Lindsay said. “I passed out and woke up, like being wasted on vodka. Not fair.” She blew a wisp of hair from her mouth and gave Samuel a wicked smile.
He thought of her dolled up, holding a pint of vodka and wearing that smile. Before his imagination could completely hijack his brain, he turned to Jack. “Start there.”
Jack sighed and looked skyward. He marveled at how soon he had become accustomed to seeing the expansive darkness above. He was beginning to forget what the sun felt like.
“Commitment,” Jack said. “No, wait. More like duty. It sounded like a voiceover from one of those campy, sixties horror flicks. He never called himself Deva, but I knew that was his name. There was another word he used that was like ‘duty’ but more exotic sounding.”
“Ahimsa,” Samuel said.
“That’s it,” Jack said.
“Go ahead.”
“He was explaining what it meant, and I thought my job was to listen, so that’s exactly what I did.”
Lindsay’s eyes narrowed and Samuel forced himself to breathe, unsure why the name was the source of so much anxiety within the group.

Jack knew Samuel was seeing the recollection through his head, as if they were two friends watching a movie together.
“Do you know of the Jains?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
“They were the first, in your originating locality, to come up with the idea of ahimsa. They called themselves ‘the defender of all beings.’ Do you know why?”
“No,”
“The Jains believed in conquering desire as a way of achieving enlightenment. Enlightenment, for them, meant escaping the cycle of rebirth. Reincarnation was a curse to avoid, not some type of immortality.’
“Sounds Buddhist,” I said.
“It is. Mahavira and Buddha were contemporaries. But they are not the same.” He paused. “Because of their belief in the cycle of rebirth, Jains also believed every living thing had a soul. Not just intelligent creatures, but the trees, birds, plants. Everything. So the pain man inflicts on other living creatures is really the pain he inflicts on himself. ‘Many times I have been drawn and quartered, torn apart, and skinned. Helpless in snares and traps, a deer. An infinite number of times’.”
“That’s not possible. You can’t exist without destroying something else that is living,” I said.
“You can if you are not of the living.”
I thought about what he said, but could not find the words to reply.
“I hope you find your moksha and free yourself from the rebirth cycle. I hope you can find the peace I cannot.”

“There’s more, isn’t there?” Samuel shook his head, trying to dislodge the same words that entered his head before.
“Yes,” Jack said.

“Some call it the path of righteousness, but I find that misleading. It has nothing to do with right or wrong, only duty.”
“What can I call you?” I asked.
“Whatever suits you.”
I nodded in the ether somehow, waiting for Deva to continue.
“The Buddhists, the Hindus, the Jains, they all incorporated dharma into their belief systems, but it is much more ancient than that. Those in the West liked to call it fate, but even that is a misnomer. There is a natural order of things, a rta. Your dharma corresponds to this order. Of course, the Hindus used moksha to reinforce the caste system, which put thousands of people in the gutters of their cities, but the idea behind moksha was that you would be rewarded for pursuing your own dharma. In the Rig Veda, the teachings claim that dharma is not just law or harmony, but it is pure reality. Verily, that which is dharma is truth.”
“What does this have to do with me?” I asked. I felt Deva pause before answering.
“Your dharma includes the man and the woman, as well as the mountain you see rising in the east. Until you deal with these souls, your dharma will not be fulfilled.”
“I don’t know how I’m supposed to do that,” I said.
“Neither do I,” Deva said.
“I don’t understand any of this. I just want out. I want to go home,” I said to the faceless Deva.
“When the moment arrives, you will fulfill your dharmic responsibility or you will be reborn in the cycle that is tied to your fate. It is how the universe will be. It is how it has always been.”

Samuel winced again. The pain that started behind his eyes now commanded his entire head. He felt his vision constrict and wanted nothing more than to collapse into a bed and sleep for days. Lindsay huffed and stood, brushing the sand from her shirt.
“That’s it? What the hell does that mean?” she asked, not waiting for an answer. “I want the hell out of this place, and I couldn’t care less about any of your New Age bullshit.”
Samuel watched the blood surge to her face and overtake the playful expression she wore moments earlier. “Please,” Samuel said. The pain in his head began to steal his vision. “I need a moment to think about what to do.”
“Like there’s a choice? Look, asshole. We jumped or skipped or—”
“Slipped. We slipped,” Jack said.
Lindsay threw a murderous look at the young man before turning her tirade back to Samuel. “We slipped,” she said. “And all we did was move from one dead spot with fire rain to another dead spot without it. I could’ve done that with a brisk walk.”
Samuel placed his hands over his head and collapsed into the sand.
“What the fuck kind of choice is that?” she asked, spitting her words at Samuel.
When he did not answer, Lindsay pivoted and stormed off toward the mountain, kicking sand in the dark silence of the dying locality.
“Leave her be,” Samuel said to Jack as he rose to chase her. “Let her cool down. Denial is a normal part of the process.”
“Women,” Jack said in the way men do when none are within earshot.
“The flashback?” Samuel asked. Each word felt like a stake driven through his head.
“Shouldn’t she hear, too?”
Samuel waved off the question, doing his best to avoid any unnecessary speaking.
“Another moment of death. Like Gran. I’m starting to wonder why I ended up around people at their moment of passing. Do you think I was a psychic?”
“Or a serial killer,” Samuel said, the blinding headache unable to stifle his wisecrack.
“Funny, asshole.”
Samuel circled a hand in the air, signaling his disdain for the tangent the conversation had taken. “Take me there, Jack.”

      [image: image-placeholder]He drew the dry, desert air into his lungs and revisited the event for what felt like the third time. The scene materialized in his head, and although it had a dreamlike quality, the sensation was vivid and realistic, spanning space and time. Not feeling the necessity to speak, Jack let the memory play out again. The sequence skipped through segments of time not relevant to Samuel’s understanding of the events. 

“Yeah, man,” Joey said, huddling around the rotary phone hanging from the kitchen wall. He glanced at his old man on the couch watching spaghetti westerns and his mother at the stove preparing the real spaghetti. “Seven. Should be empty by then.”
He hung up the phone and slithered down the narrow hallway toward his bedroom, at the back of the single-story ranch, built in a development with thousands of others just like it. Being the eldest, Joey gloated about having his own room, even though it was crammed with so much junk that he couldn’t remember what the carpet looked like. His sister had her own room, but she was the eldest and only girl. Joey’s three younger brothers shared the room next to his. It held a bunk bed and a futon, which left little space to maneuver. A battered, limp basketball hoop dangled from the back of their door, with holes punched in the drywall to prove how competitive those boys could be.
Joey felt the nervous twitch in his stomach, much like the one just before a big hockey game, the kind that would force him to visit the bathroom before he put on his skates. He had three hours to kill, and the street-hockey game down at the park had already finished. The kids who said they’d come back to play after lunch never returned. You had to get your street hockey in when you could, before a video-game marathon or a trip to the swim club depleted the rosters.
He flipped through a dog-eared magazine and skimmed over the interviews until he came across a two-page spread of Alanis Morissette, who looked like an alt-rock queen in her black leather pants. Joey felt the burn below. It was too bad most of the girls in his class were more into Mariah than Alanis. He tossed the magazine to the ground and stood in front of the full-length mirror on the back of his door. Joey flexed his taut, teenage muscles while admiring the length of his hair.
“Murder ball?”
The question broke Joey from his contemplative posing, and he turned to see brother number three holding a sponge ball in one hand and a Wiffle-ball bat in the other.
“Nah.”
“C’mon, Joey. I told Jeff that if he gets an out, we get to beat him three times. Each.”
Joey laughed and shrugged it off. “Got too much on my mind. Maybe next game?”
“Whatever. Go back to kissing yourself or whatever you do in your room alone.”
Joey grabbed the nearest item and launched it at his brother, but it was a second late. The CD case slammed into the closed door, spilling the liner notes for Nevermind onto the patch of carpet not covered in hamburger wrappers or dirty T-shirts.
He leapt onto his bed and stared at the Alicia Silverstone poster dangling from above. Something about that Aerosmith video bothered him. He remembered some friends saying how she would always be “the Aerosmith chick,” always be the dumb blonde from Clueless. There were a lot of things about the world Joey had yet to learn.
Time crawled. Joey watched the sliver of sunlight march down the far wall and closer to the foot of the bed. He listened to the hustle and flow of the rest of his family maneuvering through the house, which seemed to be three sizes too small to hold them. Jeff was on time out for not eating, and Johnny was wailing about some injustice leveled by Duke. He no longer thought of his father as “Dad” since he legally changed his name in honor of John Wayne. Calling him “Duke” instead was silly, and he thought it was the reason his mom acted so distant toward his father.
At some point, Joey awoke with a startled shake. He had slept through dinner and felt the protest in his stomach. The house sat still, with only the occasional bark coming through the open window. He stood and stretched and followed that with a yawn. Joey opened the door on an empty house. He saw remnants of the battle that had taken place at dinner, including Johnny’s untouched plate of sweet potatoes.
“That would explain the wailing,” he said to himself with a smile.
The John Wayne clock hanging above Duke’s favorite chair read quarter to seven. Todd would be there in fifteen minutes, and he hadn’t even gotten it out yet. As if on cue, the phone rang.
“Hello?”
“Leaving right now,” Todd said.
“Okay,” Joey said, hanging up.
He felt his heartbeat quicken, and his mouth went dry. He shoved his head under the kitchen faucet and drank in the cool water, careful not to let his hair fall into the stack of dirty dishes inches from his nose. Joey took a final glance at the dinner battlefield and felt his hunger give way to adrenaline. He went into the living room and shoved a hand down the side of Duke’s favorite recliner until he felt the cool tingle of the key. He grasped it, lifted it up, and brushed the potato chip crumbs from the teeth.
Joey held the key like a sacred artifact as he walked back down the hallway toward his parents’ bedroom. Crossing the threshold made him feel like a violator, and he cringed, imagining his mom in this room wearing only her bra and panties. The key tingled in his palm, begging to be used. Joey dropped to his knees and slid the cedar box out onto the floor then sat cross-legged in front of it. The silver medallion on top gleamed even in the dimness of early evening. Joey drew his hand across the charging stallion forever frozen in sterling silver. He inhaled the familiar and forbidden scent of cedar before sliding the key inside the lock. It turned soundlessly, and Joey lifted the lid with his left hand.
Although the pistol was a small .22 caliber, Joey saw what it did to tin cans and cantaloupes. He knew Duke would not have kept it under the bed to protect his family if it didn’t carry enough punch to get the job done. He looked down at the ivory handle and traced a finger down the black steel barrel. Joey grabbed it from the case and brought both hands up, aiming the gun at the mirror on the wall like one of those detectives from TV. He set the gun down on the shag carpet and removed the box of shells tucked inside the cedar case. Joey flipped the chamber open and grabbed three shells from the case. As he slid the first one inside, the doorbell rang. Joey ran to the door and yanked it open to see Todd on the front step.
“Got it?”
“Of course. I know all of Duke’s hiding places. At least this time I didn’t have to fish the key out of the toilet tank.”
Todd smiled and stepped inside, pushing the door shut behind him. Joey turned the deadbolt and took a quick glance out of the living room window to make sure the driveway remained empty.
“What time are they coming home?” Todd asked.
“Later. I don’t know.”
Todd shrugged and gasped, stumped by such an answer. “Well, what the fuck? One hour, three hours?”
Joey shrugged and looked at Todd without a word.
“Okay. Guess we do this now and hope Duke doesn’t come home while we’re fondling his pistol.”
The boys laughed at the double entendre before heading down the hallway to Joey’s room. Joey held his hand out to Todd, the gun sitting in his palm like a glistening onyx monster.
“You got shells?”
“A box,” Joey said.
“We only need one. Unless of course you grew a set of balls today.”
“Let’s start with one,” Joey said.
Todd smiled and grabbed the grip. He flipped the gun sideways and spun the chamber while the metal clicked through, spilling the musky scent of oil into the air.
“Gotta give it to your old man. Duke really takes care of this thing.”
Joey smiled, unsure whether to feel pride or guilt at the fact he and Todd were handling his father’s most cherished, and most dangerous, possession.
“I need to wipe it down and clean it up before we put it back or he’ll kick my ass.”
Todd shook his head, holding the pistol up and aiming it at the women adorning Joey’s walls.
“So how’s it go?” Joey asked.
“Put one in, spin, pull it. Ain’t complicated. We go a few rounds and then I kick your ass at NFL Madden.”
Joey laughed at Todd, knowing he’d never lose at video game football. Joey could get those virtual players to obey his command with fingers that glided across the buttons.
“Who starts?” Joey asked. He felt a tingle in his stomach and his mouth went dry. “You or me?”
“Slow down, cowboy,” Todd said. “There are only two horses in this here rodeo.”
The exaggerated western accent Todd used felt cynical to Joey. He wondered what Duke would say about it and if he’d correct the dialect.
Todd checked the chamber for a single shell, slammed it shut, and spun it hard. When it came to a stop, Joey could feel his heart beating in his ears.
“I’ll go first,” Todd said. Before Joey could say anything, the young teenager put the end of the barrel against his temple and pulled the trigger. “Click,” Todd said a second after the hammer struck empty air inside the chamber.
“You’re one crazy fuck,” Joey said. He thought his heart might explode inside his chest. He felt the moisture in his palms and tried swallowing several times without success.
“Your turn,” Todd said.
Joey took the gun and held Todd’s gaze for longer than he should have. He felt as though he could see right through his best friend, and his insides were broken. Joey knew that not all of the cogs turned anymore, and Todd’s smile froze into ice, chilling his bones.
“I know, dumbass,” Joey said.
Todd waited, not taking the verbal bait that might prolong the first round of the game.
Joey raised the gun to his head. He heard his dad’s voice, the lines he had repeated a thousand times on the range and deep in the woods on their hunting trips.
Never aim it at anyone, whether it’s loaded or not. Keep the safety on at all times. Think before you shoot.
He felt a tear coming from the corner of his eye, rushing down his face on the momentum of shame and disappointment he felt for ignoring all of Duke’s guidance.
“Pussy.” Todd let the word hang while Joey shook the lingering reverberations from inside his skull and placed the tip of the barrel against his temple.
The touch sent a shiver down his spine and his hand shook. It was only metal, yet his instinct screamed at him to remove it from that place. Joey closed his eyes for a second, and in that time he saw his brothers and sisters playing on the beach in Maryland. He saw his mom smiling over a tray of chocolate chip cookies right out of the oven. And then he saw Duke. His old man stood in the middle of the living room wearing his Stetson down low over his eyes with his arms crossed. Joey saw the fringed, leather vest sitting overtop a cotton shirt that fell below the man’s blue jeans. Duke’s hat and head were slowly moving back and forth. Joey saw all of that dissipate when he opened his eyes again. He looked at Todd, hoping his friend would provide an out. When it did not happen, Joey knew he had to go through with it.
“You get three more seconds, and then I get to pull the trigger on your turn.”
Joey could not remember that being the rule, but then again, it was not as if he could ask Duke about the regulations. He would have to abide by Todd’s rules, and he would have to do so quickly or he would forfeit the chance to determine his own fate.
With one final breath, Joey pushed the barrel hard to his temple and pulled the trigger.
Click.
Joey heard Todd laughing before he opened his eyes.
“Man, you shoulda seen your face. Did you shit your pants?”
Joey gasped, drawing as much air into his lungs as he could. He had yet to recover enough to respond to Todd’s taunting and insults. Adrenaline raced through his bloodstream, and Joey felt a euphoric high buzzing through his veins. He giggled. The laughter blossomed until he lay on the floor, engrossed in uncontrollable fits.
“Act like ya done this before,” Todd said, not enticed into joining the outburst.
Joey regained his composure and rubbed a finger underneath each eye. He sat up straight and smiled at Todd before shoving the firearm back into his friend’s outstretched hand.
“Done. You’re up, asshole.”
“Sure,” Todd said. “One pull and now you’re king shit.”
Before Joey could reply, Todd spun the chamber, placed the barrel to his head, and pulled the trigger. He flipped the gun around and handed it right back to Joey.
“Done. You’re up,” Todd said in a high-pitched voice that mimicked Joey’s.
He grabbed the pistol from Todd’s hand and smiled. With a slow, exaggerated motion, Joey spun the chamber, placed the tip of the barrel to his head, and pulled the trigger.
Click.
“Eat it, fucknut,” he said to Todd. “That’s two rounds. Done. Top of the third?”
Todd smiled and looked at the Return of the Jedi clock hanging from a nail clinging to loose drywall. The hour hand swept past Luke’s light saber.
“Duke and the posse will be rolling in at any minute. Let’s get this back into the box.”
“Chickenshit,” Joey said.
With a flick of his wrist, Todd snatched the gun from Joey’s hand. Without bothering to spin the chamber, he put the gun to his head and pulled the trigger.
Click.
“Odds are down to one out of four if you don’t spin it.”
Joey nodded, winked at Todd. “I’m gonna man up and end this round straight, no spin.”
“One of four? You sure about that, amigo?” Todd asked.
Joey felt the stir in his stomach as he took the pistol from Todd. He hesitated, placing a finger on the chamber.
“You spinning or not?” Todd asked.
“I don’t know,” Joey said, shifting his legs underneath his body. “Maybe we call it quits for the night.”
“Nope. It don’t go like that. I took three rounds. You have to take three rounds.”
Joey saw Todd’s eyes narrow, and the tone in his voice was no longer playful. He abandoned the country-western slang he often used to indirectly make fun of Duke.
“Maybe I don’t want to,” Joey said.
“Maybe you do it or I do it for you,” Todd said.
Joey found himself in a standoff, a modern version of an old western duel. Just need some tumbleweeds and a whistle, he thought.
“Fine,” he said. “But I’m spinning. No rule says I can’t.”
Todd raised both palms up, facing Joey. “No rule says that. But you gotta finish the inning. There is a rule on that.”
Joey held the pistol firm, an agreement reached. He wondered if someday he would get to see the written rules of this game. For now, he’d have to acquiesce to Todd’s mastery.
“This is it, though. We put it back in the box before Duke gets home and whoops my ass.”
“This is it, then,” Todd said, waiting for Joey to finish the round before they could move on to other interests.
Joey’s insides screamed at him. He felt the hesitation in his wrist, which made the pistol tremble against his temple. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
“Almost forgot,” he said. He dropped the pistol to his lap and spun the chamber.
“Back to one in six,” Todd said.
Joey raised the barrel again and placed it on the same spot he had moments earlier. The voice inside reared up again, and Joey pushed it back into the recesses of his mind. He looked at Todd, sitting and grinning. Joey smiled and suppressed the remnants of Duke’s warnings. He pulled the trigger.
Todd sat still, unsure of how to react. The usual click was more like a thump, followed immediately by Joey’s body slumping to the floor. Todd smelled the burning gunpowder and the sickly aroma of burnt flesh. Joey lay on the floor, eyes closed with his right hand limp, loose fingers releasing the pistol. The boy’s head also lay on the right side as if he were sleeping.
“Quit fucking around,” Todd said. He stood up.
The room felt tilted, and he grasped a bed post to keep it from tossing him to the floor.
“Get up, Joey.”
Joey remained on the floor. Todd could see he was breathing. He reached down and tapped Joey on the shoulder. With as much courage as he could muster, Todd lifted Joey’s head and turned it to the side, where a black circle oozed blood from a hole in his temple.
“Shit,” Todd murmured. He slid Joey’s head back down, visually inspecting it for an exit wound he could not find. Todd scanned the wall, again looking for evidence the bullet had left the flesh and embedded itself somewhere else. When he found none, Todd stood. He took a last look at his friend, motionless on the floor, and dashed down the hallway to the front door. Todd burst through the screen, jumped over the side fence, and ran into the woods. The path would take him several hundred feet into the valley before coming up the other side and dumping Todd into his backyard at the rear of his dad’s old tool shed. He glanced back at Joey’s house as he entered the woods and thought he saw the headlights on Duke’s minivan pulling into the driveway.

“I saw it all from the window,” Jack said.
Samuel waited, not sure what to say next.
“I was coming over to Joey’s place, and we were going to hang out, throw rocks at birds, kid stuff. When I got there, I heard voices coming from Joey’s room, and for some reason I thought maybe he had a girl in there. Duke’s minivan wasn’t in the driveway, and, well, I was curious. I jumped up and grabbed the window ledge, where I could peer into the bedroom. I saw them both sitting on the floor with the gun, and I was scared. When Todd bolted from the room, I ran, too.”
Silence fell between them as Lindsay made her way back. She had taken the time to walk off her temper tantrum and was returning for another go at Samuel.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel knew the bits of whitened wood would not last long because it was so dry. They gathered the pieces in the bottom of their shirts like oracle bones. Jack was able to use a few shreds of paper to start the fire, but the flame spewed the sickly, yellow flame Samuel expected.  The three stood around it with their palms outstretched as if trying to coax the meager heat to their bodies. The starless sky held above with its suffocating blackness, and the mountain stood guard in the east, as it had for eons. Nobody spoke for hours as they watched the distant fire die off while huddled around their own.
In its own way, the reversion knew they were no longer pinned inside the cabin and withdrew the storm of flames. The flashes of light against the western horizon fizzled, and the pools of fire on the sand evaporated. Samuel could not see the cloud, but he could sense where it met the empty sky, and knew the reversion was again swallowing this world and pushing him toward the peak. In his bones, he felt the importance of getting there ahead of the cloud in hopes of being released from his cycle instead of starting anew. Again.
“How long?” Lindsay asked, breaking the silence.
“Until?” Jack said.
“Until that cloud gets us.” She spoke without emotion.
“It’s hard to say,” Samuel said. “I think the degeneration picks up pace as the reversion comes east.”
Jack and Lindsay looked at each other.
“What’s going on, Samuel?” Lindsay’s eyes settled on him, letting him know she knew there was more to this than her own experience.
“Reversion,” he said.
“I don’t know what that is,” Lindsay said, drawing in the sand with her finger. “Or why you can’t seem to stop staring at the mountain.”
Jack kept his head down, kicking sand at the edges of the fire. Lindsay and Samuel sat, but Jack remained standing.
“Last time I was here, I had companions, too,” Samuel said. “They didn’t make it out.”
“Died?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I do know when I arrived in this place, I was alone.”
“That doesn’t answer my question. I really don’t care why the sun doesn’t rise here, or why there are no stars, or how I ended up in a desert. It doesn’t seem as though you two know that shit, either. I want to know what we’re going to do to get the hell out.”
Samuel smiled at her. He guessed Lindsay to be in her early thirties. Her voice comforted him in a way he had not felt in a long time. He held her gaze for longer than he should have before feeling his face flush. Samuel laughed at himself and the fact that this even worried him.
“The reversion, that cloud coming out of the west, wants to swallow us. It did last time I was here, and my instinct tells me the cloud either snuffs you out completely or sends you back into another cycle.”
Lindsay sat up and squinted as if that would help her comprehend what Samuel was saying.
“To have any chance of getting released—and again, I don’t know what that means exactly—I know I have to get to the peak of the mountain on my own terms. There isn’t a guarantee that will get me out, but I feel it, and it’s all I have to go on.”
“What about us?” Jack asked. He faced the direction of the cloud and the withdrawing firestorm over the cabin. “Are we fucked?”
“I don’t know,” Samuel said. “My fate was somehow connected to the others I met the first time, and yours probably is as well. But I can’t make you any promises. If we get to the peak together, we’ll see what happens. If we don’t, and the cloud swallows you, something tells me that would be worse.”
“Bullshit.” Jack’s curse took on a venomous edge. “I’m not risking my life for the sake of your future without knowing about mine.”
“When did I say I knew my future?” Samuel asked. “I’m going on instinct. I’ve been through this before and you haven’t. But you’re free to sail your own ship.”
Jack collapsed into the sand and shook his head. He ran a hand across his scalp. “Sorry. I feel like my brain is mush. I can’t see well here, no smell, sounds are off. This place feels like a box, and I’m going to go crazy if I can’t bust out of it.”
“I know,” Samuel said. “It sucks the life out of the locality before eating it whole. I get the feeling this has happened thousands–-maybe millions–-of times, like it’s the way the universe cleans house. We seem to be caught in it.”
“Maybe this is how God cleans house, the way He sifts the souls of the worthy from the unworthy,” Lindsay said.
“You could be right,” Samuel said. “God, or whatever force controls the universe, could be using the reversion that way. We might be getting what we deserve, having shit come back threefold.”
“Bad karma?” Lindsay asked.
“No,” Samuel said, shaking his head. “That word is misinterpreted by people. I’m talking about the stuff you put out to the universe coming back to you, for better or worse, multiplied. The Law of Three.”
Silence dropped as the fire dwindled to a glowing ember.
“I’m not really hungry, and I should be,” Jack said.
“That’s part of it, and I have no explanation for you,” Samuel said.
Jack shrugged and looked at Lindsay. He stared at the dark line spreading from her ear, across her throat and up to her other ear. He imagined running his hand down her neck and blushed. “Do you remember what happened?” he asked, nodding at her throat.
“Yes,” she said.
He paused, waiting for an answer that never came.
Then Samuel spoke. “We should try to sleep. It’s tough to say when we’ll get the opportunity or how much of the reversion’s effects are magnified by lack of it.”
Lindsay and Jack lay back into the sand, closing their eyes and hoping to dream of bright, blue skies. Samuel took his own advice and let exhaustion pull his body into the realm of nightmares.







  
  Chapter 5


Samuel awoke first, images of a tormented dream slipping through his fingers like sand. Lindsay stirred next, while Jack pushed up to his elbows. Both rubbed sleep from their eyes, and Samuel wondered how long they had rested. It felt like minutes, but time was hard to measure in the throes of a reversion. Jack rubbed a hand across his face, and Lindsay pulled her hair back into a high ponytail. She removed a hair wrap from her wrist and slid it into place. Samuel could see his mates in greyscale contrast as the ambience crept up from the edges of the horizon to bathe the locality in colorless light. He looked at Lindsay and liked the way loose strands of hair curled down the side of her face. 
“Morning?”
The word snapped him out of his daydream and brought him back to the moment.
“Could be,” Samuel said to Jack.
“How’d you sleep?”
“Dreams. Damn, the dreams. It would be easier to go without sleep.”
Lindsay had yet to speak, but Samuel could see it on her face. He knew she had them as well.
Jack nodded at Samuel. Lindsay stood, and her entire body shook. She ignored the men, looking past them with an outstretched arm pointing to the eastern horizon. Samuel followed her arm until he saw it as well.
“Holy shit,” Jack said, backpedaling as if that could somehow save him from what was coming.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Grab your things,” Samuel shouted. 
The brown cloud rose from the earth, quickly eclipsing the night sky. Lindsay stood next to Samuel as the dust rushed toward them from the horizon.
“It’s at least a mile or two out,” Samuel said. “But it’s moving fast, and I don’t think we want to be standing here gawking when it arrives.”
He broke into a jog toward the east, where the mountain remained with its cold stare. Lindsay and Jack followed, the young man constantly looking over his shoulder.
“Haboob.”
“What?” Lindsay asked.
“It’s like a killer sandstorm,” Jack said. “I remember watching the news when one hit Phoenix. It came without warning and swallowed the entire city.”
“This way,” Samuel said, jogging to his right. The three kicked up the sand as they ran, and the advancing attack brought its own silent wind.
“Pull the collar of your shirt over your mouth.”
Lindsay and Jack did as Samuel suggested as the first wall of dust whipped through their hair, pushing them into a lopsided canter behind Samuel.
Samuel felt the air pressure change and the fingers of the storm pulling at his footsteps, yet it generated little sound. Even during times of frantic activity, the reversion dulled the senses. He looked over a shoulder and saw the silhouettes of Jack and Lindsay a few steps back. The sand stung their skin and burned their eyes. It prevented him from yelling, and he wouldn’t have been able to hear them if they tried to speak. He slowed as Lindsay dropped to one knee. Jack reached over and pulled her up by the elbow with one hand while the other kept his mouth and nose covered.
The desert became a dark blur of nothingness. The haboob blotted out the starless sky, the distant horizons and the mountain to the east. Samuel knew the force blowing across the desert was just the warm-up, the opening act. What came behind it worried him more, even though he had yet to identify the threat. He felt the danger in his bones.
“Jack, Lindsay,” Samuel yelled over a shoulder. He could no longer see their forms inside the swirling sand.
No reply.
He stopped and fell to his knees. The sand blistered his eyes and fought its way into his nose and throat despite his best attempts at keeping the top of his shirt over his face. Samuel knew this was another tactic thrown at him by the reversion, another attempt at impeding his progress toward the mountain’s peak, where he might have a chance to control his own fate. Samuel stood and staggered forward, feeling his way through the silent storm like a blind man on a busy city street.
Samuel felt the ground give way below him. He stumbled forward and felt the sand pulling him down until there was no longer solid ground below. He fell, grasping frantically at the pitch-black air around him. His hip hit the ground first, sending a flare of pain through his ribcage to his shoulder. He rolled several times before coming to a stop in an unconscious heap.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay coughed and spat into the empty void. She raised her hand up and could not see it through the dull grey blanket of sand enveloping her. Lindsay had never experienced a sandstorm before and hoped she never would again. She listened for signs of Samuel or Jack but heard nothing. Even the violent wind thrashing the desert made only a slight hush in her ears. She groped aimlessly with both hands extended, as if looking for the light switch in an unfamiliar room. 
She fell to her knees and cried out into the silence. The sand had infiltrated everything. She felt violated, shaking her head to dispel as much grime from her hair as possible.
“Mom,” Lindsay yelled, her cries swallowed by the sandstorm.
She laughed at her own outburst and the fact that a grown woman was calling for her mother in a time of crisis. Her mother would not be there. Her mother was never there. Lindsay felt the ground sway and the storm subside as a distant memory came from its unmarked grave, back to haunt her like an insatiable spirit.

      [image: image-placeholder]“He’s nice. You’ll like him.” 
Lindsay looked down at her hands, still mystified by the nail polish decorating her fingers. She considered it a rite of womanhood, not of a girl just introduced to the bleeding.
“He’s creepy.”
Lindsay’s mom puffed blue-tinged tobacco smoke up into the ceiling fan, where the blades shot out carcinogens to the others in the room. She shook her head back and forth, blinking eyes caked with makeup that could not disguise the crow’s feet at their corners.
“Women are here to serve men. The sooner you learn that, darling, the better off you’ll be. You’re a teenager now.”
Lindsay shivered when her mother pushed a lock of hair behind her ears and slid her bra straps down a bit further off her shoulders.
“Don’t touch me,” she whispered, keeping her voice low enough so the rest of the party wouldn’t notice their confrontation.
“I’m your mother, Linds. I’ll do what I want with you.”
Lindsay closed her eyes, hoping that some force could remove her from the confines of the smoky, loud living room. She stared at the beige carpeting and faux leather couch now crawling with short skirts and curious fingers. Lindsay wished to be transported from the dilapidated row house on 8th Avenue in Homestead, Pennsylvania, to one of the glamorous mansions in Beverly Hills. Lindsay imagined sitting at a luxurious pool next to Pamela Anderson, watching the teenage boys who gawked at them both.
“Now go keep Mr. Brown company.”
Her mother’s command pulled her from her thoughts and murdered any possibility of instant teleportation to Hollywood or beyond. Lindsay saw the man on the couch, fumbling with his bottle of Iron City. The condensation from the beer bottle dripped onto his faded “One For the Thumb” Steelers T-shirt, giving Joe Greene’s face a dark discoloration. Mr. Brown looked at Lindsay and his tongue, resembling that of a serpent, licked at the mustache on his upper lip. She hated the nicknames more than anything. It proved how unimaginative her mother could be, and why she had to hand over her daughter after she lost the ability to earn a living with her own body.
“He looks fine with just a beer.”
The contact of her mother’s hand on Lindsay’s cheek snapped like a wet towel. The people in the room froze while the CD player continued spewing a dance beat that had fallen out of fashion years prior. Lindsay felt the sting of embarrassment before the welt rose on her face. She dropped her head and looked at her mother from underneath her bangs.
“Yes, Mother,” she whispered.
“Yins can get back to the party,” her mother said while spinning in a circle from the middle of the living room. “Just a woman disciplining her child.”
After a three-second pause, the girls went back to their plastic admiration while the men continued sizing up the flesh beneath tired undergarments. Her mother pushed Lindsay in the back toward the couch and Mr. Brown. She looked over her shoulder and glared at the woman.
“Love you, Mommy,” Lindsay said loudly enough for Mr. Brown to take notice. He squirmed and knocked more condensation off the beer bottle.
“I don’t need this kind of nonsense,” Mr. Brown said to Lindsay’s mother.
The woman grabbed Lindsay by the arm and pulled her close. Lindsay could smell the cheap wine and stale cigarette smoke on her mother’s fetid breath. She saw the way time had run deep on her face and how the foundation cracked upon those same lines. Lindsay imagined Mr. Brown groping her the way he had her mother when they were in high school.
Lindsay shook her grip and stepped away. She held her mother’s gaze for another moment before walking over and sitting on Mr. Brown’s lap. Lindsay felt the chill of his bottle on her bare thigh before he followed her to the bedroom.
Mr. Brown set his glasses next to the empty bottle on the nightstand while Lindsay closed the door. Both items appeared lost and disoriented in Lindsay’s room full of white, pink and hope. Lindsay lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. She struggled to breathe and felt pressure on her chest until she realized it was his body causing the sensation. Lindsay felt the friction of his jeans on hers and knew what was next. It always started this way, as if the men had to convince themselves it was not their initial intention.
She felt his hands on her breasts, squeezing the small mounds of flesh until the pain flared through her entire chest.
“Maybe you can just show me what ya got,” he said, spewing the stench of warm beer in her face. “I won’t touch nuthin’ unless you say it’s okay.”
A lie. Lindsay heard them before. She could almost whisper the words before they arrived.
“What would my mom say?” she asked, following the script in her head.
“She said it was okay. Me and your mom go way back. I’m like part of the family.”
Lindsay winced, wondering what real family was like. “You sure she won’t be mad at me?” she asked, speaking words that were not hers.
“No, honey. She wants us to have fun. You wanna have fun with me, dontcha?”
Lindsay felt his hands unbutton her jeans and the cool air of the room hitting the front of her panties. She looked up at the water stains on the ceiling and bit her bottom lip. Lindsay hated those damn stains, and she planned on ripping down that ceiling someday, pulling the entire house into its own deep grave.
“Hold on, let me help,” she said.
Mr. Brown sat back on his legs, Lindsay on her back. He gripped his T-shirt with both hands and drew it over his head, then slid the jeans off his hips, revealing yellowed-stained briefs. Lindsay started to smile when he backhanded her across the face.
“Your mom always liked it when we played rough. Do you like it rough, Lindsay?” he asked, slapping her again.
She shivered and her face became numb. Lindsay felt his cock on her thigh as he moved it closer to her. Mr. Brown stuck two fingers underneath the edge of her panties and ripped them off. Lindsay saw the look on his face and knew she could not submit again. She could not tolerate it any longer.
“Let me lick it, like a lollipop,” she said. Lindsay hoped Mr. Brown could not detect her insincerity.
Without a word, Mr. Brown leaned back and stuck his throbbing manhood into the air. Lindsay sat up and put a finger to the corner of her mouth.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
Mr. Brown obeyed.
Lindsay reached over and grabbed the empty bottle of Iron City from the night stand. The glass felt alive in her hand. Before she could change her mind, she brought the bottle up behind her right ear and swung it down until it shattered on Mr. Brown’s skull. He tumbled to the floor as glass covered her bed. His feet followed. Mr. Brown lay on the grimy hardwood floor.
She felt tears emerging and willed them away. Lindsay tossed the bottle neck to the side and peered over her bed at the floor. Mr. Brown was facedown, blood trickling from his left temple. His glasses had skittered underneath her nightstand, and his twisted underwear looked like misplaced bandages.
Banging on the bedroom door pulled Lindsay out of her shock.
“Everything all right in there?” she heard her mother ask. “She treatin’ ya fine, Mr. Brown?”
“We’re fine, Mum,” Lindsay said, hoping her mother couldn’t hear the panic in her voice.
“Yins come and have a drink when yer done.”
“We will,” Lindsay said. She heard her mother’s raucous cackle as she reentered the party in the living room.
Mr. Brown moaned, and his legs twitched. Lindsay grabbed her jeans and pulled them over both legs, not worrying about the fact that her underwear lay torn on the floor. She grabbed a windbreaker hung on one bedpost and zipped it up in hopes it could hide the shame beneath. Mr. Brown moaned again, and this time he began to form words.
Lindsay felt her entire life balancing on a precipice. She knew this moment could define her or end her. She was not about to surrender her spirit to the cretin on the floor or the one wearing lipstick in the living room. She unplugged the lamp on her night stand and turned it upside down. She felt the weight of the base pull the top end down and knew it would suffice. She straddled Mr. Brown until she stood directly over his head with the lamp in both hands. She hesitated, unsure how much force it would take to get her out without killing the man. After another second of deliberation, she decided it wasn’t up to her. If the man lost his life at the hands of the child he was about to rape, so be it.
She brought the base of the lamp down hard at the place where Mr. Brown’s skull met the back of his neck. Lindsay felt the force of the blow and the sickening sound made her retch. She shoved a finger down her throat to get it over with, spewing vomit on the crumpled bedding. The man stopped moving. She dropped the lamp to the floor and then ran to her door to make sure the deadbolt was in place. Lindsay placed an ear to it and heard the party in full swing.
She pulled a cap over her head and slid on a pair of boots before walking to the closet. Lindsay opened the door and stared at the meager belongings she would leave in the hands of her mother. She caught a glimpse of light from the top of her dresser, where her crucifix lay in a crumpled pile. Lindsay picked it up and put it over her head, thinking of her grandfather. She buried the chain beneath her jacket.
The window sat in the opposite wall like a black eye daring her to escape. She saw the dirty socks on Mr. Brown and took a last look at her bedroom. She was angry at her mother and herself. The refuge that should have insulated her from the evils of the world had only perpetuated them. Lindsay would have burned the house to the ground in that moment if she had matches. She thought of Mr. Brown again, a sliver of empathy welling up inside that she smashed like an annoying housefly. He would never touch her again, and if she hadn’t scrambled his brains with the lamp base, he would hopefully think twice before putting his hands on another girl.
Knock. Knock. Knock.
Lindsay recognized the intensity of the sound coming from the other side of her door.
“Irons are gittin’ warm,” her mother said. “Ain’t got time to run back to the store an’at. Almost done?”
She froze, tears welling up in her eyes. Lindsay looked at the door and then back to the window.
“Pulling ourselves back together, Ma. Showin’ Mr. Brown my dolls.”
The silence froze Lindsay. She waited for her mother to respond as she crept toward the window.
“Everything okay in there?” her mother asked, dropping the volume and party atmosphere from her voice.
Lindsay bit her bottom lip. She placed a hand on the window and unlocked the sash. Chips of old paint fell to the sill like remnants of a life she was about to abandon.
“Fine, Mom. I’m really fine. Always have been.”
The words came with a caustic bite, a brevity that did not leave much room for conversation.
Silence.
Lindsay waited, her left hand beginning to grasp the handle to slide the window up.
“What’s going on in there, Lindsay?”
Her mother had dispelled the party girl front and slurred speech.
Bang.
“Lindsay.”
Bang. Bang.
“Open this damn door ’fore I beat your skinny ass.”
A moan came from Mr. Brown, and Lindsay saw his right leg shift on the floor.
She threw the window open with both hands, the cool night air on her face bringing a shocking burst of clarity. Lindsay knew the streets of Homestead and what they could do to a girl at night, on her own. But none of that mattered in the instant she kicked the ratty screen out of the frame.
Bang. Bang. Bang.
“Fuck, Lindsay. Let me the fuck in.”
Her mother’s rant lost its maternal concern and bolted straight for anger. She saw Mr. Brown’s head rise like a zombie from the other side of her bed, blood matting his thinning hair to a speckled skull. His hand fumbled on the floor for his glasses.
Lindsay heard more commotion at the door and the scrape of metal on metal. It wouldn’t take long for them to pop the hinges and lift the door out of the frame, pulling the thin barrel bolt apart. She giggled, imagining Mr. Brown trying to explain his current predicament to the onrush of half-stoned child molesters blundering into the bedroom.
She felt her chest for the crucifix, stuck her right leg into the real world, and leapt from the second-story window to the streets below without ever looking back.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jack stumbled through the sandstorm like a drunken sailor. He stumbled in the sand, as if trying to stay upright on the deck of a ship. 
“Lindsay.”
No reply.
“Samuel.”
No reply.
The silence made the storm frightening, and Jack wanted desperately to come back to reality. He tripped on his own feet and collapsed into the sand, awakening the visions.

“You are fond of her.”
Jack blinked and turned toward the voice. Deva sat beneath a tree devoid of leaves. The bare branches twisted into the sky like the gnarled fingers of a shaman. A sweeping plain raced to the horizon, more emptiness than Jack could handle.
“What do you want from me?” Jack asked.
Deva stood and decided to give Jack the visual representation he would need.
“Who are you?” Jack asked, as the man came toward him.
The man’s white hair was tangled with a long, white beard. His dark eyes sat deep in a weathered face that looked more like granite than flesh. A flowing, grey cape swirled about him, his staff keeping it fastened to the earth. Deva smiled, and Jack felt the chill of that grin run up his spine.
“I am your host in this locality.”
“I’m with Samuel and Lindsay.”
Deva nodded. “True. But you know they both will sacrifice you for their own gain.”
“Ahimsa,” Jack said.
Deva nodded again.
“Why should I trust you when you don’t even exist in the real world?”
“What is the ‘real world,’ young Jack? You really think you know what that means?”
Deva followed his statement with a chuckle that felt as though it were coming from inside Jack’s head. He thought of Lindsay and her brilliant eyes.
“Ah,” Deva said. “So she has worked her way into your heart.”
Jack trembled, his forehead wrinkling and his eyebrows drawing down to a V. “Shut the fuck up,” he said.
“You will never have her. Samuel will keep her for himself and serve you up as the sacrificial lamb.”
Jack’s anger turned into confusion. He kicked at a tree root protruding from the ground, as if that would help his situation. “I don’t understand what you want from me.”
“It’s simple. You allow the reversion to send the cloud and gather the group, and I will place you back in the cycle to give your soul another opportunity to fulfill its dharmic responsibility, its ahimsa.”
Jack shuddered at the word. It felt like cold grease under his tongue. “Why?”
“Not your concern. Keep Samuel and Lindsay from reaching the mountain and you get another chance. It’s the most promising deal I can offer.”
Jack winced.
“Don’t be a fool. You don’t really think she would choose you over him, do you? He’s a man, and you’re a simple boy.”
“No deal,” Jack said. “Shove it up your ass.”
Deva switched his cane from one hand to the other. “One of my abilities in this locality allows me to scry, to look ahead.”
“I don’t understand,” Jack said.
“I get glimpses of the near future, as if I were just slightly taller than others when viewing the distant horizon.”
Jack shrugged, unsure of what Deva’s powers meant for him.
“The girl, her eye is on him, not you. Allow me to show you.”
Jack closed his eyes and inhaled. He scratched the side of his head before stomping a foot on the ground. “Fine. Show me whatever it is you think I need to see, and then I’ll make a decision on your offer.”
“Fair enough,” Deva said.
He waved his staff in the air, creating slivers of light that danced around it. Jack felt the air change as a rectangular box opened several feet off the ground and expanded. There was a blackness inside the rectangle that Jack could taste.
“Look,” Deva said.
The rectangle buzzed as a soft light crept down from the top, illuminating a room that resembled the cabin pelted by the fire rain.
Jack saw two shapes sitting on the bunk, facing each other. He recognized Lindsay’s profile because of her long hair, and he knew the other person had to be Samuel, who reached up and caressed Lindsay’s cheek. Samuel took his hand and trailed his fingers down her throat to her shoulder. He slid the bra straps off and felt her silky skin. Lindsay reached behind her back and unclipped the undergarment, dropping it to the floor. Her nipples stiffened, drawing Samuel’s feathery touch. She reached over and lifted Samuel’s shirt over his head, tossing it to the floor.
Jack felt a sweat breaking out on his brow. He turned to look away from the visual portal Deva opened, only to see the man staring back at him.
“You can see what’s happening, I assume?” Deva asked.
Jack grimaced and turned back to face the portal.
Lindsay lifted her hips and slid her panties to the floor. Samuel sighed and ripped his underwear from his body.
“Please, stop it now,” Jack said, not bothering to turn and look at Deva.
“No,” he said.
Lindsay leaned toward Samuel slowly, stopping before they could touch. He pushed his forehead against hers, and she kissed him. His right hand came up, tangling in her hair and pulling her closer. Jack saw the light between their bodies disappear as their flesh touched. Samuel moved his hands down her back and sideways until they rested on the top of her curvy hips. She pulled away from the kiss and smiled at Samuel with an intensity that made Jack’s chest ache.
“Enough,” he said. “Turn it off.”
“Not yet,” Deva said. “You must see.”
Jack could smell their passion as his heart raced. He closed his eyes and then reopened them, wishing Deva would close the portal. Jack felt the blood rush to his face as he struggled to take a deep breath.
Lindsay sat and pushed Samuel onto his back before climbing on top of him. Her hair dropped down as she leaned forward, hips rocking. They both cried out, Lindsay rocking faster and harder. The bunk squeaked and protested.
Jack swallowed and pushed a tear from his face. He bit into his bottom lip, hoping the physical pain would mask the one in his heart.
Samuel moaned and closed his eyes. He sat up and pulled her to him. Lindsay’s legs wrapped around the small of his back as they embraced in a long kiss. Jack watched their rapid breathing begin to slow, although neither moved. They kissed again before the rectangular portal began to shrink back into the void.
Jack turned to face Deva, his face flushed with lust, anger and shame.
“Now you understand,” Deva said.
Jack collapsed to the ground and placed both hands on either side of his head. “What do I have to do? What do you want from me?”
Deva walked over and placed his hand on the top of the young man’s head.
“Get up,” he said. “Stand.”
Jack wiped the tears from his face and followed Deva’s instructions.
“Keep them from reaching the peak. Do what you must to slow progress and allow the reversion to capture them. If you do so, your ahimsa will have been fulfilled.”
“What about Samuel and Lindsay?” Jack asked.
“Not your concern,” Deva said.
Jack took a deep breath and felt the vision sliding away underneath his feet.
“Can you do that, Jack?”
Jack nodded once, trying to convince himself.

      [image: image-placeholder]The cloud crept farther off the western horizon, daring any creature in its path to challenge the advancement. A hazy mist of gray hung in the air even though the storm had passed. Samuel awoke first, brushing off the sand that threatened to bury his body in the dune of this forgotten place. His eyes felt raw, and he blinked several times. He spotted two lumps fifty yards away, one to the south and one to the east. He squinted, hoping to detect a slight rising and falling from their chests. 
The mountain stood tall in the east, the peak breaking through the black sky like an inverted shadow. It looked as distant and forlorn as when Samuel first arrived, and that felt like a reality he was not ready to face.
Samuel placed a hand over his forehead and stared at the western horizon. The reversion was still coming, but he could not tell if it had come closer or if the sandstorm blurred the lines between the cloud and the horizon. He struggled to recognize anything beyond the fifty-yard range of his impaired vision as the reversion swallowed the light. Samuel knew the mountain was there as well as the bodies of his two traveling companions, and anything beyond that was nothing but speculation.
Before he could move a foot toward them, both shapes stirred. He felt a wave of relief, knowing whatever his fate might be, he would not be forced to experience it alone. Samuel jogged toward the nearest person. He saw Lindsay’s auburn hair, now tinted brown from the debris coating her entire body. Samuel reached down and placed a hand on her shoulder. She was trying to get to her feet.
“Let me help you up,” he said.
She turned her face to him, trying to spit the confusion and the sand from her mouth. She choked and coughed. Samuel heard movement in the silence and saw Jack lumbering toward them, looking like a punch-drunk boxer.
“Is she okay?” Jack asked as he approached.
Lindsay pushed back until she sat on her own feet, knees bent and lodged into the loose sand. She nodded at Samuel and did her best to smile at Jack. Her warm, inviting face felt like a dagger lodged deep within Jack’s chest.
“I’m okay,” she said before another burst of chest-racking barks stole her breath.
“I fucking hate sand. Won’t even go to the beach,” Samuel said.
Jack shrugged, and Lindsay laughed.
“You’re not a woman,” she said. “You don’t know the half of it.”
Samuel bowed as if he knew the truth about the perils of wearing a bikini.
“We need to move east. If this locality is anything like the previous one I was in, there’s a good chance we’ll find more cabins on the way to the mountain. They serve as outposts, moments of relative safety from whatever the reversion decides to throw at us.”
Jack winced, images of slick flesh and lust on the edge of his mind.
“Why don’t we go south? If the storms are coming out of the west, seems like that’s as good as moving east.”
“Not at all,” Samuel said. “That cloud is a soul stealer, and if the reversion wraps you up in it, you’re done. Salvation lies at the peak of that mountain. I’m sure of it.”
“How sure?” Jack asked.
“Sure enough,” Samuel said, his eyes locked on Jack’s.
“Samuel’s right. I feel drawn to the mountain, and I believe what Samuel says. He’s been here before. Well, not here, but through this. I think his experience has to count for something.”
“You would think he’s right, wouldn’t you, Lindsay?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Lindsay asked, her eyes shifting between the two men.
“Doesn’t mean anything,” Samuel said, cutting into the conversation. “The only thing that matters right now is not getting caught in another sandstorm or firestorm or God knows what else the reversion will come up with to keep us from moving east. I’m going, and I think it’s in your best interest to come with me. But I’m not dragging anyone along, and I’m not having this conversation again. I don’t have all the answers. Shit, I have very few answers. But I know that I’m not stopping until I reach the peak, as that’s my best chance to escape whatever we seem to be inside.”
Lindsay nodded while Jack stared at his feet, his hands on his hips.
“I slipped us out of the flaming rain, but there’s no guarantee I can do it again. And I can’t promise that I can even conjure another portal, local or otherwise. You are both welcome to go your own way, no hard feelings. My dharma sits at the peak of that beast, and it’s where I intend to go before the reversion eliminates this place like it has others before.”
“I don’t understand half of what you’re talking about, but I know that my odds are better with others than alone. You’ve been through this before. I’m with you.”
Jack watched Lindsay step toward Samuel, and he suppressed a flash of jealousy welling in his stomach.
“Jack?”
He looked at Samuel and Lindsay and shook his head. “Fuck. I guess you’re right. Let’s go.”
Samuel nodded at Jack and then Lindsay before turning east. He failed to notice the disdain spreading across Jack’s face, which betrayed the words coming from his mouth.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jack trailed Lindsay and Samuel by several paces. He tried stepping inside of Samuel’s footprints, which helped to pass the time and distract his mind from going to the place exposed by Deva. The dream, or flashback, or flash forward—whatever he had witnessed—made his head feel like the exposed wiring of an old house. Sparks of jealousy, anger, fear, lust and pain jumped from one thought to the next, threatening to ignite his entire psyche. Jack caught snippets of conversation floating from them as they walked endlessly toward the mountain. The still, dead air and suffocating blanket of darkness above did not give him much else to contemplate. 
“What was it like?” Lindsay asked.
Samuel turned to look over his shoulder. “You okay?” he asked Jack. Jack nodded, and Samuel turned back to Lindsay, neither losing a stride in the march east. “What?”
“Your previous locality. The world before this.”
Samuel hesitated, unsure of how much of that experience he wanted to reveal. The events and circumstances surrounding Mara in the reversion would inevitably lead back to those of his actual life, if that had indeed been real. He thought about Major and Kole and then decided not to speak of their betrayal and ulterior motives–-for fear of planting the seed of doubt in Lindsay’s head about his own.
“Wolves.”
“Huh?”
“There were wolves. I came to in the forest, like you, and the first thing I had to deal with, after the initial shock, was being attacked by feral wolves.”
Lindsay looked around, half expecting to see the pack coming over the western horizon. “What did you do?”
“I hid, I fought them, and at one point I was able to communicate with the alpha male. They’re here, too.”
Lindsay walked, deep in thought, her eyes narrow. She felt something there that told her it was best not to push Samuel for more details about the wolves.
“Were there other people?”
“Yes.”
“Women?”
Samuel stopped and turned to face Lindsay with a sly grin. “There was one,” he said.
Lindsay smacked him on the arm and started walking again. When Samuel started walking again, Jack caught up to Lindsay by using a slight hop, closing the distance between them by four or five feet.
“What did she look like?” Lindsay asked, twirling a strand of hair around a finger.
Samuel looked at her, smiling like the cat that ate the canary.
“Oh please,” she said. “You’re old enough to be my uncle and I don’t go for older guys. Too much baggage.”
“Good, because I don’t go for younger women. Too much maintenance.”
“I am not high maintenance, asshole. I can do just fine without anyone.”
Samuel sighed, not entirely able to disagree. Lindsay presented herself as a strong-willed and powerful woman.
“I wasn’t insinuating you were. I simply said younger woman, in general. And you’re right. I do have way too much baggage.”
Lindsay turned to face Samuel and spoke with sincerity. “If you ever decide you want to talk about what happened to you in the reversion – I mean the real stuff, you know – I’m a good listener.”
Before Samuel could reply, he heard Jack yell from behind. Samuel had been so engaged in the conversation with Lindsay he failed to keep his eyes on the horizon.
“Cabin,” Jack yelled again, this time sprinting forward to pull even with Samuel and Lindsay.







  
  Chapter 6


Samuel held his hand up and made eye contact with Jack and Lindsay. He did not want to risk a confrontation with others. They arrived on the cabin’s doorstep, Samuel first followed by Lindsay and Jack. 
Lindsay shifted her weight to one hip and crossed her arms. Jack shoved both hands into his back pockets. Samuel knew if opening the door to the cabin required self-defense, it would be easier alone.
The cabin sat half-buried in windswept dunes, sand reaching up like ancient fingers on all sides, trying to pull the structure down into the desert. A forgotten sun had bleached the wooden boards white. Samuel approached and drew a deep breath. While the reversion suppressed most of the sensory perceptions of this place, Samuel could catch a hint of burning mesquite. He noticed the cabin slanted to one side, and he wondered if opening the door would bring the entire thing down. A tarnished, brass doorknob coated in a green patina drew his hand. Samuel gripped it and was surprised that it turned.
He wondered how many eons the cabin sat here, silently facing west and waiting for the time when the reversion would consume it like all the rest. He pushed on the door with enough force to cast the caked dust from the jamb. A sliver of blackness appeared like a line of ink on the weathered door.
“Come on,” he said over his shoulder.
Lindsay wrinkled her nose at the filthy window and dry-rotted steps leading up to the door. Jack grabbed a support beam to the right and swung around one time before stepping back and nodding his approval of its structural integrity.
“Like a saloon in one of those old westerns, but without the swinging doors.”
Samuel nodded, his hand still on the doorknob. “That’s a pretty good way of putting it,” he said to Jack while pushing the door inward.
The scent of mesquite became stronger, stirring memories of the cabins of his previous locality, which offered an oasis from the impending doom of the cloud. He thought of the fire and the roasting coffee, and he began to salivate. He could not remember his last meal or even the urge to search for one. Lindsay and Jack filed in behind Samuel into the still, dead cabin. When Samuel saw the rectangular shape hanging on the wall, he held his breath wondering what the reversion wanted to display.
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“Locally,” Deva said.
“And now he’s led them through the haboob to an outpost.”
“He has.”
Shallna stood and shook his head, waiting for an explanation from Deva. “Are you not concerned his progress to the peak appears to be unimpeded?”
Deva sat back on his throne and looked toward the hidden ceiling of the chamber. Dust motes flicked through the light, which fought back total darkness. He tapped the end of his cane on the stone floor and sighed. “I have a duty to perform, and concern does not affect it, one way or the other.”
Shallna waited, unsatisfied with Deva’s response.
“The reversion is accelerating. As long as the boy complies, honors our covenant, Samuel will not reach the peak in time. And still, I have other diversions in the making.”
A smile spread across Shallna’s dark face, his eyes lighting up inside the hood. “Good, very good.”
Deva took no satisfaction in Shallna’s minor praise. He continued staring up into the darkness overhead before turning back to face his underling. “He keeps the order.”
Shallna stopped, waiting.
“Samuel’s spoke on the wheel will keep the order. It will allow for old worlds to die and new ones to be reborn.” Deva paused, knowing Shallna would want to know more. That receiving one simple answer amongst a thousand questions he had yet to ask would only incite his intellect. “He senses he is different. He did so amongst the others, and he feels it now as well. Should he reach the peak ahead of the reversion, the slim possibility exists he could shun his future responsibility, and that could have unintended consequences.”
In order for Deva to be released from his own cycle he needed to find his replacement. He believed Samuel would be the one to take over although either son, Samuel or Kole, could inherit the father’s responsibility. Getting Samuel to the peak and transitioning power ahead of the cloud would make things go much smoother. But Deva was prepared to do whatever was necessary to be released from his cycle.
“Why can’t you stop the reversion?”
Deva smiled at Shallna, anticipating the eternal question of a thousand ages. “What you ask is why good would exist in a world of evil. Why does light battle darkness? These are fine questions, Shallna, but they exist without answers. The reversion cleanses the old and prepares a locality for a new beginning. The spirits, like Samuel’s, need to orchestrate that evolution. Without them as an overlord . . .” Deva trailed off.
“What would happen if he reached us, the peak, before the reversion?”
“It has never happened,” Deva said. “And it never will.”
Shallna sighed and decided to take a different approach, wondering what had prompted Deva’s cordial mood. “The others?” he asked, leaving the bulk of the question untouched and the answer on Deva’s shoulders.
“We don’t always know. Some succumb to a reversion, and their spirits are released from the cycle. Others find themselves in one after another, gaining just enough knowledge to propel them into the next.”
Shallna nodded, feeling his head begin to swim.
“The others, as you asked, shall serve our purpose in this locality. Like the pack and the horde, they will move Samuel to us.
He knew he should retreat, having gained more insight into his existence than he had in hundreds of prior conversations with Deva. However, Shallna pressed on, determined to satisfy the curiosity rotting the dark corners of his mind. “You said you cannot summon the horde.”
“I said I would not. That is different than cannot,” Deva said.
“The alpha male?”
“Too unreliable. The pack is not what it used to be. The power of the alpha male is waning and I do not know why. He left Samuel and Mara in the cave instead of pushing them further towards the portal.”
Fearing the power of the portal, the alpha male left Samuel and Mara to deal with Major and what was left of the horde.
Shallna huffed, remembering the convergence of Samuel, Mara, the pack and the horde deep inside the cave. “He fulfilled his duty. The pack pushed him to the location.”
“That is true,” Deva said. “But Major and Kole failed, and that has somehow tainted the alpha male and his pack. They have lost power. I hesitate to call upon the wolves again. And even if I did, I would have no way of knowing whether their spirit still resides here.”
“Elemental forces have not hampered Samuel’s procession.”
Deva thought about Shallna’s observation and winced when he realized his underling was correct. “Bring me the orb,” he said.
Shallna’s robes brushed the stone floor within the silent confines. His grey, bony fingers reached out to grasp the orb sitting in a carved case of ivory. Shallna felt the power surge through his body from just the impersonal act of lifting the orb. He carried it with both hands and lowered it into Deva, as he remained seated on the throne.
“The next device must be one of more substance, a force not so easily dismissed. I will summon one that will keep them fixed in the cabin until the cloud gains ground from the west.”
Shallna leaned his face closer to the orb. A purple string of light danced inside, illuminating Shallna’s face with a ghastly glow. His eyes sank back into his skull, and he brought his hands up to cover his mouth.
Deva looked at Shallna and smiled. “This. I will summon this.”
Shallna looked at Deva’s face and back to the orb. He saw a gathering darkness inside. The wicked smile split Shallna’s face and a ragged laugh came through his teeth.
“Yes. Send them, Master.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Who is she?” 
The two candle stubs on the table cast a sickly, green flame inside the cabin. Jack sat on the edge of the bunk, swinging one leg an inch above the floor while Lindsay crept closer to the portrait. She drew her slender finger down the edge of the canvas hanging on the wall and looked at Samuel.
“Mara,” he said.
Lindsay waited.
“She helped me. I mean, she saved me. She forgave me and that put me through the last reversion before it could swallow us both.”
“But she didn’t come through with you,” Lindsay said.
Samuel shook his head and dropped his chin to his chest.
Lindsay turned back to face the portrait. She examined the surface and the texture, guessing it was created many years ago, possibly decades before they arrived at the cabin. Mara’s dark hair cascaded around her face while a gale swept it over her shoulders. Her piercing blue eyes stared back at Lindsay with an intimidating intensity, yet they held a softness she could feel. Mara’s high cheekbones kept her mouth open slightly, as if she were about to whisper a promise to her best friend. Lindsay reached up and ran her fingers through her hair and used the back of her hand to wipe grime from her face.
“She’s beautiful,” Lindsay said.
“She sacrificed herself for me. And after everything I did—” Samuel let the explanation die in midair.
“Were you two—?”
“No,” Samuel said, cutting the question down before it could fully materialize. “We were not.”
Lindsay nodded, and Jack glanced at her long enough to see the sparkle in her eye. He went back to swinging his leg off the edge of the bunk.
“I think she had been through reversions before. At least one. She understood some of what was happening, but not everything.”
“Kind of like you,” Jack said without lifting his head.
“I guess,” Samuel said before turning back to face Lindsay.
“I think I’ve been through one. I guess there could be more that I don’t remember. Have you two thought about it? Can you remember?”
Jack shook his head, as did Lindsay. Samuel waited for any spark of recollection from either and saw none.
“Why is her picture hanging in this cabin? Why does it look like an antique, oil painting?”
Samuel dropped his shoulders and inhaled. He smiled as the conversation steered away from pockets of pain that remained inside his chest.
“A reflection. It’s something the reversion creates, but it isn’t real. At some point, Mara’s portrait will disappear.”
“Why would the reversion hang pictures in a cabin in the middle of a desert in a dying world?”
Samuel nodded, knowing why Lindsay asked and realizing the fact that they were having the conversation was proof of its effectiveness.
“To slow us down. To take our focus off the task at hand.”
“It’s a distraction,” Jack said. “Like a pretty woman in a red dress.”
Lindsay knew she was not wearing red, but could sense the connection all the same.
“Sort of,” Samuel said.
Lindsay sat in the rickety chair on the opposite wall of the bunk. She closed her eyes and stretched her arms, concluding with a wide yawn.
“The day and night confusion thing is the worst. I don’t know when I’m supposed to be tired or how long to sleep.”
Samuel nodded.
“I just want to see the sun for about five minutes,” Jack said.
“Tell us more about her,” Lindsay said. “There has to be something that could help us now: a conversation, anything.”
Samuel hesitated as he considered Lindsay’s motive for asking about Mara, then decided it didn’t make much of a difference. He told Jack and Lindsay about several of his conversations with Mara and what it could mean for them.
Lindsay sat still while Jack spoke.
“The cycle? Does that mean I have to do this again?” Jack punctuated the question by throwing his hands into the air.
Lindsay bit her bottom lip, eyes scanning the floor.
“Are we here to serve in your cycle, or are you here to serve ours?”
Before Samuel could reply, a cascading wall of noise outside the cabin broke the silent black cloud of the reversion.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel stood on the threshold, his hands grasping the doorjamb on each side. He was angry, knowing he had again been taken by surprise in a place that did not abide by his set of known rules. Jack stood next to Lindsay and they both attempted to see past Samuel. Lindsay pushed his arms down, forcing all three of them to take one step outside the cabin. 
Although it still basked in the reversion’s suffocating mix of clouds and darkness, the endless sands of the desert took on new qualities that could be seen by the naked eye. At the western horizon, where the cloud licked at the earth, a black line wavered over the grey sand. They watched as it expanded outward to the east and toward their cabin. The blackness swallowed the grey tint of the dunes as it crept forward. Samuel detected a swelling rattle, much like locusts protesting against the long summer days.
“What the fuck is that?” Jack asked. Lindsay’s mouth hung open.
“Looks like the reversion is trying harder to keep us in our place.”
It was not until the ink splotch crawled farther toward the cabin that they could determine what it was. Samuel felt Jack and Lindsay retreat back into the cabin. At first Samuel laughed. The distance and perspective played games with his vision.
“Spiders?” he asked no one. Before he could answer his own question, he realized what an understatement it was.
A scientist would have struggled to classify these creatures. The bulbous body and oblong head resembled that of a spider, but the claws appeared borrowed from a crustacean. Coming off the horizon, Samuel imagined stomping them underneath his boot. But as they came closer, the dim shadow they cast revealed they were as tall as grown men.
Black eyes flickered with a meager intelligence, and fangs dangled, hungry for a kill. Some of them scuttled sideways, while others propelled their grotesque bodies forward in a straight line, headed right for the cabin. Samuel’s brain struggled to process the scene as wave after wave of the spider-crabs appeared to float over the sand toward them. Most were black as night, with fine hairs covering their entire bodies, pulsing in a nonexistent wind. Lines of drool swung from the open mouths of pointed teeth and long, black tongues swatted the air. Their legs moved rapidly creating a harsh, brittle sound as they approached. They fanned out, flanking the cabin and encircling it within moments. The sight of them forced Samuel to dry heave. He spun to see Jack and Lindsay inside the cabin, the blood drained from their faces.
“Get inside, Samuel,” Lindsay said.
Samuel turned from her and back to the invasion. He could no longer see the greyscale desert. The spider-crabs undulated as a single mass of organic horror underneath the reversion’s cloud. Samuel looked up and felt as though the cloud itself were gloating.
“They won’t hurt us,” Samuel said.
“Dude has lost his mind,” Jack said.
Samuel turned back to them. “They’re like the horde. They’re here to hold us down so the cloud can reach us.”
A wave of relief swept Jack’s face, along with a satisfied recollection he covered with a cough. It sounded like a laugh one might try to conceal inside of church.
“How do you know?” Lindsay asked.
Samuel turned back to the spider-crabs. The first line of them stood facing the cabin, two feet from the door. Samuel could feel the air being moved by their spiny legs. He caught a faint whiff of the puddles forming below their mouths, reminding him of sulfur. The army of spider-crabs bobbed like an angry ocean, fangs bared like cresting whiteheads. They remained fixed, feet locked securely in the sand. Samuel took a step toward the east and a dozen of the closest spider-crabs launched forward. They swung their shiny black claws at him, brushing inches from his face. He saw the length of their fangs and the fury trapped in their obsidian eyes. Samuel lifted another foot before he was yanked backward by the neck.
“Okay. We get it,” Lindsay said, pulling Samuel back into the doorway of the cabin.
The spider-crabs retreated at the same pace as Samuel, falling back into their assigned regiments, bulbous bodies slowly bouncing with anticipation.
Samuel took another look at the eastern horizon and noticed the edge of the reversion’s cloud pushing toward it. He could not be certain, but it appeared the process was accelerating again, and he wondered how much time remained before the cloud ended his quest for the mountain peak. Samuel stepped inside and shut the door. Jack and Lindsay jumped to the lone window, smearing the grime off the cracked panes in hopes of keeping an eye on their captors.
“I think I’m gonna throw up,” Lindsay said.
Jack and Samuel each took a step backward.
“Spiders,” Lindsay said, the word falling from her mouth.
“They’re more like crabs,” Jack said, smiling and winking at Samuel.
Lindsay closed her eyes and sat back down on the chair. She drew deep breaths while wiping a bead of sweat from her upper lip.
“You going to be okay?” Samuel asked.
“For now,” she whispered.
“What are we going to do?” Jack asked.
Samuel looked at him and then at Lindsay before shrugging his shoulders.

      [image: image-placeholder]Shallna paced back and forth, forging a light shadow on the stone where his robes pushed the dust to the side. He glanced at the orb often, entranced by its changing light and color. Deva remained on the throne, tapping a long, thin finger on the edge of the armrest. 
“They are fierce,” Shallna said.
“True,” Deva said. “But not very intelligent.”
“More like the horde than the pack?”
Deva nodded. “Their numbers seem to grow exponentially, whereas the horde had limitations.”
Shallna placed his hands on the orb and gazed inside. He stared across the barren desert until his eyes met the reversion’s cloud. Although Shallna could not see the spider-crabs or the cabin, he imagined them beneath the empty, black sky. “If they fail?”
“The spider-crabs?”
“Yes, Master. What if they fail?”
Deva chuckled and waved a hand in the air, as if entertaining a slightly annoying question from a child. “Their job is not to succeed or fail, but to provide the necessary obstacle for Samuel.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel watched through the window as the cloud crawled eastward on its march across the velvet canopy overhead. At times, he wished for a sliver of a moon or the simple flash of one star to punch a hole in the void. As in his previous experience, light no longer seeped upward from the horizon and even if it could, the cloud would claim it as its own. 
Lindsay and Jack spent their time sulking and rotating throughout the cabin. When she would stand and stare endlessly at the empty stove, Jack would face the other direction with his head down or buried in his chest.
Without the sun’s journey to mark time, Samuel lost track of it. He used the cloud now, like his own meteorological doomsday clock. It had swallowed half of the sky since they entered the cabin, and the time was approaching when decisions would have to be made. Samuel knew they would not be easy, based on what he remembered from the last time. He rubbed a hand over his growing beard. Samuel could almost smell the coffee and taste the crackling bacon. For whatever reason, he was not afforded those luxuries this time. Samuel wondered whether the lack of hunger pangs was worse than dying of starvation. As always, one look out of the window toward the desert would put all other concerns in perspective.
The spider-crabs amassed in numbers beyond what Samuel thought were possible. His memory flashed back to the horde standing guard, swaying in the silent wind without emotion or purpose. Samuel laughed as he felt a sliver of fondness for them. Compared to the spider-crabs, the horde felt like a welcoming party after a hero’s return.
Samuel missed the empty expanse of the desert sand. He had cursed it back then, before the filthy, black carpet of legs and claws arrived. Samuel remembered the glow oozing from the horizon as it cast a grey haze across the endless dunes. Although he felt the insanity of it all, Samuel longed for that again. He felt a strange comfort in the vast openness of the empty desert and the solitude it brought. The spider-crabs stole that solitude from him even more than the two people now with him. Beyond a ten-foot radius surrounding the cabin, the creatures filled the vista all the way to the horizon. The black legs scuttled and shifted, while claws randomly sprung up in a joust that would end with a hideous scream, one of the few noises able to penetrate the dead air of the reversion. At times, they wavered like heat hovering over the hot sands, but with a more sinister motion.
The sight of the spider-crabs left an unsettling motion in Samuel’s stomach, as if he needed to expel the evil within but could not muster enough strength to do so. He noticed Lindsay would make regular visits to the window and peer out at them, her nose wrinkled and mouth slightly agape. She would retreat the same way each time, with a long, drawn breath that spoke more eloquently than words. Jack showed no interest in the spider-crabs. He muddled around the cabin, rarely speaking and never making eye contact. Samuel didn’t know what the psychological impacts of their imprisonment were or what it could do to the human psyche. He read stories about prisoners of war and realized he would never have been able to survive that. He did not have that will to live, lasting years through the most heinous torture.
“I can’t stay here anymore,” he said.
Lindsay and Jack looked up. Lindsay’s eyes, in her gaunt face, began to water. Jack shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.
“Like we have a choice,” Jack said.
“He’s right,” Lindsay said. “What the hell are we supposed to do about that?”
Samuel followed Lindsay’s arm as she pointed at the window.
“When’s the last time you slept?” Samuel asked them.
Jack sat still while Lindsay simply shook her head.
“I know that time does weird shit to our bodies here, but I feel like we need to take a stand. To do that, we need to rest. I think it’s safe to say the spider-crabs have no interest in attacking us inside the cabin. In fact, they’re pretty happy to keep us here until the cloud arrives.”
Lindsay and Jack dropped their shoulders as Samuel explained what they did not want to believe, but had no good reason to refute.
“Should we take turns? Leave someone up to guard the door?” Jack asked.
“From what? You think anything is getting past those gross fucking spiders?” Lindsay asked.
“From the spiders, you stupid fucking broad,” Jack said.
“Listen,” Samuel said. “Let’s all try to sleep and make a decision after that.”
Lindsay nodded while Jack turned around on the bunk so his face was buried in the wall.
“I’ll take the floor,” Lindsay said, her words dripping with as much venom as she could muster.
Samuel drew a deep breath and looked out the window one more time. He was not sure if an answer would come in the visions, or even if the visions themselves would come through their dreams. Samuel realized even mentioning the possibility could taint whatever might come to them naturally.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jack found himself atop a high stool in the midst of the happy hour crowd. He glanced about the place, brimming with loose ties and martini glasses. He blinked and ran a hand along the polished mahogany bar until his fingers came in contact with the condensation dripping from a beer bottle. A mindless and forlorn song from the 1980s played on the digital jukebox in the corner, where two men hovered over it as if the Rosetta stone were underneath. Jack saw a talking head with a story-at-eleven haircut on the television mounted over the cash register. 
“Well, well. Lookie here.”
Jack spun to his right, where a man was hunched over, elbows resting on the brass running along the edge of the bar.
“Do I know you?” Jack asked.
“Now how the fuck would you know me?” the man asked.
Jack shrunk, trying to crawl inside his own slumping shoulders. The man laughed and thrust a hand at Jack. It was tethered to a forearm crawling with tattoos.
“The name is Kole,” he said.
“I’m Jack.”
“Yeah, I know who you are, dipwad.” Kole raised a finger, and a piercing whistle shot from his mouth. “Another round?”
Jack turned to look over his shoulder and then back to Kole.
“What is this place?”
Kole laughed again, shaking his head. “The reversion scrambles your brains, don’t it? Makes you forget all the details of real living, like booze.” Kole nodded toward a young professional with the buttons on her blouse a bit looser than they were prior to five o’clock. “And cleavage.”
The bartender arrived with a damp towel slung over one shoulder. He dropped two beer bottles in front of Kole without speaking. The amber glass stood out against a sea of highballs and martinis.
“Seven.”
“Damn,” Kole shouted. “For two beers?”
The bartender remained silent.
“Here,” Kole said, shoving a ten-dollar bill across the bar toward the bartender’s growing paunch. “Keep the change,” he added with a wink to Jack.
The bartender grabbed the bill and headed for the cash register.
“I thought I was sleeping. So, this,” Jack said, pointing at the scene in the bar with his eyebrows. “This isn’t real.”
Kole let out a gruff moan.
“Major musta been so tired of constantly dealing with this kind of bullshit. I didn’t realize it then but, man, it’s a downer.”
Jack waited, unsure how to respond.
“No, it ain’t real, ya fucking genius. Do you really think you’d go to sleep in a reversion and wake up at McCray’s Irish Pub? C’mon, dude. You’re smarter than that.”
Again Jack remained silent, not sure how to deal with Kole’s backhanded compliment.
“Let me guess. Sammyboy wants you to escort him to the peak, the mountain. Am I right?”
Jack nodded.
“Is that a problem for you?” Kole asked.
“Depends,” he said.
“On what, champ?”
Jack looked down at his feet, and Kole leaned his head back to release a roaring laugh.
“Oh, shit. It’s the chick, ain’t it? You’re hot and heavy for her. Linda? No, Lindsay. It’s Lindsay, right?”
Jack nodded, unsure if he was confirming her name or his feelings for her.
“She’s so out of your league, man. Not even close.”
Kole lifted his beer bottle and tilted it upward. Jack watched water drip off the bottom and pool on the bar below. After a few seconds, the bartender reappeared, wiping the surface dry.
“Let me tell you something, Jackster. You got no shot at her with him around, and if he gets to the mountain, well—” Kole let the last word drift. “Your best bet is to sit tight in that cabin and wait for the cloud. It wants him, not you or the broad. It’ll leave you two. Alone. In the cabin.”
Jack felt his eyes tighten and a pressure at the base of his neck. The noise in the bar had amplified and the air felt heavy, as if the humidity had begun to squeeze his chest.
“But he says getting to the mountain is our only chance. We have to get there if there’s any hope.”
Kole shook his head. “My beer’s almost empty, which means our time is about done. Do you want to sit here and whine, or do you want to know what you need to do to get Lindsay?”
The pressure on Jack’s head increased until he was certain a vise gripped his skull. “Okay.”
“Good.” Kole nodded. “All you have to do is keep the three of you in that cabin until the cloud arrives. I’m sure you noticed the spider-crabs sitting in your front lawn.”
“Yes.”
“Well, that should help, don’t ya think? The cloud is coming and when it does, it’ll scoop up Samuel and bring a gigantic fucking shoe for all of those creatures, leaving you and that little hottie in the cabin.”
Jack smiled. The plan sounded fairly simple. Straightforward. All he had to do was maintain the position they were in now.
“How do you know all this?” Jack asked.
Kole turned to face Jack. Jack saw the pain in his eyes and felt it in his chest.
“Sammyboy and me, we go way back. We met through a mutual friend, who sold me down the fucking river. That dickhead is still out there, slipping through localities and using people as he goes. Samuel has something that can help me track down Major, and I can’t get to him until the reversion brings him to me. I know your shitcan brain ain’t gettin’ any of this, and I don’t really care.”
Jack sighed and shook his head. He noticed the music had stopped and the bar was empty.
“What you need to remember is that you’ll be lucky to catch a glimpse of Lindsay’s fine ass as she follows Samuel to the mountain, while you’re left high and dry. Now, if Samuel’s out of the picture and the two of you are left in the cabin—”
“How do you know she’ll get with me then?”
“I don’t, dickwad,” Kole said. “Unless you’re buying the whore off a corner, you ain’t gettin’ no guarantees when it comes to women. But I can tell you with Samuel around, you ain’t nuthin’ but a little bro to her.”
“Okay,” Jack said. “I’ll do my best.”
“Fuck you and your best. I need it done. I need my hands on that talisman first and Major’s throat second. You feelin’ me?”
The wall behind the bar began to vibrate. The bottles sitting atop a lighted shelf began to shake in a noiseless chatter. Jack watched as the glass collapsed, melting into pools of clear liquid that ran down the mirrored wall. The television mounted on the wall went dark, and it too dripped to the floor, pooling in an onyx puddle. Jack turned around as the rest of the bar fell like the backdrop in a cheap theater.
“Keep them from getting to the peak, Jack. Do that and you have a chance. If you can’t, you’re going to end up like me. Having beers with blowhards in imaginary bars on the east side of fucking nowhere. Tell Samuel that Kole says hello.”
Jack felt the floor vibrating beneath his feet and closed his eyes, hoping when he reopened them Lindsay would be there to comfort him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay felt the tug of sleep as soon as she placed her head down on the bundled pack that served as a pillow. Something hard dug into her ear and delayed her descent into the depths of dreams. She glanced around the cabin, watching the rise and fall of Samuel’s shoulder as he lay on the floor facing the wall, his back to the interior of the cabin. Jack was asleep on the other side, and it sounded as if he were talking in his sleep, chattering nonsense in an imaginary conversation. 
She closed her eyes and stretched her legs until fatigue overpowered her.

The bench sat on the south shore of the pond, opposite the museum on the north. The early August air was heavy with humidity, pushing down on the surface and holding the water as still as mirrored glass. Lindsay looked into the reflection and saw the front of the museum as clearly as the real one standing upright on the other side. The sun boiled the park—even the birds hung from the trees without song or sound. She watched several couples circumnavigating the pond on the asphalt footpath around it. Behind her, the busy stretch of Martin Luther King Jr. Highway cut across Euclid Avenue and segmented the campus in half.
“Is this the year?”
The question yanked Lindsay’s head to her right, where a young, thin woman stood next to the bench. She tilted her head toward it, seeking Lindsay’s permission to sit. Lindsay followed the woman’s eyes and nodded but did not reply.
“The Browns. Is this the year? Training camp talk and all that.”
Lindsay smiled and then let it slide from her face instantly. The woman’s eyes left her with a heaviness in her chest, and she struggled to breathe.
“My name is Mara,” the woman said, extending her arm and long, slender fingers.
Lindsay could not help but feel the bundled emotions behind the woman’s crystal blue eyes. She wore her jet-black hair to the shoulder, tucking one side behind her right ear while the other swooped down against high cheekbones. Mara’s lips looked wet from blood-red lip gloss, and Lindsay could see the perspiration on her face threatening to ruin the eyeliner accentuating her eyes. Lindsay smiled again, this time letting it linger in its more natural state. She had a hard time breaking Mara’s gaze.
“Lindsay,” she finally said.
“This is beautiful. I’ve never been. It’s—”
“University Circle,” Lindsay said. “That’s the Museum of Art, and Case Western Reserve is behind us.”
Mara nodded, more so at Lindsay’s civic pride than the meaningless, institutional names she shared.
“I was told everyone in Cleveland is a football fan.”
Lindsay laughed. “I grew up in Detroit. Besides, I find it hard to care what overpaid men in tights do on Sunday afternoons unless it involves a stage, oiled pecs and a fistful of dollar bills.”
Mara took her turn to giggle, a touch of red flushing her cheeks.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to come off as so crass,” Lindsay said.
“No, no. It’s fine,” Mara said.
A silence settled between the two. Lindsay reached into a bag of stale popcorn and tossed a handful to the edge of the pond, a few kernels hitting the water and wrecking the museum’s reflection. A curious squirrel darted down the trunk of a nearby tree to snag one, but the birds remained perched.
“I know who you are,” Lindsay said.
Mara sat back. She looked up at the blanket of clouds, which allowed the sun’s rays through and trapped the heat.
“But you don’t know why I’m here, in your dream.”
Lindsay nodded and waited for Mara to elaborate. She somehow knew she was dreaming the entire time, yet could not wake from it.
“You were with Samuel in the last reversion.”
“Not the ‘last’, but ‘a’ reversion, yes.”
“And you didn’t make it.”
“Not to your current locality. I did not,” Mara said.
An older couple came toward them on the asphalt path, the woman with a shawl bundling her shoulders and the man with an ancient windbreaker zipped up to his neck. They both smiled and walked as if the rest of the world did not exist. Lindsay and Mara stood and brushed imaginary flotsam from the bench so the couple could rest. When they sat and stared out at the museum, Lindsay and Mara began walking on the path and toward the museum’s colonnaded entrance on the north side.
“Did you love him?” Lindsay asked. She kept her focus on the path ahead, not risking the chance of showing the emotions on her face.
“Yes,” Mara said. “And no.”
Lindsay waited, staring down as they walked. Mara’s black boots looked out of place next to her soccer sandals.
“I came to love him like a brother, but he was ultimately responsible for hurting me. I’m not sure it would have changed my fate, although it might have. I may not have ended up in the reversion had it not been for his actions.”
Lindsay let Mara speak, feeling as though the words were meant for both of their ears. Mara turned off the path until it intersected with a sidewalk. She stepped over a guardrail and waited for Lindsay to follow.
“Severance Hall. It’s so beautiful. I’ve always wanted to see it.”
“Looks closed,” Lindsay said, then scoffed at the idea that an entrance to a building in her dream would somehow be unattainable.
“Let’s go inside,” Mara said.
Lindsay nodded, and they both crossed a street devoid of cars or buses. Lindsay looked over her shoulder and noticed the couple was no longer on the bench. Even her discarded popcorn had been abandoned by the wildlife.
“I’m going to wake up soon,” Lindsay said.
“I know,” Mara said. “Let’s go.”
Mara trotted across the road and up the steps of Severance Hall. She pushed through the glass doors and felt a wave of relief hit her in the form of air conditioning. Lindsay came through next and drew a deep breath, letting the dry air soothe her overworked lungs. Oil paintings of ancient myths sat between gold-leaf columns. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and red-velvet carpeting accentuated the brass hand-railings. Mara walked down three wide, marble steps until she reached the main door.
“The immigrant marble workers from Florence rented old row houses on Murray Hill. That’s how Little Italy got its start. They worked mostly in Lakeview Cemetery, but did other marble work throughout the east side of the city.”
“You sure have a flair for the historical,” Mara said.
“I got to know life on the streets firsthand.”
Mara nodded at Lindsay, leaving the comment and all of its implications untouched.
“We need to talk about Samuel and the reversion,” Mara said.
Lindsay dreaded the thought of waking up. The dark, cool air of Severance Hall relieved her senses from the suffocating humidity outside, and the low light was a welcome change from the scalding rays of the August sun.
“You mean you need to tell me things and I need to listen.”
“I guess that’s right,” Mara said.
“I like you, Lindsay. I know that already. In another time, another locality, we were friends. Could have been friends. Are friends. But we’re both trapped in a place where we won’t find salvation.”
Lindsay nodded, wishing again she could just remain in her dreamy version of University Circle in Cleveland, Ohio.
“You must make it to the peak with Samuel. There will be distractions and, at times, it may appear as though you’re trapped.”
Thoughts of spider-crabs and fire flashed through Lindsay’s mind.
“But you’re not. If you two work together, you have the power to make it to the mountain.”
“Why?” Lindsay asked. “What’s there?”
“I don’t really know,” Mara said.
Lindsay searched for the truth in her blue eyes and found it. “I think that’s part of the suffering for those of us in the worlds of the reversion,” Mara said. “There is so much that remains unknown. That’s why I came to you. I have knowledge of your fate, and I felt obligated to share it.”
“And it’s tied to Samuel’s fate,” Lindsay said, a hint of uncertainty lingering in her words.
“It is. His essence is different than it was in the real world and even what it was in the reversion I shared with him. He has matured, grown. I’m confident he will do what’s right. He will obey his ahimsa.”
Mara saw the quizzical look pass over Lindsay’s face at the mention of dharmic duty, and she waved her hands in the air. “Sorry. We don’t have time to go into that right now. Remember that you must get to the mountain, to the peak, with Samuel and there you will have your chance at redemption. There is no guarantee you’ll be released from the cycle, but getting distracted or swallowed by the cloud ensures you won’t be released.”
Lindsay nodded and closed her eyes as darkness rushed in to eat the remains of Severance Hall. Lindsay saw Mara’s smile as the dream concluded, and she awoke wearing the same one.






  
  Chapter 7


Jack rolled over and winced as the crick in his neck woke him. He smelled the rich aroma of fresh coffee and then rubbed his eyes. Jack yawned, feeling as though his body had rested but his mind had not. Samuel stood in front of a potbelly stove, with his back to the cabin, holding a sizzling skillet. 
“Like bacon?” he asked without turning around.
“Are you kidding me?” Jack said. He glanced at Lindsay, still asleep on the floor. Her hair covered her shoulders and he could see the top of her panties. “Everyone loves bacon,” he said, pulling himself together.
“No, there isn’t a supermarket in the neighborhood. I know what you’re thinking. These cabins in the reversion, some of them are sort of like an oasis. Things show up, things we know and love.”
“Like bacon,” Jack said.
“And coffee,” Samuel said.
“I can smell stuff.”
“That’s something else that can happen in the cabins. The sensory deprivation doesn’t seem to be as bad. I’m not sure you get one hundred percent, but probably near eighty-five, and I’ll take it. The label on the coffee beans says ‘Mexican Chiapas,’ which I remember to be a nice, smooth dark roast with a hint of chocolate.”
Jack stood and stretched, licking his lips and moving toward the skillet atop the stove. Samuel turned and smiled as he pushed the strips of bacon around with a steel spatula.
“Oh my God.”
Samuel and Jack turned to see Lindsay sitting on the floor, rubbing her eyes, with a grin racing across her face.
“Tell me I smell coffee. Please tell me, even if it’s a lie,” she said.
“No lie. And bacon,” Jack said.
Samuel nodded and held the spatula up in a triumphant pose before pushing the bacon through grease that snapped and popped. The spatula made it easier. Samuel didn’t know why the cabin had one this time when he was forced to use his fingers in the last reversion. He assumed it was the reversion trying even harder to keep him where it wanted, stationary.
“Samuel says sometimes the cabins have this stuff, that they’re like an oasis in the desert.”
Samuel winced at the word ‘desert,’ having momentarily forgotten what lay beyond the dry-rotted walls of the cabin.
“Coffee and bacon?” Lindsay asked, as if not trusting her nose.
“Mexican Chaps,” Jack said, hopping from one foot to the next.
“Chiapas,” Samuel said. “But close enough.”
Three plates made of carved wood sat on the table, nestled against the wall opposite the bunk. Samuel pulled it over and then placed the only two chairs on each side.
“Breakfast is served,” he said while lowering hot strips of bacon to each plate.
He set the skillet back on the stove before retrieving a pot with steam pulsing from the spout. Samuel poured the dark liquid into each plain, ceramic mug before sitting down on a chair opposite Jack. Lindsay took a seat on the edge of the bunk and folded her hands together until Samuel sat down.
“This is wonderful,” she said. “I don’t remember the last time I ate. I don’t even remember the last time I was hungry.”
“Those things are different here,” Samuel said, savoring the salty burn of the bacon on his tongue. He took slow, measured bites, as if the bacon was the last he would ever taste. “You still have to eat, but it’s not quite the same.”
Jack abandoned caution and shoved all of the bacon strips from the plate into his mouth. He chewed and grunted, rolling his eyes several times.
“Disgusting. You’re like a caveman,” Lindsay said.
Samuel laughed and watched Jack push back from the table, putting his hands on his stomach.
“Bacon,” was all he could mutter.
The three sat in silence as the last of the pork disappeared from the table. Nobody pushed to discover its origin, and Samuel didn’t care that it appeared in the cabin, wrapped and chilled as if delivered by a butcher. When they emptied the mugs, Samuel turned back to the stove. He brought the coffee pot to the table and refilled all of the mugs until the last precious drop of brown liquid could be coaxed out of hiding.
“They’re still out there,” Lindsay said.
“And the cloud is advancing, quicker than it was before,” Samuel said.
The three held their mugs, the euphoria of an unexpected breakfast replaced by a heavy foreboding.
“Did anyone dream?” Samuel asked. The silence and lack of eye contact told him everything he needed to know. “I’m not going to ask you to share. Either of you. I know how intense and personal dreams in the reversion can be. But we’re going to need to make a decision soon. I’d like it to be a group decision, and anything you gleaned from your dreams could be helpful.”
Jack glanced up at Lindsay, her high cheekbones lifted in a satiated smile. A bolt of pain raced through his stomach when he thought about what Kole said.
She’s not in your league.
“I don’t remember any of my dreams, if I even had any,” Jack said.
Samuel looked at Lindsay and then at Jack. “None?”
Jack shook his head and ran a finger around the top of the mug.
“How about you?” Samuel asked, turning to Lindsay.
“Yeah, I remember mine.”
Samuel waited as Lindsay closed her eyes to collect her thoughts.
“I met Mara.”
The sound of her name hit Samuel square in the chest. He leaned back on his chair as his lungs struggled to suck in more air. He bit his lip, hoping to hold in the hundreds of questions filling his head.
“She said we have to get to the mountain, the peak. If we don’t get there, we lose all hope of salvation, or freedom or release from a cycle. I’m not exactly sure what she meant, but I do know that we can’t sit here for much longer. Bacon or no bacon.”
“Was she okay?” Samuel asked, ignoring Lindsay’s interpretation of the dream.
“It was a dream,” she said.
Jack kept his head down, staring into the swirling, dark lines of coffee grounds collected at the bottom of the mug.
“Anything else she told you about the reversion or our situation?” Samuel asked.
“That was pretty much her point. If that cloud gets to us, we’re done. Or dead. Or back in. I still don’t know what the fuck is going on here half the time.”
Samuel nodded, sensing her growing frustration at existing in a world without certainty. He remembered those feelings of confusion and the conversations with Major helped.
“If the cloud gets you, or the spider-crabs, or any other creature here, I think you end up back in the forest and you have to come through another reversion.”
“Sounds like a purgatory,” Lindsay said.
“Sounds like a plan,” Jack said, lifting his head to join the conversation.
“What?” Samuel asked.
“What’s the point of going out there and facing the spider-crabs or fire rain, or whatever the hell else the reversion decides to cook up for us? Why don’t we stay here, wait for the cloud, and take our chances in round two?”
“You’re saying we just sit here and let it get us?” Lindsay asked.
“Yes,” Jack said. “That’s what I’m saying. I don’t see the point of leaving the cabin and tossing our fate to the mountain when we can sit tight, let the cloud come and see what happens tomorrow. Sometimes it’s best to hit reset and try again.”
Samuel stared at Jack, looking for a connection with the young man, something to help explain his position. Samuel felt like Jack’s perspective defied the natural human instinct of survival. Unless Jack knew something he didn’t.
“How do I know those fucking crabs want me?” Jack said. “How do I know the cloud isn’t after you, Samuel?”
Lindsay’s eyes shifted, and she turned her head sideways as she thought about what Jack said.
“Maybe Lindsay and I sit here and the reversion takes you for whatever business it has. Maybe the two of us would be collapsible damage.”
“Collateral. Collateral damage,” Lindsay said.
Samuel looked from Jack to Lindsay. She averted her gaze and bit her bottom lip.
“You believe that, too? You think the cloud is coming for me and not for you or Jack?”
Lindsay felt a tear welling in her eye, and she used her anger to push it away. She refused to become their damsel in distress. “I don’t think I agree with Jack, but we would be irresponsible if we didn’t consider all possibilities before making a decision.”
Samuel slammed his mug down on the table and stood. “You believe this is all about me and it’ll let you walk. Just up and out of here, like that.” Samuel snapped his fingers. “If that’s what you’re thinking, you’re wrong. You are welcome to sit here and test that theory if you like, but I’m telling you that you’re wrong.”
“Maybe Lindsay and I will do that,” Jack said.
Lindsay looked at him, shook her head, and then stood to face Samuel. “I trust you. I feel it. I can tell you’ve got good intentions for all of us.”
“How do you know that?” Jack asked, an edge creeping into his voice.
“I just do,” she said, her eyes not leaving Samuel’s.
“I’m so tired of all of this spiritual bullshit and feelings and dreams and everything else. I think Samuel wants you for himself, Lindsay. And he’s going to say anything to make that happen.”
Samuel stepped forward until he towered over Jack. He clenched his fist, wanting to lash out and retaliate for the words that felt like a betrayal, but he didn’t. Instead, he nodded. “Fine. I’m not forcing anyone here to do anything. You each decide what you want to do, but I refuse to sit here any longer.”
“What’s your plan?” Jack asked.
“Until you decide, you’re not part of it,” Samuel said.
Jack rocked back in his chair and shrugged with a smile, as if he didn’t care. He turned to Lindsay. “What are you doing?”
Lindsay shook her head and ran her fingers through her hair. She looked at Jack and then Samuel. “I’m with Samuel,” she said.
“That’s what Kole said you would do,” Jack mumbled.
Samuel heard it, as did Lindsay. She dismissed the barb immediately, but the name rang through Samuel’s head until he had to sit down to keep from swinging at Jack.
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“Stay here,” Deva said.
Shallna turned from the orb. He struggled to escape his morbid fascination with the spider-crabs and their infestation of the locality. He watched as they spread out, covering the sand and turning it into a black, pulsing mass barely distinguishable from the sky above. The cabin and its prisoners remained fixed in the center-like the core of a dying sun. He drew a breath and looked at Deva, standing next to the archway leading to the stairs.
“You are going up?” he asked.
“Yes,” Deva said, without an explanation.
Shallna nodded and turned back to the orb, the ambient light casting a dull glow across his face. The creatures provided a sickly amusement that made him less interested in Deva’s ascension.
Satisfied that Shallna would not leave the orb unattended, Deva turned to the stairs. A layer of dust and forgotten time covered the steps, hewn from the rock of the mountain. He tapped his staff on the first step as if somehow testing its structural integrity. Deva thought back to the first time he made the ascension and had to suppress the panic that accompanied the memory. He was toward the end now, not young and irrational as he had been back then. He might not come down the steps, but he would not rise in fear or with a feeling of false security. Deva would make the climb knowing it would be the last time. He would let the cloud take him and be cast to oblivion or be released from his cycle. Either way, Deva would not return.
The first several dozen steps came easily, until the staff no longer provided assistance to his legs. Deva kept one hand on the wall and one on the staff as he continued up and to his right. Cold torches from distant times clung to the wall, some dangling from rotten iron hooks while others lay on the steps, coated in dust. The wall felt rough and cool at the beginning. Deva felt the craftsmanship of the masons who had lain the stone eons ago. He thought back to their crude tools and primitive techniques. He would never understand how they could have produced such a formidable structure. It should have fallen ages ago.
Deva pushed on, the atrophied muscles in his legs screaming in pain. He sat on the steps twice, and knew he might not be able to rise if he did so again. The light from the top filtered down in a way only natural to the reversion. Deva caught a glimpse of a distant memory, a glowing star above an ocean, showering the sands with warmth and life. That thought dissipated as Deva pushed onward, the glow slightly expanding with every step. He could feel his insides burning and cursed the universe, which gave him the powers of the reversion yet held him captive in the body of a mortal. If a reason existed, it would not be explained.
“I shall not descend.”
Deva made the statement, bruising the still air with his words. He could not understand why he needed to say it, but felt a sliver of relief with the finality of the climb. Deva laughed to himself, thinking of the mountain climbers of his past life, those who had chosen to scale the tallest places Earth had to offer for the sake of doing it. He wondered how they would have felt about the climb if they knew they would not return.
He kept pushing, his staff becoming a metronome, keeping pace with the beating of his withered heart. Deva slid into the wall several times, his arms groping while his legs kept pushing upward over the steps. On occasion, Deva looked down and noticed the stairs bowed toward the middle. He let his mind wander, curious as to how the rock could have warped, until he remembered the masses that once filled the reversions. Thousands of feet over thousands of years had come this way, wearing away the stone one molecule at a time. Deva remembered those initial days with a strange mix of elation and sickness.
They left their world behind in a tangled mass of hatred, warfare and death. The reversion did what nature must do. It restored balance to the weary universe. It cut the infection to keep it from spreading. The early refugees from a diseased Earth overran their new world the way they had in the old. Warlords rose and subjugated lands as they had before. Deva saw some of their faces in his mind, until they were whisked away like leaves floating in an October breeze. It was the feet of those millions that had worn down the steps, moving up and down from the peak to the base. And now it was only his crooked, diseased heels that disturbed the dust from its final resting place.
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Jack looked at Samuel and laughed. He glanced at Lindsay to see if she had noticed the absurdity in the exercise. “Like the coffeepot? Are we going to scald the spider-crabs to death?”
Samuel sighed and let Jack have his wisecrack before continuing. “I don’t know where we’re going to end up, and I can’t say for sure how far the spider-crabs are spread. We may drop right in the midst of a group.”
Samuel smiled, trying to think if he knew the terminology for a group of creatures that were part spider and part crab. He would have to settle for “group” unless a better one came along.
“Utensils and anything that could potentially be used as a weapon,” Lindsay said.
Jack saw her bending over to put items into the sack. He watched her shirt separate from her pants, where the smooth, white skin of her lower back glowed in the cabin.
That is a beautiful sight, he thought before averting his gaze.
“I guess we traded our bows for the firestorm slip, eh, Jack?”
“You had bows?” Lindsay asked, stunned and now discouraged at the makeshift weapons in her pack.
“Had,” Jack said. “Didn’t make the slip.”
“Shit,” Lindsay whispered, letting the idea go with the rest of her tired hope. She turned in time to see Jack ogling her. “What?” she asked while holding both palms up.
Jack turned quickly to search the other corner of the cabin.
This is where he dumps your ass.
Kole’s voice invaded the boy’s head as if coming from inside it. He spun and saw Lindsay and Samuel scouring the cabin. Neither spoke and neither appeared to hear the words he heard inside his head.
Time to make your stand, Jack. Lindsay should be with you. You know this.
He placed his hands over his ears as if to block out the voice coming from within his head. The words felt slick, intrusive. Jack turned his head sideways and shook, as if trying to dislodge water stuck in his ear canal.
Now or never, dude. Now or never.
“Are you okay?” Lindsay asked.
Samuel stood next to her, and they both stared at Jack. “You look like you’re in pain,” Samuel said.
“I’m fine,” Jack said. He turned away from them and pretended to be interested in something inside an empty cabinet.
Samuel looked at Lindsay and shrugged. “We’re almost ready,” he said. He placed his hand over his forehead and pressed close to the window pane.
“Still there?” Lindsay asked, knowing the answer.
“Still there,” Samuel said.
“Spiders have always creeped me out.”
Samuel smiled at Lindsay’s discomfort. He could not remember ever meeting a woman who didn’t have an innate aversion to spiders.
“Sometimes we’re afraid of the wrong things,” Samuel said. He managed to turn in time to see the charred bottom of the skillet before it crashed into his face and brought a darkness to rival the dead skies of the reversion.
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Lindsay felt torn scraps of fabric tighten on her wrists and ankles. She had no idea where Jack found a knife and could only assume it was in the cabin. His attack on Samuel left her stunned and at the mercy of his shaky blade as he forced her into the chair. As she had many times in her own bedroom, Lindsay began dissociating her mind from her body.
“He was about to kill us,” Jack said.
A thin line of drool dangled from the corner of Jack’s mouth. His eyes bulged in the sockets as if they were being pulled out by an invisible hand. His hands twitched as he tied Lindsay to the chair, his foot tapping the floorboards.
“You suckered him with a goddamn frying pan, and you’re threatening me with a knife.”
Jack looked over at Samuel’s still body lying face down on the floor. The skillet lay a foot to the right.
“He’s breathing. Just broke his face,” Jack said. “He’ll live. You will too if you don’t do anything stupid.”
Lindsay winced as Jack made the last knot tighter on her right hand. He pushed a lock of hair from her face. His fingers felt like ice.
“So now what, Jack? What’s the plan now, genius?”
She can’t talk to you that way. She’s a woman. Teach her.
Jack reared back with his right hand and brought an open palm to Lindsay’s chin. Her teeth clattered together in a harsh, clacking sound. Blood began to drip from a gash in her bottom lip. Lindsay looked at Jack as tears formed in her eyes.
“I can’t think with you talking all the time. Shut up.”
“No way. You need me to tell you what a big fucking mistake you’re making. That man on the floor, the one whose face you’ve flattened, was about to slip us out of the cabin. He was going to get us away from the spider-crabs and hopefully land us near the mountain.”
“Our best bet is to stay here, lie low, and let the reversion hit reset. Don’t you see, Lindsay? We get to try again. So we got fucked? Maybe next time the spider-crabs won’t come.”
“If there is a next time.”
Jack slapped her with the back of his right hand. Spittle flew from Lindsay’s mouth, and her lip opened further. The blood trickled in a jagged line down her chin before clinging to her neck and running across her collarbone.
“I swear to God, if you hit me again, I’m going to rip your balls off.”
Jack stood and smiled. His grin blossomed into an uproar of laughter. He pranced around Lindsay, hopping from one foot to the other. Lindsay saw the emptiness in his eyes and began to notice the long, gaunt look on Jack’s face. His fingers flicked at the corners of his mouth, and he mumbled more than he spoke.
“I mean, that should do it, right? He ain’t gonna wake up before the cloud comes. I hit him good, didn’t I? Smash. Knocked that fucker out.”
Jack danced toward Samuel’s inert body and shuffled around it. Lindsay averted her gaze, trying not to provoke Jack any further. She remembered watching old videos of Muhammad Ali, mesmerized by the swagger he brought to the ring. Jack reminded her of that, although his attitude seemed to be coming from somewhere else.
You’d better tie him up if you want to enjoy your spoils.
“Right, right,” Jack whispered.
“Can we make a deal?” Lindsay asked. She sensed a shift in Jack. She had dealt with her share of abusive men. Lindsay recognized the nervousness in his face and the excitement building from holding a captive. She shuddered when she thought of his intentions, basing those on episodes of abuse she thought were deep in her past.
Gag her.
“No,” Jack said. He searched the cabin with his eyes, trying to decide if he should silence Lindsay first or secure Samuel’s hands while he remained unconscious. “I’m gonna tie him up first.”
Jack tore the drawstring from Lindsay’s rucksack. He pulled Samuel’s arms up and over his head until they crossed at his wrists. He ran the string around Samuel’s hands and tied the string as tight as he could make it without breaking the skin. The concern for Samuel made Jack laugh as he thought about what the man’s fate would be when the cloud arrived. That thought led him back to Lindsay and the plan he had for her.
“Ever been on a plane?” he asked.
Gag her. Do it now or you’ll regret it.
“Yes,” she said through gritted teeth now outlined in crimson.
I’m tellin’ you, Jacky. Gag her and take what you want. If you don’t, she’s going to fuck you over.
“Didja ever play that game, where you look around and decide who it would be?”
Lindsay shook her head in confusion as the aftershocks of Jack’s blows worsened her disorientation.
“What are you talking about?”
“Her? Maybe her? Who would it be if the plane was going down?”
“That is a fucked-up, guy fantasy. Women don’t think like that.”
Last chance. Fucking gag her. You’re going to mess this up.
“Shut up,” Jack shouted, snapping Lindsay’s head back in surprise. “I can handle her.”
“Calm down, Jack. Maybe you and I can work something out. It doesn’t have to end like this. I got you now. I know what you’re talking about. Seeing as how I’m the only woman here, I’m thinking it’s me and you, right?”
Lindsay forced a smile at Jack with all of the mental energy she could muster.
You’re toast, motherfucker.
Jack grabbed at his temples and screamed. He ran to the wall of the cabin and slammed his forehead into the splintering panels. Jack repeated the head butt three more times before staggering backward and wiping the blood flowing from the wound beneath his hairline.
“Get out of my head,” he said, before standing up and walking back to Lindsay.
She felt some give in the ropes around her ankles, but the bonds on her hands were so tight, her fingers began to tingle.
“Untie me, Jack. You and I, we can have a lot more fun if I can move around.”
Jack stood over her, looking into her eyes as blood ran down his face. He raised a hand that made her shudder. Lindsay shook until she felt his cold fingers running down the side of her face, imagining them leaving a trail like a wet slug.
“Like what?”
Lindsay recognized the opening and took advantage of it. That single crack in his determination would allow her to exploit the twisted thoughts rolling through his head. She only needed to delay him long enough to begin the deception. Lindsay hoped his overpowering lust would allow her to play the game.
“You ever been with a girl?” she asked.
“Of course,” Jack said. He laughed as if she had suggested he set his hair on fire.
“I don’t mean with some Suzy Tightlegs in the back of your dad’s car, you two pawing at each other through layers of clothing and teenage stupidity. I’m talking about being with a woman. You ever been with a woman, Jack?”
She saw the anger flood his face and decided to pull back a bit. Sending him into a blind rage would not help her escape.
“Shut up. I don’t want to hear you say anything else to me. Just shut up.”
Lindsay closed her eyes and obeyed, giving Jack an opportunity to calm down.
“What can we do if, you know, I untie you?”
Lindsay felt a thin crack of hope and began prying it open. “I can show you things that will make you lose your mind. I’ll bring you pleasure like you’ve never imagined.”
Jack sat on the floor and looked up into Lindsay’s face. “Tell me,” he said.
Lindsay looked down and forced a smile. He sat there like a little boy ready to hear a bedtime story, blood continuing to ooze from the self-inflicted gash on his head.
Epic fail, jackass. You’re beyond the point of return. Enjoy the ride.
Jack shook as he felt Kole’s presence dissipate.
“I get really wet, Jack. You ever gone bareback? I know how to apply the right amount of pressure on you and I get really, really wet.”
Jack’s lungs hitched and he felt a rush of heat to his groin. “Go on.”
“Come here and see what I mean.”
Jack stood, looking around the cabin. He glanced at Samuel to convince himself the man was still unconscious on the floor.
“Put your hands on my breasts.”
Jack reached out, both hands extended and shaking as if he were sleepwalking. He lowered them over her breasts slowly until he felt the fabric of Lindsay’s shirt. Jack squeezed and felt the voluptuous flesh cupped in both hands. Lindsay let a subtle moan escape and turned her head upward.
“I like that,” he said.
“Yeah, I knew you would. That’s just the beginning, Jack, but we can’t go any further with my wrists and ankles tied up.”
Lindsay knew it was a risk, but time was of the essence and she could not afford to waste any more of it. If Jack took the bait, the gamble would pay off and she might have a chance.
“I swear I’ll break your damn face if you try anything.”
“I won’t, Jack. I won’t.”
Jack walked over and untied the rope holding Lindsay’s ankles together. “That’s it for now. No way I’m untying your hands.”
Lindsay smiled and pointed her toes, allowing the blood to rush back to her feet.
“Then I guess there’s no way I can pleasure you with them.”
Jack stood and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “Prove you’re telling the truth,” he said. “Let me touch you—down there.”
Lindsay felt as though an insect had crawled over the back of her neck. “Okay,” she said, knowing she would have to earn his trust before he freed her hands. “You slide down my pants and have a touch-see.”
Jack fell to his knees and began fighting with the button on Lindsay’s pants while she pushed her waist up in order to make it easier on him. She stared at the ceiling as she had done so many times in the past. This would end violently, too, and Lindsay knew it always came with a price. She felt his fingers brushing over her panties while he yanked the pants off her hips.
“I like it gentle,” she said, hoping to discourage sudden movement. “Stroke me gentle.”
The cold air hit Lindsay as Jack pulled at her panties. Lindsay could not help remove her pants while her hands remained tied behind the chair, which prevented her from spreading her legs. Jack moved his right hand toward Lindsay’s skin until he felt her body heat on his palm.
“Can we?” he asked.
“Not with my hands tied. I can’t get my pants down, and I definitely can’t get into the positions you’re going to like more than me sitting in a chair.”
Jack looked at Samuel again, expecting him to rise to Lindsay’s rescue along with a load of shame to heap on Jack. When the man did not move or react to Lindsay’s suggestion, Jack nodded. He grabbed the knife in one hand and thrust it into her face. Lindsay pushed back and hoped he would not explode into another tirade while holding the weapon.
“You try anything and I’ll stab you.” Jack slid the blade underneath the bindings, freeing her hands.
“I won’t try anything you don’t want me to do,” Lindsay said, pouring on the sensuality with her voice. She winked, ran her hands down to the insides of her knees, and pushed her legs apart. Lindsay tilted her head backward as she brought her hands back up to her breasts, where she pinched the nipples with enough pressure to make them rise.
“What next?” Jack asked, his tongue falling from his mouth.
“Let me taste you,” Lindsay whispered.
Jack blinked and shook his head.
“Promise not to spoil all the fun right away,” she said as she leaned forward, right hand moving down between her legs.
Without wasting another second, Jack set the knife down on the table and pushed his pants down. His erection jutted out, aimed for Lindsay.
It was the moment she hoped she would get, and one she would not waste.
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“You’re just a boy. You couldn’t handle me.”
Lindsay delivered another kick to his ribs to make sure he understood she had bested him.
Jack pushed with his feet until his back made contact with the wall. He continued pedaling across the floor until he sat, his face blue and mouth open as he gasped for air. Lindsay grabbed the rope from the floor and tied his feet together as he had done to her. Before stepping back, Lindsay tore a strip of cloth from his shirt and used it to gag him.
Dumb shit.
“I really have nothing more to say to you, and I sure as hell don’t want to hear your blabbering.”
She ran a hand through her hair before she buttoned her pants and pulled them up, not wanting to give Jack another second of voyeuristic pleasure, even with a set of bruised testicles.
When Lindsay heard the groan, anger rose in her throat like acid reflux. She spun, ready to knock teeth from Jack’s mouth, before she realized it was Samuel stirring on the floor. Lindsay ran over and bent down. Samuel turned his head to face her, his nose caked with blood and sitting askew.
“You okay?” she asked.
He brought a hand up to his face and felt the pain radiate through his entire body. “Getting real tired of having my nose broke.”
Lindsay smiled and helped spin him around so he could sit against the wall, opposite Jack.
“What he do, forget his homework?”
“Our boy thought it’d be fun if he tied me up without my consent.”
“Jack, Jack,” Samuel said. “Young and impulsive and you got an ass whooping to prove it.”
Jack blinked, not trying to mask the bitterness seeping from his eyes.
“What now?” she asked.
“How about a date?” Samuel said.
“Seems to be an odd time for us to pursue a relationship.”
“I know a way we can develop a plan. Looks like the cloud is getting closer.”
Lindsay looked out the window, and although she could not see its progress, she felt it. “How?” she asked.
“Well, we’ve got to go to bed first.”
A smile crept across Lindsay’s face as she sat back down on the chair. “Of course.”
Even through his broken face, Samuel felt the rush of blood after he thought about what he said. “I didn’t mean that.”
“Not yet you didn’t,” Lindsay said.
“Let’s get him secured,” Samuel said, nodding at Jack. “And then we’ll talk this out.”
Lindsay shrugged as if she remotely understood what Samuel meant. Jack smiled, happy he had not been served to the spider-crabs. At least not yet.






  
  Chapter 8


She could not deny the attraction between them, yet felt as though part of him remained hidden, locked. As though the pain was too much to set free. Samuel told her little about himself in the short time they spent together. Given all of the circumstances of such an incredible situation, Lindsay considered herself lucky to have anyone concerned about her well-being. 
Samuel laid Jack down on his side and made sure the bindings remained secure.
“I really wish you would have hit me over the head instead of in the nose. Seriously, Jack. That piece of cartilage on my face is as brittle as old newspaper.”
Jack’s eyes met Samuel’s, a twinge of regret floating amongst the madness.
“I’m going to remove this gag. There isn’t any good that would come from making a scene. Only the spider-crabs will hear you. But we all need to sleep and I can’t do that with you flapping your lips. Got it?”
Jack nodded.
“Can’t we leave him gagged?”
Samuel turned to Lindsay. She stood with her arms folded on her chest, tapping one foot on the floor.
“We can, but I doubt he’s going to sleep much that way.”
“Sorry if I’m not concerned about the comfort of someone who smacked you in the face with a frying pan and was about to rape me.”
Samuel looked at Jack and made a face that said he had to agree with Lindsay.
“It’s your call,” she said.
“Jack. I’m going to remove the gag, but you need to know that you’ve got nothing left with us. If you scream, try to escape, sneeze, whatever, I’m leaving you on the doorstep for the spider-crabs to have their way. Nobody is tired but we have to sleep in order to dream. When we dream, people talk to us. You understand?”
Jack nodded, his eyes pleading. Samuel ripped the gag from Jack’s mouth, allowing a rush of air and spittle to escape from the young man.
“Thanks,” Jack said.
“Don’t thank me, asshole. I wanted to set you on the curb with the rest of the garbage,” Lindsay said.
Jack dropped his eyes to the floor.
“We all need to dream,” Samuel said. “When I tap you on the shoulder, it’ll be time to move no matter how early it is or how tired you may feel, understand?”
“You’re taking me with you?” Jack asked.
“I’m not sure yet,” Samuel said. “Lindsay and I will discuss that tonight.”
“Can I just say—?”
Jack never finished his sentence. Lindsay came with a hard right to his jaw. Jack’s eyes rolled up into his sockets and then his head canted to one side, eyes closed.
“I’m done listening to him. That should help him sleep.”
“Remind me never to tell you I’ve got insomnia.”
Lindsay laughed and sat next to Samuel on the edge of the bunk. “I’m scared. I’ve been scared my entire life, living while looking over a shoulder. But this is a different kind of fear.”
Samuel nodded.
“I trust you, Samuel. I have to. I’m not good at trusting men and I swear I’ll cut your balls off if you fuck me over.”
“There’s a lot you don’t know, but I promise we’re in this together. That decision was not mine, but I’m glad it was made.”
He slid his hand over hers. Lindsay turned her palm up and laced her fingers between his.
“We have to get to sleep,” Samuel said, removing his hand and standing. “We need time to figure out our plan.”
“Right,” Lindsay said, shaking her head and standing next to Samuel. “How?”
“You take the bunk, and I’ll lie on the floor. Just let sleep take you and I’ll do the rest.”
Lindsay nodded. She sat back down on the bunk, turned to face the wall, and pulled her knees up into her chest. Samuel looked at her and fought the urge to let his thoughts wander to places they could not afford to go.
When the time is right, he thought.
“Breathe slowly and let sleep come naturally,” he said.
When she didn’t reply, he knew she had a head start.

Samuel stepped past the young man spraying the sidewalk with a green hose. He wore a Team Italia shirt with several gold chains on his chest.
“Morning.”
“Good morning,” Samuel said.
He passed several art galleries and a cigar shop before stopping in front of Presti’s. The crowd hadn’t come from the Church of the Holy Rosary yet, and he knew the espresso machine would have fresh beans. The rest of Little Italy slept, save the few men spraying the sidewalk or sweeping away the debris from the previous night’s dinner crowd.
Samuel loved strolling through the ethnic neighborhood sandwiched between Cleveland Heights and University Circle. Immigrants brought to Cleveland to do marble work at Lakeview Cemetery never returned to Italy, choosing instead to begin a new life in America like so many before them. A hundred years later, the eastsiders came for the best Italian cuisine between Chicago and New York.
He passed two couples enjoying a morning paper, some cannoli and a round of laughter over mugs of coffee. Samuel nodded in their direction before passing through the glass doors. It was too early for the queue system they needed to manage the busy lunch and dinner crowds. Samuel spotted his favorite Presti’s girl, the one with the sleeve of tattoos as colorful as a spring rainbow.
“Hey, Samuel,” she said, hair tucked up high on her head and skewered with a pencil.
“Hey,” he said, playing it cool. He never asked her name, yet she knew his.
“What do you want this morning?”
He looked down at the egg and cheese croissants, dozens of donuts, and cases of homemade Italian pastries that filled the air with their sweet aroma. Samuel saw the espresso machine waiting to come to life.
“Double-shot espresso and raspberry-chocolate mousse, please.”
“They just finished making the mousse. The chocolate will melt in your mouth.”
Samuel smiled and looked around, knowing he would not see Lindsay yet, but searching anyway.
The girl returned, punching the keys on the cash register. “Six even,” she said.
Samuel dug a handful of bills from his pocket and laid a five and a one on the counter. He dropped an extra dollar bill into the tip jar.
“Thanks, hon,” she said, giving him a warm, wide smile. “I’ll bring your stuff out to you when it’s ready.”
Samuel nodded and walked to a table in the corner. It sat against the floor-to-ceiling window that looked out on the sidewalk. A handful of cars drove on Mayfield Road through Little Italy on their way to University Circle, Cleveland’s cultural epicenter. When he saw Lindsay turn the corner and pull the handle on the front door, he felt a sense of relief. He also hoped Jack would keep his word and not wake them with his big mouth.
She waved as she passed through and came right to his table.
“I love this place,” she said without a greeting.
“Same,” Samuel said. “Presti’s is the best joint in Little Italy. I had some favorite hangs when I lived in Detroit and Pittsburgh, but there weren’t any places that had Italian pastries like these.”
Lindsay nodded and headed to the girl waiting for her behind the counter. They exchanged a few words, and Lindsay came to the table with a tray holding two small espresso mugs, a raspberry-chocolate mousse and a cannolo.
“I told her I’d just bring it since it was all ready. She looked disappointed.”
Samuel’s face flushed. “Because you wouldn’t let her do her job?”
“No. Because she saw me coming to your table.”
Samuel raised a cup of espresso and put it to his lips. The dark, rich liquid brought a warmth to his chest, and he savored the aftertaste of the deep-roasted beans. Lindsay did the same and then set hers down. She looked at him, even leaning over to see what he wore on his feet. Samuel had forgotten about dream attire and immediately returned the gaze. Lindsay wore tight, khaki shorts that hugged her shapely thighs. Several tattoos spiraled around each ankle before diving underneath a set of trendy sandals. A crucifix sat poised above her cleavage. She wore her hair down, and her makeup appeared tasteful and elegant. Lindsay set her mug down, and Samuel commented on the color of her nails.
“It felt like I was dropped in the middle of the sidewalk. When I looked down, I was pleasantly surprised. It would have been really embarrassing to walk into Presti’s in my dominatrix outfit.”
“Agreed,” he said. “Seems like these visions come with the ideal self, how we hope others see us.”
“How does—”
“We have plenty of time,” Samuel said, cutting her off. “But I have few answers to your questions. I think it’s best if we decide what to do about the cabin and the cloud.”
She nodded and sat back, cradling the espresso with both hands. “This is lovely anyways.”
“It is,” Samuel said. “No reason we can’t enjoy it while we’re here.”
As if on cue, his favorite Presti’s girl appeared with two more cups of espresso. “Thought you could use another.” She turned and sauntered back toward the counter, making sure her hips led the way.
“She’s hot for you,” Lindsay said.
“I wish,” he said.
“She might not be the only one.”
Samuel bit his lip and placed both hands on the table. He could not let his personal desires cloud the objective at hand, even if Lindsay had them, too. Samuel picked up a spoon and tried his mousse. The sweet, dark chocolate melted on his tongue, and he thought an eternity in Presti’s would be more like heaven than heaven itself.
“We can’t stay,” he said.
Lindsay shrugged, understanding the frivolity had to give way to the gravity of the situation. She hoped there would be a time when it could return, but it would not be in this dream. “But we can’t leave. Those creatures look like they could rip us in half.”
“I’ve tried that, and it barely worked last time. Seems like the reversion wised up and sent a guard that couldn’t be so easily outrun.”
“That doesn’t leave us with many options,” Lindsay said.
“We could try another local slip,” he said. “It felt tough with three, but I think I can get us closer to the mountain with two. Once we get there, the challenge becomes a different one.”
Lindsay sipped her espresso, thinking what neither wanted to say.
“He’s intentionally holding us back. He wants to stay in the cabin. We can just let him stay.”
“Is that how you rationalize it?” Lindsay asked.
“He nearly raped you, and he tried to kill me.”
Lindsay nodded, a cold shiver running down her back. “I know. But leaving him seems like murder, too.”
“Something corrupted Jack’s head. He lost direction in that cabin, and he is not the same guy he was when he came here. I think I know what happened, but it’s irrelevant. If we want the opportunity to control our fate, we need to get to the peak. To get to the peak, we need to slip, and odds are better slipping two rather than three.”
“You’re right,” she said. “Doesn’t seem like there’s much to discuss after all, eh?”
Samuel felt the sting of her question but knew there was no other way. “Would you like another espresso?” he asked.
“No, it would make me pee a lot.”
They both laughed, considering the absurdity of bladder control within the dream bundled inside a reversion.
Bells rang as throngs of people spilled from the front doors of the church and angled for the crosswalk that would take them to Presti’s.
“Looks like we’re out of time, anyways. Sounds seem to bring me out of sleep.”
Lindsay took a last look at her unfinished treat and wished she could save the pastry for later. Knowing it would not happen, she shoved it into her mouth.
“That’s attractive,” Samuel said.
Lindsay used her tongue to lick cream from the edges of her mouth while tucking some in with the tip of her index finger.
“And that’s beyond hot,” he said as she giggled and raised her shoulders up while winking at him.
The people who had pushed through the doors dissipated, and even Samuel’s favorite Presti’s girl abandoned her post. When the photographs of Cleveland’s Little Italy faded from the walls, Samuel knew the time for talking and dreaming was over.

      [image: image-placeholder]Deva thought the end had arrived. He did not believe he could lift his leg another time, yet he did. His staff continued the countdown to ascension with each strike on the stone steps. He would miss this world, and longed for what came next, if anything. Deva laughed at himself and the thousands he had kept in the cycle. Now he questioned that role and his place in it. He thought it might be best to lie down and let the reversion swallow everything. Let it ooze across the land, leaving nothing but a dark void behind. 
And yet he continued climbing upward as his mind worked to hold him in place.
“It is self-preservation,” he said to nobody in particular. “It is the locality trying to prevent the inevitable.”
He pushed on. The light at the top of the spiral staircase remained fixed, much like Polaris in the sky of old. It did not appear closer, nor did it disappear. But it kept him moving onward and upward to the place where his destiny would be decided. Deva let his mind drift back to the first days here, and the old feelings cut through eons of hardened duty until they felt as fresh as yesterday’s whispers. He remembered the entry to this world and all of the confusion it brought.
Deva could almost feel that stinging wind on his face while he dragged the children along through the masses that pushed into the forest, running from something unseen. He remembered the feeling of loss, the emptiness that took over when he realized his wife had not arrived with them. At the time, Deva had to push that fear aside, as he was now the sole protector of Samuel and Mara. They would be his responsibility from now on.
He took another step and the memories came to him in stages after so many years.
Those first weeks were the most painful. Deva remembered the looks on their faces, the ones dying and those resigned to their fate. The nooses hung from the trees while the wind pushed through them like saddened songbirds. The bodies remained, some still warm, not like the forest and its inhospitable welcome in this locality. They wore grimaces and looks of deadly certainty while loved ones scrambled beneath them in hordes of wailing sorrow. Once the pain sunk deep, those who could rise above it gathered together, and the exodus began. The people of the Earth left their old lives behind. Instinct took over in order to survive.
Deva thought about the countless generations that began to fulfill their dharmic responsibility in this way. He tried counting the years as his legs pushed him farther up the spiral staircase, but he quickly lost count of both. Instead, he let his mind drift back to his exodus in hopes his muscles would be distracted long enough to deliver him to the peak.
He had spoken to Samuel and Mara with words that children should not hear. He tried to explain the hanging corpses to them, the disappearance of their mother. While some in the group cried out, demanding the location of their loved ones, others accepted the fate and the actions they could not change. He hid Samuel and Mara’s eyes from the horror, knowing they could look if they so chose. As they approached the edge of the forest where the plain rose up to kiss the horizon, Deva turned to look over his shoulder. He recalled how the humans had taken on insectile qualities, crawling from the forest like ants sent scurrying from a crushed colony. Through the years, he often wondered whether he could have found his wife had he gone through the suicide forest with the intention of finding her.
Deva paused his climb and closed his eyes. The memories came back with a visceral quality that convinced him it would be the last time they returned. He licked dry lips and wished for a refreshing cool taste of water. Deva laughed, amused he still retained the urgings for the biological needs that had long left his ragged bones. Even if it would be of no benefit, he would welcome the feel of water on his tongue once again. Deva sat, hoping Shallna would hold. He had not told the underling of the impending challenge, fearful the knowledge might wear away at his confidence. Samuel would make it to the peak. Deva convinced himself this was the case as a means for motivation. He would be at the peak, waiting. He would fulfill his duty.
The stone stairs beckoned once again, and Deva knew he had to keep momentum. He felt a renewed sense of energy in his legs, feeling but not seeing the peak in the near distance. Deva held the staff but no longer used it to help propel his body upward. Now it became strictly a timekeeper, an eternal measurement of progress as it struck stone. His mind floated back to the uncertain hours and days after leaving the forest. Deva felt the pain of the conversations he had with his children, their desperation from lost ages returning and lodging inside his chest. Mara and Samuel longed for their mother, pled for the sanctity of their house and the knowing comfort it brought through stability and regularity. He tried explaining why that was lost forever, yet he wasn’t sure himself.
Deva woke on countless dark mornings, convinced his wife’s smooth legs would be wrapped around his, listening for the soft thumping of the children running through the house. With each morning came reality, smashing through his wishful desires. Like the ascension itself, acceptance crept closer with each passing moment, each foot moving forward. The memories of his world had almost convinced him it would happen, and that his children would be spared the pain of the reversion. Almost. By the time Deva was separated from Samuel and Mara while being chased by the horde, many of the souls that belonged to the reversion had acquiesced. They felt the hopelessness in their bones and asked for release from it. Deva cursed them not because of their mental fortitude, but because of their ability to opt out. His soul would not let him drift like an unanchored craft on the open sea.
His determination, his drive, his motivation, they all became shackles. They bound him to the reversion and it to him until he would be left with nothing more than an empty world and a trickle of life moving through final cycles. He tried abandoning his responsibility, tried forfeiting any hope, waiting to be released. But it never happened, and here he was, making the ascension again, although he knew this would be the last time. Through the hurt, the anger, the pain and all of those endless years, he would finally come to a rest. He welcomed the end, and could not imagine being forced through the cycle once more. Deva stopped again, his thoughts disguising the fact that his lungs burned and he needed an opportunity to rest. He sat and waited, confident he would know when it would be time to rise and continue the trek to the peak.

      [image: image-placeholder]“We’re leaving him, aren’t we?” Lindsay asked. 
“It’s what we talked about.”
Lindsay looked at Jack, asleep on the floor, and then back to Samuel. She could not differentiate between their experience in the dream and the memories from her life. Samuel told her the time would pass here while they talked, but had not explained the vitality of it. Calling it a dream somehow devalued the experience.
“I know,” she said. “How long were we there?”
“An hour, maybe two. More like ten minutes here. It doesn’t completely stop inside the reversion, but it moves exponentially slower.”
Lindsay believed the explanation was a way for Samuel to prolong what he knew had to be done. She felt it too, although Jack argued for waiting it out in the cabin and calling for a reset. Somehow it did not feel right, as if she knew better than Jack what he wanted. “When?”
“I’m not sure it matters,” he said. “We’re going to want to move soon, based on the location of the cloud.”
He pointed at the window, and Lindsay walked over to take a look. The mass of charcoal slithered through the sky, streams of grey licking the horizon above the spider-crabs. She imagined white splitting the void much like lightning would a thunderstorm, but the cloud maneuvered and roiled overhead, clearly closer to the cabin than the last time she looked.
“Will it be like last time?” Lindsay asked.
“I guess so. With one less rider.”
Lindsay glanced down at Jack, still asleep. A line of drool hung from the corner of his mouth, and she heard low grumblings coming from his throat. The young man’s eyes bulged beneath his eyelids.
“Should we wake him up first?”
“I don’t see the need for that. Something tells me this conversation is our way of prolonging the inevitable. We have to go, Lindsay. And we have to go soon.”
Before she could reply, a wretched sound pierced the cabin. Samuel jumped, his ears accustomed to the spartan air of the reversion. He had adapted to the dead stillness, and the sound shook him to the core. Lindsay’s eyes opened wide, and she ran to stand next to him. The sound continued, joined by others of a similar nature. It pierced their ears like rusty gears turning for the first time in ages. Samuel imagined metal spikes being dragged down a sheet of discarded tin roofing. The noises seemed to escalate and reverberate throughout the cabin until Jack was awake and sitting upright, scuttling toward the middle of the cabin and away from the walls.
“They know,” Samuel said.
Lindsay and Jack looked at each other, understanding exactly what Samuel meant.
“They want to hold us in, let the cloud come. You pissed them off. We could have sat here and waited and got another chance, but you had to go and fuck with it all, didn’t you?”
Samuel looked at Jack and saw the maniacal look in his eyes had returned. “Shut up,” he said.
“Fuck you, Samuel. I am not getting ripped apart by the spider-crabs, and you can’t leave me here tied up. That is fucked up, Samuel, and you know it.”
Samuel saw the hesitation in Lindsay’s eyes as she struggled with the moral implications of what she knew had to be done. He turned, and Jack began tearing at his bindings while yelling incoherently at the walls.
“They’re coming for us, Samuel,” Lindsay said. “They know what we’re about to do and they’re coming now to make sure we’re here when the cloud arrives.”
As soon as Lindsay spoke, the first pincer broke through the ancient walls of the cabin. When Samuel saw the creature’s spindly limb, he gasped. The appendage wiggled and squirmed as it exploited a knothole in the plank. Within seconds, the pincer tore it away and the creature pushed another leg through the opening. Samuel grabbed Lindsay and moved to the other side of the cabin. Jack remained on the floor, sitting in a puddle of his own piss.
“Oh my God,” Lindsay whispered.
All over the cabin, boards burst into shreds of sawdust and bone-white shards.
The pincers came through first and wiggled in the air, as if commanded by a snake charmer. They coiled and bounced, searching for their prey trapped inside. Jack lay flat on his back. He had given up hope of escaping his bonds and decided to watch the spectacle with abject horror. Lindsay hid her face in Samuel’s shoulder. Samuel’s chin rested on his chest as he looked around the cabin. The lone window shattered into a thousand, filthy crystals as one of the spider-crabs thrust its head through.
Several bulbous eyes sat like a crown on the top of its skull. A greasy film covered each, black as polished obsidian. Two fangs curled out from underneath its eyes, covered in fine hairs that seemed to pulse on their own. Thin lines of saliva fell from the corners, yellow and viscous like diseased pus. It opened and closed as if trying to taste its prey before the kill. Samuel believed he was staring into the eternal abyss.
I will not die in its clutches, he thought.
Lindsay began kicking and thrashing about as if trying to dispel invisible invaders. “Get them off, get them off,” she said, anticipating a fate far worse than her imagination could conjure.
“Don’t let them eat me, Samuel. Please, don’t let them eat me. Kill me first,” Jack said.
The lucid plea snapped Samuel from the spectacle. He turned to see the first spider-crab forcing its bloated body through the empty window frame and realized the cabin would not hold for much longer. The planks moaned and whined before cracking along the wood grain and falling to the floor. Samuel smelled the pine scent trapped lifetimes ago inside the weathered wood, but the aroma was quickly replaced by the stench of decomposing organic matter coming from the gaping maws of the spider-crabs. Three heads were inside the cabin now, and pincers floated in the air like live electrical lines.
Samuel stood and lunged for Jack. He ripped Scout from its sheath, where he had concealed it on his right leg. The blade slashed through the bonds around Jack’s ankles, and Samuel maneuvered to make the same cut on his wrists.
“Thanks, man,” Jack said without moving. “Thank you.”
Samuel looked into his eyes and saw resignation. His words spoke of gratitude and a sliver of hope, but his body said otherwise.
“Move.”
Before Jack could obey, a pincer lashed out and struck Jack’s leg. It tore at the flesh, and the ripping sound filled Samuel’s ears. Other pincers from spider-crabs latched on as the creatures battled for Jack.
“Help me, Samuel,” Jack said as the pincers disassembled his body from the feet up. They pulled chunks of Jack’s legs out through the ragged holes punched in the cabin until his eyes glassed over.
Samuel felt Lindsay wince and turned to see a pincer snag a chunk of her hair. It pulled her toward the side of the cabin, and she grabbed the hair above the roots in a tug of war. Samuel leapt over and used Scout to cut Lindsay’s hair, releasing her, and pulled her closer to him. The pincer danced in the air and retreated through the opening.
“We’re done,” she said, fighting off the sobs that threatened to destroy her remaining threads of sanity.
“We need a moment to slip. A single pause.”
Lindsay turned as what remained of Jack slipped through the broken window, leaving nothing but a pool of blood on the floor. Samuel looked at Lindsay and thought their moment may have just passed.

      [image: image-placeholder]Deva pushed onward, the temporary adrenaline that had flooded through his legs now receding into a dull pain. His feet burned and his arms grew heavy with each passing step. The memories melted away, leaving only core remembrances. He thought again of his children, his wife’s touch fading from his mind’s eye. 
He could never regret bringing Samuel and Mara into the world. It was an internal argument not worth winning. Deva considered the old adages as well as the sayings bantered around by parents across the ages.
Was it ethical to bring a child into a broken world?
Deva and his wife knew the world was a mess. The terror attacks of the early 2000s and subsequent wars left no doubt in his mind. Children should not be brought into such a hostile world. His wife didn’t expressly ask for children, and Deva didn’t demand them either. He could not remember what he was called then, other than “Father.” His wife may have called him by something else, but Samuel and Mara had not.
Deva thought about his children’s cycle and the time spent with them. His mind muddled through the implications of various threads of existence spinning off into splintering universes, each giving birth to a different Samuel and a different Mara. The one he inhabited would end abruptly with devastation and pain, as well as the awakenings in the reversion. But he felt other avenues in his heart, ones that took his offspring into worlds where justice reigned supreme and man’s love trumped hate.
He imagined them growing into responsible teenagers and then compassionate adults. Samuel might follow his interest in baseball in one, hockey in another. Deva saw Mara escape the perils of her abusive parents in one strand, becoming a powerful leader with a feminine touch. But none of that would be of his doing. His Samuel and his Mara would be forced to reenter the cycle and follow the whims of the reversion until it decided to end. Mara’s had come, and Samuel’s would too.
He pushed farther up the steps, mouthing their names as if that could somehow force them to materialize where he could explain everything. Deva wanted them to call him by his ancient human name, not the one prescribed by the reversion. He wept, realizing he could not appear to them as he had once been, only as the creature he devolved into.
The light grew in intensity, if only slightly, as Deva approached the top third of the column. The stone stairs pushed upward and the wear on them lessened. He thought of that and wondered why so few climbed this high. Deva looked at the walls, searching for evidence that the reversion had cast others aside before they could reach the peak. His gnarled fingers swept over the crumbling mortar, seeking a weakness in the masonry, but found none.
Mara’s end came at the hands of the reversion, but he felt her cycle had been completed. What she owed the locality had been paid in full. Samuel, on the other hand, worried Deva. Through all of his scrying powers and abilities, he could not fathom how it would end for his son. He hoped he would not have to destroy the life he once created, and shuddered that Samuel was a son of the reversion now, not of him. Deep down, Deva knew that meant a violent and confrontational end. Whether that end was for him, his son or both of them, had yet to be determined. Even Deva could not anticipate the depth of his own lineage and the ways his offspring would be forever connected.

      [image: image-placeholder]“We can’t help him anymore,” Samuel said, more to himself than Lindsay. 
She nodded and pulled back as more pincers picked at the air. Samuel closed his eyes, slipping Scout back into his sheath. He thought of his father and that time long ago when the blade had been earned through love and pride. The idea slid from his head as Lindsay’s frantic mumblings forced him to deal with the crisis at hand.
“I don’t want to die this way,” she whispered, over and over again.
Before Samuel could respond, the wall where the door was set exploded inward as dozens of spider-crabs jostled forward. The darkness of the reversion swarmed above, casting a candle’s worth of light upon the grisly scene. Jack’s pool of blood turned as dark as the eyes of the spider-crabs. Another blast came as the wall behind them crumbled. The roof slid to the side, and black legs pushed it into a growing pile of rubble that had been the cabin.
The spider-crabs hesitated, as if unsure what to do with the prize they fought so hard to gain. A few circled Samuel and Lindsay, their fangs clicking and spraying diseased foam everywhere. The odor became overwhelming in a locality devoid of much sensory perception. Samuel instinctively pulled up the collar of his shirt to thwart the smell of rotting flesh and wet refuse coming from the mouths of the spider-crabs. He glanced at Lindsay to see her hunched over and vomiting.
“Hold my hand,” he said.
The creatures sensed the spiritual connection made when their hands touched, and they scuttled forward with only a slight hesitation. The boldest of the spider-crabs raised a pincer and jammed it through Lindsay’s shoulder, just below her collarbone. It withdrew the pincer, now coated in her blood.
“It burns,” she yelled, examining the wound.
Samuel watched as that same spider-crab rose up, bared its fangs and descended to within an inch of his face. The pulsing breath washed over him and he felt his lips go numb from the stench. The other spider-crabs encircled them until they appeared as only a flesh-colored dot in a sea of inky blackness. The spider-crabs hesitated one last time until the leader came down with a pincer, piercing the floorboards where Samuel and Lindsay stood an instant earlier. They vanished from the cabin.






  
  Chapter 9


Samuel shook his left arm, but the right would not move. He felt something holding it down. He opened his eyes and saw Lindsay’s hair spread out across his bicep. A ringing in his ears shook his head, and his vision remained blurry and unfocused. Samuel tasted sand as he sat up and brushed some of it off of his chest. He pulled his arm free and massaged the muscles while looking at Lindsay. She was breathing but had not moved. 
He looked around and saw nothing but the vast expanse of the desert stretching out to meet the horizon. The cloud hung overhead, appearing closer to the earth than it had been when they were in the cabin. Samuel scanned the horizon and saw no sign of the cabin or the spider-crabs.
“Where are we?” Lindsay sounded as if she spoke through a mouthful of sand.
“Here.”
“That narrows it down,” she said.
She rolled to her side and pushed up to sit in the sand.
“Spider-crabs?”
Samuel shook his head and stood up, brushing sand from his clothes.
She let a small sigh of relief escape her lips before standing next to Samuel. They both turned around to marvel at what hovered above.
The mountain burst through the desert floor as if trying to eject itself into outer space. Massive outcroppings of rock angled toward the sky, some overlapping and twisted like rotting teeth. It stretched upward into the black void until the grey peak burst through the darkness. The base of the mountain stretched out north and south as far as they could see.
“You did it,” Lindsay said, turning her face to Samuel and smiling.
“We need to get to the peak.”
“We will. At least we can do it without the spider-crabs snapping at us.”
As if the words had agitated her wound, Lindsay dropped to one knee. Samuel placed his arm under hers, trying to ease her down. He saw the blooming dark patch on Lindsay’s shirt even in the low light of the dying locality. The color had drained from her face, and her lips looked blue.
“I feel dizzy,” she said.
“Loss of blood. That one stuck you something fierce,” Samuel said, doing his best to lighten the situation.
“I need to rest.”
Samuel eased her head down onto the sand and inspected the puncture under her collarbone caused by the spider-crab. The wound was still bleeding and he hoped infection came as slowly as hunger pangs did in the reversion. She needed to eat and sleep, both of which required resources he did not have.
“Lie down and I’ll watch over you.”
Lindsay smiled and let herself drift into an uncomfortable sleep while Samuel winced, his nose crooked and continuing to leak blood. He felt guilty about eavesdropping on the conversation but Samuel had to know who Lindsay was going to talk to and he could not trust her yet.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Damn. The boy sure knows how to pick ’em.” 
Lindsay turned her head and felt the seat sway beneath her. The sudden motion crested in a wave of vertigo that threatened to knock her from her chair.
“Excuse me?” she asked, remembering to whisper.
“Sammy. He snags some honeys. Would’ve given me a run for my money, back in the day.”
Lindsay turned toward the voice to see Major peering over an outstretched newspaper. The man’s eyes held her prisoner with their penetrating gaze. He had pulled his brilliant-white hair back into a low ponytail, which stretched toward the middle of his back. An even, full beard covered his face. Major wanted the talisman from Samuel and he would sacrifice anyone or anything to get it. He tried and failed in the previous reversion and was determined to try again in this one.
“You can call me Major. I’m an old friend of Samuel’s.”
Lindsay looked at the man’s black T-shirt.
“Is that a Threefold Law tour shirt?” she asked.
“One of my favorite bands,” he said.
Lindsay turned around to see others maneuvering through the long shelves filled with books. An elderly woman stood behind the circulation desk with a pair of reading glasses perched on the end of her nose, a silver chain preventing them from ever touching the ground. Several adults passed through the main lobby and past the indoor water fountain, towing children behind them. The parents constantly hushed the children, and the children constantly ignored their parents. A table to their right held the newest hardcover books, crinkly with plastic covers and opened to display their wares. Lindsay inhaled and could almost taste the crisp, new paper.
“They say someday we won’t read on paper.”
Major laughed out loud until the woman behind the circulation desk delivered an icy stare. “Then what the hell would we read on?” he asked.
Lindsay smiled. She felt the charisma radiating from the older man. “I can remember I’m sleeping at the base of a mountain in a far different place, so I know this is a dream and you’re not real.”
“True and false.”
Major set the paper down on the table and folded his hands on top of it. Lindsay saw pierced ears, a thin necklace, and several rings on him, all sterling silver and highly polished.
“This is a dream, and I’m as real as you are. I’m sure Sammy has taken you on one of his fancy dream dates, right? He does that with all the ladies.”
Lindsay felt a blush rush to her cheeks along with those ingrained feelings of being used by men. She had outrun the physical abuse, but not the mental scars that came with it.
“Oh. I’m sorry, hon. He told you that you were special, right? He hasn’t brought anyone else here or something like that?”
“No, he didn’t say that.”
“But he made it feel that way, right?”
Lindsay shifted and bit her lip as another mom dragged a child through the lobby, hands wet with the forbidden water from the decorative fountain.
“I’m not really up for an interrogation or a therapy session.”
Major held his palms up and leaned back in his chair. “Sorry, young lady. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” The grin came back and softened Lindsay’s resolve.
“How did you get here?” she asked, hoping to alter the flow of the conversation.
“Line six comes through Cleveland Heights on its way east to Lyndhurst.” Major paused, waiting for his answer to add a bit of comic relief to Lindsay’s anxieties.
“The dream. My dream.”
He smiled, knowing exactly what she meant. “I’m in a locality too, hon. Not the one you’re in with Sammy. But I’m in one, too. The dreams, they seem to be like the bus station, where we all have a chance to cross paths on the way to our individual destinations.”
“Then why hasn’t Samuel mentioned you yet?”
He leaned forward, realizing it would take more than just sweet talk to get Lindsay to do what he needed. “Because he sent me packing, and I no longer have the ability to communicate with him.”
“So you’re using me,” she said.
Major blew a halfhearted whistle through his pursed lips and glanced at the librarian to make sure he had not exceeded the noise limit. “That’s a strong word. I want to talk with you. That’s all.”
“I don’t believe that for a second. If you didn’t want something, you wouldn’t be here.”
“Fair enough.”
Lindsay waited as Major brushed a hand over his head and tightened the ponytail at the back. He looked around at the thousands of books on the shelves and then back to Lindsay. The foot traffic through the room had lessened, and that meant time was short.
“He has something I need. Something that belongs to me.”
Lindsay waited, still not making the connection.
“The talisman. That thing around his neck is what he uses to slip.”
“And until you get it, you’re stuck in your own reversion,” she said.
“Yep. In a nutshell.”
Lindsay leaned back on the chair and focused on his eyes. Her interactions with abusers and con men over the years gave her an antenna on them, an advantage she could not describe in words. She felt Major’s motivations to be true, but also knew they required action on her part.
“You can’t get it without me. That’s what you’re getting to, isn’t it?”
He nodded. “But there’s more. You see, there’s another guy, Kole. He’s coming for it, too. And if he gets the talisman before me, then it’s pretty much over.”
“What’s over?” she asked.
“It,” Major said.
Lindsay’s street skills resurfaced, and she found herself in a business negotiation without thinking about it.
“And because I’m not doing this out of the goodness of my heart, you’re offering me something in exchange.”
“We certainly couldn’t call this business without some type of transaction.”
Major flashed a smile at Lindsay again, and now it felt more uncomfortable than charismatic. She surmised all of his cards were on the table. The man smelled of desperation.
“That would be?” she asked.
“How would you like a reset?”
Lindsay raised her eyebrows. She sat back and crossed her arms, tattoos glowing in brilliant color on her porcelain skin.
“Hear me out ’fore you go giving me that look. I’ve spent many hours trying to talk my way around the crossing of the arms.”
She smiled but remained still and silent.
“I think I can slip you back into your original locality and get you into a home that wasn’t like the one you had. Or should I say the one you never had.”
Major watched the pain of Lindsay’s childhood creep across her face, stealing the mask she wore to hide her weakness.
“I’ll place you there as a little girl. You pick the age. But this time, you get two parents. You live with a loving father that puts food on the table and a mother that isn’t a crack whore. Hell, I’ll even throw in a city of your choice at no extra charge.”
She winced more at Major’s presentation than the deal itself. He had no right to joke about that. He had no clue what she endured.
“How the fuck are you going to do that?”
The profanity seemed to knock Major askew, but he quickly regained his composure.
“Let’s just say I have connections.”
“He isn’t going to simply hand it to me. And if he did, how would I get it to you?”
Major winked. He felt it was good the question came up, feeling as though it was evidence of how close Lindsay stood to the precipice. “I’ll handle that. I can’t exactly say how, but when the time comes, you’d have to rip it from his neck and hand it to me.”
“How?”
“That’s for you to figure out,” Major said again. “I don’t care if he hands it to you or you remove it from his bloody corpse.”
“You say this guy Kole is after it, too. What if he gets there before you do?”
Major leaned back, thinking about that possibility. He would have to do everything possible to keep her alive after the transaction. He thought he could use a mind like hers. “I doubt he will. He’s inexperienced and obsessed with revenge. Neither will help his cause.”
“What happens to Samuel?” Lindsay asked, finally getting to the crux of the deal.
“Whatever happens,” Major said, “as much as I’d like to pummel his face, I only care about that damn talisman. This is about me, not him.” He waited, wondering if Lindsay was convinced with that response.
“I can’t exactly leave him to the reversion.”
“Well, you can’t take him with ya.”
The library was empty except for Lindsay and Major in the first reading nook. The crusty librarian, the bedraggled parents and the insubordinate children had all vanished. The books sat on the shelves, forlorn in their own loneliness. The water shot from the copper frog in the fountain and landed back in the pool, where the pump circulated it for all eternity.
“Will I remember?”
“The reversion?”
“Any of it,” Lindsay said.
“Nothing. It’ll be like the first go around without all yer mum’s boyfriends sticking stuff inside ya.”
The crude comment did not have the desired effect.
“Bet you’d be one of those evil fuckers,” Lindsay said. “I’ll bet you’d get off on diddling little girls because you couldn’t handle a real woman.”
Major sat unaffected by the insult. “I’ve been with more ‘real’ women than you can imagine. Taught most of them a thing or two, clearly more than you seem to know after all the tricks you’ve turned.”
They stood at the same time, chairs rattling to the stone floor and reverberating throughout the vacant space. Lindsay stared at him, sensing the dream would be reaching its natural conclusion and a decision would need to be made.
“And if I refuse your deal?”
“The spider-crabs,” Major said. “You’ll wish they had torn you apart the way they did Jack.”
“But you’ll be stuck in whatever shithole locality you’re in now. One you desperately want to escape.”
Major laughed, slowly turning his head back and forth. “Which ain’t no worse than before I started. If you don’t want to help me, I’ll find another way to get my hands on that talisman. Then again, I’m not the one who has to live the rest of my life with the pain inside. See you at the peak for the big shindig, honey.”
Lindsay made her decision as the dream dissipated like an early morning fog. She thought about the ramifications of it and hoped to avoid yet another disastrous regret in a life full of them. She would not turn on Samuel and hoped Major would rot in hell, or worse yet, spend eternity in the reversion.

      [image: image-placeholder]Deva let his head rest on the cool stone wall of the stairwell. He closed his eyes and felt the burn that began in his calves now scorching his thighs as well. Pain radiated from his lower back and even into the muscles of his arms. The staff sat across his lap, and he wondered what Shallna was doing. Deva concentrated, trying to sense another set of eyes from the other side of the orb, but he was simply too tired. It would be over soon, he hoped. Whether he winked out of existence or slowly turned from this world, he would be gone, and the relief was like a bittersweet treat. 
He stood and inhaled until he felt as though he could continue upward without succumbing to a fall or a dizzy spell. In the reversion, even the air thinned as he stumbled through the ascent to the peak. A breeze gathered from below, whisking over the stone steps toward the summit. It brought no relief and no noise, much like the rest of the sensations in this place.
Deva willed his body into motion. He pushed each leg in alternating rhythms up and over the next step. His bloodshot eyes looked down at the steps as he marched onward. The dust of time remained, as did the clatter of his staff on the rough-hewn stone. However, the steps at this level appeared pristine. Unlike those of the first several thousand, the middles were not worn down by countless human feet over generations. The edges remained sharp, as if just born from the stonecutter’s tools. Even the torches on the walls held firm in their sconces, several with whitened tops had never been lit.
After taking several more steps, a silent flash of light caught Deva’s attention. He peered upward through the spiraling steps, sensing the top rather than observing it. However, he found himself standing in front of an arched window cut through the rock. Deva paused and approached the ledge like a child. He leaned forward, and the vista came into view. He could not remember being awestruck like this, whether from the reversion or the orb. Deva reminded himself to breathe and let his eyes soak in the scene.
The window gazed upon an endless sea of sand that stretched eastward to the horizon. The reversion’s cloud sat atop the desert, suffocating whatever might remain. It danced, now within striking distance of the peak. The cloud had swallowed the locality and, once finished, would digest it with the countless others at the end of a cycle, hoping to be reborn.
A second flash, this time from above, disturbed Deva’s thoughts. He glanced upward and saw discrete bursts of light within the clouds.
Rain would surely mean an end, he thought.
As if responding to his thoughts, the clouds opened and the water poured forth in all of its silent glory. Drops the size of eggs fell from the sky and pummeled the dry, ancient sand into submission. Flashes erupted simultaneously in several spots within the cloud, each one blasting open and releasing the water. A westerly wind pushed the rain through the window in the side of the mountain. Deva closed his eyes and let the cool liquid massage his face. His skin felt the life-giving moisture caressing him, and he momentarily abandoned his climb to the peak. Wave after wave of water crashed down upon the land, creating shallow canals that began to ferry it to lower elevations.
Deva stepped back and spread his arms as if to welcome the event. Water fell through the opening and puddled on the steps before rolling off and rinsing the dust away. More flashes cut through the empty sky, and the cloud inflated to the point where Deva thought he might be able to touch it. He imagined the cloud pulling him into a torrent of water bound for puddles in the desert wasteland, washing him of his sins like a baptismal flood.
With the rain came old memories. They surfaced from the depths as the storm raised the levels of his ancient reservoirs. Deva closed his eyes as images flashed behind them. He reached out as the faces of lovers swung through, followed by siblings, sons, daughters, mothers and fathers. He called some by name and knew others by sight, their identity lost to the passage of time. The images came faster, much like the rain. Deva moaned, trying to grab what he could from the mental carousel, hoping to snag a faded memory from obscurity, one he could use to help him through to the end. As the images whirled into nothing but a mix of colors and emotions, he heard the mental calling that snapped his eyes open. The storm swirled around the top of the mountain and the rain continued to pummel its face. However, he would need to respond, probably for the last time.
Speak, Shallna. I am nearing the end of my climb.

      [image: image-placeholder]“They have found them.” 
Shallna stared into the orb as smoke swirled within it. He knew Deva heard him, sensed his presence in the channel of energy.
“The others?” Deva asked.
“Yes.”
“Which ones?”
“The two men, Master.” Shallna felt as though the term had lost all significance in the face of their impending doom. “Major and Kole have located Samuel inside this locality.”
He waited, sensing the silent pause from Deva and knowing it would be punctured soon by a response.
“Physical manifestation?”
Shallna felt Deva’s questions and made note of their short, punctuated delivery. He thought his master was reverting in his own way as the reversion’s cloud pushed through what remained of the barren world.
“It does not appear as though they are corporeal. The rain. It follows the spider-crabs?” Deva asked.
“I hope you approve. I conjured it myself after the spider-crabs failed to immobilize them. I can’t imagine a climb through waves of water rushing off the mountain’s side.”
Shallna waited, sensing the disgust and impatience of his mentor. His eyes widened, and he peered with greater intent inside the orb, hoping to will a satisfactory response from Deva.
“You seemed to have made something from nothing. Resourceful,” Deva said.
“There is nothing left of this locality but what resides inside the cloud. It has devoured every other sentinel at our beckoning.”
There was a pause, and Shallna worried the mystical thread connecting him to his master had been broken, until Deva replied.
“Nothing truer has been said, my son. There is nothing left of this locality.”
“What does that mean, Master? Please, tell me your will.”
Deva felt the sense of urgency and desperation in Shallna’s response and decided to ease him to his knees. If he could not orchestrate any salvation from what was about to occur, he would falsify comfort for the one that was more like a son than his own. The lie slid from his tongue like the rain rinsing the petrified sands of the desert.
“Take the orb and walk to the reversion. Leave the mountain and its false sanctuary. The peak will crumble to the ground soon and bury you within it should you not vacate immediately.”
Shallna paused. He thought about what Deva said while looking about the empty space carved from the bowels of the mountain.
“Leave? Leave you as well?” he asked.
“Yes. This cycle is different. This reversion will end in a way unlike the others.”
“How?” Shallna asked. “How will this end?”
“I do not know. Do what you will, my son, but I can no longer be accountable for all that is coming. I cannot protect you through the end of this cycle, and I hope you either find the peace to accept it or the ability to move into another where you can complete your work. I am tired and I can see the peak of the mountain. It is within my grasp.”
Shallna stepped from the orb as the words struck his face. He was not prepared for this eventuality and felt a sense of helplessness as Deva cast him off into the universe without guidance. His intuition told him Deva was finished with explanations.
“Very well,” he said. “I shall obey your command.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay woke to a light tapping on her shoulder. Before she could open her eyes, the pressure intensified until she realized it was not Samuel’s touch but the beginnings of a torrential downpour. Lindsay sat up and saw Samuel gazing upward and to the east, where the cloud billowed with an unspoken anger. Water droplets pelted the dusty earth like miniature meteorites hurled from space. Flashes ripped through the cloud without a sound, and the water came faster with each burst. Within seconds, the water fell and drenched her to the core. However, it brought an uneasiness and discomfort rather than relief. The water falling from the blackness above felt tainted in a way Lindsay could not describe. 
“A storm,” Samuel said, looking over his shoulder at her.
“How long did I sleep?”
“A handful of minutes,” he said.
Lindsay shrugged and pushed the dream away, not ready to deal with the consequences of her actions within it. She would never get used to the timeless inhabitation of the dream world and the awkward reentry into the real one.
“Always feels longer.”
“It does when you dream,” Samuel said, giving Lindsay the opportunity to be forthright if she so desired.
“Yes, the dreams come on their own terms, don’t they?” she asked, neither revealing nor denying his implied question.
Lindsay winced as she touched the wound in her shoulder, which had stopped bleeding but remained painful. Samuel pretended his nose was not a crooked mess on his face despite the fiery pain.
“The storm is the work of the reversion. Probably a last attempt at keeping us from the peak. I think I’ll take my chances climbing the mountain on a rainy day rather than trying to get out from underneath the spider-crabs.”
Lindsay nodded and stood, stretching her arms above her head. She yawned and felt the fatigue threaten to dull her emotions. Her muscles stiffened in the forced rain of the reversion. Samuel walked to her until they stood face to face. She looked him in the eye and then cast a gaze to her feet.
“Are we ready to climb?” he asked.
“Let’s go,” she said.
Samuel nodded and placed a hand on the craggy outcrop of rock that stretched over his head. He pulled himself up by the arms until he could swing a leg over one side and roll to the top of it. Lindsay smiled and was impressed by his muscle tone, knowing he had a few years on her. She wondered if his need to display his strength was self-preservation or male ego, and then figured it didn’t matter either way.
He reached down and held a hand out to her. Lindsay brushed it aside and mimicked the move he just completed, letting him know she was up to the challenge and would not need his help.
“Okay,” Samuel said. “I’m not really much of a climber, so if you know what you’re doing, you should probably lead.”
The rain came heavier now, as if the reversion sensed their elevated position. The lightning continued and the thunder remained absent, suffocated by the reversion. The mountain grew slick with the rain, the windblown erosion now coated with a thin layer of water that clung to the rock.
“You can lead,” Lindsay said.
“Are you sure? You trust me to get us to the top?” he asked.
“Do you trust me to follow?” she asked.
Samuel let it hang, staring at her face, now framed by wet, stringy hair. He turned and reached for the next fissure in the mountain that would give him purchase on its slippery surface. Samuel groaned with the expenditure of energy and looked at the desert floor, still close enough to mock his progress.
“Can we make it before the cloud hits the mountain?” Lindsay asked.
Samuel reached down and pulled her up by the arm until she was able to crest the outcrop where he stood.
“Let’s hope so,” he said before turning and reaching again, the peak seemingly miles above and enshrined in its own crown of clouds. “The rain will slow us, but once it’s wet, it cannot make the climb any wetter.”
Lindsay nodded, somewhat befuddled. The storm could rise up and knock them from the face of the mountain as if they were helpless children, should it wish to. She thought of the spider-crabs and the way they had snapped Jack’s body in half. She was sure the reversion could conjure whatever it needed to keep them from the summit, to hold them in place for whatever came next.
Samuel paused as he tried to find the next grip for his tired fingers. Lindsay touched him on the shoulder and stepped past. He shrugged and let her take the lead.
Samuel followed Lindsay as she rose higher into the empty sky. He watched from underneath as her body became embossed over the black velvet void before swinging back to grip the slick rock of the mountain. He noted the athleticism in the muscles she tried masking with ink. Lindsay grunted and climbed but did not pause to speak as she scaled the mountain. Samuel continued behind her, convincing himself that looking down would not help.
The rain continued without abatement. Samuel noticed it came heavier at times and lighter during others, but it never stopped. He imagined the reversion weeping, the cloud pouring forth outbursts of tears that ran down the long, wrinkled face of the mountain. Samuel thought the rain would stop when they reached the peak, and the cloud would have exhausted its emotional wailing.
“I need to rest.”
The climb and the force of the reversion sapped their strength. Samuel pulled himself up to the next outcrop and saw Lindsay sitting, her back to the mountain and her knees pulled up to her chest. She turned to the sky, letting the rain cool her face. She had pulled her hair around to the right side of her head, where it lay in a wet ponytail over her right breast. He felt a magnetism about her and could not look away.
“Take a picture,” she said, snapping him from his daze.
“Sorry,” he said, shuffling to sit next to her.
Lindsay’s legs shook, and she used her hands to massage her calf muscles. Samuel looked out over the desert and through the rain to an empty world beyond.
“Do you think it’s always been like this?”
The question caught Lindsay by surprise, as it was one she expected him to answer, not ask. She wondered if the fatigue brought the introspection, or if he were simply testing her.
“I’m sure the desert has always been like this. Even in our world, people don’t live there.”
“They acclimate over time. They adapt to their surroundings and find a way to thrive. We’re resilient.”
“We’re a plague,” Lindsay said. “We find resources and then devour them until nothing’s left, and then we move on.”
Samuel turned to face her as she used both hands to wring the excess water from her hair. Lindsay shrugged as if the statement was fairly obvious.
“What do you mean?”
“Anasazi. The American Southwest.”
Samuel waited for her to explain. He enjoyed watching her movements and feeling her so close to his skin.
“Ancient people in the desert of the Southwest. They built these crazy-ass structures out of adobe that housed thousands of people. I mean multilevel buildings with sophisticated plumbing and cooking systems. And then, they simply vanish. Those abandoned structures are all over that area.”
Samuel smiled at her and leaned his head back on the rock of the mountain. He laughed and thought of the conversation as one taking place on a first date over a glass of wine and a plate of cheese, not in the middle of a mountain at the end of a reversion.
“How do you know all that?” he asked.
“I’m a woman,” she said, “not a fucking idiot. I read.”
Lindsay gave the words a harsh tone, but the sparkle in her eye revealed the good-natured teasing masked by it.
“But to answer your question, I think at one time there were many people here, in this locality. And like the world of the Anasazi, their numbers dwindled over time until nobody was left. I think we got here at the end. Even those ropes swinging in the suicide forest were most likely there for years, decades. Everything is rotten and worn. Falling apart.”
“You’re probably right,” he said. “At some point, near the death of the locality, the reversion sends the cloud to clean up.”
“I’m cramping. Let’s get climbing again.”
Samuel nodded, knowing she was right and the longer they sat, the more difficult it would be to continue. As if on cue, the rain picked up and the wind threw the water into the rock face. Samuel felt the rain’s cumulative effect as he pushed himself back into the climb. The water did not feel cold on his skin, yet it chilled him from the inside out. His bones, muscles, everything felt weak and bland. Samuel knew this had been orchestrated by the reversion, much like the horde of the last world or the spider-crabs of this one, but even with this knowledge he struggled to push his mind past it and focus on the climb. He had to reach the peak regardless of what his body felt. He had to push on for the sake of salvation, whether it was his own or not.
Lindsay continued upward, her pace even and consistent. As they climbed, the rain began to taper and the desert floor shied away. The cloud felt closer as they approached the peak, and Samuel thought the top of the mountain had dropped. She was within a few hundred yards of the summit when the climb plateaued. The rock walls opened to an incline that ramped up to the peak, where a dull light could be seen just over a distant outcropping. She stopped and placed her hands on her hips, drawing deep breaths in the thin air.
“That’s it,” she whispered to Samuel as he stood next to her.
“It is,” he said, giving his lungs time to nourish his blood.
“I need a second,” she said.
Samuel followed her. She sat down, legs swinging over the edge like a little girl on a playground swing. The rain had stopped completely, and the cloud engulfed the horizon, giving the impression the mountain now floated in the atmosphere on a groundless planet.
“The light. It’s like a beacon of sorts.”
“I figured as much,” Lindsay said.
“I don’t know what’s there, but I know it’s the time and place where I either find my salvation or I get dumped back into the cycle. And I think it’s the same for you.”
Lindsay nodded and stared out over the edge and into the eyes of the cloud.
“So if there is something you need to tell me, now would be the time.”
Lindsay turned to face him. The climb had drained the resolve from Samuel’s face. She saw wrinkles deepened by the gouging rain.
“Like what?” she asked.
“Like the dream you’ve tried hiding from me.”
Lindsay sighed and shook her head. “Major. I met Major.”
Samuel felt the name roll around inside his stomach, threatening to turn its contents inside out.

      [image: image-placeholder]The flame danced in the unseen movements of the air within the tower. Deva stood back, admiring his work, proud to have reached the peak before succumbing to the powers of the reversion or the inevitable atrophy of his physical manifestation. 
He thought of Shallna and the orb, bringing on a paradoxical mix of sadness and joy. Deva no longer felt the presence of either and would need to take satisfaction in knowing they no longer belonged to this locality, whether plucked from it by another force or because Shallna followed orders and submitted to the reversion. Either way, they were no longer a concern to weigh him down. The shedding of that duty allowed him to come to grips with what would take place at the peak, and he sensed he would need the focus.
Deva peered out of the top of the tower, where the cauldron had sat for eons. The carbonized fuel caught fire immediately, yet the chains holding the cauldron appeared rusty and worn. The beacon was lit, and now he would wait for them to come. He sensed the woman and Samuel, an unspoken disturbance between them. Deva chuckled, glad to accept any advantage the reversion would hand him.
The cauldron was the focal point of the transition from one overseer to another. It also drew the successor forward with a magnetic force that strengthened as he came closer.
He stepped back and examined the tight room at the top of the tower. The walls began at the floor as chiseled bricks, which the masons had fit into the natural rock of the mountain. A few feet off the floor, the stone walls met several yards overhead in a convergence of angled lines, creating a natural peak within the tower. Rough hands and worn tools created two windows that gazed upon the eastern and western horizons. The cloud obscured any view Deva might have had of either vista.
A stone bench ran the perimeter of the space, and Deva imagined the priests on it, conjuring words from the ether and ascribing them to deities beyond the realm. He had a vague recollection of them and the practices used in ancient times, which now seemed too distant to be true. He stood and walked to the cauldron, where the flame hissed at the renegade raindrops that found their way to it. Deva looked at the green and yellow hues coming from the flame, never quite accepting fire that did not burn red and hot, still in awe of the reversion’s dulling powers after all this time.
He would wait for them and follow his ahimsa. Deva would honor his duty as those before him.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay saw the contortions forming on Samuel’s face and felt a sliver of regret for telling him. She shook her head like a cheating spouse. 
“He’s alive?” Samuel asked.
“I’m not sure what you’re asking me,” she said. “I don’t know if we’re alive.”
Samuel nodded, conceding the point. “What did he say?”
“He wants you, Samuel. You have something he needs.”
Samuel stood and faced the peak, where the light danced and twirled in the dead air. The rain subsided to an annoying mist of water. It brushed against them in defeat, unable to cope with its failure of keeping them from the peak.
“We need to go.”
Lindsay stood and looked into his eyes.
“But I haven’t told you any more about the dream.”
“There isn’t time,” Samuel said. “Deva is waiting for us.”
He struck out ahead of Lindsay, leaving her shrugging and bewildered from his lack of curiosity.






  
  Chapter 10


“He’s there.” 
She nodded, and followed a step behind Samuel as they came to an opening in the rock directly beneath the mountain’s peak leading to a carved granite tower. The tower housed the cauldron and the ceremonial place where the power of the reversion would transfer from father to son. Wind and rain wore the fine edges of the tower to rounded corners but the windows carved in the side remained. The granite tower sat on the mountain’s peak, thrust into the sky and threatening to break through it.
The rain fell away, leaving silence and nothing more than a handful of puddles in its wake. The reversion’s cloud held firm in the black sky and encircled the mountain, shrouding the rest of the locality in mystery. Samuel quit looking over his shoulder toward the end of the climb. Whether the cloud ate the locality or simply obscured it made no difference. He would not turn back and jeopardize his best chance at salvation. The talisman on his chest thrummed from a slight vibration that buzzed through his teeth. Samuel came to the threshold of the opening and stopped. Before stepping into the tower’s staircase, he paused to give Lindsay one last chance to stay behind.
“Last chance,” he said to Lindsay.
“For what?” she asked.
“To stay out of it and let the reversion hit your reset button. I’m pretty sure you’re still in the cycle, and if you let the cloud do its work, you’ll come through the forest again with another chance and a bit wiser.”
“Like you?” Lindsay asked. “The way you were so happy to reset and come through again? No thanks. I’m here to finish and get the hell out by doing whatever it takes. If getting a reboot was such a great thing, you wouldn’t be here now, would you?”
Samuel laughed and shook his head. He wondered why he had given Lindsay the out when he knew nobody wanted to remain in the cycle. It was something Jack was probably realizing a little too late. Deep down, Samuel felt as though he could not entirely trust her, and giving her the option to turn around was in some way self-preservation.
“No, I would not,” Samuel said. “I guess I should be expecting a surprise visit from Major?”
Lindsay looked at her feet and bit her bottom lip. “I’d say odds are good he’s going to crash the party.”
Samuel held his gaze on her, looking for the indication she would not provide verbally. “Then we’ll have to save him a seat, won’t we?”
Samuel stepped into the darkness, not waiting to see if Lindsay would follow. His first sensation was of endless open space. He was not sure why his body perceived the entrance to the peak in this way, but he reached his hands forward and imagined them stretching out over a wide, bottomless chasm. Samuel drew back until he felt the chill of the rock on his back. He inhaled sharply and blinked his eyes. The blackness was as deep and impenetrable with his eyes open as it was with them closed. Lindsay crossed the threshold and he could hear the same visceral reaction in her. She grabbed for his hand and felt the warmth from the touch, the only source of heat inside the mountain.
“Nice view,” she said.
He smiled and gave her hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it and sliding his feet to the right. Samuel realized that although the darkness seemed absolute at first, his eyes were now adjusting, and several shapes began to appear. Samuel saw a tremendous slab of rock jutting from the sea of darkness below. It lurched upward at a forty-five-degree angle, resembling an ancient white spaceship in midflight. Other rock formations crystallized as charcoal shapes against the velvety-black. Samuel remembered family visits to commercialized caves in Kentucky. He thought of the damp smell of earth and all of the random, inauspicious sounds that crept out of the depths. The reversion had stolen the sounds of the locality as well as the ones inside the mountain. Not even the dripping of water could be heard.
“Put a hand on my shoulder,” he said.
He felt Lindsay’s long fingers caress the side of his neck before resting on his shoulder. Her touch brought a tingle that radiated throughout his body. Samuel pushed his desires aside and convinced his feet to disobey their natural instinct and press farther into the innards of the mountain. He could not determine whether the path he was on was natural or manmade, but he followed it nonetheless. Lindsay’s hand remained on his shoulder, and he could feel her breath on his neck. The path inclined and rotated so that Samuel came past the slab of rock, but now from the other side and at a higher point. He was able to look past it and down at the entrance where the cloud pulsed on the other side of the threshold, seemingly forbidden from pursuing them inside. He remembered the cave, which spurred a memory of Mara’s final moments, bringing a spark of sadness. It also brought a warning, reminding Samuel the peak, much like the cave, would hold the reversion at bay temporarily. But even this god of stone would crumble beneath its powers.
As they circled the slab and rose higher within the peak, Samuel saw the first glimmer of light flickering from a wall torch mounted at the doorway to a spiral staircase. The doorway was not much more than a hole that appeared to be blown through the wall, yet Samuel saw no evidence of the act, as though the loose mortar and fragments of stone had long since been whisked away. When he reached the aperture, Samuel ducked his head and placed a foot on the steps, then turned and held his hand out to Lindsay, who came through behind him. She looked down the staircase first and then up.
“Can’t imagine what’s down there,” she said.
“Doubt we’ll ever find out,” he said.
Samuel examined the steps and slid his palm across the walls of the staircase. He believed them to be handcrafted, hewn from the stone, chisel and muscle of an ancient man and left as a testament to the craftsman’s dedication.
“We don’t have much time left.”
“I can feel it, too,” Lindsay said. “We should get moving.”
Samuel took one last moment to breathe before starting up the stairs.

      [image: image-placeholder]He could sense a flutter in his chest. It shocked Deva because it reminded him of a humanity he believed lost forever. They were in the staircase, and would most likely not be distracted from it at this point. The reversion had tried. It had hoped to hold them so it could dismantle them, but that didn’t happen. Deva was grateful it had lessened their numbers, but in the end, it was only Samuel who threatened him. Only Samuel had the power to keep Deva in the cycle, whether he realized it or not. 
Deva knew the girl came too, and he felt her intentions muffled, like trying to ascertain the location of the sun on a cloudy day, only there as evidenced by the light. Lindsay had not yet mastered the energies of the reversion, but could be used as a crude weapon by those who had.
When their feet struck the carved stone inside the spiral staircase, Deva knew the confrontation was at hand.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel felt his mind shift as it detached from the physical realm. He heard Lindsay’s voice trailing off as another one filled his head. 

“The old man is gonna show.”
Samuel blinked twice. The light threatened to burn his eyes from their sockets. He placed his hand on the wall, expecting to feel the mortar and brick, but instead recognized the smoothness of painted drywall: modern construction. He recognized the voice before he could see him.
“Why should I care? I’m more worried about another sucker punch to the face.”
Kole laughed and then he filled Samuel’s vision. The colored ink on his arms nearly leapt from his skin. Samuel noticed his black hair remained cropped tightly on a chiseled skull, and Kole’s T-shirt clung to his chest, revealing the cut muscles beneath. He had a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth behind a five o’clock shadow approaching six. Samuel shook, trying to regain his equilibrium.
“I’ll give you a second,” Kole said to Samuel. “It’s easier in dreams, but we don’t have that luxury now, do we? Let’s consider this an ‘internal slip,’ one I summoned. Bet that gets your panties in a bunch, don’t it? Me yanking you out and not the other way around? You ain’t the only one that picked up a thing or two in this bullshit.”
Samuel blinked and forced his lungs to settle into a calm rhythm. He looked over Kole’s shoulder to see the Pup-A-Go-Go sign hanging above a Formica counter. Folks wearing polyester pants and fuzzy sideburns stood in line, ordering soft drinks and pretzels.
“Monroeville Mall. 1976. You like that shit?” Kole asked.
Samuel shrugged and let his head turn to survey the landscape. He sat on a slatted, wooden bench, Kole now next to him. The colored lights underneath the water fountain changed as a family of four walked toward JC Penney on their way to new school clothes or a dining room set. Samuel heard a sharp crack and recognized the sound of a frozen puck slamming off the end boards in the ice rink next to the Pup-A-Go-Go. Before he could speak, Kole interrupted as though he were about to tell Samuel that Santa did not exist.
“Dawn of the Dead. You remember that fucking movie, dude? Don’t play like you don’t know what I’m talking about. Shit, I watched those Romero films dozens of times, and yet there was something about Dawn that always got me thinking. I mean, growing up in the mall culture and all, shit like this,” Kole said, spreading his arms to visually encompass the mall. “Shit like this was our utopia. My mom would have never left the place, and Romero turns it into the last bastion of humanity before the zombies overrun it all. And don’t forget the biker dudes. That was good shit, eh?”
Samuel paused, not wanting to puncture the pride with which Kole had crafted their meeting. He put thought into the place, however campy or stupid it happened to be.
“Let’s just say I know Monroeville Mall well,” Samuel said. “And the zombies in Dawn of the Dead were nothing like our friends in the horde. Romero’s zombies ate people.”
“I knew you’d appreciate this,” Kole said, removing a lighter from his pocket. “You can even smoke in here, in 1976.”
The stainless-steel lighter shot a blue flame from the tip, which Kole sucked into the end of his crumpled smoke. He exhaled and leaned back on the bench, throwing his left arm around Samuel.
“Don’t rush my smoke break, dude. Time here is like the dream. I got ya covered.”
Although Samuel did not entirely trust Kole’s knowledge of the reversion’s ways, he had no choice but to comply. He thought of Lindsay and then pushed her from his head. He needed it filled with logic, not emotion.
“What do you want from me, Kole?” Samuel asked, realizing he had to play by Kole’s rules, but he could still help move things along.
“I think you know, brother. You and I, we were never buds, but we weren’t enemies either. We just happened to be getting played by the old man at the same time.”
“Major,” Samuel said.
“The one and only,” Kole said. “The way I figure it, he wants that talisman off your neck and so do I. He’s willing to try to take it while I’m being polite. I’m asking for it.”
“Yes, I’ve always admired your social graces.”
Kole paused before taking another drag from his cigarette. He watched a mother push her child in a stroller.
“I don’t think you need it. You and the chick are heading for Deva, and that’s your business. Either way, I don’t see you needing that talisman anymore.”
“How do you know that?”
“Can’t say for sure,” Kole said. “I feel it. I can also tell you Major’s been mind-fucking that little hottie of yours. He’s been whispering in her ear.”
Samuel felt a pit form in the bottom of his stomach. He had tried prodding Lindsay into revealing her conversation with Major, but she wouldn’t. He heard the puck slam the boards again. The sound felt like a loud, brash secondhand that was counting down the time left in the reversion.
“Don’t ask me,” Kole said before Samuel could answer. “You know Major is sly, and I haven’t been able to figure out what he wants her to do. But I know he wants that talisman too, and he ain’t gonna take you on a trip to Zombieville 1976 and ask for it. Smoke?”
Samuel waved his hand in the air, declining Kole’s offer. He saw a few folks walking by. As some came closer, he noticed their faces were empty, featureless. Bland, smooth skin ran from their foreheads to their chins, covering the places where eyes, noses and mouths should have been.
“We don’t have much time left in this vision, do we?” Samuel asked.
“You seen peeps losing their faces too, eh? When the walkers disappear and we’re in this mall alone, you’ll know we have to get the fuck out.”
“I can’t simply hand it over to you,” Samuel said.
“I’m not asking for that.”
“Then what do you want from me?”
The last mall walker vanished as Kole finished his explanation. Samuel shook Kole’s hand and thought his salvation was in the hands of the reversion anyway and one little side deal would not affect it one way or another. Kole would get to face Major and have a chance at revenge, in exchange for letting Samuel do whatever it was he needed to at the mountain’s peak. Major had fed Kole to the wolves and Kole would never forget it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay’s voice brought Samuel back from 1976. “Did you hear what I asked?” 
Samuel shook his head, his foot hanging in the air as it came to rest on the next step. He looked over his left shoulder at the windows cut into the side of the mountain, like two empty eyes.
“Bit of a daydream, sorry,” he said, judging the time he spent with Kole by the number of steps he had taken since gazing out of the arched openings. Samuel counted seven steps, unsure how many seconds that was or how disconnected he had become from their conversation.
“How far up do you think we have to go?” Lindsay asked for the second time.
Samuel shook his head but did not answer right away, leading Lindsay to believe he was off daydreaming again.
“Not much more. I think he’s waiting for us at the top, and we should get there before the reversion does.”
Without warning, Samuel felt Lindsay’s fingers grip the back of his shirt. He saw a determination in her eyes as she raised a hand into the air. Her other hand grabbed hold of his shoulder. Samuel reached for Scout, sheathed on his left hip, when Lindsay released his shirt and grabbed his wrist in a vise grip.
“I hope I don’t regret this,” she said, a wicked smile spreading across her face.
Samuel braced for the first blow, his mind racing ahead to what it would take to incapacitate her before she could do the same to him. A jolt of anguish shot through his chest as he realized he would have to destroy her if she jeopardized his chance at salvation.
Lindsay’s right hand fell to Samuel’s shoulder with a gentle nudge, and she took her left hand off of his wrist. She locked her fingers on the back of his neck and felt Samuel’s body spasm in confusion. His breath hitched, and he wore a quizzical look.
She leaned forward, her face coming to his while she gently pulled him closer. Samuel dropped the knife. He placed a hand on each of Lindsay’s hips and felt her breasts beginning to push against his chest. Samuel felt her warm breath on his mouth as her lips touched his. He closed his eyes as Lindsay used her tongue to caress his, her hands now moving in sensuous circles through his hair. Samuel felt his excitement and pushed it against her as she drew him tighter. He lost himself in the kiss, vague memories of passion returning and reminding him what it meant to live a full life, not the shadow he had become inside the reversion.
It was in that moment Samuel realized he could not succumb to the wolves, the horde, the spider-crabs, the rain, or even the tempting offers of those also stuck in the locality. Lindsay was not the reversion, and her kiss and the feel of her hands on his neck proved that unequivocally.
Samuel pulled back, leaving his forehead touching hers. She smiled and then blinked at him before placing an elegant kiss on the corner of his mouth. He tasted her on his lips and felt her in his heart.
“Is that the answer you needed?” she asked.
“That’ll do,” Samuel said. “Major or Kole?” he asked.
Samuel felt the presence of both men in the reversion like feeling the change in the air before a thunderstorm. He thought one or both of them may have tried to persuade Lindsay to turn on him. If Kole was willing to strike a deal with him Samuel knew he would probably do the same with Lindsay.
“Major.”
“What did he promise you, Lindsay?”
“A ticket home, but not to my home. He said he could reset me into the life of my choice, and erase any memories of this place and the shit that happens here. Major even said he’d erase my fucked-up childhood and wash the abuse from my mind.”
“But you didn’t believe he could do that.”
“I absolutely believed he could,” she said. “And that’s why I had to decline.”
Samuel rested his head against the wall of the spiraling rock but did not let Lindsay escape his embrace. “I don’t understand,” he said.
“It wouldn’t be real. I’d be living a lie. I’d be a lie. My asshole mother and the abuse I suffered, those times in life I thought I’d die, those made me who I am. As painful and stupid as it sounds, I can’t turn my back on that. It is me.”
Samuel raised one eyebrow, beginning to get a sense of what was happening inside her head. “But it wouldn’t have to be, and you’d never know it. If Major could wipe your past, then it wouldn’t be a lie but a new reality.”
“Maybe,” she said. “But there is something that Major couldn’t promise, and something he could never orchestrate.”
“What’s that?” Samuel asked.
“You, Samuel. I know you’re a broken man, and that you’ve done things in your past that have caused others pain. But I also know you’ve punished yourself enough. You’ve made your amends, and those you’ve harmed have forgiven you. They’ve given you the chance to leave the past behind.”
Samuel thought of Mara and the feelings she communicated to him as he transferred from one reversion to another.
“And I think I love you,” she said as if it were an inconsequential detail.
“I don’t know what to say,” he said. “I’m not sure I could have turned that deal down, made that sacrifice for someone else.”
Lindsay smiled. “You already have,” she said.
“I don’t know how I knew, but I knew I loved you the moment you appeared on the doorstep of that cabin,” he said.
She grinned until the crack of thunder burst through the silence of the reversion and brought reality back into focus.
“Major’s going to be pissed when he realizes I’m not agreeing to his plan,” Lindsay said, her eyes shifting toward the carved openings where the cloud moved even closer to the mountain.
“That’s okay. I have someone joining the party that has unfinished business with Major, an old friend.”
Lindsay nodded and trusted Samuel knew how to handle Major.
“But we need to get going. Right now.”
She followed Samuel up the spiral staircase they had marched for hours.

      [image: image-placeholder]Deva sensed the shift in energy just as a good sailor can read the wind on an open ocean. Things had changed, and they were not in his favor. It was the woman and her passion that would be the ruin of his plan and choke the life out of his opportunity to be released from duty. Deva suppressed the anger building in his chest, forcing it back down in hopes that reason, rather than emotion, would provide the answer. He felt Lindsay’s love for Samuel and that could make his son turn his back on his duty. 
Deva sent a line of energy to Shallna, more specifically to the orb. Neither responded. He would be on his own at the end, whether it swung in his favor or not. Deva could not imagine continuing for another generation of the Great Cycle, the puppet master with strings on his own hands. It had always been the son to replace the father, the eternal march of existence that would not change. He refused to accept the woman’s meddling, the twisting of Samuel’s heart through the application of a useless, human emotion such as love. It was duty, honor and loyalty that kept the worlds from colliding, and when that atrophied like a diseased appendage, the reversion would lay waste to it, making room for the birth of another locality, trying again. The woman had no right to tamper with the great machinery of the reversion. She had no say in its infinite decisions and ways. If Deva, lord of the reversion and summoner of clouds, could not affect the flow, she certainly would not.
A crack shattered the silence of the final stages of the reversion, the last warning signal it would provide him before the end of another world commenced. The rain stopped, but the lightning had begun. He knew Samuel and Lindsay were rising and would appear at the peak soon. If all energies aligned the way he thought they would, a few others would join the fray, too. Old energies died hard, like weeds gripping futile dirt, unable to die without tearing it from existence.
Deva stood and made his way to where the spiral staircase emerged from the floor. He felt the air moving upward and could almost smell the woman. In a few moments, he would have the opportunity for release, and it almost brought a smile to his lips.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Tell me what you remember about him. Any detail or tendency might help if we have to make quick decisions.” 
Samuel continued up the steps, each one feeling more final. He wondered if anyone had descended, and before his mind could slip too deep into that abyss, he thought about Lindsay’s question.
“We crossed paths once or twice. Not like we were ever friends or hung out. I remember a house party. We were underage, and the owner was a guy in his early twenties. He was bad news. His name was Perry and his only rule was ‘Don’t kick the dog.’ You could do blow on his living room coffee table and then shit in the corner of the kitchen, but you couldn’t kick the dog. This guy is sitting on the couch when I get there, and he’s got this look on his face. It’s Kole. If you’ve ever seen those angry kids with safety pins for earrings and looks of abject misery on their faces, you’ll understand what he looked like. Kole wasn’t a punk, more like a burnout.”
Lindsay huffed and shook her head. It had been a long time since she heard that term.
“There’s a keg in the basement, kids smoking dope in the bedrooms and music blaring. I think the cops may have shown up twice, but Perry knew how to deal with them. He could sweet talk enough to avoid an arrest or search of the house. Had any of those officers even looked past him into the foyer, they would have had probable cause.”
Samuel turned to look over his shoulder and down into the spiral of stone, where the light from the windows was no longer visible. Torches burned on the walls, the flames higher the closer they got to the peak.
“It’s a party, and shit that happens at parties happened this night. A few times I bumped into Kole at the keg and he was drinking heavily. By midnight, he was agitated to the point where he wanted to fight. Again, not an unusual occurrence at Perry’s. You could do what you wanted as long—”
“As you didn’t kick the dog,” Lindsay said.
“Yes,” Samuel said, shaking his head. “The only rule.”
She looked up and thought light oozed from somewhere above, and she realized they were almost there.
“Well, Kole finds a combatant and they’re punching the shit out of each other in the backyard. I mean, Kole is on top of this kid and busting skin open left and right. No weapons or cheap shit, just a simple, fisted beat down. At one point, he stops. Kole stands up and extends his hand to the kid on the ground, bleeding from the nose and mouth. He helps the kid up and pats him on the back before handing him a beer.”
Lindsay thought about the story and the unexpected ending. She figured Kole was pure evil, a rotten kid in an abusive environment. But she knew there had to be a reason Samuel told her that story.
“He’s honorable. I guess that’s what you should keep in mind. It’s a sick, twisted perspective on loyalty, but Kole has it, and I know he’ll honor the deal I made with him.”
“You did what?”
“Don’t act innocent,” Samuel said.
Lindsay nodded and acknowledged the hypocrisy of calling Samuel out after her encounter with Major.
“What’s the deal?”
“Simple,” he said. “We bring Major to the party, and he takes him home.”
“But how did you know Major would—” Lindsay’s question trailed off as the realization set in. “You fucking knew. You knew it all along and you played me.”
Samuel stopped and turned, while Lindsay did not. They stood face to face on the step, the anger flooding her expression.
“I didn’t play anybody. You cut a deal with Major that you didn’t intend on keeping, and you hid that from me.”
“I don’t remember being obligated to tell you anything, Samuel. And just how did you know what deal was struck in my conversation with Major,” Lindsay asked. “One that took place in the stupid-ass dreamworld.”
Samuel exhaled and sat on the next step. He had to calm her down and refocus their energy before they faced whatever awaited them at the peak.
“Because I can tune into others’ visions here. I couldn’t before, and now I can, sort of like dialing in a radio station. The signal isn’t always clear, and I miss things, but if it’s being broadcast, I can pick it up.”
“So you eavesdropped on mine?” Lindsay crossed her arms and bit her bottom lip.
“No. Yes. I guess so. Listen, I understand it feels like an invasion of privacy to you.”
“It is,” she said.
“Fine. It is. The point is Major is a dangerous man and if we aren’t ready for what’s about to take place, he’ll find a way to exploit it. And I’m sorry.”
Lindsay felt the sincerity in his voice and realized time spent discussing his intrusion was lost in planning their ultimate survival.
“This conversation isn’t over. You and I are going to talk about it later.”
He smiled, savoring the halfhearted anger in her voice, and the assumption they would have a later and be together in it.
“Deal,” he said. “Now tell me what Major wants.”
“The talisman. He now knows how to slip on his own, but he needs the talisman.”
“Right. So we’re going to make sure he gets the slip he wants.”
Lindsay turned her head sideways, her eyebrows creasing her forehead. She waited for him to continue.
“First-class delivery to our buddy, Kole.”
When Lindsay heard Samuel’s promise, she knew they would be leaving the reversion soon, one way or another. He would give his eternal life before he left her behind. Lindsay had no doubt.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel immediately thought of the scene as something from the Middle Ages. The black iron ring fastened into the mortar extended all the way around the room, a torch fastened to it every few feet. They all crackled with the infused flame of liquid fuel, burning hot and fast in oranges and reds instead of the yellow and green hues typical to the reversion. The stone on the floor had been chiseled to near perfection, large blocks fitting together with seams so thin a sheet of paper could not slide between them. 
The cauldron sat at the apex of the tower, and Samuel realized this had been the source of the light filtering down the spiral staircase. It served as a beacon, drawing them to the peak. Two windows punched through the stone walls on opposite sides of the room. Samuel realized the windows overlooked the mountain on its eastern and western faces. A stone bench ran the perimeter of the tower and sat two feet off the ground.
“The flame. It has changed with your arrival. No longer yellow or green, but the more natural spectrum one would expect.”
The voice snapped Samuel from his observation and drew his attention to the robed figure sitting next to the cauldron. The timbre and cadence brought him back to the edge of the marsh, where they had first spoken. Samuel thought back to that time, watching Deva climb from the murky waters. He tried to explain the reversion to Samuel in a way he would understand it. And then Deva disappeared back into the water and left Samuel to the cloud, the wolves and the horde.
Lindsay stood behind Samuel, gazing at the room and remaining silent, according to the plan.
“The lightning with thunder. Not something I’m used to hearing in the reversion,” Samuel replied.
Deva stood and pushed his long robe to the side while gripping his walking stick in his right hand. His white beard sat like a pristine cloud on his chest. His long hair ran over his shoulders and down his back. “It is unusual, I will admit.”
Samuel waited. An itch began in his foot and worked its way up his body until it settled on the back of his neck. “You told me you were dead. You appeared as a rotting, walking corpse.”
Deva nodded, neither confirming nor denying the statement.
“Why?” Samuel asked.
“It was not my appearance that was different, but your perception.”
Lindsay looked at Samuel, and he shook his head.
“So what happens next?” he asked Deva.
“We’re all here to honor our duty, to do what is expected of us.”
“To die with this locality?” Lindsay asked.
Samuel glared at her and she stepped back behind him, mumbling to herself in frustration. She had already strayed from the plan, and Samuel knew it.
“To be released from the cycle,” Deva said. He stepped closer to them, his staff resonating through the stone room each time it struck the floor. “You have but one narrow perspective on the reversion that must fit into the circumstances you’ve created. Yours is but one single strand amongst a universe of infinite strands.”
Samuel looked at Lindsay and winced, trying to decipher Deva’s cryptic language.
“And you,” Deva said as he nodded at Lindsay. “You are but an infant here.”
Lindsay stared at Deva, unsure how she should interpret his comment.
“The cloud is bearing down. It’s bringing the storm. We don’t have time for riddles,” Samuel said.
Deva nodded. “Yes. I know others have yet to join us. Others who must face the reversion as well. They are close, but we still have a few more moments.”
Samuel waited.
“Do you have the knife? Scout?” Deva asked.
Samuel’s hand went to his pocket, where the knife poked against the thin fabric. It had appeared and disappeared so many times inside the reversion that he no longer checked. If it happened to be there, Samuel considered it a sign of good luck, although a temporary one.
“You gave it to me,” Samuel said, and then he paused. “Before this,” he added, moving his eyes around the current reversion.
“I returned it to you,” Deva said.
Samuel began to turn the statement over in his head when the realization came as suddenly as the lightning bolts tearing at the reversion beyond the stone walls.
“You can’t be,” Samuel whispered.
“Why not?” Deva asked, while Lindsay remained silent, unsure what they were talking about, but knowing enough to not interrupt it.
“Father?” Samuel asked, his voice cracking.
“Not the flesh, but the spirit. The spirit remains until duty has been fulfilled.”
Samuel took a step toward Deva and then stopped. He dug deep into the old man’s eyes with a penetrating look, searching for remnants of his father.
“It’s not true,” Samuel said. “I don’t believe you.”
“I’m not here to convince you with evidence of our corporeal relationship. You chose me as your father in the singular locality, as you had in the previous. We share this cycle through something stronger than blood: through our ahimsa.”
Lindsay stepped to the side and looked at Samuel before turning toward Deva. “What if it’s a trick?” she asked Samuel while keeping her eyes on Deva.
“To accomplish what?” Deva asked. “I thought the reversion would slow you down so I would not have to transfer the burden to my son. But it has not, and now we must commence what countless others have before us. It is my time to be released from the cycle and Samuel’s turn to fill that void.”
Samuel dropped to a knee. He looked up into Deva’s face and felt the paternal energy radiating from him. He could not explain how he knew, but he was certain his father remained inside the physical cell of Deva’s body.
“What has to happen?” Samuel asked.
Before Deva could reply, a voice popped through the open staircase.
“’Sup, Sammyboy?”






  
  Chapter 11


Samuel’s body tensed as he recognized the voice. He turned from Deva to see Major stepping into the room, with Kole right behind him. Major scanned the room and his face broke into a wide smile, while Kole remained still, his eyes pleading with Samuel to keep the deal they had struck. 
“Nice. She’s cute. Not as pouty as the other one.”
Lindsay narrowed her eyes and held them on Major, bearing the brunt of his comment in silence.
Major took two more steps until he stood inside the tower. He glanced from Deva to the cauldron and back to Samuel.
“Love what ya done with the place.”
Samuel remained fixed, the muscles in his arm vibrating.
“Jack says hello. He’s a bit pissed you two left him home alone, but he said you’ll have time to catch up later when the reversion dumps you both into his lap.”
“That isn’t happening,” Samuel said to Major.
Major laughed and slapped Kole on the back. “Oh, you kids,” he said, shaking his head. “Always thinking you know what’s next. How do you think the old-timers like me and Deva over there manage to stick around for so long? It’s ’cause we ain’t so apt to rush to judgment or make hasty decisions. Ain’t that right, Deevster?”
Deva stood silently while Samuel took a step toward Major.
“I thought you didn’t know who he was?” Samuel asked.
“That don’t matter, does it? You see, me and your pops want the best for you, son. We know what you need, and we’re here to help.”
Major went through many reversions and spoke with Deva in several. Deva explained his role and his search for a spiritual son to take over someday. And when Deva was certain Major was not one, he ignored Major and left him to fend for himself in the reversion.
“What’s he talking about?” Samuel asked Deva.
“The spirit needs you orchestrating cycles, Samuel. It is the void you must fill on my behalf.”
“What he’s trying to say with hundred-dollar words is that you’re the new Deva.”
Samuel shook his head and looked at Deva. The old man did not move, nor did he reply. Major chuckled as he maneuvered around the edge of the tower so he stood next to Deva, opposite Samuel and Lindsay. Kole remained at the top of the staircase as if he had not yet decided whether to stay or turn and descend back into the depths of the reversion.
“And don’t think I don’t know what you and your brother got in mind for me.”
Kole stiffened when he realized Major was speaking to him. He shifted on one foot and shot an accusatory glance at Samuel. Major saw the look.
“No, he didn’t he sell you out, hothead, if that’s what yer thinking,” he said to Kole before turning to Deva. “He doesn’t know, either?”
Deva’s face turned sour as he peered at the cauldron and the descending cloud just beyond it. “Time is running out.”
“You bet your ass it is, Deva. That’s why I’m here for the talisman, and I’ll be on my way. Leave you all to your family reunion ya got going on. Except for the tramp. Seems like Samuel picked up that stray dog along the way.”
Samuel used his arm to bar Lindsay’s ability to move toward Major, anticipating the effect the insult would have on her. Kole walked around the opposite side of the room until he was closer to Deva.
“What’s he talking about, Samuel?” Kole asked.
Samuel shrugged and looked to Deva. Major decided to sit on the stone bench for a moment and enjoy the grenade of confusion he just rolled at their feet. While Samuel knew Kole was his brother, Kole did not.
“It is true. Kole, you are my son, too.”
Kole rubbed his tattoos and staggered back until the wall of the tower held him up. “Not possible.”
“A father can have many offspring, can he not? Samuel knows my essence can take different forms. You were not of the same mother, but you are brothers.”
Samuel shook his head and realized there was more about Deva and the reversion than he would ever know, but the cloud was still coming. “What happens now?” he asked.
“It is time for the transition. The son must accept his dharmic responsibility and release the father from his.”
Lindsay saw the mixture of pain and relief spread across Deva’s face. She held her ground, glancing around the room at the men and their confusion.
“Hold on, partner,” Major said. “I believe Samuel owes me a little something before you pull off your bad karma deal or whatever mystical bullshit you claim needs to happen. I need the talisman, Sammyboy. Got me a one-way ticket out of this joint.”
Kole stepped in front of Samuel. “Don’t think so. You and I have business first.”
“You’re not still sore about the wolves, are you, Kole? It wasn’t like I had much choice. You heard the alpha male. He claimed your ass.”
“I didn’t hear him,” Kole said. “Or I would have killed you right then and there.”
“You gonna let this delay your little ceremony, Deva? Maybe you should step in here and discipline Kole.” Fear crept into his voice like the inevitability of flowing water.
Deva stood, unmoving and silent.
“Fine. I’ve disposed of these punks before and I’ll do it again. But if the fucking reversion gets here before I’m done, it ain’t on my head, you old bag of skin.”
Major pushed his black coat open to reveal glistening metal underneath. He removed two short swords from a sheath on each hip, the blades sharpened and shined. Major spun to his left and brought them through the air, slicing it as a demonstration of what they could do to flesh. He stepped back, the swords raised and in front of his face while his eyes locked on Kole.
The younger man smiled and reached behind his back to unsheathe a long, curved dagger. Unlike Major’s weapons, Kole’s knife looked ancient, with dark crimson splotches dried to the blade. He made a fist with his left hand and used his right to aim the point of the dagger at Major. Deva did not move while Samuel and Lindsay took a step back toward the tower’s wall.
“Do we stop this?” she whispered to Samuel.
“We couldn’t if we tried,” he said.
“The cloud is dropping faster.”
Deva looked at her, realizing she was right. He nodded and turned back to the combatants now moving in concentric circles in the middle of the tower.
“It fucking hurt. I knew it wasn’t like a real death, that I’d end up back in the shitty reversion before too long. But that didn’t mask the pain. The wolves tore at me like a hunk of meat. I’m going to make you feel that too, you son of a bitch.”
Major nodded at Kole. He turned his chin toward Lindsay as he spoke but kept his eyes fixed on Kole. “So much for our deal, eh?”
“I can’t live a lie, even if it’s painless,” she said.
“Ha. You been living a lie your whole life. You’re nothing but a worthless bitch. Thinking somebody cares about more than banging you? That’s the lie.”
Lindsay stepped forward, and Samuel held her back.
“Suit yerself. Die in the shit-storm with the rest of the fools,” Major said, still keeping his attention on Kole.
Kole slashed at Major’s outstretched arm but missed. The old man nodded as if acknowledging Kole’s dexterity. He maneuvered to the right and spun, coming up with the short sword. The blade glanced off Kole’s with a reverberating clang.
Samuel watched the fight ensue, fascinated by the complex moves of each man, wondering if those were skills imported into the reversion or things learned while there. Deva took two steps closer to the cauldron and Samuel thought he could see the worry deepening the lines on his face.
“C’mon, punk. I gotta dispatch Sammyboy next. I don’t have time for this.”
Kole ducked as another flash of polished steel cut the air. The tip from one opened the flesh on Kole’s right bicep. He dropped his knife, his instinctual reaction leaving him weaponless. He bent down to pick it up but Major’s other sword came down hard, slamming into the stone floor after severing Kole’s thumb and index finger.
“You cryin’ uncle?” Major shouted at Kole, who was now scrambling across the floor, leaving a smeared trail of blood in his wake. He crept closer to the open window, which had once looked out over the eastern horizon. The reversion had stolen that view as it danced around the mountain in the final moments of the locality.
“Fuck you,” Kole said, spinning and facing his fate. He leaned back on the wall and raised his head to Major. “I ain’t afraid of you and I’m not afraid of dying. Shit, I’m becoming an old pro at that.”
Major strutted toward Kole, a smirk creasing his face. He ignored Deva, the cauldron and everything else in the room. He was going to enjoy the kill in a way he had not when the alpha male claimed Kole. “Good. Then I can dispose of you and get the talisman from Samuel.”
Kole closed his eyes, coming to terms with his fate. He thought of another cycle in the reversion and hoped it would not happen. He prayed, for the first time, that any supreme being would release him and allow him to rest eternally rather than run the gauntlet yet again.
“Do it, old man. I’m tired,” he said.
Major stepped forward, and Kole slumped to the ground beneath the aperture cut through the stone thousands of feet above the waste below. Major put the sword in his left hand back into the sheath, while raising the other above his head. He would slice from right to left in a diagonal line, opening Kole’s throat. In a strange way, he would miss this man, the miscreant who shared some of his street smarts. Major knew Kole had to be destroyed, but it need not be messy. He would make Kole’s passing as quick as he possibly could.
Samuel felt immobilized, tethered to the stone. He watched Major’s coat billow as he raised the sword. Samuel wanted to stop it, could sense both a kinship and a redeeming salvation inside of Kole, but knew he could do nothing to save him. In a second, Kole would be bleeding out, his glassy eyes joining the rest of the broken souls of the reversion, doomed to go through another cycle.
It was the scream that pulled him from his reflection. At first Samuel shuddered, fearful he was the one screaming or, worse yet, Deva had somehow come apart as the reversion brought its final reckoning. When he saw the flash of auburn hair, his brain processed what was about to happen.
After stalking along the stone bench on the perimeter of the tower, Lindsay had come up behind Major. She waited until the last possible second, hoping he would plant his feet in front of the open window, and could not believe her luck when he did. Had Kole collapsed a foot or two to the left, she was not sure what could have been done. Lindsay placed her left hand on the wall, locking her arm at the elbow and her right hand in the middle of Major’s back. She pushed him hard enough that he fell forward, losing his balance and stumbling through the open window. The old man dropped the sword as his hands scrambled for purchase on the edges of the opening. He grasped nothing but loose mortar and dead air. His black coat billowed outward and was then sucked into the cloud.
Lindsay leaned over Kole to stick her head out. She saw Major falling, his coat twirling as he receded from view, down toward the desert floor and the awaiting cloud. Lindsay was the only one who could hear his cry, laced with frustration. It took several seconds for Major to plummet into oblivion before she turned to see the shock on Samuel’s face. Deva remained, and she wondered if he knew this was coming and hence had no reaction to it. Kole moaned, and she looked down, realizing he was losing blood from his severed fingers faster than she thought. He opened one eye and smiled at her.
“You musta played football as a kid. That was a textbook horse collar tackle.”
He closed his eyes and smiled, threatening to pass into unconsciousness.
Samuel came running over, wrapping strips of cloth torn from his rucksack to try to stop the bleeding on Kole’s fingers. While the gash in his upper arm slowed, the blood from his amputated digits kept coming. The pain from Samuel’s broken nose made him stumble, and Lindsay groaned from the wound in her shoulder that began to ooze blood again.
“We have to do something,” Lindsay said.
“Like call 911? What exactly can we do?” Samuel regretted the cynicism as soon as he spoke. Lindsay had just saved him and possibly everyone else.
“Leave him,” Deva said.
“He’s going to die,” Samuel said.
“It is time. The cauldron burns low, and the reversion is about to end the cycle.”
Samuel and Lindsay looked and saw the flame had paled considerably. The edges of the cloud crept through both the eastern and western windows, thin tendrils rising along the tower’s interior walls.
“It is now the reversion accepts the transference. The duty of the father must be given to the son.”
“Wait.”
The single word was the first to make Deva uncomfortable. He turned with genuine fear in his eyes.
“For what?”
Samuel looked at Lindsay and the back to Deva. “What if I don’t accept? What if I let the cloud come or slip into another locality?”
Deva felt his face tighten, and his hand shook, the cane vibrating on the stone floor. “You would doom yourself to an eternity of reversions, your soul never gaining salvation or release from it.”
“How do you know this would happen?” Samuel asked.
“None have ever refused the responsibility,” Deva said.
“So you don’t know.”
“None have refused. Ever,” Deva said.
Samuel looked at Lindsay, and Deva read the motive in his eyes.
“She is not of the lineage and cannot remain.”
Samuel processed Deva’s words and shook his head. The walls of the tower seemed to close in, while the reversion’s cloud began to fill the room with thick, grey fog. While the reversion was coming to its conclusion differently than in the previous locality, it was coming nonetheless.
“Don’t make me choose,” Samuel said. “Don’t make me pick between love and duty.”
“You don’t have the luxury of choice. The son must inherit the father’s honor. It is time for you to manage the countless generations passing through the reversion to their salvations. That is your salvation, too.”
Lindsay shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. She glanced down at Kole and saw he was fighting unconsciousness and intently listening to the exchange, despite the throbbing pain brought by Major’s blade.
“You have to stay, Samuel. You heard him. You can’t turn your back on the redemption you’ve been seeking through this hell. Go to the cauldron and do what needs to be done.”
Deva stepped toward it as if commanded by Lindsay’s words. He raised both hands above the flickering flame and began slow, rhythmic chants.
“Gloria Patri, Filio, et Spiritui Sancto: Sicut erat in principio et nunc et semper, et in saecula saeculorum.” Deva sang one note per syllable. His voice filled the tower with the help of the natural reverberation inside the carved granite.
Samuel could not understand everything Deva sang, but he was able to translate one line.
As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end.
The lightning and thunder surrounding the mountain intensified, shaking the tower and raining loose mortar down upon them all. Kole stood, his arms pulled into his chest as blood continued to pool at his feet. Lindsay watched as the tendrils of the cloud grew, twisting and climbing over the ancient stone.
“I can’t leave you, Lindsay. I just don’t think I can do that,” Samuel said. He walked over to Deva and asked his question while the old man continued his chanting. “A son for the father, right?”
Deva turned to face Samuel, a single, slow nod to acknowledge the question.
Lindsay ran and draped her arms around Samuel, kissing him through a wall of tears. He held her tight and pulled back, looking into her eyes.
“You have to. I’ll get a reset,” she whispered. “You, you may not. It’s your last chance, Samuel. Let your soul rest.”
Samuel nodded and backed away. He turned to face Deva. The old man motioned for him to stand on the opposite side of the cauldron, taking his place for the ceremony that would install him as the next wizard of the reversion, the ancient protector of the Great Cycle. Samuel could not look at Lindsay, could not bear to see the pain in her face that would ignite the fire in his heart. It had been a long time and worlds away since Samuel experienced passion, and he feared with his new transformation, it might never happen again.
As he turned back to Deva to begin the ritual, he heard Kole utter a single syllable.
“Stop.”
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“Wait, Samuel.”
Kole pulled himself up with one arm, the other trickling blood on the stone. He stumbled forward and took a few steps toward the cauldron. Lindsay wiped a tear from her face and bent in to hear the conversation.
“I’ll do it.”
“Do what?” Samuel asked.
“Replace him, take the job, whatever it is the crazy fuck is mumbling about. I’m his son too, apparently. I’ll do it.”
Samuel took a step toward Kole and looked into his eyes. He saw a flicker of empathy and kindness buried beneath decades of pain. It grew and fought for daylight.
“I can’t let you take the fall for me. It’s not right.”
“The fuck it ain’t,” Kole said. “I owe the universe. I tried so hard to erase myself, and all it did was get me reset inside another reversion. So before you crown me a saint, realize this ain’t a noble sacrifice. I’m doing this for me.”
Lindsay smiled, hope tilting the corners of her mouth upward. Samuel looked at Deva and then back to Kole.
“I don’t believe that. I know there’s still something inside you that wants to be free, wants the light. You’re tired of living in the darkness. I get that. I’m not sure I can allow you to take the role for me.”
“Whatever, dickhead,” Kole said, giving Samuel a wink through the pain. “Rationalize it any way you like. I can do this as long as Father Time over there is cool with it.”
Samuel looked back to Deva and realized the old man had not resumed his chant. He stood with his head lowered as if holding the reversion at bay.
“The son must follow the father,” Deva said.
Kole looked at Samuel. “He’s cool with it. Now get the fuck out of my way and take your girl somewhere nice. You two have earned a tropical vacation with a beach and a private stock of rum.”
Samuel smiled and grasped Kole’s uninjured shoulder. He leaned over and whispered into his ear. Lindsay turned to face the men but was unable to hear their private exchange.
Kole returned the smile and nodded before turning back to Deva. “On with the Gregorian chants, Pops. Let’s get this done before the reversion tosses old Major back at us.”
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Kole winked at them both, waiting as Deva continued with the chants with his arms raised high and still. He lowered his head, and his robes billowed at his feet. The old man appeared worn out. He struggled through as if his body could collapse at any moment.
“Accept the son for the father,” Deva said, his chin upward as he spoke between chants.
“Let’s go, Pops. Let’s get this thing done.”
A pinpoint of light appeared above the cauldron at the peak of the tower. It hovered at first, then began to expand outward in all directions. The fingers of the cloud recoiled as if the light had singed them. The smoke retreated and filtered out of the open windows as light encompassed the entire room.
“He shall oversee the cycles as I have done for so long. He will guide those who arrive toward their duty and banish those who forsake it.”
Kole nodded at Deva, wincing as the blood continued to trickle from the raw stumps where fingers used to be. He looked down at his hand when he felt a tingling sensation. At first, Kole became agitated, worried something was horribly wrong and an infection of some sort had invaded the wounds. But the pain was gone, indicating it wasn’t what he thought. Thin beams came from the focal point above and illuminated his hand. As it warmed his skin, bone and muscle reappeared. Tendons and skin followed, until the transformation ended with restored fingernails. The beam rose up from Kole’s midsection and settled on the gash in his arm. The skin fused as quickly as the blade had opened it. Even the ink lines of Kole’s tattoo were restored by the light.
“Damn,” Kole said, stretching out his arm and flexing his fingers. “You see this shit?” he asked Samuel.
Deva spoke. “The regeneration and transformation of flesh now resides in you. Use it sparingly on yourself and never on another. The masters give you this ability to preserve the cycle.”
“Transformation?” Kole asked.
Samuel remembered his first encounter with Deva, the rotting corpse climbing from the swamp. “I think you can take different forms. Appear to people inside the reversion in ways they must see you.”
Deva nodded, confirming Samuel’s explanation. “People are not always ready to see with their eyes when their hearts want a different reality.”
Samuel let the comment linger. He felt Lindsay’s hand in his own. Kole straightened his back. He tilted his head left and right like a boxer entering the ring before a fight.
“Nice. Ain’t found a drug yet that felt like that.”
Samuel thought he saw the beginnings of Deva’s smile, but figured it had to be the way the light bounced off his beard.
“It is time for my release,” Deva said.
Samuel stepped forward, as did Kole.
“I will be forever with you both. Remember to honor your ahimsa. The path ahead will be different for each of you, challenging in its own way. Honor your oath.”
Kole looked at Samuel, and they looked back to Deva. Contentment flooded his face, and his eyes brimmed with satisfaction. He bowed his head as the light circled his body. Lines shot from the center, which hovered over his chest. Deva turned his head skyward and opened his mouth. The light filled him, and Samuel and Kole had to shield their faces from it. When it subsided, nothing remained of Deva except his staff on the floor.
“Can’t leave this lying around,” Kole said. He lifted the staff, feeling its weight in his hands.
“The light is gone and the cloud is seeping back in here,” Lindsay said, snapping the men from their momentary lapse. The fire of the cauldron went dark, and fierce winds began to whip through the tower. The winds cried like dying birds. Samuel put his hands to his ears, protecting them from the sudden burst of sound breaking through the locality.
The rumbling intensified as well, bursts of dust and dry stone raining down upon them. The cloud swirled about the tower, the combination of noise and vibration threatening to bring the mountain to its knees. Kole looked at his brother and Lindsay, and a smile crept across his face.
“Time for goodbyes,” he said.
“C’mon,” Lindsay said. “We’ve got to get out of here before the whole thing comes down.”
“Not me,” Kole said. “This is my place now. I’ll go through this with the reversion and come out the other side. You two, however, better get your asses moving.”
“Where?” Samuel asked.
“You’re going to have to slip, but you can’t do it unless you’re outside of the mountain. Not sure how I know that, but then again, I couldn’t tell you how I regrew fingers, either.”
“Thank you,” Lindsay said, reaching up and placing a kiss on Kole’s cheek.
He nodded as she stepped back toward the spiral staircase. Fist-sized chunks of stone fell to the floor, and black cracks appeared in the sculpted walls of the tower.
“Get going. Get her out of here,” Kole said to Samuel.
“You didn’t have to do it.”
“Yes I did, Sammyboy. Don’t fool yourself into thinking I did it for you and your lovely little girl. Take what you can and run. That’s the best you’ll ever get out of life.”
“I don’t believe that,” Samuel said. “Not for a second.”
“Believe whatever the fuck you like. I’m taking it just like I did on the streets. You never turn down a score or ask why.”
“I owe you.”
“Bullshit,” Kole said. “You don’t owe me jack. Get the fuck out of here before this mountain buries you both.”
“We’ll meet up again,” Samuel said, a slight smile spreading across his face.
“You’d better hope we don’t,” Kole said.
Samuel studied his face, looking for meaning in the comment. He wondered if Kole meant a future meeting between them would be impossible—or if it was meant as a warning. He decided it didn’t matter, and turned to find Lindsay poised above the steps.
“So you’re just gonna stand there?” Lindsay asked Kole.
“Yep. Remodelers are coming with the cloud and are gonna do great things with this little space. I need to stay until the work is done.”
“C’mon,” Samuel said to Lindsay. “He knows what he’s doing. We need to get out before we can slip.”
“Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out.”
Samuel looked back at Kole, standing over the empty cauldron, holding the staff in his right hand. As he followed Lindsay down the spiral staircase, he glanced once more at Kole, and Samuel could have sworn he was looking into Deva’s eyes.








  
  Chapter 12


Samuel struggled to keep up with her. He watched Lindsay’s legs race down the stone stairs, two and sometimes three at a time. He marveled at her ability to ignore the puncture wound in her shoulder while he struggled to inhale through a bloodied face. She would look back to make sure he was still there, occasionally ducking the flaming torches now being  ejected from the walls by the force of the reversion. It felt angry, mean, vengeful, and Samuel knew it was not going to let them go without a fight.
More cracks raced up through the walls of the stone staircase, some parting enough to allow the charcoal smoke of the cloud inside. Once the vapor rushed through, the cracks widened and blocks as heavy as grown men tumbled forth and down the steps. Samuel and Lindsay kept descending, but each time the mountain shook, more rock fell on them. By the time Samuel reached what he believed to be the halfway point, they were both covered in white dust and looked like apparitions floating down the steps.
“Why do we have to get outside to slip?” Lindsay asked as she continued in the lead, now yelling over the sound of crushing stone.
“I don’t know. Kole said we had to get free of the mountain before we could.”
Samuel thought of the way the reversion slowed as it entered the tower. It crawled through the open windows and snaked up the stone, but it never came through full force the way it had in the cave with Mara. He believed the mountain held an energy that slowed the reversion, and it probably had the same effect on a slip.
Lindsay nodded and turned to go down another step when a massive hunk of stone fell inward, landing in the middle of the spiral staircase and knocking her down. Samuel saw the grimace on her face as the fragment of the mountain trapped her foot between two stairs. She cried out and pulled at her knee with both hands in a futile attempt to free herself from the collapse. Samuel scurried down to her, careful not to step on the hunk of stone now holding Lindsay to the mountain.
“Let me see,” he said, screaming over the destruction. He reached down and saw that her foot was trapped between the angle of the fallen stone and the smooth surface of the step. He sighed, thankful it had not crushed her leg entirely.
“When I say so, I want you to turn your ankle inward, toe pointing toward your other leg. Got it?”
Lindsay nodded, biting her lip and turning her head away from the sight.
“On three. One, two, three.”
Lindsay turned, and Samuel pushed the slab of stone as hard as he could. It was enough to allow her to slide her leg out. She brought her knee up to her chest and winced. Samuel saw her rotating her foot and thought there might be hope yet.
“Can you stand?”
“I’ll try,” she said.
Samuel grabbed her underneath both arms and helped to ease her to her feet. He watched as she used her good leg to push her weight upward. Leaning against the wall of the staircase, Lindsay was able to stand, but Samuel knew she would not be able to move at full speed.
“How does that feel?”
She looked at him, flipping him the middle finger.
“Stupid question. Sorry. Can you walk?”
Lindsay nodded, biting her bottom lip.
Samuel took the lead, guessing they had to be at least two thirds of the way down the staircase. It was at that moment he realized they would never make it. The mountain shook them in its grip as the reversion threatened to bring it down from the inside out. He watched more and more stone tumbling down the staircase, blocking their descent and any hope of getting out in time. He stopped, and Lindsay came to a standstill behind him, hopping on her uninjured foot.
“We’re not going to make it,” he said to her.
“Don’t talk like that.”
“I’m serious. Look. The staircase is already filled with chunks of stone.”
Fissures in the stairwell caused by the reversion’s attack allowed light to come through and illuminate the steps in a ghostly fog. The combination of noise, dust and vibrations made Samuel feel as though he stood inside an angry volcano, ready to spew forth its molten madness. Lindsay looked down and then into Samuel’s eyes.
“Go without me,” she said.
He waved her off instantly. “I wouldn’t. And even if I did, I couldn’t make it through.”
Another rumbling shook the staircase. The reversion had the mountain by the throat. Samuel and Lindsay stumbled backward, arms outstretched while trying to keep their balance.
“So what do we do?” she asked, a hint of resignation sliding underneath her words.
Before Samuel could answer, he felt an odd sensation. As a child, Samuel’s parents had taken him to New York City, where they climbed the metal stairwell to the top of the Statue of Liberty. An unusually brisk July wind had come off the harbor and pushed the statue back and forth, giving those looking out of her crown a somewhat unstable view of lower Manhattan. Samuel remembered the feeling of that swaying motion at a great height. The memory combined with his current situation made him want to vomit.
“This thing is coming down,” Lindsay said.

      [image: image-placeholder]“We’re going to have to try now.” 
“But I thought Kole said we couldn’t here, that the mountain wouldn’t let us?”
Samuel shook his head, wiping the dust of crushed stone from his nose. “True. But I’m not so sure the mountain exists anymore. I think it’s already in pieces, and maybe those cracks are enough to allow us to slip out.”
Samuel looked at her, hoping to hide the fear and doubt coursing through his veins. He looked upward, toward the tower, and wondered when it would all come crashing down upon them. Samuel guessed minutes, possibly seconds.
“Then let’s get on with it. I’d rather not be buried here.”
He nodded and closed his eyes. They both sat on the edge of a step, canting downward. Samuel hoped it would remain long enough for him to open the portal.
“We’ll have to wait for it to open. When it does, don’t let go of my hand. When I jump, you jump.”
Lindsay smiled and nodded. Samuel withdrew the triskele from underneath his shirt and squeezed it in the palm of his hand. He could feel a thrumming; a current of energy moving through it that gave him a sliver of hope.
He closed his eyes and let the dance of color appear inside his head. Samuel remembered what he learned from all of his previous slips. The slip felt like riding a bicycle. At first, the task seemed insurmountable, yet every child eventually rode upon those two thin wheels. Samuel had not forgotten how to conjure the portal and could now do so much faster.
The portal appeared as it always had: a pinprick of light in the middle of darkness. Samuel watched it grow inside his mind, his eyes closed. Another shift in the mountain threw Lindsay into his shoulder, but Samuel fought the physical sensation and allowed the bright hole to expand until it filled his entire, internal vision. He opened his eyes and saw it transform into the physical realm.
Lindsay clutched his arm as the external wall fell away. Fierce, screeching winds yanked at her hair, threatening to pull her off the staircase and smash her to the desert floor thousands of feet below. Samuel imagined being at altitude inside a commercial airliner and having the side of the craft ripped open. He fought to keep them tethered to the stone steps for a few more seconds until the portal would be large enough for them to enter.
“Hurry,” Lindsay screamed, knowing Samuel had no control over the portal’s expansion.
She leaned over the steps, where the cloud had backed off the mountain and provided her with a dizzying view of the desert floor. The staircase swayed back and forth, each movement a bit farther than the last. Lindsay could see the horizon rushing inward as if driven by a massive sandstorm. The cloud rose above the mountain, and then began to descend upon it like a final curtain call.
The portal opened to the size of a bay window and then slowed, still expanding. Samuel watched as it floated outward until it hovered in the air beyond the wall of the staircase, hanging several thousand feet above the ground.
“Oh my God, Samuel. I can’t. I’m so afraid of heights. I can’t.”
Samuel suppressed his own fear and thought back to his time in the trees, high above the wolves and the horde.
This is just like that, he thought. Just don’t look down.
He could not bring himself to say that ridiculous thing to Lindsay. He could never imagine anyone scared of heights being comforted by not looking down. They always did anyway. Instead, he acknowledged the situation and gave her one last instruction.
“On three, we dive as if the portal is the deep end at the local pool. Hands out and up, head first. Don’t let go of my hand.”
Lindsay nodded as another explosion rocked the mountain. An ungodly thunder broke overhead, and Samuel did not need to look up to realize the tower was falling, crushing everything below it with sheer volume and gravity.
Samuel felt the steps sway and then stop. The moment of free fall caught him in his abdomen as the steps below them began to fall away with the walls of the staircase. In another second, they would be dropped as well.
“Now,” Samuel yelled.
Lindsay locked her hand in his, and they leapt from the step toward the portal that hung in open space above the crumbling mountain. She tucked her head like he told her and felt the brush of stone pass her hip and knee as her body launched through the air.








  
  Chapter 13


Samuel allowed the gentle pull from within the portal to tug him past the clutches of the reversion. He closed his eyes, a useless gesture in the utter blackness of the void. Lindsay’s hand remained in his, and he squeezed it in quick pulses to let her know he was still there. A soundless wind blew past his face as it lifted his body in a direction he could not sense. Even inside his own head, Samuel’s screams fell silent. 
He floated that way for what felt like hours. Samuel recalled his earlier slips, and knew this was the case. However, it never felt right, even though he knew what to expect. Much like a veteran paramedic arriving to the scene of an accident, Samuel could not quite quell the anxiety of a slip, no matter how many times it occurred.
It was not until the dot of light appeared that he realized they would come out on the other side. He considered the possibility they would float endlessly, tumbling through a nonexistence, caught between a world in its death throes and something else. He knew that was always a risk because nothing was ever guaranteed. Even a simple walk to the store could result in a tragic accident. It could happen, and the possibility should have never been taken lightly.
The light grew and expanded outward, casting a blue-tinged glow on his arm. For the first time, he could look to his right and see Lindsay, still clutching his hand, eyes closed. She blinked and turned her face toward his, allowing the slightest smile to form. Samuel felt his body slow as the air moving through the portal relaxed. Without a stationary, physical marker, Samuel could only guess their speed.
His feet came underneath him as his body turned to where he imagined the ground to be. It was quite possible he slipped upward or downward, but Samuel held onto the mental manifestation of a flying body through a void, much like a superhero in children’s stories.
The diffused light gave way to the azure of a natural sky. Samuel grinned, finally seeing the skies as he remembered them and not as the corrupted, rotting manifestation brought by the reversion. As the aperture expanded outward, he saw two white shapes: puffy, light clouds crawling across the pristine sky. He had the sensation of flying outside an aircraft without a terrestrial marker to put his body into context. Samuel looked again at Lindsay and sensed the same feelings of wonder and curiosity.
It was the first cry from a seagull that brought a wave of relief he had not felt for a long time. He recognized the trailing screech of the sea bird and almost cried when another returned its call.
The bottom of the portal expanded down and behind his feet until Samuel could see a blinding whiteness beneath. The salty, organic scent of the ocean flooded his nose, and he almost forgot to breathe. At the same moment, his feet touched the warming comfort of white sand. He turned to see Lindsay crying. Her tears fed into a full-fledged laugh that brought her to her knees.
For the first time since entering the portal, Samuel released Lindsay’s hand, allowing her to sink farther into the sand. She sat, sobbing and laughing, her body unsure which emotion should take precedence.
Samuel brushed a hand through his hair and, after his eyes adjusted, spun to look around. Several palm trees sat waving in a whispering breeze that pushed through them on its way out to the sea. The wind current moved in the opposite direction of the natural world. A forest began at the base of a gentle slope which extended upward into the blue sky. Looking left and right, Samuel saw a pristine beach curling back around itself. The warm, clear water bubbled and retreated. He collapsed in the sand, savoring the grit in his teeth and the continued singing of the seagulls overhead. Samuel removed his shoes and curled his toes in the soft, warm sand.
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“No, but if I don’t stop, I’ll make myself sick.”
Samuel chuckled as he pulled two more blue crabs from the fire. The stick was charred and black, but the crabs were cooked to perfection within their shells. He snapped the claw and tasted the salty flavor as he sucked the soft meat from within. Samuel swallowed, knowing he had to take it slow or he would be vomiting, as well.
“Want to go for a walk?”
Samuel stood and brushed the pieces of crab shell from his bare chest. He glanced once at the fire and then back to Lindsay. Her shirt lay on the sand, her black bra accentuated by smooth skin. Samuel tried not to gaze at all of her tattoos, hoping he would have time to explore them in more detail.
“Where?”
“Anywhere,” she said.
Samuel reached his hand out and she took it. They headed toward the western horizon, where the sun slowly sank in a fiery ball of copper. It ignited the clouds until they glowed with the orange intensity of a branding iron. He knew they had only been here for a few hours, yet he could feel the stress of the reversion slipping away with the low tide going out with the sunset. Neither he nor Lindsay noticed it should have been high tide. Low tide goes out in the morning, not at sunset. His nose no longer throbbed with each heartbeat, and Samuel could barely see the puncture wound in Lindsay’s shoulder.
They walked, and Samuel knew it was time. “Where do you think we are?”
“Samuel, please. As long as we’re not in mortal danger, can we not talk about it? I’d like at least one night of normalcy before we have to come back to whatever reality we’re in.”
He thought it was a wonderful idea. “The fire should keep us warm.”
“We won’t need the fire,” she said with a devilish gleam in her eyes.
They walked along the beach, hand in hand and silent. Lindsay closed her eyes and let the sultry, ocean breeze caress her face while Samuel led, intently listening to the cries of the gulls. They walked until the sun dipped beneath the water and the first glimmers of stars appeared overhead. At one point, Samuel stopped and stood facing the open water. He turned, and Lindsay spun with him as they headed back to camp. By the time they arrived, the fire had gone cold and a full moon hovered above, giving everything below a glistening, silver tint.
“Could there be bears, or something?”
Samuel knew she was about to ask him about wolves before catching herself. “Could be, but I haven’t seen anything but the crabs and the gulls.”
She nodded, realizing they would have to sleep at some point and that dying here would be preferable to any end the reversion could conjure.
“Should I get the fire going again?” Samuel asked.
When Lindsay did not reply, he turned to see the light of the moon outlining her body. She stood, her naked skin appearing as porcelain in the moonlight.
Samuel stepped toward her and placed his hands on her hips. She collapsed into the sand, pulling him down on top of her. Samuel kissed her and knew she was right. They would have no need for a fire.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun rose, quickly scalding the night and chasing it from the skies. Samuel opened his eyes, smelling Lindsay’s hair. He buried his nose in her neck and felt the warmth of her skin on his. She moaned and turned over onto her back, her arms crossed over her naked breasts. 
“Good morning,” she whispered.
Samuel placed a light kiss on her lips and sat up. Their clothes sat where they had left them, along with the remains of the previous night’s dinner. The gulls resumed their lonely calls and the sun warmed his face as he inhaled the ocean’s scent.
“Hungry?” he asked.
“I am. Just ate last night, and I think I need to eat again.”
Samuel winked. “I almost forgot what it was like to be hungry.”
Lindsay’s face puckered, and Samuel regretted bringing it up so soon.
“Let me see what I can find,” he said.
Samuel stretched and looked at his clothes. Finding no particularly good reason to put them back on, he walked down the beach in the direction they went the night before. He picked up a stick, examining the end and trying to determine whether it was sharp enough to skewer more crabs. If not, he might have to scour the forest at the base of the hill for other sustenance. Samuel kept walking, the sun warming his back and drawing a glistening sweat from his pores. He turned and saw Lindsay standing in the surf, her body tall and lithe in the waves. Samuel fought the sudden rush of heat and desire and refocused his energies on finding a morning meal.
He continued further until Lindsay became a mere speck on the surface of the beach. He stopped and looked at the palm trees, wondering if he had to enter. Samuel let his gaze drift upward, past the trees and to the elevated rise that kept guard over the sea. He continued scanning it until his eyes looked past the summit and into the deep blue sky. Samuel squinted and placed a hand over his head, trying to determine exactly what he saw. He shook his head and looked again. Just above the billowing white on the horizon, Samuel could see the charcoal texture of a cloud. The seagulls had fallen silent.
###

The Cosmic Horror Trilogy Book 3 is next. Finish the completed trilogy on Amazon right now!
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  Chapter 1


The edges of the black cloud filled the peak and smothered the empty cauldron. Kole stood with Deva’s staff in his hand, feeling the surge of energy left to him by his father, the same energy that healed his wounds from the battle with Major. The air tasted like rotten eggs and a shrill hum rose in volume as if the wind was about to die. Kole shook his head and blinked. He was not used to having his sensory perception returned to normal in the reversion, one of the results of accepting Deva’s power. 
Kole felt death’s familiar whisper in his ear, never hearing the words but knowing it meant the end all the same. He watched Samuel and Lindsay run through the doorway and down the spiral staircase. He would find a way to slip before the entire mountain crumbled to dust. Kole remembered when Major tested Samuel, dropping him into a parallel universe to see if he could swim. The woman they found, Mara, knew the reversion favored Samuel because he had an ability they did not. She brought him back but they all recognized Samuel's special abilities. Kole was too angry and indifferent to detect those signs then, but now he knew. Deva was Samuel’s father and Samuel was destined to rule over the reversion and preserve the Great Cycle. That’s how it was supposed to be.
Kole smiled and thought of his parting words to Samuel.
Don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out.
“That fucker knew I put one over on him. He looked right in my eyes and knew I took his throne but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.”
He took three steps from the cauldron, walked into the cloud and peered out of the window cut through the rock. Kole hoped to catch a glimpse of Samuel or Lindsay. The reversion would not allow it. The cloud crawled over the rock face and devoured what was below as it had in the past and future. All universes ended this way. Some lasted longer than others.
Kole turned around and could barely see the cauldron. He felt a stirring in his stomach, a pain as though he wanted to vomit but could not bring it up.
“What the fuck are you doing with me?” he asked the reversion. “Ain’t never gone through one as top dog, as far as I can remember.”
The air inside the peak thickened and the wind’s distant cries intensified like an approaching locomotive. The pitch lowered and growled as the mountain shook beneath his feet. Kole could barely see anything in the room and the pain in his stomach forced him to hunch over and heave, releasing nothing but a sickened smile and a strand of saliva.
“Let’s do this. I’m ready,” Kole said.
“One must always be ready, my lord.”
Kole shot upright with his mouth open and his heart threatening to break free of his chest. He waved at the cloud as if to part the smoke and allow him to see who spoke.
“Is that you, Major, you son of a bitch? I swear to God, I’m sick of your shit. I will cut your ass to pieces.”
The threat sounded silly to his own ears, which made Kole giggle. He gripped the staff in his right hand, happy to have anything to use as a weapon. He killed people with less.
“I am Shallna and I will be your servant.”
As the hooded figure stepped through the cloud and towards Kole, he noticed the air thinned. He detected the faint odor of sulfur and burnt pine. When Shallna stopped a foot from him, Kole held his staff up in the air and roared with laughter.
“You’re the goddamn Grim Reaper. Holy fuck.”
“My name is Shallna.”
“Right. Got it, Grim. Now I know I’m in Hell.”
Shallna’s hood hung over his head, obscuring his face. His bony, white fingers wrapped around a staff carved from ancient bone. His robe was the deepest black Kole had ever seen and the creases were filled with gray dust as old as the mountain itself. The cloud enclosed Shallna and Kole as if forming a cell. The mountain’s death throes subsided but did not stop completely.
“I am here to serve the lord of the reversion as I have many times in the Great Cycle. I bowed to your father and now I bow to you.”
Kole’s mouth hung open as Shallna took one step back and bowed at the waist. Kole looked to his right at the cauldron and then towards the window, looking out upon the desert wasteland. Although he did not expect it, Kole would not have been surprised to see Deva appear. Shallna stood up after his exaggerated bow and remained motionless.
“I can’t see your face,” Kole said.
Shallna raised his hand and pushed the hood back. Kole recoiled and would have fallen if he did not have his staff in hand and firmly on the floor. At first, he thought Shallna was wearing a Halloween mask. No living flesh could look that old. The man’s thin, pasty skin hung in droopy folds from a bony face. Kole could see the sharp angles and cuts of the man’s skull beneath. Shallna’s white eyebrows met above his nose and tufts of gray hair jutted from random places on his face. He opened his eyes to reveal red pupils set in recessed, bloodshot eyes. Shallna smiled when he saw the disgust on Kole’s face, displaying diseased and wretched teeth filed to sharp points.
“My appearance disturbs you.”
“You look like the Emperor from Star Wars. Yeah, that fucking disturbs me.”
“I forget how young you are,” Shallna said. “The reversion has not had time to…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Weather you.”
“Put your hood back on.”
Shallna did as Kole instructed.
“Just like that, huh? I tell you to do something and you do it. No questions asked.”
Shallna grunted, forcing the confirmation from his mouth.
“Kiss my hand.”
“My lord?”
“I said kiss my hand.”
“The cloud, the reversion. The mountain will be—”
“The mountain will wait. Kiss my motherfucking hand.”
Kole held out his left hand while gripping the staff in his right. He dropped his wrist like a lady making an entrance at a grand ball. Shallna took Kole’s left hand in his right and brought it up to his face. Kole felt Shallna’s icy breath on his skin and pulled his hand back as if it were on fire.
“Good enough.”
Shallna bowed again and Kole sensed this was out of habit more than respect.
“Is the reversion going to take us out? Felt like the mountain was coming down before you got here.”
“It will,” Shallna said. “I do not have the power to stop the reversion and neither do you. You must manage it and I will service you.”
“Whoa. I guess you ain’t been around modern America lately, old buddy. Where I come from, ‘servicing’ is something the queers do to each other. I don’t need your service.”
Shallna stood still, waiting. If the master said not to use a word, he would not use it. He was not privy to the rationale behind most things. In time, as had happened with Deva, he would learn from Kole. Shallna knew the lord of the reversion came through the bloodline. However, the second son took the throne from the first born and that never happened before.
“We do not have much time.”
Kole chuckled and looked around the peak again. Tendrils of smoke crawled from the corners and Kole thought the smoke hissed like snakes. Shallna stood still and waited.
“What do I have to do?”
“You must choose the next locale. The next reversion to initiate.”
“Are you some sort of multi-dimensional travel agent? Choose from what?”
Shallna showed his black grin while removing the orb from beneath his robe.
“From this,” he said to Kole.
Kole reached out with his left hand and placed it on the orb. It reminded him of a bowling ball without the finger holes. The surface was smooth and chilled like a marble floor on a winter day. Lines of light passed through the orb, dancing beneath the surface to an unheard song. Kole felt a tingling sensation where his skin touched the surface and he pulled his hand away.
“What the hell is it?” he asked.
“The orb.”
Kole shrugged and rolled his eyes.
“It is the nucleus of the reversion.”
Kole shook his head as if that explanation was the most worthless he had ever heard.
“It is from within the orb you will find the reversion’s next destination.”
“A crystal ball. Why didn’t you just say that, you cryptic asshole?”
Shallna waited, uncertain of what Kole was asking.
“I look into this and it takes us there?” Kole asked.
Shallna looked around as the smoke snakes came closer to the orb. Matter gathered at the edges and Kole thought it looked like the smoke was morphing into real snakes.
“There is not much time left. If you do not choose the new locality, the reversion will do so for you.”
Shallna shivered and pushed the orb a bit closer toward Kole to emphasize the urgency of their situation.
“What do I do?”
“Place your hand on the orb and look into it.”
Kole moved his left hand towards the orb until it hovered just above the glassy, glowing surface.
“Like this?”
Shallna waited. Kole was stubborn and strong but he had a head made of granite.
“Before I do this, I need to know what the fuck is up.”
The smoke snakes hissed and came closer to the orb. They were snapping their translucent jaws at Shallna’s robe. He raised his head and his hood slipped onto the back of his neck. Shallna made eye contact with Kole for the second time.
“You are the lord of—”
“No,” Kole said, interrupting Shallna. “I mean what’s up with Samuel. Lindsay.”
Shallna nodded.
“Deva fulfilled his ahimsa by relinquishing the reversion to a son.”
The smoke snakes hissed at the mention of the former lord.
“However, Samuel did not fulfill his and that is why the Great Cycle has pushed him into another reversion.”
“So his duty is to—”
“Sit on the throne,” Shallna said, hoping his master would not punish him for the interruption. The reversion would wait only so long and, judging from the movement of the cloud’s tentacles, they did not have much time left.
“He wants my gig. I got it now. I’m the boss but Samuel has to become the boss to get released. Is that what you’re saying?”
Shallna nodded.
“How does he get it? Does he have to kill me first?”
“The reversion does not recognize life and death as you have in the past. If Samuel makes it to the peak of a reversion and destroys the cauldron, he will become the new lord and, in doing so, fulfill his dharmic responsibility.”
“Where does that leave me?” Kole asked.
“I do not know, my lord.”
“The fuck you don’t, Grim. I command you to tell me now.”
Shallna remained silent.
“So Samuel is coming for me. He’s going to seek out the cauldron and destroy it and I gotta keep him from doing that. I gotta stop him and his little bitch from crashing my crib. What if he does? What happens to me?”
Shallna winced as duty bound him to answer.
“The reversion will swallow you into an everlasting hell. You have become the lord of the reversion and if you do not protect what you have been sworn to guard, you will suffer forever.”
Kole nodded as he realized how simple his existence had become, even in a world of infinite universes.
“Samuel needs to destroy the cauldron to save his soul and I need to stop him to save mine.”
Shallna nodded as the first tendril of smoke to materialize into a serpent sunk its fangs into Kole’s wrist.
“Get the fuck off me,” Kole said as he shook his arm and dispelled the snake in a puff of smoke. Three more formed and circled the orb.
The invisible, protective cell that Shallna created was being eaten away at the edges by the reversion. The cloud could not be held off for much longer. Shallna pulled his hood over his face and the orb shook in his hands.
“Master, please.”
Kole nodded. The mountain shook and the vibration came through Kole’s feet and rumbled through his entire body. He felt a headache instantly blossom behind his forehead and realized only moments were left before the reversion decided his destination for him.
“I’m ready.”
“Look into it and the orb will present your options. Place your finger on the world you wish to rule.”
Kole laughed. The entire process felt ridiculous, like a scene out of Lord of the Rings. The pain in his body, however, was not humorous. The headache grew in intensity and that narrowed his vision. Kole felt the sickness in his stomach again.
He looked into the orb, past Shallna’s fingers holding it in place, and saw the emergence of a landscape. Elongated buildings stretched into a dark, black sky. The steel and glass exteriors created artificial canyons with an onyx ribbon of asphalt on the ground. The carcasses of automobiles sat on the roads. They were piled in random places and charred by fires so intense they blackened the steel. Kole saw a flock of black birds circling the top of the buildings, swirling around them in silent motion. A low fog clung to the surface obscuring the storefronts and street signs.
“New York City? Looks like I Am Legend.”
Shallna did not know how to respond.
“That locality suffered an apocalyptic event and the reversion is there to cleanse it.”
“Are there people there?” Kole asked.
“You mean Samuel?”
“I guess I do.”
Shallna nodded. “He will be there. With others.”
“If I can get that reversion to swallow him, I’m good, right?”
“Yes, my lord.”
Kole smiled. He was going to enjoy a change of location, especially in a world already destroyed. He looked closer into the orb.
“I don’t think its NYC. I don’t know what city it is.”
“The orb shows the multiverse. It may not be one that existed in your world of origin.”
“I don’t recognize the make or model of those old cars,” Kole said. “It’s like the ruins of a city from another planet. Let’s rock this fucking thing.”
Shallna waited as it became difficult to see the orb through the encroaching smoke of the reversion.
“We must go now,” he said to Kole.
“Here we come, Samuel. Better be bringing your A-game. Me and the Reaper here, we’re gonna fuck your world up.”
Shallna and Kole disappeared in a burst of light as the orb transported them from the peak. The mountain crumbled into the cloud and the world collapsed into the eternal void of the reversion.






  
  Chapter 2


Samuel pretended they were not in another reversion. He closed his eyes and tried to wish it away. He escaped the desolation of the previous world with Lindsay at his side and he believed in the impossible now, including the long lost feelings of warmth and love he thought were gone forever. But underneath it all, Samuel knew he was not free. The taste of the air, the way the sound warbled in his ears. It all indicated this world was in reversion, and no matter how hard Samuel tried to convince himself it wasn’t, the truth would be there like the unending tides crawling up the sand at them. 
Those final moments at the peak brought Samuel a clarity he hadn’t had since he put the noose around his neck in the prison cell. Deva revealed he was their spiritual father, that Kole and Mara were his siblings. Samuel did not quite understand the difference between a spiritual father and an ordinary father, but he did not care. He saw enough of the Great Cycle to understand powers and energies were in the multiverse beyond his comprehension. He felt the connection with Mara, and Samuel was pleased he was able to play some role in her redemption.
Mara helped him set aside the residual guilt. Samuel felt a sense of closure with Deva. The man, the zombie, the creature, the demon—Samuel could not classify the being that claimed to be his father. In Deva’s final moments at the end of a reversion, he looked at peace. The transition of power did not go the way Deva expected, which led Samuel to believe that even the lords of the reversion were not privileged to all of its mysteries. Deva seemed surprised the Great Cycle would allow another son to take the helm, not Samuel the first born. Kole sacrificed his own redemption to save Lindsay and Samuel. At least that’s what Samuel believed until their final conversation.
With the mountain collapsing beneath them, Kole volunteered to take over for Deva. He would be the new overseer of the reversion and make sure the Great Cycle continued into eternity until he, too, earned his redemption and turned his rule over to a son. Kole did not have spiritual children in the Great Cycle or earth children in his previous life. He did not consider that in the moment he stepped forward and took Deva’s place instead of Samuel. It was not something Samuel or Lindsay would have known either.
What did not occur to Kole and was hidden from Shallna is this would be the final reversion of the Great Cycle. Passing the throne to a son was not needed because nothing would exist once the final reversion surrendered to the last cloud. This multiverse would cease to exist and the existence of an infinite number of multiverses would remain an epic and eternal mystery.
So Samuel and Lindsay escaped, slipped through a portal and into a new reversion. They left Kole standing next to an empty cauldron with Deva’s staff in his hand. Mara was gone and they disposed of Major. The old man’s corporal form would never return to the reversion, although he could learn to communicate across the multiverse. His inner core, his soul, could never be destroyed. But like a castaway stranded on an island, few would ever hear his desperate, sad calls.
Lindsay and Samuel landed on the beach of a tropical paradise. They let down their guard and enjoyed the sex as if it was the first time they ever experienced it. Lindsay did not try to hide her physical and emotional scars from Samuel and he did not sabotage their love with his guilt. They laughed and kissed like lovers with not a care in the world.
He knew it as soon as the seagulls went silent that first morning. Samuel ignored the signs so he could enjoy Lindsay. But as the morning approached, it became harder for them to ignore the pending doom. Samuel tried telling himself it was a storm—natural and logical. He pretended they were not in another reversion.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel could see Lindsay standing in the surf. Even though she was hundreds of yards down the shore, he saw her splashing in the salty water, naked and playful. He walked along the beach letting the tide swirl around his ankles and then retreat back into whatever body of water he happened to be standing in. The water, the island and the sun reminded Samuel of his honeymoon in Aruba. The air was dry and fragrant with the scent of sandalwood and coconut and the sun warmed the skin and the soul. He remembered the fine, white sands of that beach from a lifetime ago and if Samuel closed his eyes he would have felt as though he was walking it again. 
As he came closer to their camp, he noticed Lindsay was now sitting in the sand, wearing her shirt and panties.
She knows we’re in a reversion too, he thought.
Lindsay had her knees drawn up and her chin resting on top of them. The breeze tossed her dark hair back. Long silken strands danced about her face and over a reluctant smile.
Samuel stopped a few feet from Lindsay and put his hands on his hips. He looked over the palm trees at the gray cloud and then back out over the ocean that cut a line at the bottom of the crystal blue horizon.
“Find any food?” she asked.
Samuel shook his head.
“It’s fine. I’m not really hungry anymore.”
“Lindsay, I—”
“No, don’t,” Lindsay said. “We both know, right? Sit down and hold me. Let’s watch the morning turn to afternoon.”
Samuel sighed and sat next to her in the sand. He felt stupid in his nakedness and reached over a shoulder for his T-shirt. He slid it over his head and gave Lindsay a tired smile.
“I’m losing my sense of what’s real and what isn’t. This. What we shared last night. What the hell is that?”
Lindsay kept her eyes on the horizon.
“It was an act of love, Samuel. I’m not used to those, so please let me enjoy it instead of trying to classify it like a fucking scientist.”
Samuel’s face flushed and he turned away. After a few moments, he chuckled.
“This shit ain’t fair. I didn’t ask for any of this. I didn’t ask to be King Shit of the reversion or the heir to the Deva throne. I don’t want to have to keep moving through these dying worlds, not knowing when or if I’ll ever get out. Why I can’t I just be dead like everyone else?”
“How do you know you’re not? Maybe this is what happens to everyone. Maybe we never ‘die’ in the mortal sense. I remember reading a book about it. I think the term was ‘biocentrism.’ The scientist said we could all be eternal energy. I think he meant ‘soul’ but didn’t want to say that because it sounded too religious. His idea is that energy moves from one physical body to another, different universes. Our bodies are kind of like cable boxes—different places and many of them, but we are all broadcasting the same signal. That signal is our soul.”
Samuel turned and smiled at Lindsay. He put his left arm around her and inhaled the scent of her hair that was more delightful than the sea breeze itself.
“Right. Let’s not classify it like a fucking scientist.”
Lindsay tucked her head down beneath Samuel’s chin and nestled into his chest. He pulled her closer and felt her warmth. The sun was rising slowly in the sky, but the temperature was not climbing along with it, another sign that neither of them could ignore.
“Deva seemed surprised Kole was willing to take over for him,” Samuel said. “I know Deva was eager to be released from the Great Cycle, but I get the feeling it’s supposed to be me. I think my redemption is in ruling the reversion, not Kole.”
Lindsay sat up and kissed Samuel on the lips. She tasted salty and irresistible. Samuel pushed the hair from her face, guided her back on to the sand and pushed his erection between her legs. She smiled and closed her eyes.
They ignored the reversion. They could not know when they would ever get the chance again. Without speaking, they acknowledged the finality of their situation and made love at the end of the world.
Although the cloud seemed to be moving slower in this reversion, time moved faster. It lurched ahead in spasms like a bad cough. One moment the sun appeared to be in early morning and the next it was late afternoon. Samuel and Lindsay spent an hour tangled in each other’s arms and yet dusk was falling in their illusion of tropical paradise.
“I don’t know if I’m tired from the workout or because this reversion is fucking with my internal clock.”
Samuel smiled at Lindsay. He struggled to take his eyes off of her face. The setting sun cast an orange hue over her dark hair and brought the color out of her cheeks. He giggled like a sixth-grader behind the bleachers with an eighth-grade girl.
“Let’s sleep for whatever constitutes a night in this reversion,” Samuel said. “In the morning, we should explore the rest of the island and find out how to move east, ahead of the cloud. Again.”
Lindsay nodded, closed her eyes and curled up into Samuel.

      [image: image-placeholder]“The arrangement. It will not suffice.” 
Samuel knew he was dreaming, yet the voice in his head was not his own.
“What?”
“Look at me, son.”
Samuel opened his eyes within the dream and saw his father sitting across from him on the black, plastic rocker the family had in the living room through most of the 1980s. Deva, his spiritual father, took the physical form of his earth father. His red hair was thin on the top but was still bright orange. The man’s beard hid most of his face and the tip of it touched the top of his Pittsburgh Steeler’s shirt. Deva pushed the glasses up his nose as his earth father had done so many times before. Samuel raised his eyebrows.
“This was about 1987. I was getting straight As but drinking and getting into all kinds of trouble.”
“This was the most complete frame I could inhabit,” Deva said. “This moment in time came to me faster than any other.”
Samuel nodded, remembering the details from that conversation as though watching it on a movie screen. Neither of Samuel’s parents went to college and he was poised to be the first in the family to do so. Samuel’s mom could not understand her dark, introverted son. He was polite and thoughtful and did exceptionally well in school. Yet he ran with the burnouts, the troublemakers, the rabble-rousers.
“This was one of the few times when you didn’t scream at me or threaten me. You were really trying to figure me out.”
“We don’t have time for that now, Samuel. We have more urgent matters.”
Samuel closed his dream eyes for a moment and then looked back at Deva in his earth-father form.
“Fine. It’s just really weird sitting here in our living room again. I can smell mom’s meatloaf in the oven.”
This time Deva smiled but it was swallowed by the beard.
“It was not supposed to be Kole.”
“I know,” Samuel said. “I could see it in your face at the peak. You let it happen.”
“The reversion let it happen. That means the task before you is supposed to be.”
Samuel looked down at the Appetite for Destruction T-shirt clinging to his teenage chest. He wanted nothing more than to crank some Guns N’ Roses on the boom box in his bedroom.
“I’m first born. I have to be the lord of the reversion.”
Deva nodded in affirmation.
“How?”
“You are not in the same reversion as Kole. You must create a portal and slip to his.”
“But I don’t know where-”
“You will,” said Deva. “When the portal opens you will feel his presence and choose that destination. Go there, find your brother. Confront him.”
“Kill him?” Samuel asked.
“I’m uncertain,” Deva said. “The Great Cycle has not revealed that to me. But to remove him from power, you must destroy the cauldron. His fate is symbolically bound to that artifact. Yours is not. Destroy it and you will be the rightful heir to the reversion’s throne.”
“What happens to Kole?” Samuel asked.
“I do not know. He will do everything in his power to stop you from reaching the peak, where he will be guarding the portal. He will manipulate reality and conjure forces that will stretch you to your limits. You must defeat them. All of them. Get to the peak, destroy the cauldron and let the reversion decide the fate of your brother. He seized the throne in an opportunistic move to gain power and you must reset the balance.”
Samuel heard his little brother coming in the backdoor from an afternoon of touch football. Plates clanged in the kitchen as his mother loaded the dishwasher.
“I wish I could say I missed 1987, but I don’t. You were a hard ass and I thought you hated me.”
Deva winced and Samuel saw him squirm in the chair for a moment before regaining his serious expression.
“Destroy the cauldron and you will have fulfilled your ahimsa.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay woke first and tugged on Samuel’s shirt to wake him. The sun was hanging above the horizon, but she felt as though it was closer to mid-day. The beach was idyllic, warm, and the air was sweet. She felt as though it was all a ruse to keep them pinned down, a kinder, subtler approach than spider crabs. Lindsay’s experience was making her more attuned to the ways of the reversion and its manipulation of fabricated reality. 
“C’mon.”
Samuel groaned and rolled over on to his back. His eyes fluttered and then opened. He rubbed a hand over his face and felt the stubble edging towards a beard. He arrived in this reversion clean-shaven and now the growth was returning.
“Kole.”
“What?” Lindsay asked.
“Kole. We have to find Kole.”
“Why?”
Samuel sat up and shook the sand from his arms. He sighed and looked into the sky where the cloud moved closer to the east. Echoes of the conversation with Deva rattled inside his head like a brutal hangover.
“I’ll explain on the way. Let’s get dressed and then find the highest elevation we can.”
“Another portal?”
“Yes,” Samuel said. “They open easier at higher elevations. I don’t know why it took me so long to put that together, but I think it’s why the reversions always end at the peak. Let’s hike to the edge of the forest and then up the slope.”
“That’s going toward the cloud, not away from it.”
“I know. It’s a risk, but I think we’ll have an easier time opening a portal if we’re a few hundred feet above sea level.”
Lindsay nodded and gathered her clothes and rucksack from the sand. It would have been so nice to spend a few days on the surf, eating and having sex with Samuel. It’s exactly what the reversion wanted them to do.
They walked through the sand to the edge of the forest where the land sloped upward. What Samuel and Lindsay assumed was an island was a peninsula jutting out into an open sea. The ground rose toward the mountaintop. The cloud crawled from the west and appeared to be spilling over the peak in slow, wispy waves. A gull flew overhead, cutting through the sky in silent flight. The trees gave off the familiar scent, although it was not nearly as strong as it should have been. Lindsay and Samuel spent enough time in the reversion to understand why their senses were dulled.
“Up, right?” Lindsay asked.
“Yes. It’s easier to slip.”
Samuel slipped within the old reversion but the higher elevation seemed to carry them further.
Samuel picked through the palm trees until the land sloped up to the first pines. The combination of the two types of trees would have been impossible in anything but a reversion. He continued walking with Lindsay three steps behind. Their feet moved atop the needles that had fallen to the ground. The pine needles deadened their steps even more than the natural noise suppression of the reversion.
“Why can’t you summon a portal now, or call it out, or whatever it is you do?”
Samuel stopped and looked over his shoulder at Lindsay. “I don’t know. Doesn’t feel right yet. Let’s go a little further, get a little higher.”
“What if we run into wolves or spider crabs?”
Samuel shook his head and started walking again. He tossed the words over his left shoulder while keeping his eyes facing forward. “We won’t. Not here.”
“Samuel, stop.”
He spun around as Lindsay stepped up to meet him.
“I feel like you’re holding out on me, like you know shit and you’re not saying it.”
“I’m not.”
“You keep giving me answers but you won’t tell me how you know.”
“I’m going on feeling, instinct,” Samuel said.
“I trust you, Samuel. You know that.”
“I do and I’m not going to lead you into danger. You know that.”
Lindsay smiled and pointed at the slope. “Let’s go. I’ll follow you.”
Samuel turned towards the trail and froze, not expecting to see Deva in the path.
“You must hurry,” Deva said.
Samuel felt Lindsay’s arm brush his right elbow. He glanced at her and then back to the trail where Deva stood, hovering between two trees. Deva’s robe floated a foot above the ground, obscuring his feet. His hands were at his side and Samuel noticed Deva was without his staff. The air around the old man was wavy and thin as if a breeze would blow him apart and scatter his essence to the forest.
“Father?” Samuel asked.
“I’m but a mere reflection, a message sent to you from the Great Cycle.”
“He’s like a hologram from R2D2,” Lindsay said.
“I’m listening,” Samuel said.
“The message is not for you. It is for her.”
Samuel looked at Lindsay and took a step back.
“This is Lindsay,” she said, as if Samuel had just handed her a cosmic phone to take a call from the great beyond.
“You are not my child.”
She shrugged but Deva continued before she could speak.
“Your ahimsa is tied to Samuel’s. This, I am sure you know. In order for you to fulfill your duty, you must see him safely to the peak where he will destroy the cauldron. You are his guard, his protector.”
“Hold up, now. I don’t need a woman—”
“If he fails, you fail,” Deva said, ignoring Samuel’s protest. “Forces will align against you. The lord of the reversion will send souls from your past to distract you. Through it all, Samuel must be your true north. Get him to the peak and do whatever must be done to succeed.”
Before Lindsay could speak or Samuel could ask Deva a question, the wind shook the trees and whisked away the former keeper of the reversion. They both watched as Deva turned into smoke and faded into the forest.
“Fuck,” Samuel said.
“Yeah,” Lindsay said. “I guess I’ve gotta look after your ass yet again.”
Samuel smiled at her and when he turned back to resume his climb, the growing edges of a portal appeared several feet ahead. He walked towards it with Lindsay at his side.








  
  Chapter 3


Tommy hated Detroit. He rooted against the Red Wings while the rest of his youth hockey team worshipped them. He didn’t have a specific problem with the city, the organization or the players. In fact, Tommy studied the veterans on the team in order to become a better hockey player. 
Tommy hated Detroit because he hated everything. It was the only thing in his heart. The boy was smart enough to fool his parents and his older sister, Mara. He knew what to say and when. He could turn his head and toss his short, moppy blonde hair to one side and look at an adult with eyes as big as hockey pucks.
Mara’s friends, those old enough to remember the original movie, called Tommy “Home Alone,” and it was hard not to notice the comparisons to the younger version of Macaulay Culkin. Tommy used his charm on teachers, coaches and any other adults that caught a glimmer of the evil living inside him. They would talk to him and feel an unnerving pain in the abdomen or hear the distant, dull sound that came before a headache. They would attribute it to old leftovers or spoiled Kung Pao shrimp. Tommy concealed his true, dark nature for so long that nobody connected those uncomfortable feelings of pain and despair to the golden child. Nobody believed those deep, blue eyes hid a soul of eternal darkness.
It started with Patches. His mom brought the dog home from the pound in an uncharacteristic move. Tommy and Mara’s parents were rarely home and even less fond of showering their children with gifts for no occasion.
The puppy shit on the floor and tore through the kitchen knocking the overflowing garbage can on its side.
“I’m taking it back, goddamnit,” his mother said from the living room. “I will not have that dog shitting in my house.”
It was Tommy, not Mara, who came to the dog’s defense. He grabbed a handful of paper towels and scooped the dog shit into his hands. The odor nearly knocked him over but Tommy staggered through the kitchen and pushed the screen door open into the paralyzing chill of a Michigan January. He tossed it into the snow and ran back inside, shoving handfuls of soggy cabbage and eggshells back into the plastic garbage can before his mom could come inside and really get angry at the mess on the floor.
“I got it, Mom. He’s scared. He doesn’t know where he is. I’ll take care of it.”
Their dad sighed, standing in the open doorway between the dining room and the kitchen. The yellow stains on his white T-shirt matched the grease splatter on the stove top. He tipped a sixteen-ounce can of Pabst back and held it there until beer trickled down his beard and on to his shirt.
“Agh,” he said before belching and walking back into the living room where a mindless show blared from the worn television.
“Please, Mom,” Tommy said. He looked up at her as she stood by the refrigerator surveying the mess and looking for the whereabouts of that fucking dog.
“One more chance, Thomas.”
Tommy blinked and forced a single tear out of one eye. He knew the use of his formal name meant serious business. It usually came with a spanking and so Tommy thought about what that would mean for the new puppy, his Patches.
“He won’t, Mom. Promise.”
Mara laughed from the living room, the only one paying attention to the sitcom. The sound broke the silent pause making the situation even more uncomfortable.
Tommy’s mom held up a finger and began to say something before the vodka crawled halfway back up her esophagus. She ran to the sink and heaved, spitting a foul strand of saliva into the dirty dishes from three nights ago. Tommy watched her stumble towards the dining room and the liquor cabinet. He sighed and put his head down knowing he outlasted the drunken rage of his mother. At least this night.
“Patches,” Tommy said.
Mara’s laugh came again followed by a wet belch from her dad and a low mumble from her mom. He ignored them all and looked to the screen door.
“Patches. Here boy.”
Tommy didn’t know if Patches was a boy or girl puppy, but he thought the name sounded masculine. He thought the dog was probably cowering behind the furniture or underneath a table. There were only a few pieces of torn, smelly furniture in the old row house in Detroit’s Brightmoor neighborhood.
He heard whimpering coming from beneath the dining room table. Tommy looked in and saw that his mother left the vodka bottle and the liquor closet door open. He was not old enough to be interested in experimenting with it. Tommy saw movement out of the corner of his eye and saw the frayed, dingy bottom of his mother’s robe moving up the steps and towards the bedroom. He could hear the ice clinking against the side of the glass as his mother talked to her drink more than she did her own family.
“I’ll help you. Here boy.”
Tommy didn’t want to scare Patches. He needed to earn the puppy’s trust before they could play. He went back into the kitchen and took a pretzel from the jar sitting on the counter. Tommy didn’t know what dogs liked to eat, but he once saw one eat another’s shit, so he figured a pretzel had to be better than that. He took a bite for himself and had trouble chewing the stale, dry stick. Even the salt on the pretzel tasted old. Still, Patches was a dog. It was as good a bait as anything. Tommy doubted his mother thought more than two hours ahead. She obviously brought the dog home in a drunken impulse and so it never occurred to her the thing might need to eat.
He heard a whimper and saw the beagle’s eyes embedded in the white and brown patchy fur on its face.
Patches, Tommy thought. Someone really spent a lot of time on that name.
The dog whimpered and poked its head around the leg of the table. It sniffed the air and looked at Tommy.
“Got a pretzel for you,” Tommy said.
The puppy came out from hiding, bounding off the floor and forgetting all of the previous drama. There was a boy and he was holding food. Tommy laughed as Patches climbed into his lap and licked the salt from the pretzel. The dog turned its face up to Tommy and put a pink, wet tongue on his cheek. Tommy smiled and giggled. Anyone witnessing the bond between child and puppy would have thought it looked so right, so normal. It would have definitely looked that way.
“Quiet itdownaht…” the voice came from the living room.
Tommy looked toward his father’s drunken outburst and smiled. The old man was now officially too drunk to move. Yelling from his filthy recliner was the last stage before he would pass out for the night. Mara would have to come down and wake him up in the morning for work.
He heard the floorboards creak above his head, certain his mother was cuddling with her vodka which would be followed by a menthol cigarette. Mara was watching TV and would have no reason to pay him any mind.
Tommy and Patches would have the entire night to themselves. They would get to know each other and Tommy would introduce Patches to his toys. The toys he kept hidden behind the lawn mower, the ones covered in dried blood.
“C’mon, boy.”
Tommy held the pretzel out and Patches followed him through the living room and towards the door leading down the steps and into the basement. A cold, biting draft of air crept beneath the top of the steps and the bottom of the door and it made Tommy shiver, one of the few things that could. His heart raced and he licked his lips in anticipation of playing with Patches.
“Down here.”
Tommy grabbed the antique glass door knob, something a contractor must have installed with pride in the early 20th century. Now, it barely turned, covered with greasy fingerprints and dried paint drippings. He turned it and the cold air smacked him in the face. The basement would be frigid tonight but Tommy was not worried about it. Playing with Patches would heat things up.
The puppy followed the boy down the first step and then stopped. It growled and the hair on the back of its neck came up.
“It’ll be fine. C’mon, Patches,” Tommy said. He took another three steps down into the basement without turning on the light.
Patches stood there on the first step, growling and starting to turn when Tommy grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. The dog yelped. The sound was drowned out by the laugh track coming from the television. Tommy pulled the door shut and turned the knob to keep it from opening. Mara would not venture down to the basement to save her life and Tommy’s parents were too drunk to use a door knob. He would have all the time he wanted with Patches.
The puppy squirmed until Tommy pulled him to his chest. He was firm but gentle with the dog, but Patches sensed the danger and the touch had the opposite effect. The dog became aggressive and began snapping at Tommy’s arms. Tommy made it to the bottom of the steps in complete darkness before his hand grabbed the chain hanging from the single light bulb in the middle of the basement. The pale, diseased light cast a glow that couldn’t quite reach the corners of the cellar. Patches stopped squirming when the light came on and so Tommy took the opportunity to punch the dog in the nose. It whimpered and bit Tommy’s finger. He screamed and dropped the puppy to the ground.
“What the fuck, Patches?”
Patches ran across the floor and hid behind the water heater. Tommy saw the blue flame at the bottom and decided he would start with some burning. It was a risk. Someone upstairs might smell the burnt hair, but that was a chance Tommy was willing to take. He thought beagles were not as tough as some other animals. Tommy could not believe his squirrel lived so long after being pinned to a two by four with roofing nails.
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“I saw him, Mom. I left the screen door open and Patches bolted for it. I saw him turn the corner by the Jackson’s place and then he was gone.”
Mara looked up over a bowl of cheap, sugary cereal and shook her head at Tommy. She was glad the dog ran away. Mara had enough responsibilities running the household and she wasn’t looking forward to raising a puppy as well.
“That don’t make no sense, Tommy. He was a puppy. Puppies like to frolic and play.”
Tommy’s mom paused, putting two fingers to her lips to keep last night’s vodka from spewing from her mouth. He waited while her face turned white. Her cheeks bulged out and then she blew a rancid burp across the kitchen table.
“It’s Saturday. I’m gonna go looking for him,” Tommy said.
“You go with him, Mara.”
“I can’t, Mom,” Mara said. “I have to take the car in for an oil change. Dad was supposed to but Ronnie picked him up this morning for work and I’m sure he’ll be too drunk to do it when he gets home.”
“Watch your mouth, girl. Your father works his ass for this family. You should be grateful he grabbed the Saturday overtime shift. He comes home tired, not drunk.”
Mara made eye contact with Tommy who was glad the conversation drifted away from the dog.
“Fine. You go find him. Get your weird, gay friends to help,” Tommy’s mom said to the boy.
“I will. I’ll go looking. But it’s cold, so I don’t know how long I’ll be out there.”
“Pretend its hockey, you spoiled shit. If that dog was on the rink, you’d stay out there looking for him.”
Tommy could recognize the exact moment his mother’s hangover turned into rage. He became skilled at derailing that painful train at the last moment.
“I will. Love you, mom.”
Tommy jumped up from the table and slid his cheap, porcelain bowl into the sink where it crashed into the stack growing mold around the edges.
“Wait a minute, young man. What the hell are you tracking all over my kitchen floor?”
Mara looked up from the cereal box and sighed knowing she would be the one cleaning it up.
“Nothing,” Tommy said trying to get his coat and scarf on as fast as he could.
“On the bottom of your boots. It’s sticky and red. Goddamnit, Tommy if you’re tracking more transmission fluid through the house I’m gonna whip you silly. I told you to leave those boots in the cellar when you’re done working on the engines.”
Tommy stared down at the red footprints on the floor and bit his bottom lip. He was getting too old to be so careless. He grabbed a paper towel off the roll and wiped up the footprints. He sat on the floor and took a swipe at the bottom of each boot. He could almost taste the salty, bitter blood.
“Sorry, Mom. Won’t happen again.”
Mara shrugged as her mother reached for a cigarette and her lighter.
“Fucking kids,” she said to her daughter.
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That little fucker was different, he thought. It was like he was defiant, looking me in the eyes and stuff.
Mara drove them through the suburbs until the hockey arena broke out of the evening gloom. The domed roof reflected the light from the parking lot making it look like an alien space ship that just landed, the front door about ready to eject a ramp with green men standing on it. Men and boys scurried back and forth in the night with plumes of breath ejected into the black sky. They carried hockey sticks like weapons and the thought of battle, violence and gore brought a smile to Tommy’s face.
Gonna fuck someone up tonight.
“Be on the curb, Tommy. I’m not waiting around. I have shit to do tomorrow and I don’t want to be up late.”
“You going out to look for some dick?”
“You don’t even know what the hell you’re talking about,” Mara said. She looked at Tommy through the rearview mirror. “Get your bag and go play sticks with the boys.”
He laughed and gave Mara the middle finger. He held her eyes in the mirror for another moment before opening the car door and allowing the frozen air to blast his face.
If I kill them all, I’ll do her first. I won’t make her watch while I cut Mom and Dad’s throats.
“On the curb,” Mara yelled through the open car door.
“Don’t be late. Its cold out here,” Tommy said.
Mara pulled away from the curb. Tommy turned his collar up and threw the hockey bag over his right shoulder.
“Gonna fuck someone up tonight,” he said again, this time aloud and with no attempt at hiding his excitement.
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“How am I going to punish her?” he asked himself.
He would have to think about that on the ride home. The past few months with Mara made Tommy feel weird inside. She was his sister, so he thought she was always kind of gross. But in the fall, he opened the bathroom door as she was stepping out of the shower and he saw her completely naked for the first time since they were little kids. His mind took a snapshot of that moment. Her dark hair dripped water on to her firm breasts and her nipples stuck out. He saw the dark patch of neatly trimmed pubic hair between her legs. Mara screamed and grabbed a towel from the rack but Tommy was frozen, his eyes cataloging all of the details he would keep filed in his mind. She yelled at him and used her free hand to push him backwards out of the bathroom and then slammed the door in his face. Tommy heard the slide bolt engage and knew she would not make the mistake of leaving it unlocked again.
Later that night while lying in his bed Tommy thought about the moment he walked in on her. He could see her naked body again as if she were standing right in front of him. His dick twitched and he felt a burning down there. Tommy’s hand reached down and squeezed a growing erection. He did not understand why the sight of his naked sister was making his dick grow, but it was. The more pressure he applied with his hand, the better it felt. Tommy squeezed harder and began moving his hand up and down until something happened that surprised him. Something came out. It wasn’t pee but it was wet just the same. He shuddered and felt a rush to his head followed by an immense wave of embarrassment.
He moaned her name while stuffing the shame down into a dark place. Tommy kept all of his human emotions there, the useless ones like empathy and compassion.
Tommy smiled at the memory and decided he would try to sneak a peek when they got home tonight, if the little bitch ever showed up. It was months ago and the mental image of his naked sister was fading. Maybe this time he’d hide in her room and get a bit longer stretch while he “jerked it” as his hockey teammates called it.
“C’mon, Mara. I’m freezing my dick off out here.”
The comment combined with the lingering memory made him laugh and that turned into a shiver as the temperature outside stole his body heat.
He saw headlights enter the parking lot and knew from the rust on the door that it was Mara. Tommy was sitting on his hockey bag and he raised his stick into the air to get her attention even though he was the only one there. Mara pulled the car to the curb, put it in park, and released the trunk latch. Tommy walked to the rear and swung the bag around to gain enough momentum to get it up and over the edge of the bumper. He leaned in and pushed the bag deeper into the recess of the trunk and then laid his stick on top. Tommy ran to the passenger side and jumped into the backseat.
“I scored on the power play tonight. We had a scrimmage and the coach was the ref. He ran the clock so it was almost like a real game and then we got a penalty, but the coach said they had two slashes so we got the power play, so I skated it over the blue line and deked out Joey who was playing goal and then buried it top shelf.”
Mara made a right out of the parking lot onto Route 24, smiling as Tommy did his usual word dump in the car. His mouth moved as fast as his skates.
“Was Coach Mike there? I thought he was out of town with his daughter, that tournament in Ann Arbor.”
“No but Coach Jason was and he…”
Tommy ran on about the practice with details Mara neither cared about nor could decipher. Hockey players spoke their own language. She passed through an intersection and came down Route 24 near the car dealerships and the Italian restaurant. She turned up the volume on the Metallica record as Tommy went on and on about the hockey drills. He took off his seatbelt and moved to the center seat hoping to get Mara to pay attention to him.
“…which ended up more like a two-on-one drill than a breakout.”
Tommy felt the car sway and realized they were moving down the highway in an unnatural motion. Mara hit the brakes and the car was in a fishtail. He grabbed the top of her seat to keep from sliding into the door. Tommy saw headlights pulse through the windows as the car spun and deep down inside he knew what was about to happen. The events slowed to a crawl and he felt as if he was watching it on a movie screen.
He saw the front of their car come around and the headlights of the oncoming car were now right in front of them. The hood shot into the sky on impact and the sound of ripping metal drowned out the heavy metal coming from the stereo. The force of the collision threw Tommy into the passenger side door, his head smashing the window and the right side of his body crushed as it made contact with the steel frame of the car. Tommy heard Mara scream through it all and that was the last thing he remembered. Everything went black. The next time he opened his eyes, he was lying in the dirt on the edge of a road with a tattooed rocker guy and the Grim Reaper standing over him.
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Tommy blinked and tried to speak but his mouth was full of sand. He turned to the side and spit while blinking again to clear the crust from his eyes. His body ached and he immediately felt hot in the winter coat and snow pants he was wearing. The air felt still, unnatural, and Tommy really wanted a drink of water.
“Where am I?” he asked.
Shallna remained still with the slightest wind tugging at his robe while Kole dropped down to one knee and put his face inches from Tommy’s.
“You’re in my house, now, little man. Take a second because shit’s about to get real.”
Shallna stepped forward and Kole held an arm out. With his back to Shallna, Kole spoke. “Nope. I got this.”
Tommy sat up and the pain in his head felt worse than a check into the boards. He thought a high-stick to the face wouldn’t be so painful.
“Who are you?” Tommy asked.
“Slow down, little man. See, I been learning shit from Shallna. Shit Deva never knew he could do. You were about to come through the suicide forest, but I was able to divert you through another portal to bring you here, to this reversion. Yeah, I know you didn’t off yourself, but not everyone that comes through the forest does. It’s hard to explain. Let’s just say you’re here for a reason. And I know what it is.”
Tommy’s eyes adjusted to the light and he looked past Kole and Shallna at the urban desolation behind them. He saw the carcasses of skyscrapers, yet he recognized none. Tommy knew he was not in Detroit but that’s all he knew. A mist curled around the base of the buildings and jagged mountains seemed to hold them in place at the bottom of a shallow valley. They sat on a highway a few miles from the center of the city where the winds were already hard at work burying the asphalt beneath sand.
“Can I see your knife?” Tommy asked.
Kole turned his head and smiled at Shallna, nodding.
“Of course, little man. I got that and more weapons than you could possibly imagine and I know some assholes you can test them out on.”
Tommy stood and canted to the side until his equilibrium returned. Kole rose and towered over the boy. He put his hands on his hips and rocked back on his heels. Kole was shirtless except for the gang signs and naked lady tattoos wrapping around his torso. He had a knife sheathed on his left hip above the band of his black jeans.
“I got the dude that killed you and your sister in that car wreck and I got a knife you can use to dice him up.”
Tommy smiled for the first time since he died. It felt better than being alive.
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“Look, I’m staying on the line.”
Kole looked down and to his left at the top of the boy’s head. He used his elbow to nudge Tommy and throw him off balance.
“Don’t do that. I was doing good.”
“Just walk and quit playing stupid games,” Kole said.
Tommy looked up with a scowl on his face as he jumped back on to the faded lines.
“The Reaper,” he said. “That dude is freaking me out.”
Kole laughed and turned around, walking backwards on the roadway while looking at Shallna.
“You get used to him. My name is Kole.”
The boy kept his focus on the line, taking great care to stay on it.
“I knew your sister,” Kole said. He spun back around, no longer concerned with Shallna behind them. “She was a bitch.”
Tommy laughed and lunged at Kole with his fists. He took a half-hearted swing at Kole’s midsection, giving the man enough time to back away from the weak blow.
“Don’t say that about my sister.”
“Fine. Then I won’t say she was kinda hot too. I woulda nailed that fine ass if…”
“If what?” Tommy asked.
“Never mind.”
Tommy waited for an explanation. When none came, he ran to the shoulder of the road and leapt up on to the rusted guardrail. He walked along it, finding the game of volcano on the guardrail more realistic than using the painted lines on the road.
“Where are we?”
Kole sighed and then spat the sand from his mouth.
“Reversion.” He said it as if Tommy would know exactly what he meant. “This is an alternate universe. People’s souls come here. They end up in these places when they die.”
“Like heaven?” Tommy asked.
“Nothing like heaven,” Kole said. “Reversions are places where you gotta prove you’re not the shitbag you were in life. Each one of us is here for a reason but not everyone knows why. I know you gotta stay in reversions until you make it right.”
“Make what right?”
“Whatever it is you fucked up in life, little man. How the hell should I know why you’re here?”
Tommy giggled and jumped from the guardrail, bored with his game of volcano. If Kole wasn’t going to play, then neither was Tommy.
“Why are you here?”
“None of your goddamn business,” Kole said. He snapped his mouth shut and looked over his shoulder at Shallna. “You don’t need to be worrying about me.”
Tommy shrugged.
“Looks like a storm,” he said, pointing to the silent, rolling cloud eating the western horizon and moving toward the abandoned city.
“Reversion sends that. It’s like a big game clock. You get to the east, to the last portal before the storm…or else.”
“Or else what?”
“Or else your ass is grass. Dammit kid, you ask a lot of questions,” Kole said.
The buildings looked so far away when Kole and Shallna pulled Tommy through the portal. They walked for an hour and now the skyscrapers loomed like stone giants, monuments to a place lost in time. The outer suburbs of the city crept up from the desert sand, one- and two-story structures that once were home to small businesses and shops. The stylized signs and neon lights were long gone and most of the windows were too. The reversion’s wind pushed sand into the openings and began to eat the buildings from the inside out like a cancer.
“See that,” Kole said pointing to the side of the road. A single gas pump stuck out of the sand like a lone tooth. “Used to be a gas station.”
Tommy sighed. If it didn’t have anything to do with hockey, he wasn’t interested.
“Did the city come here like us or did the people who used to live here leave?”
Kole heard Shallna cough and glanced at him before raising his eyebrows and ruffling Tommy’s hair with his left hand.
“That’s the best question you’ve asked so far. What of it, Shallster?”
Shallna remained silent and five paces behind them.
“Eh, it doesn’t matter. Dude doesn’t like to say much, but when it’s important I’ll make him talk. Not sure about the answer to that question. I haven’t had much time to explore since we got here and we thought recruiting you was really important. When we get to the city I’ll check out the cars. Should be license plates or something.”
“What do you think I have to do to get outta here and go back home?” Tommy asked.
“You ain’t ever going back home, little dude.”
Tommy waited, expecting some kind of explanation.
“You’re in the reversion now. You can get released but you ain’t goin’ home.”
“He should know,” Shallna said.
“Oh, look who’s talking,” Kole said to Shallna. “I’m going to tell him right now. Hold the fuck on, would you?”
Kole waved a hand at Shallna as they all passed the remnants of the gas station and arrived at the first major intersection of the city. Traffic lights lay scattered across the road. Sand covered them from west to east and the frayed cable dangled overhead from the light post on the side of the road.
“What should I know?” Tommy asked.
“Lots of people ended up here from committing suicide. Others didn’t. Seems like more suicides than not, but I really don’t give a fuck. If you’re here, you’re here.”
Kole waited, keeping his stride even and steady.
“You have to do something to get out and it’s got to make something right. A dude hit you and your sister on the way home from hockey practice. He killed you both.”
Tommy kept walking, listening to Kole as if the story was about some other kid.
“You’re here to settle the score. You need to kill that man in this reversion to set yourself free. And holy fuck, why wouldn’t you want to, right?”
They slowed and Shallna was now only a foot behind them on the road.
“Who’s the man?” Tommy asked.
“Samuel,” Kole said. “You’ve got to kill that motherfucker. You dig?”








  
  Chapter 4


Samuel and Lindsay turned and took one last look at the island. They could barely make out the beach through the trees but they heard the faint sound of the surf in the distance. The cloud grew out of the west, no mistake about it now. The island’s reversion was moving at a slower rate than the others, but it  was in reversion and would eventually swallow this world as it had all of the rest.
The portal buzzed behind them as the energy expanded on all sides, opening a window into another universe. Lindsay turned back to face it and wrinkled her nose up as if she could smell the desolation on the other side. She looked down into a forsaken world of emptiness. She saw tall, leaning skyscrapers and rubble strewn at the base of them all. Flocks of black birds circled the top. The reversion in that world tainted everything a sickly green hue.
“That one?” she asked.
Samuel turned to face the portal. He gazed upon it for a few seconds before responding.
“Yes. It feels like the right one to me. It’s the locality I must go to next.”
Lindsay decided not to press him about it. Samuel felt the pull the way some people picked winning lottery numbers. No logical explanation existed.
“Take my hand.”
Lindsay placed her left hand in Samuel’s right. They closed their eyes and stepped into the open portal as if walking off the edge of a pool and into the deep end. They felt the energy of the reversion pull them in, the air pressure intensifying. The force popped Samuel and Lindsay's ears and brought a dull pain to their foreheads.
Samuel wanted to question Deva, dispute the former lord’s message. He wished he could spend time with Lindsay, naked on the beach with nothing but the wind and the sea.

      [image: image-placeholder]They stumbled across the broken asphalt. Lindsay tripped over the loose scree on the side of the road and Samuel remained hunched over, his hands on his knees. After shaking the disorientation from their heads, Samuel and Lindsay took cover behind a massive boulder on the edge of the highway. Samuel saw the footprints first and ushered Lindsay off the road in silence. They slumped to the ground with their backs on the cold rock, breathing heavy and rubbing their temples to try to alleviate the aching pain. 
“I feel like a part of me dies every time we slip.”
Samuel nodded. He wanted to agree with Lindsay but his head hurt too much to form words. Each trip through a portal became more difficult, the after effects more severe.
“Yeah,” he said through dry lips. “It definitely takes a toll. Maybe its radiation. Whatever it is, it’s got a cumulative effect and not a positive one.”
“Who came through already?” Lindsay asked.
Samuel stuck his head out around the boulder. He turned his eyes to the highway and squinted. As he did, he saw the outlines of figures. They walked as if in a silent movie. Three slightly transparent figures, all of them heading into the city.
“Definitely Kole. Also a child and someone in a robe.”
Lindsay laughed, imagining a bathrobe and not the heavy, soiled garb of an agent of the reversion.
“How do you know?” she asked.
“I can see them. Well, not exactly. I can’t see them now but I can see them in the recent past. Almost like a—”
“Reflection?”
“Exactly,” Samuel said. “With the increased pain of each trip through a portal I also seem to be getting more sensitive to the energy here.”
“What next?”
Samuel leaned back and rested his head against the rock. His head pounded when his eyes were open and when they were closed. He would have to endure the pain.
“We’ve got to follow Kole into the city. You heard Deva.”
“And I have to protect you,” Lindsay said.
Samuel sighed and exhaled. He bit his tongue to keep from saying how he really felt about being protected by a woman.
“Deva said so,” Lindsay said.
He nodded, knowing she was right.
Samuel stood up and walked down the middle of the highway unconsciously placing his feet where Tommy’s were hours earlier. His body detected the energy and kept him moving towards the city where Kole and the others were headed. Lindsay stayed closer to the shoulder of the roadway. She scanned the horizon looking for signs of movement and detected none. The air here felt weaker than in any other reversion. The landscape looked as though the cloud had already passed over, sucking the last remaining life from the barren place. With the exception of the black birds flying silently around the tops of the skyscrapers, nothing but the wind moved in this universe.
“There.”
Lindsay turned to face Samuel. He stopped in the middle of the road and pointed towards the center of the city. She was so preoccupied with the horizon that she did not see the more direct threat approaching.
“What is it?” She placed a hand over her forehead and stood on her toes to get a better look.
“The horde. I thought we were done with them.”
“Zombies? Either it’s a group of drunks or zombies. I can see them stumbling down the road.”
Samuel watched as the horde oozed from the side streets. The mindless hunks of flesh shifted back and forth, knocking into each other and filling the highway from guardrail to guardrail. Even though they were almost a thousand yards off, Samuel could see their numbers swell and the pit in his stomach grew too.
“They’re trying to keep us from reaching the cauldron. I’ve seen them before. It looks like they’re setting up a blockade of undead flesh. They don’t want us getting to the city.”
“So what do we do?”
“We gotta get to the city, Lindsay. We have no other options.”
She nodded and stepped closer to Samuel as they moved shoulder-to-shoulder down the middle of the highway. The buildings stood guard behind the horde while they silently gathered on the roadway. Once on the cracked asphalt, the undead stood upright, their bodies swaying back and forth like decimated fields of human wheat.
Samuel never broke his stride. He reached to his hip to grab a knife. Lindsay saw his movement and she pulled her knife as well. Although not everyone could, Samuel was able to bring items through the portal. He had both knives strapped to his thigh during the slip.
“They’re not as big as spider crabs, but there are a lot of them. Strike at the head. If you can stab them through the eye and into the brain, they’ll drop.”
“Are they going to try to eat us?” Lindsay asked.
“Doubtful,” Samuel said. “They want us immobile so the cloud can catch up. This isn’t like the movies.”
The bodies kept coming, slowly pulsing out and filling the roadway. Members of the horde came up on the outer side of each guardrail and filled the gap between it and the buildings on each side. They moved in mindless synchronicity to keep Samuel and Lindsay from getting through. Samuel kept pace, each step bringing them closer to the first line of the horde.
He looked into the face of the first, one eye socket empty and one with a gooey string of nerve attached to a diseased eyeball. It rolled back and forth on the gray, dead flesh of the man’s cheek. Samuel saw worms dropping from his nostrils and the mouth open and closed without making a sound. The smell of decay, like warm, rotting garbage, reached Samuel and Lindsay as they gripped their weapons.
He heard Lindsay’s breathing quicken as the horde was now less than one hundred yards away. The mass filled their vision from left to right and were at least ten deep down the middle of the roadway. Samuel smiled and shook his head. He did not want to demoralize Lindsay, but he had no idea how they could get through the horde even if they had a machine gun to cut them all down. Samuel kept walking, his knife up and his face defiant.
“What’s the plan?” Lindsay asked, trying to hide the fear in her question.
“Follow my lead.”
They were fifty yards from the horde, closing the distance with each step.
“Stop when I stop.”
Lindsay nodded without looking at Samuel, her eyes fixed on the horde.
Now twenty yards away, Samuel could hear their dry, brittle tendons rattling against bone. The odor intensified – unusual for a reversion – and turned his stomach into an unsettling soup. Some of the creatures at the front spread their feet as if preparing to hold their ground. Those that still had arms clenched their hands together in fists. Samuel held his knife up and kept walking. The horde would not experience an emotion like fear, and even if they could, a man and a woman holding a knife would not cause the creatures to run.
Samuel stopped as the first one was ten feet away. He looked at the tattered clothes hanging from the undead, some dragging their funerary outfits from the grave. Lindsay looked at Samuel and he winked at her.
“Follow my lead.”
Lindsay frowned and drew a deep breath. She wasn’t sure if she preferred the smell of the decaying flesh or a lungful of sand. She received both.
“You will let us through to the city. You will part.”
At first, the horde remained unchanged. Their feet were fixed to the ground while their bodies swayed back and forth. Samuel waited and then spoke again.
“I know who sent you and why. This will not fulfill your ahimsa. The lord of the reversion is perverting your souls and using your flesh against you. Let us pass.”
Lindsay looked at Samuel and then at the horde. If using words to no effect was Samuel’s plan, he was brilliantly successful.
“Let us pass,” he said again.
Lindsay giggled at the way Samuel spoke to the horde, as if they were being disobedient school children. His firm repetition would have failed just as miserably in a first grade classroom. She stepped toward the first member of the horde and slammed her knife through the creature’s empty eye socket and into his cranial cavity. She pulled it out with a wet squish and drew her knife back behind her right ear. The creature waddled, took a step forward, and then collapsed on to the asphalt at their feet. She smiled and winked at Samuel. Another creature took a step forward and filled the gap previously held by the one now on the ground.
“Nice try,” Samuel said.
Lindsay stepped forward and thrust again, using the same maneuver with the same deadly accuracy. Again, the creature fell to the ground. And again another took its place.
“You keep that up and you’re going to dull the blade,” Samuel said.
“Okay then, smartass. I’m following your lead.”
She took a step back and held out her left hand to Samuel, palm up, offering him the next move.
“If I try a local slip, we’ll get past them like we did the fire in the other reversion. But if I do that, we’re vulnerable. We could end up at the cauldron right in front of Kole and we’d be disoriented and unable to defend ourselves.”
“And if we don’t?” Lindsay said. “Not sure what choice we have. I can’t understand why an army of the undead meant to keep you from getting to the city would not move because you asked them to.”
“Sarcasm looks so good on you.”
Lindsay smiled. She sheathed her knife and held her right hand out to Samuel. He took it and swung her around, placing a light kiss on her lips.
“Ready?” he asked.
She kissed him back and closed her eyes.
Samuel and Lindsay vanished from the road and the horde immediately turned and sauntered back towards the recesses of the city.
Alex Brown stood up and looked over the boulder concealing his presence as he rubbed his eyes. He looked again to make sure they were really gone.
“Holy shit.”
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Lindsay looked past Samuel and around the corner of the building. She could see the road leading into the city and the ground floor of another building across the street. Black holes sat where windows once were, sand dunes cascading upward toward the ceiling of the first floor. One of the horde walked down the street and turned to climb inside the building.
“Either we came out really close to the rear of the horde or they dispersed faster than they gathered,” Samuel said.
“Or the entire city could be full of them.”
Samuel could not understand why he never considered that option. When he first encountered the mob of undead, back in the cabin with Major, Kole and Mara, they could see the extent of the group. But in the bones of this old city, there was no telling how deep they burrowed inside.
“The sun is setting and I think we should find a place to spend the night, a spot we can defend if we have to. I don’t think the horde would attack us, especially if we’re not moving, but we don’t know where Kole is.”
“Is he here for sure?” Lindsay asked.
“Yes,” Samuel said. “He’s here. I can feel him and I think the reflections we saw were recent, maybe only hours old.”
Lindsay turned around and looked into the dark recess of the alley. They came out of the local slip near a dumpster lodged between two buildings. The alley once provided rear access to each building, but the sand piled waist-high on each wall suggested it had been a long time since those doors opened.
“Do we want to get inside?”
“I think so. If we can find a room and secure the door we’ll at least be safe for the night.”
“Let’s sneak around the front and see if the windows on this building are blown out like the rest.”
“I’m sure they are,” he said. “Stay low. I can’t imagine how many zombies would gather in the streets if they knew we were trapped inside one of these old buildings.”
Lindsay followed Samuel as he jogged through the alley, staying low and as close to the wall as possible. He came to a wide sidewalk that wrapped around the east side of the structure and led to a storefront. With the weak rays of the sun creating shadows on the walls, Samuel and Lindsay made it to the front and slipped inside the building. At first, the air felt heavy and the blackness seemed to go on forever. After a few moments, their eyesight adjusted and Samuel scanned the floor for footprints. Either nobody had been inside in a while or the sand covered the tracks quickly because the floor appeared undisturbed. He held a finger to his lips and Lindsay followed in silence.
She looked to the right where an odd shape caught her eye. Leaning against the wall was a ladies’ bow painted in a black camo pattern. The bow looked suspect in the dilapidated building, but Lindsay knew better than to expect logic in the reversion. She remembered Samuel’s stories of his knife, Scout, and decided to reach for the bow. It was almost three feet from axel to axel and weighed less than four pounds.
Other than one afternoon at summer camp in sixth grade, Lindsay never shot an arrow, at least not one from a real hunting bow. An experienced hunter would have recognized the bow’s solid back-wall and draw cycle, making it instant death at twenty yards. Arrows lay scattered about on the ground. Lindsay picked up the bow and felt a thrumming in her hands as if the weapon chose her. She placed an arrow inside, pulled back and watched it flap through the air like a wounded pigeon.
“I’m not even going to ask where you found that, but I am going to ask what the hell you’re going to do with it.”
Lindsay smiled.
“This is my Scout. Next chance we get, I need to do a little target practice.”
“You need a lot of target practice.”
Samuel pushed deeper into the building while Lindsay slid the new weapon over her shoulder. At first, the debris inside was hard to identify. But after making their way towards the interior of the building where the wind couldn’t reach, the sand gave way to marble tile. Bronze planters with plastic plants were stacked on one wall and the gaping elevator doors were on another. Bland, featureless office furniture lay scattered everywhere. Samuel and Lindsay picked through the rubble until they came to a door with the symbol for stairs on it. He nodded and used an index finger to point towards the ceiling. Lindsay nodded. Samuel pushed on the door and it opened with a tired squeal into an even blacker darkness. He cursed himself for not having matches. Samuel put his hand out and felt to the right for the other side of the wall, then down until he found a railing. Lindsay stepped into the stairwell behind Samuel and pulled the door shut with another squeal.
“At least we’ll hear that thing opening,” she said.
They both stood in total darkness. Samuel started climbing the stairs. He counted in his head until his leg came to a landing. The railing turned and he took the same number of steps upward until he reached a second landing.
“Second floor,” Lindsay said.
“Right,” Samuel said.
The more breaths Samuel took, the less it satisfied. He gulped and then felt his heartbeat race. Samuel closed his eyes and then opened them, unable to tell the difference.
“Lin.”
“Right behind you,” she said.
Samuel jumped and he felt sweat breaking out on his forehead.
“You okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Feeling a bit claustrophobic is all.”
“I used to think it would suck to be stuck in an elevator but I gotta say being stuck in a stairwell ain’t much better.”
“We’re not stuck,” Samuel said. He stuttered the three syllables.
“No, we’re not. Let’s go one more level.”
Samuel nodded and then realized Lindsay couldn’t see him.
“Fine,” he said.
Samuel took another step when a low rumble began. By the time Lindsay grabbed Samuel’s hand, it sounded as though a train was coming through the stairwell.
“What the fuck?”
“Don’t move,” Lindsay said.
He listened to her. She squeezed Samuel’s hand. It felt like a dead trout. She pushed her body against his. They waited as the sound began to subside and then ceased completely.
“I think it’s over. Let’s go.”
“What’s over?” Samuel asked.
“Go, Samuel. Walk up the steps.”
He pushed himself off the wall but stumbled on the third floor landing. He could no longer direct his rational mind to count. The phantom noise made that impossible. When Lindsay felt Samuel stop on the landing, she nudged him aside and put out both hands. She moved them up and down on the smooth, steel door until she felt the latch. Samuel’s breathing sounded as if he was running sprints.
“Open it,” Samuel said.
Lindsay grabbed the latch with her fingers and yanked. At first, nothing happened. She leaned back and yanked harder and the door gave way. Unlike the door on the first floor that was more susceptible to the elements, this one opened silently, the hinges still oiled. She saw a haze of gray light expand as the door opened and realized the remaining light of the day was filtering in, providing enough ambient light to navigate through the space.
Lindsay stepped through the doorway and then reached back to pull Samuel through. She shoved him to the side and shut the door. Lindsay grabbed a broken chair near the doorway and lodged it against the floor. The door swung outward, so the chair wouldn’t prevent the door from opening, but it would serve as an alarm if someone was entering.
Lindsay blew the bangs from in front of her face. She saw Samuel slide down the wall and on to his backside, his head titled back against the wall to open his airway. He was sucking air like he had just come up from a deep sea dive. Lindsay spun around, her eyes now adjusted to the dim surroundings. She froze and her heart almost shot out of her chest.
“Fuck. Who the hell are you?”








  
  Chapter 5


He sat on the couch hoping to save the girl from her wretched mother. They wouldn’t understand his love. She was almost of age and he could wait if he had to, but Alex Brown was tired of seeing the other men from 8th Avenue in Homestead, Pennsylvania, take their turns with her. It was abuse, and what Alex had to offer the girl was love. Brown knew her mother in high school, back when she wouldn’t so much as spit in his face if he asked for it. Now, her mother was lumpy, drunk and losing track of her marriages. Lindsay was headed down the same path. 
Alex sat on the couch with a bottle of Iron City beer. He looked down at his wrinkled and stained Steelers T-shirt and hated himself for being there. He had not touched Lindsay. He saw her at the Giant Eagle buying milk and bread after school and Alex had thoughts, but thoughts weren’t against the law. Lindsay’s mom was making money on her daughter’s womanly curves, even before she became a woman. That was illegal.
“Now go keep Mr. Brown company.”
The sound of his last name caught Alex’s attention. He sighed and thought how stupid it was that Lindsay’s mom called them all “mister,” as if everyone in Homestead didn’t know everyone else. Lindsay knew he was Alex Brown no matter what was spoken in the house.
The old crone leaned over and whispered into her daughter’s ear before turning around and spitting verbal venom at the rest of the old, horny men hanging around waiting for a piece of barely-legal pussy.
“Yinz get back to the party,” Lindsay’s mother said while spinning in a circle from the middle of the living room. “Just a woman disciplining her child.”
She pushed Lindsay in the back toward the couch where Alex sat. Lindsay looked over a shoulder and glared at her mother.
“Love you, Mommy,” Lindsay said loudly enough for Mr. Brown to take notice. He squirmed and knocked more condensation off the beer bottle.
“I don’t need this kind of nonsense,” Alex said to Lindsay’s mother.
The woman grabbed Lindsay by the arm and pulled her close. Lindsay shook her grip and stepped away. She held her mother’s gaze for another moment before walking over and sitting on Alex’s lap. He inhaled and felt an immediate erection pushing against Lindsay’s tight bottom. The girl stood, took Alex by the hand and walked him towards the bedroom.
I can’t do this, he thought. She’s close to legal and I love her, but they’ll never see it that way. The cops, the judges. They won’t understand.
Lindsay walked into her room and stood to the side, waiting for Alex to come in as well. He set his glasses next to the empty bottle on the nightstand while Lindsay closed the door. Both items appeared absurd in Lindsay’s room full of white, pink and frills. Lindsay lay down on the bed and closed her eyes. Alex looked down at the girl, at her smooth skin and angelic face. His brain told him to grab her and jump out the window, to get Lindsay as far away from her mother as possible. His animalistic urges told him to climb on top of her. She invited him into her room. She brought the vampire inside and she was legal enough.
A dry hump. That’s all.
Alex climbed on top of Lindsay and she felt the friction of his jeans on hers and she knew what came next. He pushed back and forth, the denim burning his erection, begging to be set free.
Just a quick touch, he thought. Through her bra.
He reached down and squeezed Lindsay’s breasts.
“Maybe you can just show me what ya got. I won’t touch skin unless you say it’s okay.”
“What would my mom say?” she asked.
“She said it was okay. Me and your mom go way back. I’m like part of the family.”
“You sure she won’t be mad at me?” she asked.
“No, honey. She wants us to have fun. You wanna have fun with me, dontcha?”
Lindsay smiled at Alex. He knew it was fake. He could tell she was terrified, yet he was beyond control. He reached down to unbutton her jeans, hoping to brush his fingers over her cotton panties.
“Hold on, let me help,” she said.
Alex kneeled down and then leaned back. Lindsay was on her back. He gripped his T-shirt with both hands and drew it over his head, then slid the jeans off his hips revealing yellowed briefs. Lindsay started to snicker when he backhanded her across the face. He loved her and that meant he had to teach her manners. You didn’t make fun of a man and his private parts without expecting to get hit.
Tough love, he thought.
“Your mom always liked it when we played rough. Do you like it rough, Lindsay?” he asked, slapping her again.
She’s playing the game. This is all consensual. If it wasn’t she’d tell me to stop.
He put his cock on her thigh, stuck two fingers underneath the edge of her panties and ripped them off.
“Let me lick it like a lollipop,” she said.
Alex stuck his throbbing manhood into the air. Lindsay sat up and put a finger to the corner of her mouth.
“Close your eyes,” she said.
Alex did as he was told.
The sensation that came next did not match what Alex thought would happen. The bottle came down hard on his skull. He tumbled to the floor, facedown, blood trickling from his left temple. Alex’s twisted underwear looked like misplaced bandages.
“Everything all right in there?” Lindsay’s mother asked through the door. “She treatin’ ya fine, Mr. Brown?”
“We’re fine, Mum,” Lindsay said.
“Yinz come and have a drink when yer done.”
“We will,” Lindsay said. She heard her mother’s raucous cackle as she reentered the party in the living room.
Alex moaned and opened his eyes to see Lindsay putting her clothes on. His vision swam in and out as if the room was filled with water. He tried to speak but nothing came out of his mouth except groans. Alex blinked and he opened his left eye with his nose stuck to the grimy, hardwood floor. Everything came into focus for a moment, long enough for Alex Brown to see the love of his life, Lindsay, swinging the heavy end of the floor lamp down towards his head.
Everything went black. He heard sounds in the room and caught snippets of conversation as he came in and out of consciousness, each time releasing a heavy moan into the air.
“Pulling ourselves back together, Ma. Showin’ Mr. Brown my dolls.”
“Everything okay in there?”
“Fine, Mom. I’m really fine. Always have been.”
Alex dipped into the void and came back out again. He could taste the copper in his mouth and pain tore through his eyes every time he opened them. Someone was banging on the door and Alex heard yelling.
“Lindsay. Open this damn door ’fore I beat your skinny ass.”
More banging.
“Fuck, Lindsay. Let me the fuck in.”
Alex felt a rush of air on his face. He smelled the stale cigarettes and beer on Lindsay’s mom as she bent down to look at him. Alex raised his head as far as he could and his hand fumbled on the floor for his glasses.
“You’re just as pathetic as you’ve always been, Alex. Serves you right to get bloodied by a teenage girl.”
Alex’s world went black when Lindsay’s mother’s fist smashed his nose.

      [image: image-placeholder]It took weeks for Alex to work up the courage to hang himself. He knew what the inmates would to do him if he was convicted. Lindsay ran away and it would be years before DNA evidence was used in court. Alex might walk on all charges but he couldn’t take the chance. Besides, he lost the love of his life. He had the opportunity to take her away from the pain, to care for her, to be there for her. Instead, he succumbed to his primal urges and it cost him everything. 
He would probably be found not guilty which could be worse than prison. Alex could not stomach another thirty years in the steel mill with nothing to show for it but a bottle of whiskey from the company store and a black lung. Lindsay was gone, her mother would sell him out if the investigation into her disappearance yielded something, and he was nothing but a worthless loser. If only he could have had another chance to save Lindsay he would make it all right. Alex Brown would die for her if someone would just give him the opportunity. When he put the noose around his neck and leapt from the chair in the basement, Alex had no idea the Great Cycle would grant him his dying wish.

      [image: image-placeholder]Brown woke up at the base of a huge tree with the rope coiled around his legs. He was sweating, shaking and his neck burned. He looked around at the forest and rubbed his eyes, blinked and looked again. He was wearing the same clothes he had on in his basement, blue jeans, a denim shirt and work boots. As a millworker, those clothes represented his Sunday best. 
“Hey,” he said. The word left his mouth and was smothered by the reversion. “Hey,” he said again.
Although Alex did not spend much time in the forest as an adult, he remembered playing in it as a kid. With two brothers and the neighborhood gang, Brown spent many afternoons catching salamanders and splashing through the creek. But this forest was silent, still. Alex did not realize he entered a reversion. He did not know the Great Cycle would keep him here until he redeemed himself.
Alex walked beneath low-hanging branches and over dead leaves that crackled underneath his feet. He could feel a thrumming sensation coming through the soles of his work boots and it increased in intensity the closer he came to a clearing. Other ropes hung from the trees and several had faded strands of caution tape wrapped around their trunks. Brown pushed his glasses up on his nose, they survived the fall through whatever magic hole brought him here. He laughed, not knowing exactly what to think of that.
As Brown approached the clearing, what he saw made him stop. He placed his hands on his hips and then put a hand on his forehead. The forest sloped down to a shallow valley surrounded by rolling hills on all sides. Green trees, mostly maples and oaks covered the ground as far as he could see. On the floor of the valley and in the center of the clearing was a rectangle floating in mid-air. It was two feet off the ground and bordered by a fine red line that resembled tubes in a neon sign. Alex could see a different sky inside the floating rectangle. It was cloudy and green. He started to walk closer and then stopped, looking back over his shoulder to the tree that dropped him to the ground.
I should be dead, he thought. And if I’m not dead, I should be laying on the floor of my basement, not in some weird forest.
With a shrug, he turned and continued down the slope to the valley where the rectangle remained suspended in air. Alex came within a few feet of the edge and felt the thrumming all the way to his waist. He realized the rectangle was the source and yet the energy powering it was hidden from him. Something had to have created this, but Brown could not speculate who or what.
“It takes some time to adjust after you find yourself at the base of the tree.”
Alex spun to see a person step out from behind the left edge of the hovering rectangle.
“Who’s there?” he asked.
Jack smiled and crossed his arms on his chest. He sighed and tilted his head back until the visor from his cap struck the back of his neck.
“I’m Jack,” he said.
Alex stood still, waiting.
“I’m Alex Brown.”
“Well, Alex Brown, fancy meeting you here. I’m just passing through. Seems like part of my path to redemption involves giving you some simple instructions. I don’t know why I have to, so don’t start talking over me. They don’t explain this shit. All I know is my fate is tied to yours and I’m here with a message. After that, they’ll be slipping me away and you’re on your own. I’m not as tight with it as Samuel, but I’m getting better with practice.”
“Why am I—”
“Shut the fuck up, Mr. Brown.”
Alex huffed and made a fist with his right hand. He hated violence but he knew he could take the scrawny teenager standing in front of him. Jack gave Alex a sideways smile and hooked his thumbs into the belt loops of his saggy jeans. He flipped the hoodie up and over his backwards baseball cap and spread his feet shoulder length apart.
“I told you already. I don’t know why I’m here and I don’t know why you need this message, but you do. I find it interesting it involves someone we both know. How fucked up is that?”
“My Lindsay?” Alex asked.
“Bing, bing. You win.”
Brown felt the pain in his chest and the sadness of losing her. The police would never find her and he’d never see Lindsay again. He failed the true love of his life, the only person he ever cared about it.
“Is she…”
Alex wanted to ask about her but did not know what to ask.
“She’s here. In the reversion. You probably don’t know what that is and I really don’t give a shit. I can tell you I’m sure you’ll see her again.”
“How does she look?”
Jack whistled.
“Damn fine. She’s one hundred percent woman, if you know what I mean.”
Alex put a hand to his forehead, trying to make sense of the new information. Lindsay was alive, grown, and in whatever place he was, even though she was just a teenager several hours before when he tried hanging himself in that shitty row house in Homestead, Pennsylvania.
“You know her?”
“I knew her. Let’s say I was caught in her ‘web’,” Jack said. He laughed out loud at his own pun. “How did you know her?”
The question knocked the wind out of Alex. He staggered backwards trying to decide how to answer. How could he explain their love to a stranger?
“I loved her.”
“You don’t look like her type.”
“You don’t know her like I do,” Alex said.
Jack held up both hands and backed up a step. The rectangle hummed and the thrumming was now pulsing through Brown’s midsection and into his shoulders.
“So you two had something. Whatever.”
“We’re soul mates,” Alex said. “We’re destined to be together. I’m her protector.”
“I don’t know about the rest of your bullshit story, Mr. Brown, but you’re right about something. You will earn your one-way ticket out of Shittsville by protecting Lindsay.”
“From what?”
“Harm. What else?”
Alex stepped toward Jack and the boy stepped forward to meet him.
“I will punch you in the face if you don’t tell me what the hell is going on. I should be dead and Lindsay is just a kid.”
Jack nodded and winked at Alex.
“Would be easier if we were all dead, wouldn’t it?”
Alex swung at Jack and the boy pulled back but not in time. The fist caught him on the edge of the chin and Jack stumbled backwards toward the open portal. He struck the edge of it with his back, gained his balance and ran at Alex. Jack dropped low and put his head into Brown’s midsection while wrapping his arms around the man’s thighs, driving him backwards like a linebacker. Alex fell to the ground with Jack on top of him. The boy took advantage of the situation and delivered several stinging blows to Alex’s face. One to his right temple knocking the glasses off his head.
Alex reached up with his left hand and yanked Jack’s hoodie, pulling it down and to the left. Jack lost his balance and fell forward. Alex rolled away from Jack and jumped to his feet facing Jack and with his back to the portal.
“I will beat your ass, old man. I’ve done battle with spider crabs.”
“Where is Lindsay?” Alex asked. He took deep, ragged breaths trying to fill his lungs with oxygen in the depleted air of the reversion.
“I delivered the message I had to deliver. Go fuck yourself.”
Alex rushed at Jack but the boy anticipated the move. He stepped to one side and allowed Alex to fly past while leaving his right leg extended. Brown tripped over it and stumbled to the ground, his face striking first. Jack kicked the man in the ribs twice and then used his toe to roll him over on to his back.
“Tommy wants Samuel dead. Lindsay is bound to protect Samuel. You’re bound to protect her. Got it?”
The kicks and thin air took the fight out of Alex, who had little in him to begin with. He lashed out in the name of his eternal love and now that energy was spent.
“Who are these people?”
“You’ll find them,” Jack said. He took a step back and wiped his face with the palm of his left hand. “You gonna take another swing at me?”
Alex shook his head and he staggered to his feet.
“Where?”
“There,” Jack said pointing into the middle of the floating rectangle, the open portal into another reversion.
“What is that?”
“I’m done with you, asshole. I satisfied the Great Cycle. I did what they said.”
Jack stretched his arms and looked straight up into the sky as he spoke. Alex looked at the young man and then back at the open portal. The thrumming energy was making the hair stand up on the back of his neck.
“That thing ain’t gonna be open much longer. If you want a shot at getting out, at protecting Lindsay, you’d better jump.”
Alex was in the air and passing through the portal before he heard the end of Jack’s sentence.
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Save his soul mate. Save Lindsay.
He thought it was always about Lindsay, and when she was gone from his life he saw no point in having one. Friends of the family whispered when he was around. Alex knew what they were saying.
“He’s a creep.”
“The guy is a pedophile.”
“He’s gross.”
He overheard some comments and deduced others but none of it mattered because it was all for her. He would give his life for Lindsay. In a way, he had and would do so again.
Alex thought about her as he trudged down the middle of the highway. Landing in this world was strange and disorienting. One moment he was falling through the air and hurtling towards the ground and the next he was face down in it, spitting sand and rolling over to stare into an angry, green sky. He thought about Jack and tried to remember as much of the conversation as he could.
Somehow, Lindsay was here, wherever here was, and she was an adult. Brown knew he would recognize her. The sharp contours of her face and her angelic eyes would be forever burned into his mind. He needed to make up for those final moments they spent together in her room. He would need to explain he was not going to do anything she didn’t want him to do. Alex wanted to tell her she was the sole reason for his existence in words that did not sound as though he was reading them off a greeting card. His Lindsay, she’d always be his little Lindsay, was in this new universe. This reversion as Jack called it. She was here and his job was to protect her from harm.
He scanned the horizon and then turned his eyes to the massive metropolis in the distance. Alex drove the New Jersey Turnpike to New York City one summer. Manhattan appeared to grow out of the highway and into the sky the further east he drove. He had the same feeling as he approached this city. It was probably thirty miles in the distance and would grow out of the valley. Alex ignored a handful of black birds circling the top of the buildings, choosing instead to focus on the highway. He walked for twenty minutes since arriving on the side of the road from the portal. Alex did not see a single sign of human life. No pedestrians. No cars. No sounds.
“This all feels like a bad horror movie,” he said while keeping his eyes focused on the center of the city. “Ain’t been a car on this road in months. Years.”
Alex walked and his legs began to ache. His thick arms became so from years of operating the heavy machinery in the mill. His legs, however, did nothing but stand for eight to twelve-hour shifts. The most walking Alex did in his daily life was from his couch to the refrigerator for another Iron City beer.
He thought he heard something but could not tell with his boots scraping along the asphalt. Alex stopped. The wind blew past him with a silent kiss, knocking renegade strands of hair over his growing bald spot. He turned one ear to the city and heard it again.
“Yes,” he said.
Alex hurdled the guardrail and ran around a field of massive boulders hemming the highway in on both sides. He jumped over the rocks and dashed around the boulders, his legs begging him to stop. He maneuvered fifty yards closer to the city but remained hidden from view, well off the highway. Alex crouched low, closed his eyes and listened. The noise grew louder, like the march of an army without a general. Like the march of the undead. Scrapes and clicks filled the previously silent world and then Alex detected grunts and moans.
“What the fuck?” Alex wanted to see what was making the noise and yet he wanted to run as fast as he could in the other direction. The two forces canceled each other out, leaving him paralyzed and stuck to the ground. He shook his head and detected more sounds. A conversation began between a man and a woman.
“Follow my lead.”
Alex waited for a response. The man spoke but the woman did not.
“You will let us through to the city. You will part.”
The words came from the man. Something was blocking their path. Alex cursed at himself. He stood, then he crouched down, then he stood again. He had to see what was happening and at the same time he did not want to risk exposing himself. When his curiosity trumped his fear, he pushed his head around the edge of a boulder and gazed upon a scene that would have been unimaginable before he put the noose around his neck.
A crowd of people filled the highway from guardrail to guardrail and extended all the way back to the city as far as Alex could see. But he knew they were not people. Alex loved zombie movies, the more realistic the better. He was a fan of Romero’s Dawn of the Dead, filmed in Monroeville, up the hill from Homestead. Brown loved I Am Legend and the newer generation of zombie storytelling like The Walking Dead. So when he set his eyes upon the horde for the first time, he knew exactly what they were.
Brown pissed his pants and shivered. Knowledge of the creatures was not enough to control his fear. He saw the death in their faces and the decay in their flesh. These zombies were not stumbling upon each other or feasting on brains. They stood still with their feet fixed to the ground, swaying back and forth like dead, human palm trees. Alex found this atypical zombie behavior to be much more frightening than anything he saw on the screen.
“I know who sent you and why. This will not fulfill your ahimsa. The lord of the reversion is perverting your souls and using your flesh against you. Let us pass.”
The words shook him from his fear and when he turned his head to the right, he saw two figures stood facing the army of the undead, no more than five paces from the first line of the creatures. The humans had their back to him. He saw a man and a woman. She was tall, lithe and with long hair flowing down her back. Alex could not see her face and yet he knew it was Lindsay.
“I’m coming, honey,” he said although his feet kept him firmly in hiding.
“Let us pass.”
Alex heard her voice and a smile split his face.
It’s really her. It’s my Lindsay.
Alex watched as Lindsay stepped toward the first member of the horde and slammed her knife through the creature’s empty eye socket and into the cranial cavity. She pulled it out and drew her knife back behind her right ear. The zombie waddled, took a step forward and collapsed on to the asphalt. Another creature took a step forward and filled the gap previously held by the one now on the ground.
“Nice try,” the man said to Lindsay.
Lindsay stabbed again, using the same maneuver with the same deadly accuracy. Again, the creature fell to the ground. And again another took its place.
“You keep that up and you’re going to dull the blade,” the man said.
Lindsay said something else but Alex could not hear. The man and woman faced each other.. The horde remained silent and still, but did not retreat.
Alex watched her sheath the knife and hold her right hand out to the man. He took it and swung her around, placing a light kiss on Lindsay’s lips.
Brown shuddered and bit his bottom lip.
Lindsay kissed the man back.
In the next instant, they were both gone. The horde immediately turned and sauntered back towards the recesses of the city. Alex stood up and looked over the boulder hiding him from the horde as he rubbed his eyes. He looked again to make sure they were really gone.
“Holy shit.”








  
  Chapter 6


“How do you know they’ll go into that building?” Tommy said. “There’s, like, a bazillion buildings here.” 
“Our buddy the Reaper will take care of that,” Kole said. “He’ll use the horde to push them into the right spot.”
“Grimmy controls the horde?” Tommy asked. “Cool.”
“Not control. He can kinda guide them, but they don’t all go where he wants. But he’ll get enough in the right spot.”
Tommy and Kole sat across from each other on dusty, ancient office chairs. Papers and plastic bags lay scattered across the floor. Only the ambient daylight shone into the interior room. Without windows, most of the artifacts remained in place and were not sucked out into the reversion and buried beneath decades of sand.
Shallna stood against the wall. Holes in the drywall the size of grapefruits allowed the wind to push sand into the building’s infrastructure, through the holes, where it collected in mounds on the floor. It would have taken centuries to amass sand this far up inside a skyscraper. Shallna didn’t say much since Tommy’s arrival and Kole figured something about the boy was keeping Shallna quiet.
“Ain’t that right?” Kole asked.
Shallna nodded once.
“You got the story, right? You can’t fuck this up.”
Tommy closed his eyes and drew a deep breath. He opened them and rehearsed yet again.
“I was in the car with Mara. We got into an accident. Samuel ran into our car.”
“Never say ‘Samuel’ just ‘some guy.’ We don’t want to hip him to the fact you know he was the one responsible for killing you and your sister.”
Tommy nodded and smiled. Kole made eye contact when speaking to him.
“Got it. Some guy ran into our car.”
Kole nodded and took a turn smiling.
“I thought I was knocked out because when I woke up I was on the side of the road. But when I looked around, I knew something was wrong because this wasn’t the road we were on and it definitely wasn’t Detroit.”
“He’s pretty convincing, right Shallna?”
Tommy didn’t wait for the reply. He continued.
“I didn’t see our car, or Mara, or my hockey gear. There was nothing, so I started walking towards the city. That’s it.”
“You don’t have to say ‘that’s it.’ Just end it by saying ‘city’.”
“City,” Tommy said.
“No. Say the whole last line again.”
Kole put the heel of his right hand to his forehead and rolled his eyes at Shallna.
“I didn’t see our car, or Mara, or my hockey gear. There was nothing, so I started walking towards the city.”
“Good. Remember. You met nobody else. This makes it easy on you. You don’t have to say who or what you met. Just say nobody if they ask.”
Kole turned around.
“Well? Is he ready?” he asked.
Shallna stepped from the wall and walked toward Kole and Tommy. He stood next to Kole and looked down at the boy.
“Yes,” Shallna said.
“Ready for what?” Tommy asked.
“When you arrive, neither Lindsay nor Samuel are gonna know who you are. You’ll just be some kid and that’s good. They’ll immediately trust you more than they would an adult. But to really hook them, really drop their defenses, we need to give them a little more. The Reap here is going to hook you up with some info they’ll find fascinating, but not useful. The point is the story will endear you to them and make it easier for you to get to Samuel. When the time is right, when he’s not expecting it and when I give you the signal…”
“I’ll cut his throat,” Tommy said.
“Correction. You’ll cut his fucking throat. This ain’t kid stuff no more. It’s about time you start talking like the killer you are.”
Kole tussled Tommy’s hair as if he mastered long division.
“Shallna is going to implant a story in your head. He’s been in these places forever, so he can do shit like that. He’s going to make it feel like a dream to you so you can tell it to Lindsay and Samuel. This way, you won’t have to think. You’ll just have to remember it as if you really did have the dream.”
“Will it hurt?” Tommy asked.
“Nah. Shallna is going to wait until you’re sleeping. It’ll be just like a dream. More like a fucking nightmare, but you get the idea.”
Kole relied on Shallna’s experience in the reversion. He surrendered control to his servant and approved the plan to implant the origins of the horde into Tommy’s head. Kole agreed the information was fairly useless, but Lindsay and Samuel would trust Tommy if they believed he was a victim of the reversion too. They would be on the same team, fighting to be released from the reversion.
Once Shallna taught Kole how to scrye with the orb, Kole would be able to see Samuel letting down his defenses. When the time was right, he would order the assassination. Kole wasn’t sure what he was going to do with Lindsay. He’d decide when the time came. If Tommy was successful in slitting Samuel’s throat, Lindsay wouldn’t matter that much anyway.
“What’s the story about?” Tommy asked.
“It ain’t pretty man. It’s a story about how the zombies got here.”
“Cool,” Tommy said with a squeal. “I love zombies.”
“Of course you would,” Kole said. “You sick little fuck.”
Shallna used his staff to tap Kole on the shoulder. He stood and glared at Shallna.
“Listen, Tommy. Once you go to sleep and get the story in your head, you’ll wake up in the room where they’ll be. The Reaper is going to help me use the orb to get you there. Deva gave me some wicked powers before he vaporized and I’m dying to try them out.”
Tommy stood and smiled at Kole, having no idea what he was talking about or who Deva was.
“It’s an old newsroom on the third floor of a building near the center of town. When you get there, feel free to do whatever you want until they arrive. Make sure you tell the story as soon as you can. Like a real dream, it’ll start to fade with time and so you need to tell it to them right away. Got it?”
Tommy nodded and ran around the chair to an old sofa against the opposite wall. It sat by the door, sagging and covered in dust. Tommy jumped on it and kicked his feet, knocking dust particles into the air. Shallna walked over and Kole followed.
“Tell me a bedtime story?” Tommy asked.
“A request you will certainly regret,” Shallna said, as he motioned for Kole to stand at the foot of the sofa. “Close your eyes so you can die again.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Shallna delivered Tommy and left the building by opening a portal in the stairwell. He departed moments before Samuel and Lindsay made it to the third floor. The residual energy from the closing of the portal shook the stairwell like the aftershock of an earthquake. 
He hated dealing with the child but knew that his master’s plan was solid, and could be their best chance at keeping Samuel from making it to the cauldron. The man seemed to have found ways of circumnavigating the horde, although Shallna wondered if maybe an increase in sheer numbers would help keep Samuel pinned down. There was not a shortage of decimated souls spread across the multiverse. Shallna simply needed to search for worlds on the brink of collapse and have Kole push those civilizations over the edge.
Deva did that in Hiroshima and Nagasaki in the 1940s and those two incidents swelled the ranks of the horde for decades and across many reversions. Those that suffered and perished at the hands of an atomic catastrophe reemerged as the walking dead, their radiated and decaying flesh dropping as they soundlessly obeyed the lord of the reversion. But even the most massive influx of souls to the horde would not last forever. Eventually the bodies would break down and it would be up to the reversion’s master to orchestrate another mass extinction to repopulate the army. Shallna did not care about the people trapped inside those diseased vessels. He was glad they could not communicate, did not have free will. Some souls would always be fodder for others. At least that’s how Deva explained it to him.
The air felt thin and the darkness comforted the boy, which was not what Shallna expected. He knew Samuel and Lindsay would be arriving soon and he did not have time to provide the child with more instructions. If the dream took root the way it was supposed to, Shallna would not worry about its effectiveness.

      [image: image-placeholder]Tommy heard the latch and knew someone was on the other side of the door. He pushed the chair towards it, backwards, until he struck a desk turned on its side. 
Lilly? Linda?
He could not remember the names of the people who were supposed to show up but he was glad the Grim Reaper left. Tommy was not afraid of the monster, he was threatened by him. The personality buried deep inside that hooded robe felt insecure and powerless. Tommy wanted to exploit him and destroy the creature but he had to do his job first. He was happy to do what Kole wanted him to, although Tommy would have gladly stabbed Samuel without a reason. The man was responsible for killing Tommy and his sister, but the longer he was in the reversion the more Tommy enjoyed it. He was beginning to think Samuel did him a favor, released him from a life of rules and ethics and into a world where all that mattered was escaping the cloud. The fact that his salvation was through cold-hearted revenge only made the situation that much more appealing.
He saw the shapes of two people as the door swung open. The first one, the woman with long hair, pulled the man through and then shut the door. Tommy heard rattling and breathing as she did her best to bar the door. He watched as the man slid down the wall and on to his backside while the woman turned to look at the room. Tommy stood up, slid off the chair and took three steps toward her. She froze and he could see her eyes even in the dim light.
Fear. Pain.
Yes, Tommy knew those well.
He remembered his objective. He had to use his age to his advantage and not freak them out. It would be hard, but Tommy thought he could do it. He gave the woman the happiest smile a ten-year-old boy could.

      [image: image-placeholder]For the first time since he slipped the noose over his head and stepped off the chair, Alex contemplated his situation. Instead of dying he ended up in a strange world, where people aged ten years and disappeared when faced with an army of zombies on a highway leading into an abandoned city getting swallowed by a cloud. And then the cloud was eating everything. And a fist fight with some teenager and then a flight through a portal to another universe. 
“Where am I?” Alex asked himself.
He stood up and walked to the middle of the highway. Brown waited until the army of the undead crawled back into whatever hole they lived in and then he sat on the guardrail trying to figure out what to do. His ass hurt and he had not seen a zombie in an hour, so Alex decided it was time to do something.
The highway stretched into the distance and came together as a pinpoint of asphalt at the horizon. The wind continued to blow thin waves of sand back and forth while the cloud sat on top, suffocating it, pressing down on the land so the sky was nothing more than the underbelly of the cloud. The mountains on each side of the highway faded with the road and Alex thought he might like to know what was at the end of that highway. But then Lindsay’s face popped into his head and refocused his attention.
I’ve gotta save my love, he thought.
Alex turned around and looked at the city.
She’s in there somewhere.
He remembered his trip to New York City again. He took the Path train from New Jersey into New York’s Penn Station. Alex climbed out of the labyrinth of the subways and into the frenetic street life of mid-town Manhattan. Thousands of people filled the sidewalks, each going about the day fulfilling dreams or earning a paycheck, a few lucky ones doing both. Brown flashed back to riding the E Line and then heading north towards East Harlem, where the human landscape changed yet again. He ate the best two-dollar rice and beans meal he ever had before climbing back down into the subway at dusk when the drug lords would rule the city streets until dawn.
“That city looks as big as New York,” he said. “Lindsay could be anywhere in there and it would take me years to find her.”
The words fed his desperation and Alex began to take quick, shallow breaths. He stumbled to the guardrail and placed his right hand on it to keep from collapsing to the asphalt.
If you love her, truly love her, you’ll protect her.
Alex was not sure if that thought belonged to him or was planted there by another. It shook him from his momentary daze and he stood up. He straightened his glasses, pushed his hair to the side and brushed the sand from his pants.
“That’s right. She’s always been and always will be my destiny. I’m coming, Lindsay. I’ll protect you.”
With that declaration and his head held high, Alex started walking down the lonely road leading to the last city he would ever visit.






  
  Chapter 7


“Hi there,” Tommy said. 
“I’m sorry about the F-bomb. You scared me,” Lindsay said.
“That’s okay. Coach says it sometimes too when we’re not doing what he says.”
Lindsay looked at Samuel still slouched against the wall and then turned her attention back to Tommy. The last thing she expected to see in the desolate interior of the building was a child.
“Wanna race me?” Tommy asked.
“At what?”
“Chairs. From that side to that side,” he said pointing to each end of the floor. “Loser has to eat a booger.”
Lindsay giggled despite the oddity of the situation. She never really liked children and promised herself never to have them. The thought of saggy boobs and stretch marks grossed her out, as did the mucous that always seemed to be oozing from children’s faces.
“My own or yours?”
“Your own, silly,” Tommy said. “Someone else’s would be really disgusting.”
“What’s your name?” Lindsay asked. She hoped to sidetrack the race by engaging the boy in conversation.
“Tommy.”
“I’m Lindsay,” she said. “And that guy over there is Samuel.”
“Is he hurt?” Tommy asked. The kid’s eyes locked on to Samuel at the mention of his name and then came back to Lindsay when she started speaking again. Tommy gazed at her high cheekbones and long, dark hair. He sensed a darkness in her eyes and felt the tingly feeling down below, the same one he had when thinking about Mara coming out of the shower.
“No. He’s just tired. Samuel—” Lindsay called out. “Come meet Tommy.”
Lindsay and Tommy watched as Samuel stood. He put an arm on the wall to steady his balance and took slow, measured steps across the floor. Samuel stepped over papers and the remnants of furniture as his breathing regulated.
“I’m Samuel.”
Tommy looked at him, said nothing and turned back to Lindsay.
“Ready?”
“For what, hon?”
“Our race. Me versus you, Lindsay. Loser eats a booger.”
“Sounds fair,” Samuel said. He crossed his arms and smiled at Lindsay. “Booger eaters are always losers.”
Tommy stared at Lindsay as if Samuel was not even in the room.
“Where’s the starting line?” Lindsay asked.
Tommy leapt into action, grabbing two chairs by the back rest and dragging them to a spot on the floor. He used his feet to push the papers and other items out of the way and continued to clear lanes to the other wall. Lindsay smiled at Samuel as they both watched. With Tommy setting up the finish line, Samuel whispered to Lindsay.
“We don’t have time for this.”
“He’s a kid. Alone. We need to earn his trust.”
Samuel rolled his eyes. He turned to a desk lying on its side, the drawers open and exposed. Samuel bent down and flipped the desk on to its legs, closed the drawers and sat on top of it.
“Fine. One race. Go ahead,” he said.
Lindsay was already walking to the starting line. The light seeping into the room began to dim making it more difficult to see. When the sun set, the office would be as dark as the stairwell and they would either have to remain there until morning or start moving again.
Tommy came running back from the finish line and grabbed his chair. Lindsay stood to his right and Samuel remained on the desk, at about the midway point on the track.
“Start us?” she asked Samuel.
He sighed and nodded.
With a toneless delivery, Samuel counted them down. “Three, two, one. Go.”
Tommy immediately dropped his backside on to the seat and swiveled the chair around so he could use his legs to propel himself backwards. He looked over his left shoulder at Lindsay. She also dropped on to the seat but she was using her legs to pull the chair rather than push it. Her feet moved as if her legs were riding an imaginary bike. Lindsay pulled ahead and when it became clear she would easily win, her feet stumbled and she gave an exaggerated sigh. Tommy giggled and his little legs propelled him past Lindsay and over the finish line. The entire race lasted less than twenty seconds.
“I won, I won,” Tommy said.
Lindsay stopped moving and held both hands up in the air.
“You did,” Lindsay said.
“Eater, eater, booger eater,” Tommy chanted.
Samuel smiled and waited to see what Lindsay would do.
She stood up from the chair and turned sideways so that the right side of her face was hidden from Tommy. Lindsay took her right pointer finger and pushed it up over her lips and alongside of her nose while grunting. From Tommy’s perspective it appeared as though Lindsay’s finger was knuckle-deep in boogerland.
“Ewwwww,” Tommy said.
Samuel was smiling now, laughter oozing from his mouth.
“Now eat it,” Tommy said as Lindsay held her finger up in front of her face.
She twirled it around and squished her face, pantomiming her booger feast and enhancing it for Tommy’s amusement. She shoved her finger in her mouth and chewed as if eating a piece of taffy. With one last, exaggerated gulp, Lindsay stuck her tongue out at Tommy while opening her mouth wide.
“Ta-da,” she said.
“That was so nasty,” Tommy said. “High-five.”
Lindsay reached up and her palm met Tommy’s. The sound cracked the silence of the office space and snapped Samuel back into the moment. He looked out into the desolate office. Samuel shook his head and sighed as he heard Lindsay clear her throat.
“So you don’t remember how you got here?”
Lindsay asked the question and then looked up at Samuel over her left shoulder before turning back to face Tommy sitting on the chair. The boy was dangling his feet and attempting to swivel the chair around while Lindsay remained crouched in front of him at eye level. She used her hands to hold the bottom rail of the chair, keeping Tommy’s line of sight constant. Samuel stood behind them both with his arms crossed. Several times he glanced at the door as if he heard a noise but he said nothing to Lindsay about it.
“We’re losing the light,” Samuel said.
“Is that what you keep looking at,” she replied while keeping her eyes on Tommy, waiting for an answer.
“It’ll be dark soon and this place will be pitch black. Days don’t last as long in the reversion.”
“Agreed,” Lindsay said, speaking to Samuel but looking at Tommy. “Honey, can you tell us what happened?”
Tommy smiled at her and pretended to shove a finger in his nostril but he didn’t turn sideways first and so it appeared as though he was rubbing the side of his nose.
“Tommy,” Lindsay said. “Samuel and I want to help you. If you’re lost, we want to help you find your way home and if you’re supposed to be here, we want to protect you.”
Samuel shuffled his feet and sighed.
“I know,” Tommy said.
“You know what, son?” Samuel asked. “C’mon, Lindsay. Let’s take this kid and either hunker down for the night or get the hell out of here.”
“Samuel is nervous. We’ve had to deal with some monsters and he doesn’t want them to get us. You understand that, Tommy. Right?”
Tommy nodded and winked at Lindsay.
“How did you end up in this room, honey?”
Samuel waited for a reply and glared at Lindsay.
“I remember hockey practice. It was really cold and I was the last one there. My sister was so pissed.”
“And then what?” Lindsay asked.
“We were in the car and I think I fell asleep. When I woke up I was here and then you guys came in.”
“That’s the same three sentences he gave us the first time, Lindsay. Let’s go,” Samuel said.
“Are you sure there isn’t anything else? Think real hard and then we’re going to follow Samuel out of here.”
Tommy looked at Samuel and the smile on the boy’s face made Samuel wince. Tommy hoped Kole wouldn't be mad at him for not following the script.
“Nothing else but the dream.”
Lindsay let go of the chair and stood up. She took a step backwards until she was shoulder to shoulder with Samuel.
“What dream?” she asked.
“The one with the big bomb. You know, the one that made all the zombies.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel found a utility closet at the far end of the office where he could see the main door. Even if someone or something came through, he would have at least ten seconds to react. He would not be surprised and would have a chance. Lindsay and Tommy spent their time gathering as much as they could for the night. The office space remained cool but comfortable. Samuel would not even consider a fire without knowing how the smoke would escape or who might be able to see the flames. Tommy brought armfuls of paper to the utility closet and dumped them in three distinct piles. Lindsay cut the thin padding from several chairs and it would serve as crude pillows. Samuel told them to only make two beds. That he would stand guard all night, but Lindsay insisted on taking a shift, no matter how much tough-guy attitude he gave him. 
The last ambient light left the office, covering it in silent darkness. Samuel left the door of the utility closet propped open and sat on the rear wall in direct view of the floor’s main door. Lindsay found a jasmine tea candle in one of the desk drawers along with a matchbook. Samuel explained that fire in the reversion was different and the matches probably would not work. Lindsay convinced him to try and the tiny flame inside the utility closet would not be as risky as a campfire, so he agreed to light it.
Tommy watched the candle come to life on the fifth match. The flame crackled and spit as a low, green flame danced above the wax. Samuel looked at Lindsay and Tommy.
“You were right. I think this is low enough that it won’t be visible from the outside.”
Lindsay gave him her best told-you-so smirk.
“But it won’t last long. And because we don’t know how long night will be here, I suggest we blow it out and wait a bit before lighting it again.”
“It doesn’t matter, Samuel. We’re only getting so many hours out of this candle and it’s already dark. I think we should let it burn and not risk being unable to light it again.”
He waved at Lindsay.
“Fine. Have it your way.”
“I’m not trying to be difficult,” she said.
“Well you are.”
Tommy kept his head down, staring at his hands.
“Tommy,” Lindsay said. “Can you tell us about the dream before you go to bed?”
“Okay,” he said.
“Good,” Samuel said. “Tell us everything you can remember.”
“It might take a while.”
“That’s fine,” Lindsay said. “Tell us.”
Tommy looked at the candle and then raised his head.
“They came from the bomb.”
“Who?” Samuel asked.
“The zombies.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay was on her side facing Tommy while Samuel sat on a chair in the doorway. He sat so he could see into the utility closet and out into the thick blackness of the office. Samuel waited for them to get situated for the night. It felt like an odd reversal of a classic night-time routine. Tommy would be the one telling the story, however. 
Although Shallna planted the dream in Tommy’s head, the story would feel real to him. Shallna made sure to include the emotions and feelings of the soul and transplant that into Tommy as well. Energy in the Great Cycle passed easily from one soul to another, much like a broadcast signal as opposed to a phone call. If another soul could tune in to the broadcast, they could feel it as well.
Kole wanted the story to be detailed and long. It was another tactic to keep Samuel in his place. The story was true and would explain how the horde came to be, as well as their role in the reversion. It would also explain why the lord of the reversion could summon them but not control the mob entirely. What neither Samuel nor Kole understood was the horde’s numbers were about to swell and they would fill the city like Times Square on New Year’s Eve.
The multiverse was going through its own mass extinction and the victims of its death throes would be delivered to this final reversion in preparation for the end. As more and more worlds succumbed to a violent, catastrophic end, the inhabitants of those worlds would mutate into the horde and accept their fate at the hands of the final reversion. The souls of the horde would be set free by the cloud and therefore they had to protect the cauldron from those seeking to destroy it, like Samuel.
“I’m tired.”
“Me too, honey,” Lindsay said. “But you have to tell us a story before we go to sleep, remember? We need to know about the zombies out there because we need to get somewhere in the city and they look dangerous.”
Tommy nodded and Lindsay put her hand in his. Samuel huffed and took a look at the main door but saw no intruders.
“Okay.”
Samuel slid his chair closer to the foot of Tommy’s bedding. Scraps of paper stuck out from beneath the boy’s legs, the typeface of a lost generation fading on the memos.
“The dream. Tell us and don’t leave anything out.”
“Higaki should tell it. He was there for a year after it happened,” Tommy said.
Lindsay looked at Samuel and he shrugged.
“Sure. However you want to tell it,” she said.
“He’s a zombie now but he wasn’t before the bomb.”
“No, of course not,” Samuel said.
“He told me this in the dream. I’ll tell it to you.”

I think it was August 6, 1945. I was thirteen and a student at Hiroshima Akieden and a member of the Student Mobilization Program. I was one of a group of twenty students assigned to help the army. Me and my classmates, we were at the army headquarters about a mile from the epicenter ready to start our first day of work. At 8:15 a.m. I looked out of the window and saw a blue flash in the sky and all of a sudden I was floating in the air. I felt my body slam to the floor, yet everything was dark and silent. I couldn’t move because I was pinned beneath the chunks of building that fell on top of us. I remember thinking that I was about to die, so I yelled.
“Mom, help me.”
I felt hands grab my shirt and my shoulders shot up. A man was breathing and I could hear him moan as he tried digging me out.
“Don’t give up, young man. I’m going to get you out. Don’t give up.”
I wanted to close my eyes and sleep and I’m sure that was death coming for me. But it didn’t. I kept trying to wiggle my body free of the timbers and chunks of wood holding me down. With a final pull, the man yanked me free and I was standing on my own two feet. My head hurt and I tasted the bitter burn of blood in my mouth. I could see light coming from a break in the rubble, so I stumbled towards it. I pushed through the building’s east wall until I stood on the ground outside what was left.
Everything was on fire. Everything. A soldier ran past and yelled at a few of us to get to the hills and take cover. I remember only seeing three or four of them crawl from the building. The rest were burning alive inside.
It was morning but it looked like twilight because so much dust and smoke was in the air. Some people I met later said they saw a mushroom cloud and heard the loudest thunder in their life. But I didn’t because I was inside it. I looked around and saw people shuffling through the streets. They looked like walking corpses, skin and clothing dangling from bloody and burned bodies. The injured were also headed to the hills. We thought somehow we’d be okay if we got there.
Most were naked. Their skin was black and charred and many had their eyes swollen shut. Some even had their eyeballs dangling out of their sockets. Those with the most severe burns held their hands above their heads to lessen the throbbing pain. I watched as many of the walking ghosts collapsed and did not get up. With the few classmates who survived, I stumbled toward the hills while stepping around the dead and dying.
When we got to the base of the hill, I saw the army’s training ground, about two hundred yards long and fifty yards wide. It looked like a field of snakes but was really the dying people waving their arms in the air, asking for help. Most asked for water in faint whispers but we didn’t have any. Some of us tore off strips of our clothing and dipped them into a nearby stream. We ran back and placed them into the mouths of the dying. Those that were still alive tried sucking the moisture from them. All day long we attended to the people in that field, but there were no medical supplies or doctors. We did the best we could but spent most of the day watching people die.
The sun went down and the darkness made things worse. We watched the city continue to burn while we heard the low, desperate whispers of the walking dead begging for water.
There were about eight thousand middle school students in the center of the city. They were brought there a few days earlier to help the army clear fire lanes. They were in the streets when the bomb exploded, a million degrees at the center of the explosion, one thousand feet in the air. All of those kids, my classmates and friends, were instantly vaporized and more died within days. Because of this, almost eighty percent of kids were gone from the city. My aunt was a teacher working with those middle school students. My dad and I spent days turning over dead bodies, hoping to find her. We never did. She had two children of her own, my cousins and now orphans.
The people that died on that day were the lucky ones. They didn’t have to live with the burns and radiation sickness the survivors did. My sister and her two year old son were on a playground when it happened and were horribly burned. We could only tell it was her by the sound of her voice. They only lived for a few days but I can’t imagine how much pain they had to suffer first.
The soldiers didn’t know what to do with the bodies. There were so many. They threw bodies into a ditch and set them on fire with gasoline. They would have to turn them over with bamboo poles, believing that burning all of the flesh to a crisp would prevent the radiation from making others sick. I was thirteen, standing next to my parents watching all of this. It was the most gross, disgusting scene you could imagine, yet I couldn’t cry. The experience was so shocking, it was beyond grief. My friend Sishi told me she returned to her home the next day to find the skeletons of her family, yet she could not cry either.
As the weeks passed, the mysterious effect of the radiation from the atomic bomb began to affect many people. My uncle and aunt lived in a suburb of Hiroshima and were not in the blast zone. They had no injuries or burns. And yet, they started getting sick. Purple sores appeared on their bodies and they lost their hair and teeth. My mother cared for them until they died and we had no idea it was from the radiation. We thought their internal organs were liquefying in their bodies and coming out as black sludge. The doctors told us if we got the purple spots, we would die. Every morning it became part of the routine to check for them.
My city of over three hundred thousand was filled with mostly women, children and the elderly. Almost all of the men were in the army and serving elsewhere. Hiroshima became nothing but a heap of ash and rubble with mounds of charred bodies and skeletons everywhere. By the end of the year, more than one hundred and fifty thousand people were gone.

Lindsay could not control the silent tears streaming down her face.
“That was it. That was my dream.”
“Did he tell this to you or did you see it?” Lindsay asked.
“She. It was a girl. She showed me through her eyes. Then told me about it after.”
“She seems older than you,” Samuel said.
“Yep,” Tommy said. “She was a teenager but this happened to her in middle school.”
A heavy pause filled the room.
“Wherever this happens,” Samuel said to Lindsay. “Those that die end up here. They become the horde.”
“Why do they want to keep us pinned down, Samuel?”
“Maybe it’s how they break free. I really don’t know.”
“They’re still in there.”
Lindsay looked at Tommy.
“Who is, Tommy?” she asked.
“The people. They’re still inside the bodies. We should ask them why they don’t like us.”
Samuel stood and exhaled. Had he known the boy’s motive, Samuel would have cut his throat that night.








  
  Chapter 8


When Alex Brown made it to the outlying areas of the city, he noticed a change. Footprints disturbed the sand on the highway and on the sidewalks. 
Gotta be the zombies, he thought. Haven’t seen anyone else besides Lindsay and the man.
Alex stopped in front of what was once an upscale building in an expensive neighborhood. Ornate iron work decorated the exterior and the trees sat in stylish soil boxes embedded in the sidewalk. The sand did not cover all of the sidewalk, which Alex thought was odd, but then again, everything was odd since he fell from the noose. A gust of wind cleared the fancy soil box of the nearest tree and he smiled.
Just the same wind current over and over again, burying some of the city while keeping other parts clean.
Wrought iron railings, once shiny and black now flaking and red with rust, lined the steps leading up to the door of an old brownstone. Brown looked down the right side of the street where the buildings stretched for blocks. Most of the doors and windows were destroyed or broken long ago, making each structure look skeletal. The wind-blasted sand scoured the brick of the buildings to a smooth finish and any painted trim was also stripped of its paint and bleached bone white. Alex sighed and caught a whiff of motor oil. It stained the street where cars used to park.
Nothing left but oil stains and cockroaches.
Alex chuckled at his thoughts. He could not remember the last time he had so many conversations with himself. He was never in an abandoned city before, so Alex thought this might be what people do. They talk to themselves until insanity creeps in like a slow mud slide, burying rational thought, layer after layer.
He decided to enter the brownstone as the sun dropped low in the sky and the dark, gray cloud was now closer to the eastern horizon. Alex’s internal biorhythm told him it would be nightfall soon and he yawned. His throat felt sore from the noose and he rubbed his neck, trying to figure out what was real and what wasn’t.
Lindsay. Eyes on the prize.
The thought of her name snapped him back into the moment and he strutted up the steps and stood at the open door. A plant box hung beneath the bay window to the right of the door. The glass was gone but Alex could see into the first floor living room. A single drape dangled from a rod inside and waved back and forth like a witch’s cape. He ignored the tingling sensation at the back of his neck and stepped into the building. Alex stopped and listened.
Nothing.
He thought the air felt different in this world, somehow less than normal and guessed it made things quieter too. He remembered a show on NOVA one time about outer space. The narrator said there was no air in space and so there couldn’t be sound either.
“No Led Zeppelin?” he asked.
Alex’s voice startled his own ears, so he decided to place a gag order on his mouth. He would only be allowed to speak to himself inside his head until further notice.
Fine. Be that way.
The air moved through the building and Alex saw smaller drifts piled in the corner. He looked down and did not see footprints in the sand. A frame hung in the vestibule to the left of a spiral staircase. He could see the wall behind the frame and a pile of glass on the floor below. There were doorways on his left and right. The doorway on the right went into the living room with the bay window, while the one on the left was a coat closet with the door ripped from the hinges, lying on the floor near the staircase. Alex thought he’d be safer on the second floor as he could hear people.
Or zombies.
But he had no idea how stable the buildings were.
He turned to look at the living room one more time and decided to take a chance on the second floor. He put his hand on the railing and took the first step. Then he looked into the frame and jumped back.
“You jumped before we were done. Kinda rude.”
“Are you inside the wall?” Alex asked Jack.
“I’ve learned a few things since I’ve been here. My buddy Major told me about Kole and Deva.”
Alex blinked and when his eyes opened, Jack was at the base of the steps. The young man wore a black baseball cap backwards with a black hoodie hanging from his thin frame. Alex could smell a trace of the boy’s musky scent. He looked into Jack’s face and smiled.
“Coming through walls. Yeah, I’d say you learned something from your buddy.”
Jack walked around and Alex spun, keeping his eyes locked on the young man. Jack sat on the third step and leaned back on to his elbows. He looked around the foyer and winked at Alex.
“Love it. Old, musty, flabby. Just your style.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Like I said, we weren’t done.”
Alex looked at the glass on the floor and then back to Jack.
“You told me I had to protect Lindsay. That was all I needed to hear.”
“How old are you, dude? Forty? Fifty?”
“That doesn’t matter,” Alex said.
“I think it does. How old was Lindsay when you knew her, back before you put the noose around your neck.”
“Old enough,” Alex said.
“Doubt it or else you woulda answered my question. You some kind of creeper, a pedophile?”
Alex swung his right arm in a lazy arc and Jack moved his head to the side, easily dodging the lame excuse for a punch.
“Please stop doing that. It’s embarrassing. Sit down.”
Alex put aside his manufactured indignity and sat next to Jack. He did not have a good reason to dislike the kid other than the taunts.
“Before you took a header through that portal, we were talking about destiny, karma. All that cosmic hippy bullshit.”
Alex nodded but said nothing.
“I got you through and I coulda been released but the Great Cycle showed me one more thing I could do if I wanted. And when I saw that vision, I was like, ‘A-fucking-men, brother.’ You see, I get to eat one last meal here in this reversion. You know what it is?”
Alex shook his head and sighed. “What is it?” he asked.
“Don’t get all pissy with me, dude.”
“I’m not.”
“I think you are. Listen. I get one last meal. It’s revenge. You ever had that dish?”
Alex sat forward and leaned closer to Jack. He was losing interest in the old brownstone and forgot about his earlier plan to explore the second floor.
“Kole is in charge and I’d love to fuck his day up, but he’s king shit now. Probably got that Reaper fuck helping out too. That’s cool and all, cause ya know why? I’ll tell ya. I got my sights set on Samuel. That’s the fucker I want.”
“Why?” Alex asked. He had no idea who these people were. All that mattered was Lindsay.
“He gave me up to the spider crabs and that shit hurt. You ever been eaten by spider crabs? I doubt it. Let me tell you, it ain’t something you ever wanna feel.”
“You going to tell me who these people are?” Alex asked.
“Yep. Starting with Samuel. He’s the one fucking your Lindsay,” Jack said.

      [image: image-placeholder]Alex was not sure if he would be able to sleep in the same house with Jack. He tried placing his back on the wall so he was facing the young man, but Alex could not keep his eyes open. 
After the sun set on the reversion, darkness came fast, cloaking the city in a black velvet fog. The ambient light that allowed Jack and Alex to investigate the second floor was gone. The two explored the upstairs bedrooms and found the remnants of mattresses and stuffed animals. The toys resembled the horde, the fabric in varying states of decay and many missing their plastic eyeballs. The springs in the mattresses poked through the dry rotted cotton and looked like rusted coils in a futuristic flying carpet. Each room had its share of discarded furniture and sand piled in the corners, although it appeared as though it was only time that destroyed the pieces, not violence. The dust was not as thick inside the house as outside, but the broken windows allowed it to filter inside. Alex and Jack coughed as their lungs adjusted to the air and sand. Alex looked out of the window several times and saw nothing but black. He welcomed the night and was glad to not have to look up at the advancing cloud coming from the west.
He thought Jack was snoring but he couldn’t see the young man’s face. They quit talking hours ago and Alex gave up trying to will himself to sleep. He was exhausted, yet all he could think about was her. His Lindsay.
“You awake.”
“Yes,” Jack said.
“Been thinking,” Alex said.
“Me too. Been thinking about that fine ass on Lindsay.”
Alex ignored the provocation. “Where you from?”
“Pittsburgh,” Jack said.
“So am I. So is Lindsay. I think Mara and Tommy are too.”
“Pretty sure Mara grew up in Detroit. Maybe Cleveland.”
“What about Samuel?” Alex asked.
“Raised in Monroeville. Near Pittsburgh. But he lived in Detroit.”
Jack coughed and Alex pressed on.
“Seems like everyone in this reversion came from some of the same places.”
“Rust Belt,” Alex said.
“What?”
“Detroit, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Buffalo. They call all those cities the Rust Belt.”
“So,” Jack said. He took a step towards Alex’s voice in the darkened room.
“Do you think it’s a coincidence we’re all from the same geographic region? Maybe there’s something too that and—”
“And maybe it doesn’t make one shit of difference,” Jack said.
“I think it does.”
“Can we sleep now?” Jack asked. “You can sit there and run circles in your head but I’d like to sleep. We’re probably going to have to fight our way through the horde to get to them. You ready for that?”
“Right,” Alex said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
Alex closed his eyes and opened them and the room was still in total darkness. He preferred death over sleep. It was so hard to get rest in the reversion.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the booming industrial economy of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, several areas of the United States became prominent. Manufacturing flourished in the region and cities close to the Great Lakes waterways thrived. Buffalo, Pittsburgh, Detroit and Cleveland became the center of the industrial infrastructure, fueled by iron ore found in Upper Michigan and coal from the Appalachian Mountains. Several generations of eastern European immigrants flooded the cities looking for work and a new life. They came from Austria-Hungary, Poland, Russia, Germany and Slovakia amongst others. 
The cities of the Rust Belt boomed in the late nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century, but when the steel industry started to decline so did the future of those running it. Manufacturing moved to the American southeast and trade policies changed. Globalization made it difficult for the corporate owners of these industries to compete. As a result, the factories and the jobs went overseas. “Outsourcing” became synonymous with unemployment and that’s when things became even worse.
People migrated and some cities, like Detroit, lost more than a fourth of its population in less than ten years. The drain on the tax revenue meant fewer community resources, which led to crime, illegal drugs, welfare expenditures and massive deficit spending.
Some cities, like Pittsburgh, fought desperately to remake themselves once the mills closed and the problems remained. Biotech industries flourished and the vacant, overgrown yards where the steel mills once stood became corporate offices, casinos and tourism destinations. However, other cities like Cleveland and Detroit never recovered. Flint, Michigan, near Detroit was one of the most violent and decimated American cities. Emergency services refused to even enter certain sections of the city.
Although some fared better than others, people from the Rust Belt all share a common history. Alex, Lindsay, Mara, Tommy, Kole and even Samuel tried to survive in a region hardest hit by the manufacturing fall out of the mid-twentieth century. The desperation and depression on the land seeped into its people like a toxic chemical in the water supply. Those people, buried deep in their subconscious, were ripe for the reversion. Whether they came through the suicide forest or found themselves in the reversion by another means, they shared a common heritage. It was desperation that sat inside them like the hardened steel shaped in the region, and it was the hopeless feelings in them pulled to the reversion like steel to a magnet.
The reversion would draw those souls closest to the edge of existence and many of the folks on that edge would slip over it and come to grips with a new kind of entropy. They would face the inevitable destruction of the world after their corporal one, and it would feel much the same to their tired bones.








  
  Chapter 9


The cloud parted as if a silent lightning bolt split the sky. The reversion stopped the steady march of the cloud to the east and remained hanging over the wasteland, awaiting its newest arrivals. The ghostly city sat in the distance across miles of windswept sand and ribbons of buried asphalt. A low groan came from the center of the metropolis and moved across the ground with subsonic speed. 
Shallna stood on the rocky outcrop and pointed his staff to the heavens.
“Do they always arrive this way?” Kole asked.
“I do not know,” Shallna said. “Deva taught me what I needed to know, not always with the explanations I desired.”
The horde arrived in some reversions, but not all of them. The Great Cycle placed the mass of destroyed humanity and then directed the lord of the reversion to move them like troops on a battlefield. The frequency and numbers of the horde were never known, not even to the Great Cycle itself.
“How long does it take?”
“Watch,” Shallna said.
Kole spread his feet shoulder-length apart and looked into the sky. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the black birds swirling around the peaks of the tallest skyscrapers. He felt a tug, the cauldron pulling at him like a powerful magnet. Kole shook his head and looked back at Shallna. He was bringing a new horde into the reversion and Kole thought he should watch it and perhaps learn how to do it himself. He sometimes forgot he was the new lord with duties and responsibilities.
A dull light appeared directly overhead and became the chasm between the parted cloud. It grew and a faint buzzing filled Kole’s ears. He saw feet first and then legs. They were in motion, much like people walking on a treadmill. Their legs were moving but they were stationary in space as an unseen power lowered them toward the surface. It took several moments until the first of the bodies descended to the rocky outcrop, where Kole could see their faces.
Most were disfigured. Kole saw women without arms and men missing both limbs from one side of their body. Those were the fortunate ones. More floated down toward the dusty earth without faces and some without heads. Smaller creatures, those Kole assumed to be dead children, descended too. Some were charred, their skin blackened as if left to die on a spit. Several bodies came within an arm’s reach of Kole. They turned their blank, dead eyes at him. He felt a flicker of life deep inside them masked by pure pain. Most of the eyes were white and others black. They moved their jaws up and down as if trying to speak.
Kole broke his gaze on those nearest to him and looked past Shallna at the city. Thousands of bodies descended, obscuring the city like a massive human pestilence. The diseased flesh filled the sky and Kole tried to estimate how many were joining the horde already here.
“Twenty thousand?”
“More like thirty,” Shallna said.
Kole could not look away. He felt the suffering of each soul and a pain blossomed in his chest. He sat down on the edge of the outcrop and drew a deep breath.
“You are cosmically tied to them in ways beyond our knowing. Some descensions would force Deva to lie still for days until he regained enough energy to stand. It will also take a toll on your physical body in the multiverse.”
He looked up at Shallna with a grimace. Kole used his right hand to massage his chest. He felt short of breath and his heart lurched.
“What kind of toll?”
The undead continued to fall like a horrific rain.
“Aging mostly.”
Kole sighed and dropped his chin. He never thought about Deva’s appearance or the timescale of the reversion. It all seemed to be beyond his comprehension, like trying to measure gravity. He knew it existed and it affected him, but not how or why. Deva looked old, ancient. That thought made Kole raise his head and speak again although even his jaw was becoming heavy and tired.
“How many?”
“I think thirty—”
“No,” Kole said, interrupting him. “How many of these did Deva do?”
“Descensions?”
Kole waved his hand and twirled it in the air.
“Yes. I don’t care what the fuck you call them. How many?”
“Countless.”
“Goddammit, Shallna. How many fucking times?”
Shallna turned and looked down at Kole sitting on the rock. The man had his head in his hands and his elbows on his knees.
“At least a hundred. Probably several hundred.”
Kole groaned and rocked back, closing his eyes and running his hands through his hair. He hugged himself and used the palms of his hands to rub the tattoos on his arms as if trying to warm himself.
“I can’t do that.”
“You’ll do whatever is demanded of you by the Great Cycle.”
“Fuck you and fuck the Cycle.”
Shallna turned away and back toward the sky filled with dead bodies. He watched them like a foreman at a construction site.
“Where are they coming from?” Kole asked.
“Dying worlds. Places where humanity chose to use the best of its knowledge and science in order to build the most heinous weapons. Some are casualties of war while others were themselves direct targets. The Great Cycle favors the massive numbers. Overrunning the land with a swelling of the horde is more effective than replenishing it in smaller doses.”
“Why?”
“It makes it more difficult for those in the reversion to move. It is easier to keep them immobile if they are held in place by sheer numbers.”
Kole tried to stand up and was met with a wave of vertigo. He stumbled and Shallna grabbed his arm to steady him on the outcrop. They stood a hundred feet above the highway and the rocky ground beneath it. Kole felt Shallna’s icy grip and shuddered.
“I’m good,” he said, breaking their contact.
“Where is this one coming from?”
Shallna paused and looked upward into the sky as if the answer was inside the cloud.
“The place you know as Colorado. 1988.”
“What happened there?”
“It is of no consequence to us. We must make sure the descension is complete and then wait for the cloud to fuse back together,” Shallna said.
“I want to know.”
“Then ask,” Shallna said.
Kole laughed and turned in a tight circle. The aching in his head intensified to the point that he thought it might split open like a cracked egg. His vision blurred and then doubled and the thought of multiplying the horde made him laugh yet again.
“Don’t play mind games with me. What the fuck happened to these people in Colorado in 1988?”
“These souls are coming from one Colorado in 1988. There are thousands, probably millions of Colorados in 1988. That is the nature of the multiverse, the infinite number of universes.”
Kole sighed. He remembered his talks with Major, Mara and Samuel at the Barrens. He understood the general concept. Each and every action by every being split their existence into two universes as a result of that action. This happened every time, for every decision. Kole remembered getting to second base with Susie Marcher behind the bleachers on a warm August night. In one universe, he touched her boob. In another, she slapped him for trying. His existence split at that moment as did hers. The implications of what that meant and the number of Koles in the multiverse was not something he could fathom, certainly not with his head pounding and the bodies filling the reversion.
“What. Happened?”
Shallna waved his staff in the air and turned in a circle. He had to obey his master.
“Nuclear war.”
“No it didn’t. I was there,” Kole said.
“Not in this 1988.”
Kole waited for the explanation. He knew what Shallna meant but wanted to hear everything he thought was being held back.
“These souls are coming from Colorado Springs.”
“NORAD,” Kole said. “Right. NORAD is there. I’ll bet the Communists wanted to take that out.”
“Yes,” Shallna said. “A strategic military target which also led to the annihilation of Denver, Boulder and Fort Collins. Gorbachev knew destroying NORAD would be key to disabling the military response of the United States.”
For the first time since climbing the rocky outcrop, Kole’s attention was drawn away from the mid-air zombie parade and to his servant. He marveled at Shallna’s language. It was as if he was a national news anchor reading lines off a teleprompter.
“Nobody is sure which side struck first and it didn’t matter. Missiles carrying nuclear warheads were in the air within minutes of the first launch. Most citizens of the United States had no idea until the first detonations and by then it was too late. The same held true for the inhabitants of Moscow, St. Petersburg and the other major cities of the U.S.S.R. That 1988, the one you never knew, is delivering souls to the reversion. The multiverse is contracting, cleansing itself through the self-destruction of its inhabitants.”
“What was the tipping point? What decision zigged when my universe zagged? I obviously lived through a 1988 without nuclear war.”
Shallna contemplated the question as the undead continued to descend to the barren wasteland below.
“I don’t know.”
“Yes you do.”
“I don’t,” Shallna said. “The situation could have been as minor as a single heart attack or a misfiled memo.”
“Are you saying that the survival of the world depends on something as stupid as some dude’s heart attack? Somebody puts the wrong document in the paper shredder and the shit hits the fan?”
“In a manner of speaking, yes. Have you heard the story of the butterfly in the Amazon that—”
“Stop,” Kole said, laughing. “Don’t go playing Deva on me, handing me some stupid parable I’ve heard a thousand times. Yes, the butterfly flaps its wings in the Amazon and it creates a hurricane in South Carolina, or something like that. I think they even called it the Butterfly Effect.”
“They do,” Shallna said. “But I like to think of it as the Butterflies Effect. In the multiverse, the consequences of decisions play out exponentially. The detonation of nuclear weapons in that version of Colorado 1988 may have begun hundreds or thousands of years earlier. It may have been triggered by one person or it could have been stopped with something as simple as a phone call. You’ll never know so it’s pointless to speculate.”
Kole agreed with Shallna. The possibility of so many universes existing in parallel strands made his head hurt. He could understand the basic concept but getting Colorado wiped off the map in a nuclear war was so removed from logical consequence that Kole agreed it was pointless to speculate.
“Maybe if I didn’t get drunk and pass out in that alley in 1986, that version of Colorado would still be there.”
“Maybe,” Shallna said. “But the Great Cycle would have replenished the horde with a descension from another time and place. In this moment of humanity, they all come from civilization and its addiction to war. It has been such for a long time.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Jack woke up first and knew immediately something was wrong. Even more wrong than things normally were in a world getting eaten by a cloud where zombies marched through dead cities. He opened one eye and then the other. 
Alex was gone.
“Fuck.”
Jack sat up and used his hand to massage his right hip, numb from sleeping on the warped floorboard. The pallid light filtered through the upstairs rooms and Jack could see footprints in the dust on the floor. He could not tell how fresh they were, but he assumed Alex either leapt from a window or left the brownstone via the stairs.
He looked around the room for his belongings until he remembered he came through a local slip without a backpack or weapon. Following Alex into this reversion, Jack knew there would be plenty of opportunities to gather weapons in the dead city. With a final glance at the room, leaving the nameless memories of its former occupants to their eternal hauntings, Jack started down the steps in search of Alex. He turned the corner and from the landing could see the front door was open. Alex was standing on the sidewalk with his back to the brownstone. Jack jumped down the last three steps and into the green-tinged daylight. He looked up into the sky and visually marked the progress from the night before. The cloud was moving faster, as it always did when getting closer to the end.
“Double shot of espresso with soy milk and cinnamon.”
Alex looked over his shoulder and wiped the tears from his face. He shook his head and looked to the left where the highway disappeared into the sharp edge of the horizon.
“I can’t protect her. Who am I kidding? I’ve always been a loser and I always will be. I forced myself on her. Bet you didn’t know that.”
“Bet I did,” Jack said. He looked at Alex’s face and let him continue.
“I was the kid organizing role-playing games in the basement, pretending I was a knight on a quest to slay the dragon. I’ve been wearing glasses since I was seven, been called four-eyes ever since. Lindsay’s mom, the fucking bitch. She set me up in high school. Lured me to the woods behind the school and got me to take my pants off when a few of the guys from the football team jumped out and snapped pictures with a Polaroid. After that, I pretty much had to do whatever she said. She threatened to pin them up in the school cafeteria. Can you imagine something so—”
“Brilliant? I love it.”
Alex continued as if he did not care what Jack thought.
“Evil. She was fucking evil and years later when I saw her in a bar on the South Side, you know what she said? She told me she still had the pictures and if I didn’t come to her secret party she’d send them to the Homestead Volunteer Fire Department where I was working. So it started all over again.
I was a regular at her parties. I never touched any of the girls because even then I knew I lived only for Lindsay. I took them in the bedroom and we’d talk or play cards and I’d make them promise to tell her I fucked them. Lindsay’s mom would charge me and the next weekend we’d do it all over again. That last time there, with Lindsay, I fucking lost it. I broke. I wanted so much to save her and yet I lost my mind. That’s why I’m here. I’m paying for that.”
“Are you done?” Jack asked. “Because I’d like to get moving toward the center of town ahead of the cloud. But if you want to slop up more self-pity with your breakfast, I’ll wait.”
Alex glared at Jack and clenched his fingers together into fists.
“You gonna swing at me, Sir Lamealot? We’ve tried this already and I kicked your ass. I will kick your ass. I will be kicking your ass. Reversion or not, your ass will be kicked. By me. So shut the fuck up and let’s get moving.”
Alex hunched over, hanging his head down as he turned to face the city.
“One last thing,” Jack said.
“What?” Alex asked.
“We’re going to find them. And you’re going to save Lindsay so stop the goddamn whining.”
Alex wiped the last tear from his face and nodded, following Jack down the highway. They left the quaint neighborhood behind and walked toward the heart of the city and into the mouth of the reversion.

      [image: image-placeholder]Alex and Jack walked for miles until the skyscrapers towered overhead, breaking through the cloud. Although they were almost the same height, Alex had at least twenty years and sixty pounds on Jack. He could not tell exactly how old Jack was but Alex thought he was in his late teens or early twenties. The young man was too old to be reckless and too young to know how to avoid trouble. 
The black birds dropped lower, circling the buildings below the cloud as if they wanted to see the end of the multiverse from a prime vantage point. Alex looked up a few times and identified them as crows, which did not surprise him. They were always associated with death and pestilence regardless of whether or not they should have been. Whenever Alex saw a crow he thought of classic horror, The Fall of the House of Usher, Poe.
“How much farther?”
“For fuck’s sake. Why are you such a pussy?”
Alex looked at Jack’s face, hoping to find the shred of empathy he saw when they spoke in front of the brownstone. He could not find it.
“My feet hurt.”
“I guess if your lazy ass is always driving and taking the escalator, they would hurt from walking.”
Alex paused and thought about the comment, but Jack spoke up before he could reply.
“You think Lindsay would be complaining about the walk? I don’t think so.”
“You’re such a dickhead, Jack. I swear I’d kill you if—”
“You had any balls. Yeah, whatever,” Jack said. “Shut up and keep walking.”
“Look up.”
“Listen, Alex. I’m not playing games with you.”
“I’m serious. Look up.”
Jack stopped walking and turned to face Alex. He shook his head and then looked up as the cloud above began to part and the bare feet of the first wave of the new horde descended through the sky.
“Fucking run,” Jack said.
Alex looked at him and then back to the sky as the undead floated down. Puffs of sand rose into the air where their feet made contact. The horde started to gather on the blacktop, slowly choking the highway off from the city.
Jack grabbed Alex’s arm and ran for the nearest building. The creatures descended in long, slow waves. He saw their faces, some without skin and others with limbs missing. They wore clothes but most was in tattered strips clinging to their bodies. The women had chunks of hair missing and the men were toothless. Jack tried to break the spell, to run from the mesmerizing scene of the dead dropping upon them. They were not in danger of being crushed by the falling bodies, but would find themselves trapped inside the horde if they did not act soon.
Alex broke free of Jack’s grip and ran behind the young man towards the remains of a low-level office building. He shouted at Jack.
“I don’t think these are gifts from heaven.”
“Funny, asshole,” Jack said, yelling over his shoulder. “Let’s get inside and then game plan.”
The two men raced into the building. Jack turned and slammed the door shut. The horde gathered in the middle of the street. None approached them or the building.
“What the hell is going on?”
“It’s the horde,” Jack said. “I met them before, in another reversion. But they weren’t flying zombies there. This is some crazy shit.”
Alex ran to a window. The top half was gone but the bottom pane of glass remained. It was covered in a dry film with cobwebs and dust. He looked over the top and at the scene in the street. The undead kept coming, descending like summer locusts. He estimated hundreds, if not thousands, dropped from the sky.
“This must be how they get here,” Jack said.
“Where are they coming from?” Alex asked.
“It doesn’t matter. They’re here to pin us down, keep us from moving through the reversion. In a weird way, they work for the cloud. They feed it by letting it roll over the people they trap.”
“I don’t get it,” Alex said.
“You don’t have to.”
Jack grabbed a desk that was upside down in the corner of the office. They appeared to be in a waiting room. Next to the overturned desk were a few chairs, a table lamp and a magazine rack jumbled into a pile mixed with sand. Several broken frames hung from the wall in varying states of disarray. The photos and glass were missing from some so the wood framed a bare spot on the wall. Others had the image intact but it was so faded, it looked more like an ink blotter than a photograph. Jack pushed the desk across the low-grade carpeting until it was in front of the door. He motioned at Alex, using his eyes to point at the chairs.
“Throw them on top of the desk.”
“I thought you said they wanted to pin us down, not come after us?”
“What if I’m wrong? You want to deal with them if I’m wrong?”
Alex nodded and followed Jack’s instructions. The undead gathered on the blacktop between the guardrails. So many landed in the reversion, they began to spill over and onto the sidewalks. Once their feet hit the ground, the zombies swayed back and forth but remained fixed. The sheer force of their numbers pushed the horde closer to the buildings. None of them took steps toward the building where Alex and Jack hid, although the mass pushed them in that direction.
“Looks like they’re trying to keep us from getting to the city. I don’t think they’ll attack us, but we’re going to have fight our way through.”
“With what?”
Jack cursed and spat on the floor.
“Let’s see what we can find.”
He yanked on the interior door. It came open along with a rush of air and more sand. The inner office looked as black as outer space.
“Here,” Jack said. He tossed Alex a lighter he had in his pocket. “The flame is weak but it should give us enough light to search the place.”
Alex took another look out the window. The horde swelled so much, it now covered the ground. He could not see the sidewalk or the highway. Brown looked up and noticed the flood of bodies slowed as fewer and fewer fell from the sky. He thought hundreds were still on the way down, each dropping in a straight line as if tied to a rope. But whatever started the deluge was thinning. Getting through them would be another matter.
Jack waited for Alex. He used his thumb to flick down and Jack waited for the butane to ignite. A flame grew and, as Alex suspected, it was green and sickly. The lighter was better than darkness but only slightly. Alex took three steps into the room with Jack two steps behind. They were in an open space, most likely the administrative area of a doctor’s office. A half-wall ran from one side of the room to the other with a hallway perpendicular. Alex held the flame above his head revealing open doors in the hallways with brass numbers still tacked to the face of them.
“Knives or heavy shit. Like a cane. Anything you can use to bust them in the fucking head. Probably lots of needles but I’m guessing they’re beyond rabies shots.”
Alex laughed and scanned the hallway for anything of use. He took a step to the half-wall and peered over the counter. He could see a computer monitor on its side, the screen black like the dead eye of a Cyclops. Cables and wires lay like thin snakes in the sand and two metal shelves rested against the wall, cocked at an angle after having dumped their contents to the floor. The scene reminded Alex of a newsroom graveyard, a place where the tools of journalism went to die. In addition, several lab coats lay scattered about the room. A rush of wind came through and the edges of one coat fluttered like a dying dove.
“If the cotton lasted, then the bodies would still be here, at least the bones. Where are all the bodies?”
Jack stopped. His mouth hung open and he scratched the top of his head.
“Are you fucking serious? Have you seen the forecast today, Alex? They’re calling for zombie showers all day long… Are you really confused about where the bodies are?”
“That doesn’t explain this. I know they’re falling from the sky, but it doesn’t explain what happened to the people in this city. It’s like they vanished.”
Jack shook his head as he picked through the debris behind the counter, hoping to find a weapon. His hand brushed across something cold and he froze. He curled his fingers around the object and felt the weight of the steel. Alex held the lighter toward Jack and let out a low, long whistle.
“Sweet. You got a pipe wrench. Maybe a maintenance guy dropped that on the way out,” Alex said.
Jack smiled at Alex and held the pipe wrench up in the air. It would have been painted at one time but was now the dark orange color of rust. The adjustment rusted together over time, making it useless for shutting off water valves. But none of that mattered to Jack. He had a heavy object he could use to bash the horde.
“It doesn’t matter. Let’s see if we can find you something.”
Alex stood and walked over to Jack when the noise came from the dark hallway. Jack looked at Alex and smacked the lighter from his hand. It tumbled into the black ether in a fit of sparks before clattering to the floor amongst a heap of other forgotten items. Alex said nothing and remained perfectly still.
“Don’t move,” Jack whispered.
The noise came again. It sounded like a dragon with bronchitis, taking long slow breaths that ended with a sizzle. There was a rhythm to it Jack thought he recognized.
“If it’s fucking spider crabs, I swear…”
He let the thought trail off as he felt Alex take a step closer, curiosity taking over as they prepared to make a stand against the threat.
The noise became louder and the source of it came closer. Jack peered around the corner of the half-wall and into the hallway. Without the lighter, he could not see the walls or the doors. It looked like he was staring straight into a black hole. The air moved in syncopation with the sound.
“We have to get the fuck out of here.”
“And go out there?” Alex asked.
“I can’t take any more spider crabs. Last time, they fucked me up. I can’t stay.”
Alex grabbed Jack’s arm as the young man’s voice became louder in correlation to the adrenaline surging through his body.
“Let’s wait.”
Jack looked again into the darkness and felt the thing coming for him. He expected to see glaring red eyes followed by pincers that would skewer his heart like a summer kabob. His lungs hurt and his palms were sweaty. The wrench slid in his grip and he almost dropped it to the floor.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Jack said.
Alex reached over and felt for Jack’s hand. The young man shivered and Alex hushed him. He peeled Jack’s fingers off the wrench and took it into his own hand.
“I’ll check it out.”
Jack leaned back on the wall behind the counter. He closed his eyes and nodded his head even though Alex could not see him.
“Fine,” he said. The word came out like a raspy cough.
Alex walked to the back wall and picked his way through the debris as best as he could remember. He moved between unseen obstacles until his right thigh struck something hard. Alex winced and doubled-over, biting his bottom lip until he could taste the bitter sting of blood. He wanted to cry out, writhe in pain, but the sound was advancing down the hallway toward them. Alex swallowed and bit harder into his lip to keep from screaming. When the initial surge of pain subsided, he limped past the unseen obstacle until he was in front of the counter and in the path of whatever was making the noise. Alex closed his eyes and waited for the dark to reveal its secret.








  
  Chapter 10


Fed from the Huron River in Michigan at a boggy spot near Lake Erie, a sulfurous spring formed a deep pool that pulsed as if a hidden monster lay just beneath the surface. In the sixteenth century, the Wyandotte tribe lived in the area and the elders spoke of the strange occurrences taking place at the water’s edge. They noted times when the water would roil and foam and then reduce to a perfect calm. The tribe warned the children to stay away from the pool, believing it to be the haunt of an evil spirit. 
A party of travelers from a nearby clan camped near the spring and made offerings to it, believing the pool was home to a strange god. The warriors tossed gifts into the pool as they were instructed by members of the Wyandotte and the water erupted. They stood on the banks of the bog and watched as the water parted and a creature rose from within.
The warriors were accustomed to the natural tendencies of the woodland creatures and were well-versed in the ways of the spirits. What they saw rise out of the pool was neither natural nor spiritual.
A massive, white panther stood on the surface of the water as easily as if it was on dry ground. It faced the warriors with saliva dripping from its fangs. The panther’s eyes were as red as fire and its tongue as black as tar. It walked toward them, each paw slapping at the surface of the water. The men walked backward toward the forest, fearful of what could happen if they turned around and showed weakness. The panther stopped and turned sideways where an arrow stuck out of its side.
Blood dripped down the shaft and into the water, where it sent up a thin tendril of smoke. The chief walked up to the white panther and pulled the arrow out. The animal roared and shook as the cold air entered the wound and paralyzed its lungs. The panther thrashed and snapped its jaws, but did not attack the chief or his warriors. The chief bent down and captured several drops of blood in a wooden cup before the panther turned and disappeared into the forest. When the chief looked down, he saw the blood turning the cup black. It cracked into two pieces. He handed them to his son and the clan continued on their journey.
Over the years, the sons of the chief would inherit the pieces. The people believed those holding the wood, blackened by the blood of the white panther, would protect them from the evil forces of the underworld. Placing the two pieces together would summon the white panther and it would fight for them, forever grateful to the clansman who pulled the arrow from its side. They created idols and worshiped the beast and the followers of this new way became known as the Clan of the White Panther.
For hundreds of years, the Catholic missionaries did their best to stamp out the heresy. The Europeans converted or killed the native tribes that worshipped the White Panther until they were forced to hide it. Clans remained active and spread throughout what would become Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania and New York. Years passed and the rise of industry shifted the focus to the gods of commerce instead of the natural world. The natives that once worshiped the white panther died off and the few Europeans who knew the story incorporated it into their local folklore.
The pieces of wood christened by the panther’s blood survived and changed hands many times throughout the centuries. They were stored in boxes and transferred between attics and basements, nothing more than a curious native artifact. By the 1850s, they were separated from each other but still in existence. One of the pieces belonged to a librarian in Monroeville. His son’s name was John, but everyone called him by his nickname, Jack. The other piece was sold several times until it became part of a collection owned by the Broneski family that lived on the hills above Homestead. In the 1930s they would change their surname to Brown. The oldest grandchild’s name was Alexander.

      [image: image-placeholder]“A what?” 
“A panther. White,” Alex said.
Jack stepped next to Alex and faced the hallway. The panther looked up at him and snapped at the air. The animal’s red eyes bored into his own while its heavy, ragged breathing rattled the walls and shook the frames still hanging on them.
“Why isn’t this thing coming after us?” Jack asked.
“The Clan of the White Panther?” Alex turned his voice up at the end as if Jack should have known the answer already.
Jack shook his head and looked at Alex. Alex saw the paralyzing fear in the young man’s face.
Let him feel the fear for a change, Alex thought. “I’m guessing you’ve never heard of the folk tale.”
Jack turned his head sideways and gave Alex a smirk. He looked back at the panther. Its fur gleamed in the dark hallway and its paws looked as big as tennis rackets.
“Well, there was this tribe in Michigan. And some time in the—”
“The horde is filling the streets and there’s a massive white panther in front of us. Skip the history lesson,” Jack said.
“Do you carry any good luck charms, like a rabbit’s foot or lucky penny?” Alex asked.
Jack chuckled and shook his head.
“Yes.”
“Right. What is it?”
“That’s not import—”
“What is it, Jack? What do you carry in your pocket?”
“A lucky charm. A hunk of wood with a black stain on it. My grandfather gave it to me. He said it was some ancient Indian voodoo charm or something.”
Alex laughed and slapped his thigh with one hand. Jack shifted his weight and balled his hand into a fist.
“It’s not voodoo. It’s the Clan of the White Panther.”
“Is this one of your avatars in an RPG? Do you need a special sword to get to the fourth level of the underworld?”
“Stop being a dick, Jack. The clan is real. Could we have summoned the panther if it wasn’t?”
“We didn’t summon anything,” Jack said. “That thing walked in here.”
“Look.”
Alex reached beneath his T-shirt and pulled out a rawhide string. On the end was a piece of wood stained black, similar to the one Jack had in his pocket.
“I’ve got the other. Our proximity to each other here, in this reversion, it summoned the panther just like they said it would.”
During the conversation the panther remained still, its head moving back and forth as the men spoke. Its white fur illuminated the hallway more than the lighter did. The animal seemed to be waiting for a command.
“I’m not playing this game. You can explain to me later how a white panther got here. Right now, I need to know if this thing is going to eat me or not.”
“He’s our protector. Our ancestors saved his life and now he will help us.”
“Help us do what?” Jack asked.
“With them. He’s going to clear us a path to the center of the city.”
As if he understood his charge, the white panther growled. It walked past the two men and put its front legs up on the window sill. The panther stuck its nose outside and sniffed before jumping down and standing by the barricaded door.
“He’s going to fight the horde?”
“Unless you have a better way of getting past them, yes.”
Jack leaned back against the wall. A local slip was risky. It might dump him into the heart of the city or it could land him in the middle of the horde.
“Go ahead, panther whisperer. Do your thing.”
Alex pushed his glasses up on his nose and smiled. He put a hand out to rub the panther’s head and then retracted it. He thought it was best not to tempt fate.

      [image: image-placeholder]The horde swayed as if the asphalt was shaking loose from the earth. Hairless heads and empty eye sockets looked out upon the world, facing the center of the city they were bound to protect. The descension slowed to a trickle and then stopped altogether as the last of the casualties from one of countless nuclear catastrophes fell from the sky. The cloud morphed back together and continued its march east as it looked down upon the new denizens of the reversion. The hive mind cried out with sorrow, remorse and utter sadness, but fell to silence like the rest of the dead world. The souls trapped inside of rotting bodies wailed like prisoners on death row. The Great Cycle commanded them to guard the peak, the cauldron and they would do as they were commanded. 
Those not on the highway clogged the sidewalks along the old streets and some pushed into the shops and offices that used to line the main thoroughfare into the city. Viewed from above, the scene would have resembled a Halloween parade. Thousands of bodies packed shoulder to shoulder, ready to respond to any movement towards the cauldron.
Jack followed Alex and he followed the panther. The young man kept shaking his head, looking back over his shoulder and into the hallway, almost expecting to see another animal crawl from the darkness. He giggled at the thought of it, stomping through the main lobby behind Alex. This was Jack’s show. He was in charge, until the white fucking panther showed up. He was terrified until he realized it probably was not a real panther. The creature would not try to bite off his face or slice it open with his claws. Alex told him some bullshit fairytale. It had something to do with a charm that connected them to the mythical creature, a protector in dangerous times. It was just that, bullshit, as far as Alex was concerned. He was in the reversion long enough to know anything could be manifested by it, including white panthers delivered from sixteenth century Michigan.
“Wait.”
The panther stopped but did not turn to look at Jack. Alex did.
“Yes?”
“What are we going to do when we walk out this door?” Jack asked.
“We’re going to follow him,” Alex said.
“And?”
Alex sighed and shook his head.
“Jack. Don’t you see what’s going on here? My destiny, yours. Its wrapped around Lindsay. We’re here to save her and we summoned the panther to help us.”
“Stop with the supernatural bullshit. You just got here. You don’t know how this place works or what the fuck it can do, so stop pretending to be Chief Wampum Panther Master and listen to me. That crew out there, they have one job. They need to keep us from getting to the cauldron at the top of the highest building in the city. No magical charm or ghost panther is going to get us there.”
“He’s not a ghost,” Alex said. The panther looked up at him and then turned back towards the door. Alex reached down and patted the animal on the head, forgetting his earlier fear of the panther having his fingers for lunch.
“This is fucking insane,” Jack said.
The panther walked in a slow circle around the room, its ragged breathing the only sound inside. Alex smiled and watched it while Jack looked up at the ceiling. He sighed and turned back to Alex.
“We follow him out into the Thanksgiving Day Parade of the dead? Maybe we should ride him down the yellow brick road all the way to Oz.”
“You can ridicule all you want, Jack. Either way, we have to leave this building. I must do it for Lindsay and you deserve a talk with Samuel.”
The name made Jack shiver like a glass of ice water dumped on his head. He nodded and looked out the window at the sea of dead flesh.
“Yeah. Me and that motherfucker are gonna talk.”
The panther stopped circling the room and sidled up next to Alex. The white panther made him look like a child. The animal’s head was as high as Alex’s shoulders.
“Are you ready, Jack?”
“Of course not,” he said.
“Great. Let’s go.”
The panther moved to the door on Alex’s command. He pushed the desk aside to allow Jack and the panther through.
“One, two, three.”
Alex opened the door and seven thousand guardians of the damned turned to stare at them.

      [image: image-placeholder]The white panther could not remember coming into the world. He rose from the bog in the first days. Man did not exist then and the panther ruled the forest. Creatures hid from the white fear. When the naked, filthy, upright creatures came to the wilderness, the white panther was not impressed. 
Cretins with a brain the size of a walnut, he remembered thinking.
They ran through the woods fighting and fucking like the wild beasts they were. Even the most primal of the woodland creatures carried themselves with more dignity than man. But as the centuries passed and the earth shook the glaciers off its back like a wet dog, the panther sensed something was changing. Man started to gather together. They built structures to protect themselves from the weather and they learned to hunt in packs. They became, dare the panther think it, smarter. It was becoming man’s time and the panther would need to go into seclusion until their time passed.
The white panther decided his power might not be enough any longer, that a well-disciplined hunting party could find him. His white coat would no doubt attract them. The white panther left his lair and traveled in darkness through the forest, moving through what would become Michigan, Illinois, Ohio and Pennsylvania. He slept during the day and navigated by the night sky, the stars reflecting shimmering sparkles off his white coat. He met many creatures in his travels. Some became friends and others became meals. The white panther struck up a friendship with the coyote. The trickster amused the white panther and he enjoyed watching the coyote manipulate humans to his advantage. The more the panther traveled, the more humans he observed. It was not until the bearded man arrived that the white panther knew his horizon was shrinking.
They brought fire sticks and tree slayers made of steel. They also brought more of themselves. The bearded white people came through the forest and horded the resources, slaughtering the forest and the woodland animals like gluttonous pigs. The white panther watched as the humans swarmed and attacked their new bearded brethren, to no avail. The bearded man would be the new ruler of the land.
I will make my pilgrimage home, the panther thought at the time. I will go to the home of my ancestors and wait for time to dispel the foul, bearded humans and their red-skinned cousins. I will wait for Mother to cleanse her world and cover their bodies with forest moss and fallen leaves.
The white panther never made it. Somewhere in the wilds of Penn’s Woods, one of the bearded men saw him. He was an unusual fellow, training in the ways of the bow instead of the firing sticks used by his kind. The man saw him and gave chase. The white panther laughed at first, knowing with three strides he could leave the man behind. The white panther played with him for a while, allowing the man to get close and then springing ahead into the distance. As the bearded man approached for the sixth time, the panther was tiring and had enough. He took a step to the right and was about to lunge one last time when he felt a strain on his front legs. The white panther looked down and realized he was stuck. The animal stood on the edge of a boggy marsh, his paws sucked into the soft, wet mud below the surface.
He heard the sound of the arrow before it struck. The panther thought it was a hummingbird until the arrowhead pierced his flesh. The panther roared and thrashed about as blood poured into his lungs. The bearded man ran up to the beast and drew another arrow into his bow. However, he made a fatal error. The man assumed the panther was wounded and he let his guard down.
His head popped off and it hit the ground with the sound of a ripe apple dropping from a tree. The white panther’s paw cut through the man’s neck with ease. While he savored the decapitation, the panther realized he was sinking. The mud that held his feet tight was now up to his underbelly. The panther’s lungs spasmed as more and more blood flooded into his chest. He had one option if he wanted to live, so the white panther took it.
The animal decided to hope the same species that initiated his demise would save it as well. He slid beneath the surface of the bog and let the mystical waters surround him. The white panther knew the water would not heal, but it would preserve. The sulfuric odor and mineral deposits worked its cosmic magic to suspend the white panther until the arrow could be removed from its chest. The panther hoped a day would come when man would pull the arrow out, and the one who did would receive the panther’s everlasting protection. That man and all of his descendants would be protected members of the Clan of the White Panther.

      [image: image-placeholder]A low moan came from the horde as the panther opened its wide jaws. The resounding roar shook the building and charged the air with energy. The reversion abhorred noise and the cloud pulsed in anger at the panther’s outburst. The undead turned to face the threat, their feet still planted firmly in place. 
Alex stood beside Jack, ready to step across the threshold and follow the white panther into combat.
“Will they fight?” Alex asked.
“They’re not going to let us stroll down the street, now are they?”
Before Alex could respond, the white panther lunged forward and into the mass of gray, tattered flesh. Chunks of hair and clothing flew as the animal tore into the horde. A rotting odor filled the air.
“Let’s go,” Alex said.
Jack moved forward, holding the pipe wrench in his hand. He raised it above his head and swung in a long, wide arc. It connected with the jaw of a woman, the left side of her face sliding from her skull. Alex walked behind Jack. He did not have time to grab a weapon and would rely on the panther to protect him from the horde.
The white panther advanced, tearing into the zombies with his teeth and claws. They began to pile up on the asphalt and the horde shifted towards the animal as more fell at its feet.
“He can’t possibly take them all,” Jack said as Alex watched.
The young man continued to swing the pipe wrench, connecting with the creatures and watching their skulls split. The cloud boiled and lightning flashed across the sky. Several of the zombies closest to the panther looked up, mesmerized by the sight.
The animal charged forward and yet the horde remained fixed. However, the wind awoke and blew sand across the desert and towards the city. At first it was a silent, gentle draft but it picked up speed and intensity. Alex and Jack felt the gusts knocking them back and forth and they struggled to remain upright. The white panther ignored it, continuing to maul the decomposing flesh.
Jack was the first to see them move. He was standing behind the panther and to its right when the members of the horde closest to the fight began walking backwards.
“They’re retreating,” he said.
The wind swallowed his words, but Alex saw it too. The horde was parting and the panther was at the epicenter of the fissure. They could not see the outer edges of the pulsing mass of bodies, but those on the highway and closest to the panther pushed backward, forcing those behind them to push as well. It created a ripple of motion away from the faded dividing line on the roadway.
Alex could not tell if the wind was attempting to push the horde apart or hold them together. The white panther did not slow the carnage. The beast’s white fur was now almost black from the fight. The panther was covered in rotting flesh in the green-tinged daylight.
The panther turned and faced the center of the city where the roadway pierced it on the horizon. Alex and Jack could see through the horde as they separated, creating enough space for the panther and the men to walk through. The undead closest to the center of the roadway swayed back and forth into the open channel, but none planted their feet on the line. They stood like a retaining wall holding the rest of the horde back. The wind subsided and the white panther stopped his attack.
“Holy fuck,” Jack said.
“I told you that the panther was powerful. Do you believe me now?”
Jack nodded but was too stunned by what he saw to do more than curse.
“The talismans we have, the ones that summoned the white panther, they’re powerful and they’re going to help us save Lindsay.”
Jack nodded again, but this time he was thinking about how long he would let Samuel suffer before he killed him.








  
  Chapter 11


Lindsay and Samuel let Tommy fall back to sleep as they sat in silence on top of the desks. The morning filtered into the office and provided enough light for them to see shadows and outlines. Tommy’s retelling of the dream shook them both and neither knew how to start the conversation. Lindsay decided to try. 
“What did he mean, ‘they’re still in there’?”
“The person, the essence, the soul. He thinks they’re still trapped inside the body.”
Lindsay nodded. “So they’re like prisoners? They’re trapped in a body that is no longer theirs.”
“Something like that.”
Samuel stood and walked around the desk to face Lindsay. He took her hand in his and used the other to lift her chin while she remained seated.
“I love you,” he said.
“Stop being an asshole,” she said. Lindsay could not wipe the smirk from her face. “I love you too, Samuel.”
“This boy, I just don’t know.”
Lindsay turned her head sideways at Samuel’s comment. She pulled her hand free of his and leaned back.
“What do you mean? He’s just a kid.”
“So?”
“So, he’s just a kid. He’s a victim here, Samuel.”
“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Maybe I’m tired and I’m over-thinking shit.”
“Would be nice to be back on that beach, wouldn’t it?”
Samuel looked at Lindsay and smiled. She winked and ran her toe up his thigh.
“That was really nice.”
Samuel leaned forward. He lowered his head and Lindsay turned her lips up to his. He took her face in his hands and felt her breath on his mouth. She pushed forward and gave Samuel a deep, long kiss until they heard the noise behind them.
“I’m hungry.”
Samuel pulled back and sighed. Lindsay spun around on her backside until she was facing Tommy on the other side of the desk. “Kinda weird here, isn’t it kid? You don’t think about eating for hours and then all of a sudden you’re starving. Let’s see if we can find something.”
Lindsay blew Samuel a kiss over her right shoulder. She extended her hand to Tommy. Samuel watched them wander back through the darkness and into the office in search of food. He shook his head and decided a bit of food might make them all feel better. He started following them and saw the outlines of their bodies moving through the ambient light. He was about to put his hand on Lindsay’s waist when Tommy’s head spun and their eyes locked. Samuel stopped walking and a shiver ran up his back.
“He ain’t just a kid,” Samuel said after waiting for them to walk further into the building. “There’s something off about Tommy.”

      [image: image-placeholder]There was nothing to find in the office space and Tommy stopped complaining about being hungry because it didn’t do much good anyway. Lindsay was tolerating him, but he wasn’t so sure about Samuel. 
Tommy had a recurring dream, but he could not remember when it began. His sense of time and place was no longer stable although he sensed Samuel was tapping into it somehow, like downloading pirated movies. What Tommy did know was it was always the same: he would open his eyes and be sitting in the middle of a wide, large room. It was empty except for his chair and Samuel standing on the other end. A light would come through a doorway behind the man and illuminate the outline of his body. Tommy would look down at his hand and see the knife. It was old, small, but sharp. He called it Scout in the dream and that made Samuel angry. Tommy would get up from the chair and walk to Samuel. Spirits emerged from the darkness. They would whisper into his ear with each step. In some versions, the spirits would be Tommy’s family. His mother and father, even Mara. In other versions the unseen figures would be strangers. The most powerful version of the dream involved only one whispering spirit, a guy named Major.
Major would appear from the darkness and although Tommy never saw him in the dream, the man’s voice would say the same thing over and over.
Cut him.
Tommy did not need the dream voices to tell him what to do. Kole promised him Samuel’s neck and Tommy intended to take it. After all, the man hit their car and killed him. Samuel was responsible for ending Tommy’s experiments in the basement. Samuel kept Tommy from moving on to grander, more important tests. After the puppy, Tommy had a stray cat from the neighborhood on his docket and then Mara. He would be careful with her and try to limit the pain, but in the end, Tommy would do what Tommy did. It wasn’t his fault Mara was born into the family. He hoped to learn on her so when he was old enough to go out on his own, he’d know what to do. A world of humanity was at his disposal and the son of a bitch took that from him. Tommy appreciated Major’s suggestions but they were unnecessary. Tommy would cut Samuel’s throat and he would smile while doing it.
He remembered hearing Major’s voice in his dreams as well. By the time he woke, they all filtered into one vague memory. No matter how hungry he was or how quickly the dreams were whisked away by the morning, Tommy knew what had to be done.
Samuel looked haggard. Tommy thought Samuel even looked ready to die, but he would have to control his impulse to cut Samuel’s throat. The dream would reveal the right time and place and this was not it. Nothing in the moment matched the dream, which he had enough times to know it was a message. A plan. In the meantime, Tommy would do what he had always done. He would act his part like a play in school. Lindsay believed him, but Samuel probably didn’t. Tommy would not worry about it for now. Samuel did not have to believe he was a harmless child. He only had to let his guard down at the right time.
“There isn’t anything to eat,” Lindsay said to Samuel.
“I didn’t think you’d find food. The paper is yellow and brittle. It’s like nobody has been in here for decades.”
“There might be Twinkies,” Tommy said.
The comment made Samuel laugh. “They’d still be edible, wouldn’t they? Of course, you’d have to assume they were always edible.”
Tommy smiled, not really understanding the point Samuel was trying to make. He was too busy thinking about yellow, spongy cake and sugary crème.
“We need to move out, don’t we?”
“I think so,” Samuel said to Lindsay. “You’ve been down this road before. We need to outpace the cloud to the peak, the cauldron. Has to be in one of those skyscrapers downtown.”
Lindsay rocked back and forth. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor, her shoes off from the night before. She had her hair pulled up and bunched on top of her head.
“It’s not like we can hail a cab, so maybe you should get your shoes on.”
Lindsay heard Samuel but did not reply. She seemed to be staring off into the hidden darkness of the office.
“Linds?”
“Yeah. Sorry. What?”
“I think we should get going.”
Tommy smiled at Lindsay and then at Samuel, and it made the man shiver.
“Right. Okay.”
“What’s up?” Samuel asked.
Lindsay stood and shook her head and then waved her hand at Samuel.
“Nothing. Just had a weird thought. It was nothing.”
“C’mon, Lindsay. You know better. There’s no such thing as a weird thought in the reversion. Everything is significant.”
She put a hand to her forehead and then put the pointer finger of her right hand in the corner of her mouth. Lindsay’s eyebrows dropped and she opened her mouth twice to speak, but did not.
“We’re being followed.”
“What?” Samuel asked.
“No, tracked. That’s a better word. Others are tracking us. I don’t remember much from my dream, but I remember the feeling. Two people. I know them both. One of which knows both of us.”
“Jack,” Samuel said. He plucked the name from his head and he could tell from Lindsay’s face that he was right. Jack was one of those people coming for them.
“Jack wants you, Samuel. He thinks it’s your fault the spider crabs got him. He’s coming for revenge.”
“I can’t be bothered with that punk right now. We need to get to the cauldron ahead of the cloud and nothing else matters. If we keep moving, he won’t be able to catch us.”
“First of all, you don’t know where he is and neither do I,” she said. “He could be waiting outside the building. Secondly, we’ve got to take Tommy with us and we’re going to have to move at his pace. He’s just a kid.”
Samuel felt his face flush and his mouth became dry. He turned and looked at Tommy.
“Hey, champ. How about you go wait over there while Lindsay and I talk for a minute?”
Before Lindsay could protest, Tommy nodded and ran off into the darkness whistling an impromptu melody.
“We cannot leave him. That’s bullshit.”
“We can’t take a chance of him slowing us down. We need to get to the peak. If Jack and someone else are tracking us, Tommy becomes a liability.”
Lindsay stepped to Samuel. Her face was inches from his.
“I am not leaving a child here,” she said.
“Fuck,” Samuel said. He turned and stomped his foot down.
“He can keep up. He’s young and kids that age have a lot of energy.”
“You’re sure about this?” he asked. “You’re sure Jack is coming?”
“Jack wants to harm us. We need to keep Tommy safe. We need to keep ourselves safe.”
Samuel sighed and grabbed his backpack off the floor.
“This office is giving me the creeps. Let’s go.”
Lindsay reached up and put a kiss on Samuel’s lips before putting on her shoes and calling out to Tommy.

      [image: image-placeholder]By the time the descension ended, Kole could barely stand. Shallna handed him his staff as they navigated down the rocky outcrop. The newly planted horde swayed and moaned while the reversion repaired the cloud and set it off to resume its march to the east. The two appeared as black dots on the face of the bleached stone jutting from the earth and towering over the highway. It reminded Kole of the peak, Deva, the cauldron and his acceptance of the duty, all while Samuel was free to run off and fuck Lindsay. 
When Kole’s feet hit the ground, he fell on his backside and put his head between his knees. Shallna picked up the staff Kole dropped and looked toward the city. The horde covered the highway like a filthy carpet and the cloud pushed down upon them, now hiding the outcrop they stood upon minutes ago.
“Night is coming. We must find a place where you can rest.”
“I’m the lord of the reversion and I have to find a bed?” Kole asked.
“On the other side of the roadway, I see a structure,” Shallna said.
Kole lifted his head to reveal patches of gray hair at his temples. The skin around his eyes lost its sheen and the crow’s feet looked darker, deeper.
“I don’t care.”
Shallna grabbed Kole by the elbow and helped him to his feet. He pointed across the roadway and over the heads of the undulating horde.
“There.”
Kole started walking.
The building was once part of a row house built for immigrants in the 1900s. The dwellings went up quickly, and without much workmanship, for the thousands of people coming to America for work and a future. The eastern Europeans came in droves in the early 1900s and brought their culture to cities like Pittsburgh, Cleveland and Detroit. They imported the Old World cuisine, cabbage and a reliance on potatoes. The men went to work in the mills where accidents often created widows and orphans. Most of the row houses were not far from the gates of the factory, so the men could get to their shift on foot.
The building facing Shallna and Kole was the only dwelling to survive. It was pinched between two multi-story office buildings. A jumble of broken steps led up to an open door. A sign hung above it, one corner connected to an iron hook while the other corner dangled in the air, detached from the tether. The name and letters on the sign vanished in the brutal, sandy winds of the reversion. As Kole approached, he imagined it as an ice cream shop or a cafe although it could have been anything.
“Are there zombies in there?” he asked Shallna.
“The horde is guarding the path to the peak.”
“I’m getting kind of tired of your high-brow attitude. Couldn’t you just say the zombies are staying on the road?”
Shallna did not reply.
Kole put his hand on the railing and it disintegrated in his hand, collapsing into a pile of red, rusty ash. He stumbled up to the door and looked back at Shallna. He stood there looking like the Grim Reaper of the desert wasteland from an expensive video game. Kole waved his hand at Shallna as if to tell him he would be fine on his own. He stepped through the doorway and caught a scent that lingered in the shop for decades. Kole smiled and hoped the reversion left him some.
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Shallna remained seated in the corner, facing the door and keeping the horde in his sight.
“Damn. I can’t believe it. I guess there are some perks to being King Shit of the reversion.”
Kole leaned back on his chair and took a long, slow drag from his hand-rolled cigarette. The tobacco was stale, mild and almost impossible to light. Kole loved every second of it.
“This is totally cool. Not sayin’ it ain’t. But man, if this was one of those legal weed joints, ya know, the headshops that sold pot? I would never leave.”
Shallna kept watch on the horde as Kole blew a plume of smoke through the air at him. It hung in the waning light and Kole laughed again when it swirled around Shallna’s hood.
“You’d make the perfect Halloween gag, seriously.”
Kole waited for Shallna’s reply. He took another drag and put his feet up on the low windowsill looking out on to the street. The horde was still there, as was the cloud.
“We should remain here until the sun rises. You need to recuperate,” Shallna said.
“Wisest thing you’ve said so far.”
Kole giggled, looked at Shallna and then stopped. Kole waved his hand as if he was batting at the air.
“You got no sense of humor, man.”
“There is much you don’t know, my lord.”
“Then tell me. We’ve got all night,” Kole said.
“No.”
“Wait a minute. I’m the boss here. If I command you, then you have to do it. Right?”
Kole took Shallna’s silence as compliance.
“Right. So get talking. I want to know your story, old Grimster. I want to know how you got to be assistant to the head honcho of Shitsville.”
“Is this a command?” Shallna asked.
“You bet yer ass it is. Speak. C’mon boy, speak. Ruff. Ruff.”
Kole stopped with the barking and threw a pretend stick in the air.
“Fetch. Go on, boy. Fetch.”
Shallna stood and walked over to Kole. He pulled a chair from the wall and sat without saying a word.
“What is it you desire to know?”
“I want to know how you got here. Simple. Tell me a good story, my man.”
Shallna leaned his staff against the wall but kept his hood over his face, his head covered mostly out of shame. He spent thousands of years naked and he would spend forever more clothed, his features hidden. At the end of the story, Kole would know why as well.
“I’m not of your plane.”
Kole stopped cracking jokes and he spun to face the hooded figure sitting across from him while the light drained from the diseased sky.
“I’ve had many names. Most of those are lost to history, although I believe one existence was in your birth locality. I’m not from there, but I roamed through it,” Shallna said.
“Fucking English, dude. Can you speak English?”
Shallna ignored Kole and continued as his past lives resurfaced from wounds he thought would be forever closed.
“I was called by the name Drew Green in one of my prior existences, one of the physical containers I inhabited before serving Deva here. I passed through a handful of others, but I was Drew through most of that world before jumping through the portal, my last chance in that universe. It was shortly thereafter the Great Cycle linked me to Deva, to this role.”
Kole sat up and placed his feet on the ground, extinguishing the cigarette in his right hand by smashing the burning tip into the floor. A thin trail of smoke floated upwards and the cigarette left a black half-moon on the floorboard.
“Drew Green. Right. Probably only a million people with that name.”
“The name is meaningless when the flesh is possessed by a Gaki.”
“What?” asked Kole. “What’s a Gaki?”
“I am Gaki, or Preta. The hungry ghost tortured to wander the multiverse without satiation.”
“That explains everything,” Kole said.
“Please,” Shallna said.
Kole bowed his head and leaned back. He would comply for the sake of a ghost story.
“You know the fate of some as you have met them in a reversion. However, that is not the fate of all. Suicides in certain circumstances can drop souls into the forest inside a reversion. Catastrophe and war can replenish the horde. But millions of other entities perish from the multiverse and, while some extinguish like a low flame, others are sent to wander. The Great Cycle banishes them to the earthly realm for reasons unknown to even Deva.
“The souls cannot find fulfillment. They are not satiated and must wander the lands, eating filth, feces and blood. They commit heinous acts of violence and yet nothing satiates their hunger for it. When the Great Cycle believes they have suffered enough, usually in accordance with the suffering they caused, the Gaki is put forth to the reversion. Some Gaki come through the forest in human bodies, some join the horde—”
“And some are assigned jobs here, like serving the lord of the reversion.”
Shallna nodded.
“In my existences on the physical plane, I must have done evil things. I don’t remember them all. I do know I was banished to Preta’s realm. Preta is the name given to Gaki in some cultures of your world. I spent hundreds of years as Gaki until inhabiting the corporeal form of Drew Green. For some reason, the Great Cycle released me from that hell and brought me to the reversion. I have served many lords here and I believe you could be my last. My body has broken down and the Great Cycle has given me clues that protecting this cloud could mean my eternal release. I am tired and desire it so.”
“How do you know for sure? What if the Great Cycle signs you up for another tour of duty?”
“When you have been in the wheel for as long as I have, you can hear the Great Cycle whisper. The words come from within the wind and I have been told this could be my finality. I’m hoping to be released from Preta’s realm.”
Kole shook his head, no longer concerned about tobacco or the horde outside his window.
“What do Gakis do?”
“They cannot satiate,” Shallna said. “They wander the land, sometimes in packs and other times alone. The creatures must move in darkness as their appearance is hideous and would draw undue attention.”
“What do you look like?” Kole asked.
“Like this,” Shallna said, pulling his hood back and opening his robe. A blue light pulsed from his chest and as it spread outward to his limbs, the light revealing the form beneath. It peeled back the thing known as Shallna and showed Kole the Gaki. Its head was large and bulbous with black, long eyes. The creature had a distended stomach with arms as thin as reeds. The creature’s skin was blue and he smelled of blood and human waste. Kole looked at Gaki’s mouth and saw rows of spiny teeth crammed into a tight mouth.
“Fuck me,” Kole said as he leaned back.
Shallna pulled the robe shut and flipped his hood over his head.
“That is why the Gaki moves through the darkness of the night and why I remain robed.”
Kole reached into his pocket for another cigarette. He wanted to get the smell of Gaki out of his mouth. He could almost taste the filth.
“No matter how much I raped, beat or killed those on the earthly plane, it was never enough. That is the curse of the Gaki. That is what it means to be in Preta’s realm. It is a never-ending desire in a never-ending world. Death would have been a gift.
Like the lion that hunts because it is its nature, so did I. I inhabited new bodies when the old one would break down. I spent hundreds of years taking the form of other creatures. I have been called zombie, vampire, ghost, demon, devil, ghoul—and those labels were all correct in some way. I feasted on the living and ran with the dead. I spent hundreds of years as the Serpent King while I slayed millions on each side of a vast ocean during the European conquest.
Because I spent so many lifetimes this way, I began to observe the way the Great Cycle dripped from one universe into another, energy transferring like a leaky faucet. A few times I saw a portal, and had I known what I was seeing, I might have been able to slip into a reversion and free myself of the night hunting. The Great Cycle would have plucked me from the cloud and replaced my suffering, of that I have no doubt. The Great Cycle is like the universal force of correction one cannot break or disobey. It is the spiritual equivalent of gravity and rules over all beings in existence. It would not allow me to move through a portal until I had satisfied my ahimsa. When I possessed the one known as Drew Green, I had done so.”
“Tell me about Drew Green and what you did,” Kole said.
“I was Gaki and Gaki was Drew Green. In that moment, there was no distinction between us.”
“Fine. Tell me what you did with the dude’s body.”
“Although this was the most recent displacement of spirit, I don’t remember it all as I have been in countless reversions since.”
Kole lit the cigarette after several attempts with an ancient match book. When the end turned into a yellow ember, he inhaled with a quick intake of air to keep the tobacco burning. It struggled for a moment. Kole inhaled and exhaled in rapid succession until the cigarette stayed lit.
“I can still smoke it,” he said.
Shallna waited for Kole to settle back into his chair before continuing.
“I remember a wife, children. I remember a house upon a ridge where a portal remained hidden in a graveyard, until I found it. I remember a confrontation with Hunters, those on the earthly realms that seek the Gaki and attempt to destroy them.”
Shallna laughed, a low, wet chuckle.
“Of course that is not possible. Gaki can be removed and relocated but he cannot be killed. The last thing I remember is opening the portal and stepping through. And that was many lifetimes ago.”
“Eh,” Kole said. “I was hoping for some good stories. Fights, murders, you know. You can’t remember any of that?”
“You wanted to know how I arrived here and now you do. Rest, my lord. Each descension takes part of your soul.”
Shallna did not need to explain further. Kole fell asleep with a slowly burning cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth.
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He blinked the meager light from his eyes and sat up, shaking the sleep from his head.
“And how the hell did I sleep here?”
Shallna was sitting in the same spot as the night before, but was now looking out the window at the empty streets.
“The horde dispersed. I saw them part and allow passage. I do not know who commanded it.”
Kole was too busy rubbing his thighs. His muscles felt tired, spent. His tongue pushed at a loose tooth that wasn’t loose the day before. He ran a hand over his head and shook clumps of hair from it.
“Tommy.”
The name came to him even though he did not see what Shallna did. Kole stood and stumbled into the wall. His head pounded and he bent over as if to puke.
“Cigs musta made me sick.”
“Descension,” Shallna said. “It is the toxicity of the descension and your body’s reaction to it.”
“I wish I had a mirror.”
Shallna raised his staff and pointed at the wall. Kole could smell something like smoke from a soldering iron. A streak of light shot from the end of Shallna’s staff and splattered on the wall. A pulsing circle formed with a reflective surface inside of it. Kole shook his head, too sick to question the mirror’s origins. Instead, he gazed at himself in it.
A stranger stared back, although Kole recognized him. The man’s hair was streaked with silver and his eyes drooped low. The skin on the man’s face hung in wrinkles and his teeth looked the color of dried banana. Kole raised a finger to his nose and he noticed the man in the reflection mimicked him.
“Holy shit,” Kole said. He realized it was his own reflection. “What happened to me?”
“You said Tommy. You believe he parted the horde,” Shallna said.
“Maybe.”
“I feel Tommy’s proximity to Samuel, but I do not believe he commanded it.”
Kole wanted to participate in the conversation and find out what Shallna meant, but his head throbbed as if electric currents were pushing through his brain.
“No. Wait. Not Tommy. Brown. Someone Brown,” Kole said.
Each master initiated a descension and his physical body would be punished for it. The process took years from the master’s life. However, with each decension came a new knowing, an ability to put a feeler into the undercurrent of energy running through the reversion and tap into its mysteries.
Shallna waited, watching it morph Kole’s face from pain to satisfaction.
“Yeah. Alex Brown and someone named Jack. And a panther.”
Kole looked at Shallna hoping he would help explain the data stream filling his head.
“Unusual, but not unheard of,” Shallna said. “Deva battled panthers before. Can you feel the reason behind Jack and Alex’s mission? What are they doing here?”
“Revenge,” Kole said. “Jack wants revenge and Alex wants Lindsay.”
Shallna reached for his staff and stood by the door.
“We must leave.”
The previous night, Kole would have complained and protested, insisting they stay and smoke the rest of the tobacco in the shop. But he felt different today, spent. A cigarette would do nothing but make him feel like vomiting.
“To the cauldron?” Kole asked.
“Yes, master.”
Kole followed Shallna into the morning light that felt more like evening. The cloud progressed further east and the sun struggled to rise above the surrounding mountains. The reversion passed the tipping point and Kole could feel it. The entropy accelerated and the world was now more than fifty percent gone. He knew from previous experience that the end would come quick. Time swirled like water in a bath. It was circling the drain and would disappear soon.
“Why don’t we have the orb?”
“We will need to stop and pick it up,” Shallna said.
“Great. What else? Milk, eggs, bread?”
Shallna stepped on to the asphalt and faced the city. He spent thousands of years wandering the multiverse and many lifetimes serving the lord of the reversion. Shallna desired nothing more than the restful, dark embrace of eternal death.









  
  Chapter 12


Kole walked alongside Shallna. With each step, he felt better but not right. The zombie rain robbed him of his strength and the morning after took his youth. He remembered seeing Deva with white hair and a log beard and assumed he was ancient. While the former lord of the reversion might have been, Kole realized he also may have been young. It was possible Deva orchestrated many descensions and his body had the scars of aging to prove it. 
Kole thought about the consequences and decided he’d rather burn out than fade away, just like the Neil Young song. He had no great plans for the reversion, no scheme to rule these sick worlds. There wasn’t much to do and the tobacco sucked.
“Up here.”
Shallna’s words snapped Kole from his thoughts. He looked to the left and right to see the buildings growing in size the closer they came to the center of the city. He could not understand what Shallna was talking about until he remembered the orb.
“It looks like an old tavern. Why the fuck is the orb in there?”
Shallna walked in silence, unable to answer either question. “In order to possess the orb you will have to do battle.”
Kole’s eyes flickered and his biceps rippled despite the rapid aging of the night before.
“Fuck yeah, bro. Who?”
“Yourself,” Shallna said.
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“Reflection. Gotta be,” he said.
“Feels the same. At least while you’re in it.”
Kole looked to his right where a young man sat, his coat on and his shoulder hunched. A shot of whiskey and an Iron City beer sat between his folded arms on the top of the bar.
“I know you,” Kole said.
The bartender walked over. He had a stained dishrag over one shoulder and specks of food in his beard. The man looked at Kole, waiting for his order, but he did not speak.
“I.C. Light,” he said to the bartender.
“Pussy,” the man at the bar said.
“Never mind. Gimme an Iron,” Kole said.
The bartender reached into the cooler below the bar. He twisted the cap off the Iron City beer and dropped the brown bottle down on top of a paper coaster.
“One seventy five,” the bartender said.
Kole’s hand went to his pockets. His fingers brushed against his ripped jeans as he fished for his Velcro wallet. Kole flipped through the contents of his pockets – a guitar pick, a quarter and a ticket stub for a new underground band he saw at Graffiti's with a few hundred other people. He could not understand why they called themselves something as silly as “Nirvana” but they could always change the band name later.
“Keep the change,” he said, while dropping two dollar bills on the bar next to the beer.
A color TV hung from a bracket in the corner of the bar. The sound was muted and a red line bobbed through the picture. The bartender grabbed a remote, punched a few buttons and cursed about the quality of the reception. After several attempts, the interference on the screen disappeared and Kole saw an anchorman. The camera shifted and the insert appeared, revealing the tease for the news story.
“Gorbachev steps down. U.S.S.R. breaks up,” Kole read aloud from the screen.
“Can you believe that shit? Whoever woulda thought we’d see the day when the Commies lose? Ain’t like they lost a war. They just tapped out.” The man kept his head down when he spoke and Kole was not sure if he was speaking to him or mumbling in a drunken rant.
“I don’t believe it,” Kole said. “Maybe they got it wrong. I’m sure the Politburo is going to make a statement, put a new Rooskie in charge.”
The man reached for the shot glass and tilted his head back. The light in the Penn Monroe was dim and the man wore a hat and a hood, but there was no mistaking that he was Kole too. An older version of himself, transported to a moment in his past. Kole walked in to the Penn Monroe as the 1991 version of himself, and the old man he was in the reversion sat at the bar waiting for him.
Holy fucking shit, 1991, Kole thought.
“How long you been here?” he asked Old Man Kole.
“Long enough.” He slammed the shot glass down and chased it with a swig from his bottle of Iron City.
“I didn’t hang at the Penn Monroe too often. I left Monroeville in the early 90s. Why do you think we’re here?” 1991 Kole asked.
“It’s a reflection. You know that, Mr. Reversion. You’re King Shit out there. Don’t tell me you don’t know what’s going down.”
1991 Kole listened to Old Man Kole and decided it was time to take a swig from his own beer. The implications of this conversation made his forehead ache.
“I walked through that door and into the 1991 version of myself and I’m talking to me, I mean you, as an old version of myself.”
Old Man Kole remained silent as 1991 Kole tried to talk through the situation. Shallna said he was here to get the orb and yet he was at the Penn Monroe in December of 1991.
“I need the orb,” 1991 Kole said.
“I don’t have it.”
“Shallna says you do. He sent me in here.”
“Fuck him and fuck you,” Old Man Kole said. “I’m getting shitfaced and then I’m gonna walk around back and sleep in my car.”
The bartender appeared in front of 1991 Kole and glanced at the bottle.
“How you doing?” he asked, clearly seeing that 1991 Kole barely touched his beer.
“Fine,” 1991 Kole said. He grabbed the neck of the bottle and downed half of his beer in one drink as if to prove he wasn’t nursing it.
1991 Kole looked around the bar and did not see anyone else besides the bartender and Old Man Kole. The CD jukebox finished with Seger and served up “Outshined” off of Soundgarden’s Badmotorfinger.
“Where is it?” 1991 Kole asked.
“The orb? I already told you. I don’t have it.”
“That’s not what I asked,” 1991 Kole said. “I asked you where it is.”
Old Man Kole lifted his head and looked at 1991 Kole for the first time. 1991 Kole felt an odd tingling sensation, as though he was looking at a mirrored reflection of himself from another universe, because that’s exactly what was happening.
“I. Don’t. Know.”
1991 Kole sighed and stood up. He knocked the bar stool aside and the jukebox stopped playing. The TV screen went dark and the bartender disappeared. 1991 Kole felt the pressure of the reversion closing in, shaking the Penn Monroe like a fierce winter wind rattling the windows of an old house. It was tugging at the reflection and prodding him to take action.
He walked over to Old Man Kole and waited for the man to stand up. They stood nose to nose, a reflection of each other spanning decades.
“I’m going to the cauldron to protect it from Samuel. He wants to destroy it, destroy me. I will not let that happen. My release from this shithole of an existence depends on my ability to protect the reversion. Shallna is going to teach me to use the orb. If you don’t give it to me, I will destroy you.”
Old Man Kole’s lip trembled and his eyes began to twitch. He took a half-step backwards before a ragged, boisterous sound erupted from his throat. Old Man Kole doubled-over with laughter, coughing while trying to catch his breath.
“Are you threatening me?” he asked through watery eyes and gasps of laughter. “Seriously, you tryin’ to scare me?”
1991 Kole’s fists came up to his chest and his brain released adrenaline into his bloodstream. He savored the tension that came right before a fight. 1991 Kole loved the sensation, the paradoxical feeling of strength and fear that would peak right before the first blow.
“Last chance,” he said.
Old Man Kole put his hand over his stomach as if to settle the laughter. He wiped both eyes and nodded at 1991 Kole.
“Hit me with your best shot.”
“I’ve always hated that song,” 1991 Kole said.
He threw a punch hoping to connect with Old Man Kole’s face, but his fist moved through the air and came all the way across his body without making contact. 1991 Kole blinked and Old Man Kole had not moved. He stood there, smirking at 1991 Kole.
“I know I hate that song. That’s why I said it.”
1991 Kole re-cocked his right fist and tried delivering an uppercut to Old Man Kole’s chin. Again, his hand moved through the air, missing Old Man Kole’s face entirely.
“Let me know when you’re done.”
1991 Kole stepped back, his face red and his chest heaving. He screamed and the sound rattled the glasses hanging above the bar. The Penn Monroe shimmied as if 1991 Kole was looking at it from behind a stream of natural gas. He released a fury of punches at Old Man Kole, each one passing right through the man. It was as if 1991 Kole was fighting a hologram of himself.
“So now what?” 1991 Kole asked. “I need that fucking orb.”
“All you had to do was ask nicely,” Old Man Kole said.
He sat back down at the bar and whistled. The bartender came over with a bag. It had the initials TJD monogrammed on the front with a zipper. Two handles protruded from the top. The bartender set the bag down on the bar and walked through the two-way door into the kitchen.
“A bowling ball? Holiday Lanes closed down years ago.”
“Shut up and listen,” Old Man Kole said. “1991 Penn Monroe is about to vanish so if you want the orb, shut the fuck up. I need to explain some things before I give it to you.”
“Why?” 1991 Kole asked.
“Would you hand a loaded rifle to a kid without showing him how to put the safety on?”
“No, I guess not.”
“Right. You wouldn’t, fucknut. This thing needs to be handled carefully. Even the Grim Reaper you’re traveling with doesn’t know the power of the orb. Shit, even Deva didn’t. I’m you. I’m here to tell you things that matter, things that will help you decide when and how to use this. There ain’t no user’s manual.”
1991 Kole thought about what Old Man Kole said. He decided to forget trying to make sense of the situation and do what he was telling himself to do. 1991 Kole was sitting in a bar, in 1991, talking to himself as he existed in the reversion.
Fuck, he thought.
“Fine.”
“Fine, what?” Old Man Kole asked. “You going to calm the fuck down and listen to what I’m going to tell you?”
“What choice do I have?” 1991 Kole said.
“Choice is an illusion. You’ve never had it and the sooner you realize that, the better off you’ll be.”
1991 Kole sat still. The TV remained black. Even the 1990s grunge was silent in the jukebox.
“The struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fill a man's heart. A quote from the end of ‘The Myth of Sisyphus.’ Albert Camus published it in 1942.”
“So?” 1991 Kole said. “I need the orb and I need to get it to the peak.”
“I always was impatient, wasn’t I?” Old Man Kole said.
Relinquishing control while trying to swallow his impatience, Kole took another swig of beer and let his older self continue.
“Camus was trying to find a way to describe the absurdity of life. He was a philosopher and many think Sisyphus was triumphant in the end.”
Old Man Kole looked at 1991 Kole and waved a hand in the air.
“Okay. I’ll back it up. So in Greek mythology, Sisyphus had to roll a boulder up a mountain, knowing it would roll down and he’d have to do it all over again. The Gods punished him for putting Death in chains. Sisyphus didn’t want humans to die. But Death escaped and when it came time for Sisyphus to die, he struck a deal that got him out of the underworld. Push the rock to the top, it rolls down, do it again.”
“Like a reversion,” 1991 Kole said.
“Yes,” Old Man Kole said. “Exactly like a reversion. It’s a meaningless task like counting the blades of grass on a lawn, finishing and then starting over. But that didn’t matter to Camus. He believed that happiness was in the struggle, not the outcome.”
“Why didn’t Sisyphus kill himself?” 1991 Kole asked.
“Not that simple to the ancient Greeks. But I get what you’re asking: if you realize the universe is absurd and you have no control, should you check out? If life is random, meaningless, unpredictable and absurd, what’s the point?”
1991 Kole nodded.
“Happiness, absolution. That comes from pushing the fucking boulder up the hill yet again. Life isn’t about getting to the finish line. It’s about what you do to get there. That’s where happiness is found.”
Old Man Kole paused, letting 1991 Kole process the information.
“What’s this have to do with the reversion, the orb? I want to kick Samuel’s ass and get on with things.”
“Exactly,” Old Man Kole said. “You just want the boulder perched on top of the mountain.”
1991 Kole sighed and placed his hand on the leather bag. The handles were worn and darkened by sweat. He saw scuffs on it and part of the zipper was missing.
“It’s in here?” 1991 Kole asked.
“Yes. Remember, Kole, the rock is your thing, your happiness. Use the orb to wield utter destruction and take joy in it because the reversion could drop you from the noose beneath the cloud yet again.”
“That’s depressing,” 1991 Kole said.
“It’s not, Sisyphus. Be content in the absurd, stop looking for resolution and your dues will be paid. If you do that, I don’t think you’ll be pushing the rock up the hill for much longer.”









  
  Chapter 13


Lindsay walked several yards ahead of Samuel and Tommy. She turned her head from side to side, scanning the buildings for any sign of a threat. The black birds circled above and the descension of the horde came and went without Samuel and Lindsay knowing. 
Samuel hated the silence. He adjusted to the dullness of colors and the bland food in the reversion, but the silence gnawed at him. It festered like a blister rubbed raw after miles of hiking. With every step, the silence was a pain that became harder to ignore. He realized walking down the middle of the highway toward the city that he had not been alone in this world since he first dropped from the tree in the suicide forest. He had met the alpha male and then Major, but before they appeared Samuel was alone. The silence was not as profound once he found the others and he had conversations with Mara and Kole. Even life in the Barrens was bearable as long as they had each other. As long as they talked.
The past several hours, they walked to the city with Lindsay up front and out of earshot. She demanded it, insisting Tommy would be better protected hanging back with Samuel. He did not agree and would have sacrificed the boy for Lindsay, but Samuel knew better than to argue with her. In many ways, Lindsay reminded him of Mara. They were both warm, passionate and determined. But Lindsay was a warrior whereas Mara was a sage. She had wisdom and patience, while Lindsay would ass-kick whenever the situation called for it.
He loved them both but in different ways. According to Deva, Mara was his sister. Samuel could not remember that but he had no reason not to believe it. His love for her felt familial. Lindsay, however, was an alpha too. Samuel found her inner strength and fierce stare intimidating and electrifying. In some of their most harrowing moments together, Samuel was the most attracted to her. After what seemed like an additional lifetime in the reversion, Samuel thought of Lindsay as his soul mate regardless of what a preacher with a ring might say. Now, walking without her company, the silence crept back into Samuel’s heart. He struck up a conversation with Tommy in order to keep the feeling at bay rather than as a means to get to know the child better. Although Samuel could not articulate the reason, he felt the threat from Tommy deep in his gut. He knew there was more to the child than what he saw and Samuel also believed Tommy had Lindsay duped.
“How much longer?”
The question sounded so mundane and ordinary that Samuel smiled and looked at Tommy with as much affection as he could muster.
“Until we get there,” he said.
Tommy smiled back. If the undead could speak, they would have chatted about the boy and his father on a lovely stroll through the dead wasteland.
“Do you like her?”
“Yes.”
“No,” Tommy said. “Do you like her, like her?”
Samuel chuckled, almost enjoying the conversation. It made him forget about the painful silence stalking him a few minutes ago.
“Yes.”
“Ooooooohhhhhh,” Tommy said. “Is she your girlfriend?”
“Yes. We’ve kissed. On the mouth.”
“Ewwww, gross,” Tommy said. He tightened his mouth and wrinkled his face, looking almost like a normal child.
“You don’t like girls?” Samuel asked.
“I like my sister,” Tommy said. “She’s got a nice pussy.”
Samuel stopped walking, as did Tommy. He turned his face up to the man and waited.
“What did you say?” Samuel asked.
“I said I like her pussy. Her cat is so cute.”
Samuel’s breath hitched and he shook his head. He turned and started walking again. Lindsay was now thirty to forty feet ahead of them, unaware of their conversation.
“Yeah, kittens are cute.”
“I love them,” Tommy said. “They stay alive the longest.”
“Right. Nine lives and all,” Samuel said.
“No, silly. I mean they last the longest.”
Samuel kept walking, although the alarms were ringing inside his head. He caught a whiff of danger as if it was a natural gas leak.
“I’ve hung them up by their tails for days with all the blood dripping out and they keep living.”
He kept his legs moving and tried not to look at Tommy. Samuel was not sure how to respond. The boy’s words could not be mistaken. The sexual innuendo was on Samuel but there was no mistake behind the boy’s last sentence.
“Are you telling me you torture animals, Tommy? Is that what you’re saying?”
“It’s not torture. I’m sending them to God.”
Samuel kicked a rock off the edge of the highway. It shot into the guardrail and rattled the ancient steel. Lindsay stopped and turned to the right. He could not tell if she was letting them close the gap or if she saw something of concern. Tommy skipped now, his arms out to his sides as if they were walking through a park on a summer’s day.
“Where did you do this, Tommy?”
“In the basement. Mom doesn’t like the mess and I didn’t want her to send me to my room.”
Lindsay was now walking toward them, her attention on the right side of the road. She was only a few paces away.
“Samuel?”
“Yes, Tommy?”
“I’m going to send you to God too.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Can you see them?” 
Alex raised his head above the wall and turned it sideways.
“I see someone.”
Jack pulled him off the top of the barrel. Alex stumbled and reached up to keep his glasses from falling off of his face and into the alley. Jack used the top of the fence to hoist his feet on to the barrel. He crouched on it like a cat, slowly raising his head until his eyes peered over top and into the city. They were waiting in an old gas station. The dumpster behind the restrooms was rusted shut and the wheels on the bottom would not move. Jack rolled a fifty-five-gallon drum over and stood it upright as a step-stool to see over the fence bordering the station. Samuel would have to come down the highway, and from their vantage point, Jack estimated they would have a visual on them at least a half-mile out, depending on how much sand the wind was blowing.
He could tell by her walk that Lindsay was in front. Another adult was behind her along with a smaller figure.
“A kid?”
Alex tugged at Jack’s pant leg.
“Let me see. I want to see Lindsay.”
“You’re blind ass couldn’t see her if she was doing a strip tease right in front of your face.”
Alex turned and saw the panther lying on the ground near the collapsed garage door. The creature licked the decaying flesh from its fur, swallowing what was left of the horde.
“Is it them?”
“Shhh,” Jack said, although he knew they were still far away and out of earshot.
“Is she there?”
“Yes,” Jack said. He dropped below the top of the fence and snarled at Alex. “Lindsay is out front.”
“Oh, thank God,” Alex said.
“Samuel is all mine. Looks like they got a midget or a kid with them.”
Alex leaned against the fence and kicked at a nearby rock.
“Doesn’t matter. I’m here to save her. The kid is on his own.”
“The kid is the weak link. I’m shocked Samuel brought him along.”
The panther growled and stood, stretching and yawning like an ordinary house cat. After parting the horde, the white panther lumbered down the highway ahead of Jack and Alex. It would remain as long as they held the talisman. The reversion conjured the beast according to the ancient pact formed with the chief of sixteenth century Michigan. The white panther would remain until discharged by his descendants. But without an imminent threat, the panther would sleep and ignore those it was bound to protect.
“I think he's hungry.”
“He just ate, like, four hundred zombies,” Jack said.
“Yeah, but is that real meat? I mean, is it nutritious?”
They shared a rare laugh. Jack crouched up again to see how much farther they had come.
“They’ve stopped. Looks like they’re talking about something.”
“Duh,” Alex said. “What else would they be talking about except something?”
Jack laughed again but Alex was not interested in cracking more jokes.
“If they stop for the night, we’re going to have to wait until tomorrow to confront them.”
“No fucking way,” Alex said. “I’m saving my girl tonight.”
“Let’s wait and see what happens.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“There’s something over there,” Lindsay said. 
Samuel looked at Tommy looking at Lindsay. He shook his head and turned to scan the buildings.
“I don’t see anything,” Samuel said.
“Oh my God. Are you okay?”
“What?” Samuel replied with a question.
“You’re white and look like you’re about to be sick.”
Tommy smiled at Samuel and reached for Lindsay’s hand. She took his, squeezed it and winked at him.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Samuel said. He hated lying to her. “What’s over there? I don’t see anything.”
“Probably the horde. I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and then I heard a noise in the distance, like a rock thrown over a cliff and bouncing off the canyon walls. Did you hear it?”
“No,” Samuel said. “Tommy and I were…talking.”
Samuel felt vulnerable standing still in the middle of the highway. It spooked him that Lindsay saw movement and heard a noise, and he could not shake Tommy’s words from his head.
Where do I even begin?
“I think we should jog next to the outbound guardrail. Just enough to get us past whatever the hell is in those buildings.” She pointed at two mid-level office buildings.
They were still at least a mile from the center of the city and had yet to get to the base of many of the skyscrapers. Samuel tried not to think about what could be hiding inside them. The wind was steady and the sand was stinging his face. Samuel thought a jog might do him some good and help clear his head.
“I agree,” he said. “Let’s go.”
Lindsay nodded and looked at Tommy. She ruffled his hair and all three of them started a brisk jaunt toward the center of the city, hoping to bypass a possible threat while running straight into another.

      [image: image-placeholder]“They’re running. Well, not really. More like jogging.” 
Jack squinted and placed a hand on his forehead. The increasing winds and sand were making it difficult to see. Alex paced on the ground below, while the panther kept its head on its paws, a lazy tongue hanging out of the side of its mouth.
“Which way?” Alex asked.
“Toward us. Toward the city,” Jack said.
Alex felt his heart ripple. His soul mate was getting closer. He could feel it. Alex’s entire existence, everything he endured, led to this moment. Lindsay would be so grateful and even if he died in this wretched place, he would have that. He would die as her hero.
“What should we do?”
“I’m gonna fuck Samuel up, is what I’m gonna do,” Jack said.
“I want to save Lindsay,” Alex said.
“I don’t care what you do to or with her, honestly. I mean, I wouldn’t mind taking a run at that fine ass, but I think Samuel will be a handful.”
Alex wanted to drag Jack off the drum by his ankles and feed him to the panther. He thought the panther would eat Jack for him. Alex believed that because he believed in the mythology. The creature materialized and he had a cosmic connection with the panther. Jack, however, did not. If things became desperate, Alex knew the panther would protect him over Alex, even though they both had the talisman.
“We need a plan.”
Jack looked down at Alex and snickered.
“Okay, Mr. Knight in Shining Armor. What’s your plan?” He jumped off the barrel to stand next to Alex. They had three or four minutes before the runners would be within reach.
“They know you. They don’t know me. If Lindsay is really a woman now instead of a girl, she probably won’t recognize me right away. I’ll walk out into the roadway waving my arms as if my car just broke down. You circle around behind them. When I get close enough, you time it so I can grab Lindsay before you and Samuel fight.”
“Nope. Disagree,” Jack said. “If they see me, they’ll stop. We’re on a fucking road. There’s no way to surprise them. They won’t anticipate I’m working with someone else. You come out from behind to grab Lindsay, and I’ll use that distraction to get the first punch on Samuel. What about the kid? Guess you don’t give a shit about him?”
“I guess I don’t. I’m here to save my Lindsay. I still think I should go out first. It’s my best chance to get her to safety.”
Jack smiled and smacked Alex on the shoulder with his right hand. He used his fingers to dig into Alex’s collarbone until he could feel the man shake.
“You are the definition of pussy-whipped, my friend.”
Jack released his grip and took a step backwards. He looked at the panther.
“What about the big pussy over there?”
“The pussy jokes are getting old.”
“So is your bullshit crusade to save the chick,” Jack said. “I’m about tired of hearing that too. Get your ass behind them and don’t fuck it up.”
Jack pointed at the alley and waited for Alex to take a step before he climbed back on top of the barrel. Alex nodded and trotted into the alley, leaving Jack and the panther behind the fence. Alex was glad he would not have to lie to Jack. He really did not care what Jack was going to do. Alex had his own plan. He would run to Lindsay and save her before Jack could do anything about it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Their feet kicked puffs of sand into the air as the wind grabbed the noise and threw it to the wasteland. Samuel felt the hardened asphalt beneath his feet and a sweat breaking out underneath his arms. He looked to his right at Lindsay and he could barely see Tommy on her right. Her hair flew back and her cheeks were red. Samuel had to turn away from her or risk being distracted by her raw beauty. Lindsay was strong, sexual and more than he ever deserved. 
Samuel thought back to when she found the bow. He was not sure if it was a reflection, like his knife, Scout, or if it was an artifact of the world before the cloud. He watched her target practice for hours. Lindsay told him she went to summer camp one year and learned archery but had not touched a bow since. For her, the skill came back with a few hours of practice and it wasn’t long before she was landing kill shots on the targets. Lindsay had the bow strung across her back, along with a backpack serving as a quiver. Samuel had no doubt he could protect them if the fight was in close and he felt better knowing Lindsay could handle the approaching threat. The extra one hundred yard buffer could mean the difference between life and death.
He glanced to his right as the buildings housing the threat marched backward into the distance. Samuel sensed a threat up ahead, but his legs propelled him forward. Samuel’s body, at the cellular level, adapted to the reversion. His senses attuned to the difference in perception so a pale yellow flame became the new fire standard for him. Although he despised the suffocating silence, even that was something he thought he could tolerate more than he did when he first arrived in the reversion.
Samuel’s gut told him they were running straight into danger. Before he could stop or say something to Lindsay, he saw the man step over the guardrail, waving his arms in the air.

      [image: image-placeholder]Alex figured he only had a minute or two before Jack would respond. The young man was expecting Alex to obey him out of fear. When Jack saw what Alex was doing, he would most likely come out too. Alex had to make the most of the element of surprise. 
He hopped over the guardrail about fifty yards from where Jack was hiding behind the fence. Alex estimated he had anywhere from forty-five to sixty seconds to get to Lindsay before Jack arrived, and then it would be impossible to control the situation. Jack and Samuel might fight, or Samuel might try to protect Lindsay. He fantasized about grabbing Lindsay around the waist and running with her to safety. She was more like a doll than a person in his daydream and his obsession with her blinded him to this fact. Not only was she a person, she was a warrior.
“Stop, stop,” he said waving his arms above his head. “You don’t want to go any further.”
Samuel kept running but Lindsay and the boy stopped. Alex looked at them and then back at Samuel. He was running faster and Alex could see the determination in his face, the focus in his eyes. This man knew the situation was life or death. Alex glanced at Lindsay and Samuel kept coming. He had not planned for this. Alex cursed himself in that moment, frustrated he did not think through the most basic consequences of his actions.
“Lindsay, it’s me,” Alex said. He started running toward her, angling on the highway in hopes of running past Samuel, who was advancing on him. They would most likely collide like two football players on a kickoff, but Alex hoped he could get to Lindsay before Samuel reached him.
“Mr. Brown. Look, it’s me, Mr. Brown.”
Samuel was within ten paces of Alex and he was not sure of his intent. Alex saw the situation like an instant replay in slow motion. Samuel’s face grew tight, as though he were about to scream something at him. His lips tightened and his eyebrows rose. Alex looked past him to where Lindsay and Tommy stood. He saw the boy standing still, his legs spread and his hands at his sides. The boy was not moving and Alex guessed he was not afraid or was prepared for the conflict.
Lindsay was in motion. Alex saw her reach over her right shoulder with her left arm. She retracted it and was now holding a bow. Her right hand came over her left shoulder to grab an arrow.
She remembers me, Alex thought. She’s going to protect me because I’m her soul mate.
He watched as Lindsay placed the arrow on the bow and stuck her left arm out. Her right hand drew the arrow back.
Samuel was close enough to Alex that he could smell him. Alex looked into his face and could not tell what Samuel was thinking. He would probably tackle him, but Alex did not think that would happen. Lindsay would take the man down first.
As Alex turned to look at Lindsay, he saw the bow was pointed in his direction, her right eye hovering behind it. He saw the bow release the arrow as it flew through the air. The arrow traveled five yards to the right of Samuel, who was running at him, until Alex realized its intended target. He saw the arrowhead twisting in mid-air and the impact of it knocked him backward.
Alex felt a cold rush of air followed by an intense burning sensation in his chest. He lost feeling in his extremities and his head bounced off the asphalt as he hit the ground. He closed his eyes and when he opened them, Samuel was standing over him, sweat dripping from his forehead. He tried to speak, but he could not get his mouth to make the words. Alex’s eyes panned down towards his chest where the shaft of the arrow protruded. Lindsay’s arrow pierced his heart, breaking it in more ways than one.

      [image: image-placeholder]“The stupid son of a bitch,” Jack said. 
His initial impulse was to leap from his spot and ambush Samuel, but he didn’t. Jack waited a few seconds and was rewarded for his patience. He watched Samuel break into a sprint towards Alex, which is what Jack expected. What he was not prepared for was Lindsay armed with a bow and arrow, as well as the ability to neutralize a target at fifty yards. She had the arrow notched and fired before he realized what was happening. The boy stood there the whole time, smiling.
Jack saw Samuel standing over Alex. Samuel bent down, checked the man’s pulse and stood up again. He motioned for the boy and Lindsay to come forward. Jack waited to see how it would play out and make sure Brown was dead. Lindsay walked with her bow in one hand while the kid skipped down the dividing line of the highway. The three of them surrounded Alex. Lindsay nudged his arm with her boot. Jack saw her fall into Samuel’s arms, her hand still clutching the bow.
He considered leaping out from behind the fence and catching them off guard, until he heard a growl. Jack turned around and saw the white panther. It was pacing back and forth like it was locked inside a cage. Jack climbed off of the drum and walked toward it. As he came closer, the panther became more and more transparent as if the background of the reversion began to bleed through the mythical creature. By the time Jack was five feet away, the white panther disappeared completely, leaving nothing but paw prints in the sand.
Jack kicked at the dirt and thought about the story Alex told him. The descendant of the great chief was dead, rendering the talisman useless. The panther went back to whatever cosmic place it came from.
He ran back to the barrel and jumped up on top, peering over the fence. Alex’s body lay where it fell and everyone else was gone.

      [image: image-placeholder]“It’s not possible,” Lindsay said. She buried her sobs in Samuel’s chest. 
“Tell me, Lindsay,” he said.
Tommy stood to the side while Samuel held her. She had not let go of the bow and could not look down at the man she killed with a deadly shot.
“It can’t be him.”
Tommy began to hum a random melody. Samuel shot him a bitter stare but the boy ignored Samuel and increased the volume of his humming.
“Who?” he asked.
“Mr. Brown,” Lindsay said. “That fucking bastard. I’m glad he’s dead. I’m glad I killed him.”
Samuel rubbed her back in an effort to calm her down while his eyes darted back and forth. He was already scanning the buildings, expecting another assailant.
“Let’s go.”
Lindsay pushed away from Samuel and slapped him across the face.
“Don’t fucking tell me what to do. I don’t need a man to boss me around.”
Samuel held his hands up in the air while Tommy hummed even louder, smirking at Samuel the entire time.
“Let’s go, Linds. Please. Let’s get out of the open.”
Lindsay stifled another round of sobs and nodded her head at Samuel.
“Right, right,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
Lindsay put her hand out to Tommy. He stopped humming and took it.
“Go. We’ll follow you.”
Samuel scanned the fence on the left side of the road near the rear of an old gas station. He thought he saw movement before turning away and leading Tommy and Lindsay over the guardrail and into a place where they would not be so vulnerable.






  
  Chapter 14


Kole swung the bag by his side as he walked next to Shallna down the center of the road leading into the heart of the city. Shallna held Kole’s staff while Kole carried the orb. The bag was the same weight and shape as a bowling ball and Kole giggled to himself, imagining someone watching them. He was with the Grim Reaper, while holding a bowling ball, walking down the street toward a city destroyed by an unseen apocalypse. 
Fucking hilarious.
Shallna remained quiet since Kole strolled from the building with the bowling ball bag in hand. He did not ask Kole what happened inside and did not seem to care. He turned to walk and Kole followed.
They walked past the remains of automobiles and piles of refuse. While the outskirts of the city were empty, the closer they came to the center the more destruction they saw. Sand buried much, but the artifacts that remained told a grim story. Kole looked closely at an upside-down car with the rear end dangling over top of the guardrail. He could not determine the make or model. It looked like a vehicle from the old Soviet Union complete with Cyrillic letters. The hood and trunk were gone, leaving the engine block naked and exposed to the elements. Kole stared at the driver’s seat and could almost see a man on his way to work when an unseen force ripped him from the road and tossed the car to the side as if it were nothing but cardboard.
As he moved closer, Kole caught a faint whiff of motor oil and burned brakes. He saw more vehicles like this, some lodged into the front of buildings and others stacked in random heaps of metal. The dark green aura and advancing cloud put a menacing glow on the vehicles, making them look like dead dragons from another realm. Poles strung with wire and traffic lights angled out from the city as if knocked back by a tremendous force. Sheet metal, the remains of old signs, stuck out from beneath windblown sheaves of sand littering the road. Kole could see remnants of paint on them but none had decipherable writing, mostly odd and archaic symbols. The skyscrapers on each side of the road in the heart of the city formed a steep canyon. The last natural light out of the east filled the space like a celestial doorway. The black birds circled above and Kole felt a chill run up his spine.
“I don’t see one that’s taller than the rest,” he said to Shallna.
“We will know the one when we reach the base.”
“Huh?” Kole asked. “It’s not a mountain, it’s a building.”
“We will know,” Shallna said again.
Ahead of the cloud and coming out of the west, a low fog crept up behind them. It settled at their ankles and curled up to their knees. The moist, cold air bit at Kole’s arms and his finger joints began to ache.
“My grandma used to say she could feel the rain coming.”
“Do you?” Shallna asked.
“Yes. I feel achy, tired. My joints are hurting.”
“Descension,” Shallna said.
“Fantastic.”
They continued down the highway as the fog crept up to their waist, covering the highway like dirty cotton.
“This orb.”
“Yes?”
“It can do some wicked shit.”
Shallna did not reply, unsure as to whether it was a comment or a question.
“I met myself in the Penn Monroe, but you already knew that, didn’t you?” Kole said.
“I did.”
“He told me… I told me… I found out I’m pushing a rock up a hill. I’m not really supposed to be happy with the end result. I need to take joy in the act itself. I need to use the orb to destroy and gain pleasure in that. Doing so will earn me my release.”
“It appears to be so,” Shallna said.
“So I’m gonna fuck some shit up with this bowling ball. But what about you, Grim? How do you get out of this shithole? What happens to your gig if I go away?”
Shallna did not break stride. His cape floated on top of the fog.
“If you succeed, I succeed, master.”
“Stop with the company line bullshit. How do you get out?”
“As I said, your success is mine. I have run rampant throughout the multiverse in many forms. I have come to the reversion as a Gaki and now serve its lord. When that duty has been fulfilled, I will know the eternal freedom that all deserve. The Great Cycle will release me from duty and let me go to a better place.”
“Like Florida? Florida sucks but it’s definitely a better place than this. Not one fucking Starbucks here. What the hell is up with that?”
Shallna kept walking.
“Sorry. That was insensitive of me. Even the specter of death, the Grim Reaper, deserves a little empathy,” Kole said with a chuckle. “I think they have a card for ‘eternal freedom’ at the Hallmark store next to the wedding and anniversary section.”
Kole’s chuckle blossomed into riotous laughter. “Congratulations on your eternal freedom, from all of us,” he said.
The wind increased and the fog swirled about them.
“Didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, Grimmy. You demons from hell are so sensitive.”
“You must test its powers,” Shallna said.
“Back to business. Got it,” Kole said. “How should I test the powers of the bowling ball? Are there zombie pins for me to knock down?”
The question brought another round of laughter that Shallna waited out.
“The young man. His interference could have unintended consequences.”
“Jack? You mean that kid?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know where he is right now?” Kole asked.
“I do not but the orb will locate him. And then he must be eliminated.”
“Death bowling,” Kole said. He held the bag up and gave Shallna the two-fingered sign of the devil. “Fiery strikes of hell.”
Shallna walked as Kole continued to laugh at his own jokes.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jack shivered as the cloud moved across the sky. He was not cold and yet his body began to shake. Alex was dead, the panther was gone and his plan to ambush Samuel was ruined. Jack picked through the refuse inside the gas station. He found the shaft of a screwdriver and a coin worn smooth, neither of which made great weapons. 
“Fuck,” he said.
Lindsay and Samuel could be anywhere. He had no idea whether or not they knew about him. From what he saw out on the road, Jack did not think Alex told them anything. Lindsay put an arrow through his heart before he could do more than identify himself.
All the better, he thought. Alex was too old for her.
Jack had a hard time letting go of Lindsay even after they fed him to the spider crabs in the last reversion.  He still felt something for her. Jack had that problem in his real life too. He came on too strong and scared the ladies. They did not understand how much he cared. Jack was skinny and a bit of a nerd, but he knew what women wanted and he would deliver, if he only had the chance.
The young man slid the shaft of the screwdriver into his belt and he tossed the coin into the corner of the room, where it landed in the sand with a soft puff. He would need more than a Phillips head to take down Samuel and win Lindsay’s attention. He fingered the talisman and laughed. Sure, the white panther came to them, but so what? The animal split the horde for him and Alex but that mattered little now. Jack needed a way to get to Samuel, some approach that would surprise him.
“You can’t always get what you want,” said a voice from the darkness.
Jack turned his head as the man came from behind the counter of the convenience store attached to the gas station.
“But you get what you need,” Kole said.
“I hate the Beatles,” Jack said.
“That was the Stones, fucknut. I get the feeling you need something right now.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kole held a chunk of unidentified meat over the fire. He was able to ignite a pile of papers and create enough heat to singe the edges while the interior of the flesh was slimy and cold. Jack took one bite and spit. 
“That’s terrible. Did you fucking skin the horde for that meat?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I did,” Kole said.
Jack vomited on himself spewing saliva and hunks of diseased flesh down the front of his shirt. He gagged two more times before taking a swig of cloudy water from a plastic bottle.
“The water?” he asked, between gulps.
“Fine,” Kole said. “No zombie piss or anything. Just good old puddle water from the reversion.”
Jack continued drinking. He believed anything would be better than tasting zombie meat again.
“You promised me Lindsay.”
“I did,” Kole said. “I certainly did.”
“Well?” Jack asked. He raised his hands to emphasize the point.
“I didn’t say when. You should be more patient.”
Jack looked out the front door of the gas station where Shallna stood next to the guardrail facing downtown. His tattered robe danced upon the asphalt.
“What the hell is that thing?”
“Shallna?” Kole said. “That’s my own Grim Reaper. Pretty cool, huh?”
Jack sighed and rolled his eyes. “You want me to do something still.”
“Damn, Jack. You sure are a sharp fella. Yes, I guess you could say that’s what I want.”
“I want to get Lindsay from Samuel. That prick stole her from me. You said I’d get a shot.”
Kole leaned back and rested his head on the wall. The bag holding the orb sat within arm’s reach on his right side.
“That’s what I said, Jack. But things change. I need you for something else now.”
“What is it?” he asked.
“I’m going to conduct an experiment and I need your help. If you do that, you’ll be hurting Samuel. You want to hurt him, don’t you, Jack?”
“Yes, of course,” he said. “I want to take him down.”
“That’s what I thought. I’m glad we want the same thing.”
Jack waited as Kole leaned over and unzipped the bag. A red glow came from inside and quickly eclipsed the sour, yellow light of their fire. The aura illuminated Kole’s face and Jack thought he looked much older than in the vision. But then again, Jack was not sure how much of that was dream versus reality. Maybe Kole had always been this age.
“Have you ever gotten stitches?”
“No. Why?”
“Well,” Kole said as the glow intensified. “It hurts like a son of a bitch until they shoot you up with the painkiller and then you don’t feel no more. The doc is running a needle and thread through your skin and you can’t even feel it.”
“What’s that have to do with me?” Jack asked.
“I need to test this on you, Jack. I think it’ll probably hurt a whole helluva lot but only for a moment and then you won’t feel anything.”
“And then what? I get Lindsay?”
“Something even better. You get released from this shithole, from the Great Cycle. You get to move beyond and rest forever.”
Kole had his hand beneath the orb and lifted it out of the bag. He sat it in his lap, resting on both palms. Kole leered inside it like a demented fortuneteller. The red and orange flashes inside seemed to move in coordination with his eyes.
“I’ve gotta pee,” Jack said. He stood up and took a step toward the door.
Shallna stepped from the shadows and blocked the door. Kole’s eyes locked with Jack’s.
“Sit down, Jack.”
The young man obeyed, a cold sensation creeping up his back. He shivered and shook his head back and forth.
“You don’t have to hurt me, Kole. I’ll do whatever it is you need.”
“I know you will and that’s what I have planned. I promise it’ll only pinch for a second and then you won’t feel anything. I need to make sure my weapons work before battle. You’re going to help me destroy Samuel.”
Jack’s face contorted and he whimpered.
“But I—”
“I know you’re confused, conflicted. My bowling ball here, it’s gonna help me banish that fucker. He’s coming to destroy the cauldron, destroy me. I can’t let that happen or I’ll never get out. You understand?”
“No.”
“Well it doesn’t matter. This is how it’s going to be.”
Shallna walked out and turned his gaze back to the skyscrapers downtown. He saw enough of the orb’s powers to know what was coming next and he preferred not to see it yet again.

      [image: image-placeholder]Fuck him. 
Tommy was not quite sure exactly what that word meant, but he heard it used enough times in his house that he deduced the meaning from context. In his head he heard, “Fuck you and fuck her. I don’t care how many times she’s filled up the gas tank. It’s my car.” Or “Mara can go fuck herself. She’s part of this family and she’ll take care of Tommy and get him to hockey practice.” Or “Tommy isn’t a fucking retard, he’s slow. There’s a difference.”
It was not good and people used it in anger.
Yeah, fuck, he thought.
Tommy enjoyed having that word bouncing around inside his skull while Samuel and Lindsay spoke to each other in forced whispers. Maybe they were hiding their voices from more bad people coming to get them or maybe they didn’t want Tommy to overhear part of their “adult” conversation. He did not really care. Tommy knew Samuel was now preoccupied with an external threat and he would be vulnerable to an internal one. Of course Tommy didn’t think of it in those terms. He had other thoughts.
Fuck.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay held his hand as she followed Samuel into a building a block off of the main roadway. They had not ventured this far off the city’s main artery and with good reason. The main path would bring them right to where they needed to be. Samuel planned on getting back on it as soon as he could, but with another attack possible, and with it most likely being Jack, he wanted time to think, to plan. He shivered and stepped over a steel door cocked at an angle, attached by a single hinge at the top. 
“In here.”
He stepped inside what was once a warehouse. The wind peeled back the steel roofing over the decades, allowing rays of green light to penetrate to the floor and illuminate floating dust and sand in the air. From the sky, the warehouse would have looked like the Superdome during Hurricane Katrina, long gashes in the roof as if ripped open by the talons of a mythical beast. Steel shelving extended from the floor to the roof, towering twenty feet above their heads. A forklift sat in one corner with a pile of sand covering the seat. The shelves were empty although piles of cardboard lay scattered about the floor, their contents stolen or dissolved in the distant past.
Samuel saw a glass window in a wall to his right with a door to the left of the window. He walked toward the office and between the shafts of light coming through the roof. His steps echoed where they struck bare concrete and he heard the rhythm of Lindsay’s and Tommy’s behind him. Samuel doubted anyone or anything was inside the warehouse but he did not have time to do a thorough search. He couldn’t feel Jack nearby and that hunch would have to suffice.
“What are we going to do?” Lindsay asked.
Tommy started humming a random melody again and this time Samuel reached down and shoved his cupped hand over the kid’s mouth.
“Shut it. Not now. I need to think.”
Samuel left it there until Tommy nodded.
“Let’s go into the office. The darkness might give us some cover.”
Lindsay dragged Tommy through the open doorway and Samuel followed, pulling it shut behind them. Although he could not see the size of the office, he could feel the walls nearby and his lungs tightened. Samuel closed his eyes and visualized a wide open field on a bright, sunny afternoon. He pictured a landscape computer companies would often load as the default wallpaper on a new tablet.
“Are you okay?” she asked.
“I’m fine,” Samuel said. “It’s—”
“Tight spaces. I know.”
Lindsay smiled and even the muted darkness of the reversion could not damper her glow. Samuel smiled back, momentarily forgetting where they were. He touched the side of her face and forced himself back to reality.
“Jack is rogue and the reversion doesn’t want us getting to the peak, to the cauldron.”
“Right,” Lindsay said.
“I have to get there and you have to come with me.”
The omission of Tommy’s purpose in the grand scheme of the Great Cycle was as obvious as the cloud eating the sky.
“Let’s just get back on the road and high-tail it downtown.”
“What if Jack is waiting for us? What if he knows you’ve got a bow and he’s going to ambush us first?”
“What’s our alternative?” Lindsay asked.
“We snake through the side streets and alleys. It’ll take longer but we’ll be less vulnerable.”
“Unless the zombies eat us,” Tommy said. He smiled as if he was hoping it would happen.
“He’s right,” Lindsay said. “We have no idea where the horde is or what they’re doing.”
“They don’t chase, Linds. They try to keep us immobile. I think I’d rather outrun them than get picked off by Jack. What if the kid found a rifle?”
Lindsay leaned back on the wall. She looked through the greasy window and out on to the floor of the warehouse. Her imagination kicked in and she thought of a supervisor from another time and place sharing the same view. Lindsay blinked and chalked it up to the reversion. It would try to slow them down in any way possible, even with daydreams.
“We haven’t seen that yet, but I guess it’s possible. Now that I think of it, I haven’t even seen a reflection of a gun let alone a real one.”
“That doesn’t mean we can assume Jack won’t find something. I’ll deal with him when the time comes, but my gut is telling me to get to the cauldron and then our fate will be in the hands of the Gods.”
“Since when do the Gods have anything to do with this? We’re not in ancient Greece getting ready to storm Mount Olympus,” she said.
“Somebody was paying attention in sixth-grade English.”
“Fuck you, Samuel,” Lindsay said.
Tommy shook at the sound of that word as it triggered a cellular response inside. He felt his muscles tighten and a dull ball of pain blossoming in his stomach.
Samuel laughed and looked down at Tommy.
“You look greener than the air outside. You okay?”
Tommy nodded and swallowed hard.
“Maybe we should see what we can find in here. Who knows what kind of tools or weapons might be in this warehouse,” Lindsay said.
“You and Tommy stick together and scream if you’re in danger. Let’s meet back in the office in fifteen minutes and then we’ll head out.”
“Got it,” Lindsay said.
Tommy followed her. He looked back over his shoulder at Samuel and flipped him the middle finger. Samuel waved to him, unable to see the obscene gesture in the low light of the warehouse.

      [image: image-placeholder]Kole’s eyes grew as the power inside the orb manifested into brilliant flashes of red pulsing from the center. His fingers massaged the top of it, drawing lines of energy like a plasma ball. Kole’s mouth tightened and his tongue felt like a wad of cotton. His stomach clenched and his hands shook. 
“Please don’t hurt me,” Jack said.
“I just can’t have you fucking everything up,” Kole said. “Your asshole partner almost did that, so I’m letting the orb handle you. Besides, I’m dying to know what this puppy can do.”
Jack tried to stand up but his legs would not obey. It felt as though he had concrete blocks tied to his feet. His hands were glued to his thighs by the incredible power of the orb. He sat on the floor, cross-legged, facing Kole with a stupid smile. Jack shuddered. He now understood what it must be like for a paraplegic, the brain unable to command flesh.
The orb pulsed and a low drone surrounded them. The glass left hanging in the window frames began to burst. Sharp pops like gunfire filled the air as the energy blew the glass into nothing but dust. Jack felt the same thing happen to his eardrums. Like a one-two punch from a championship heavyweight boxer, his ears burst, yet he could not release the pain with a scream. Jack’s face remained still, the smile plastered on it as if painted. He winced inside and the room became silent. Jack’s head swam and he felt the warm trickle of blood coming out of his ear canal. It landed on the tops of his hands but he could not feel it. Everything below Jack’s neck was paralyzed.
A pressure grew inside of his skull, pushing the gray matter into the bone. Jack thought someone put his head inside a shop vise and was cranking it tight.
Kole chuckled, his face never leaving the orb. He watched Jack imploding one cell at a time.
Jack felt the blood pouring from his nose and running off his lips. Some of it trickled inside his mouth. The coppery taste would be one of the last sensations he would ever experience. His eyes swelled and Kole, the orb and the room began to fade in a painful blanket of black. Jack’s eyeballs burst a moment later and his soul was happy he would not be able to see or hear his own demise. There would be pain and then there would be nothing. At least that’s what Jack’s dying brain told him.
The pressure inside his head continued to grow and Jack started to feel his flesh releasing, giving way to the orb and allowing it to destroy the tissue. A pinpoint of light opened in Jack’s internal vision but it didn’t turn into a tunnel and nobody was calling him forth. He was not surprised those stories of the afterlife were bullshit.
The sounds, the sights and the taste of his own blood ceased. Jack’s head swam in a mix of pain and fatigue and he felt the end. It was then he heard her voice. At first, Jack thought it was the same echo of reality as the “light at the end of the tunnel” from all of those paranormal reality shows. But then the words formed and he knew it had to be Gran.
“Let go, Jacky. It’s time.”
“But Gran, I can’t. The orb, it’s in control. Kole is killing me with it.”
“Nobody can do that, Grandson. Only you can ultimately release yourself from existence.”
“What about the Great Cycle, my redemption?” Jack asked.
“You can only ask for release and let your master soul find its way. It is all you can do. Stop fighting.”
“I love you, Gran. This place made me a monster. I’ve done things here I’m not proud of. Things I never would have done in real life.”
“I know. The multiverse knows. You’ll either gain your salvation and be released or you’ll come through again to earn it. There is no judgment in the Great Cycle, only experience and salvation. You’re either learning or you’ve learned.”
“I feel resistance. I can fight.”
“There is no point,” she said. “Let go and accept what your soul needs next.”
Jack nodded mentally and part of him hoped it would not be the last time he spoke to his gran. He missed her even after all of these years. If the Great Cycle had any compassion, it would cosmically link them again. Maybe they would be brother and sister or husband and wife. In the end, those labels didn’t matter and that was Jack’s enlightenment. At the moment of his soul’s transition, Jack realized his existence was about relationships and, whether his soul would create them again or not, he would move beyond the realm of life with that knowledge.
The orb went dark as Jack’s head exploded. Kole wiped the remains of Jack’s brain from his face. The young man’s headless body collapsed to the floor while gooey lines of blood and gray matter rolled down the wall behind him.
Kole placed the orb back into the bag, turned towards the door and left Jack’s corpse to the cloud or the sand, whichever would claim it first.

      [image: image-placeholder]Shallna turned to face Kole as he walked out of the building and stood on the sidewalk. Kole looked up into the sky and then at the front of the building. The name carved into the stone above the entrance was worn smooth by the blowing sand and the numbers printed on the street signs faded away. Kole sighed and shuffled on to the road. Shallna followed. 
Shallna and Kole walked in silence. They arrived in the center of the city that looked much the same as the rest. There were bigger and more piles of automobiles on corners and stacked along the roads, but the city looked as dead and desolate as the outer suburbs. Sand drifts as tall as men covered many of the doorways and buried the remaining artifacts. Kole shook his head and turned back to Shallna.
“Just like on the mountain. This one happens to be made of steel instead of granite,” Kole said.
Shallna used his staff to point to the entryway.
“We will need to climb the stairs to the peak.”
Kole watched as Shallna entered. As he took a step inside, Kole let out a bellowing laugh.
“I know this ain’t Chi-town, but I’ve been in this building before.”
Shallna reappeared, realizing Kole was not ready to climb yet.
“This is the old Sears Tower. It ain’t on Lake Michigan and this ain’t Chicago, but this is the Tower. I recognize it.”
Shallna waited.
“Yep. This ain’t Wacker Street but these planters here, they used to be filled with small trees and flowers. I was here once although I’m having a hard time remembering when.”
“The descensions deteriorate memory as much as flesh.”
“Great,” Kole said. “Zombie rain makes me old and senile.”
“There were revolving doors here but it looks like big holes now.”
Kole strolled down the block. He could not tell whether the dead city was Chicago or if the building was an exact replica of the old Sears Tower. The wasteland did not look like Illinois but then again, the reversion altered everything.
“They finished it in 1973. It was the tallest building in the world at that time. If we’re heading up to the observation deck, if that’s where the cauldron is located, you’d better have your good shoes on.”
Shallna turned and walked back inside.
“Holy shit,” Kole said. He shook his head and chuckled. “Fucking Sears Tower. Once I get to the observation deck I should be able to tell.”
He walked through the opening and into an expansive lobby. The ceiling reflected what was left of the natural light coming from the outside. The green tint gave the grid a ghostly luminescence and Kole wondered if some kind of algae had taken root there. The spaces above where the revolving doors used to be were empty, mounds of broken glass lying scattered at the bottom of the wall. Kole’s feet landed on the marble floor. Fissures ran through the floor which was once the pride of Italian quarries. He heard a flapping noise and saw several of the black birds in the corner where a nest was lodged. The birds circling the skyscrapers were roosting in the lobby of this one.
“Crows?” he asked Shallna.
“I don’t know.”
“Great fucking help you are, Grimmy.”
Shallna ignored the pejorative and walked toward the elevator shafts. His robe floated over the marble and sand and he disappeared into the darkness. Kole followed. He stopped at a desk in the middle of the lobby. It was backed against a wall and he could almost see building security sitting behind it, a man with thick glasses and a thicker Midwestern accent slouched over a grainy monitor.
“This is creepy,” Kole said.
He pulled the bowling ball bag closer to his side and kept walking, following the footsteps left by Shallna. Kole could tell Shallna was wearing something on his feet but his footwear did not leave distinguishable tracks.
Shallna was waiting on the other side of the wall. The stainless steel elevator doors remained closed and shiny, in stark contrast to the aged and decrepit appearance of the rest of the city. Kole tried pulling the doors apart with his hands but could not move them.
“Thought maybe the orb could run the cable up for us if I could get the door open.” Kole smiled but Shallna’s face remained hidden beneath his hood.
“You should be making the climb on your own, but I feel as though you may need assistance carrying the orb. Deva did not need me or the orb by his last reversion.”
“Whatever. Let’s just get up there.”
This would be Shallna’s final climb. If he was able to help Kole protect the cauldron from Samuel, his duty would be fulfilled and he would be released from the Great Cycle. The numbers of the horde swelled and the number of reversions shrunk, all of which was evidence the reversions were reverting. They were winding down.
Before an hour elapsed, Kole and Shallna emerged from the dark tower of stairs and onto the observation deck of the skyscraper. The cloud had not reached them yet, affording them an expansive view of the wasteland below. Shallna rested Kole’s staff against the wall.
“Nope, not Chicago,” Kole said.
The sands spread out to the north much like Lake Michigan did beneath the Sears Tower but that was where the similarity ended. The Chicago skyline was a ragged outline of hundreds of buildings. This one loomed over less than a dozen. They stretched upward in vertical lines and several canted to the side like rotting teeth. Kole saw birds swooping from the top of one to another with nothing but sand on the ground between them. The rooftops and decks of the other buildings were all covered in sand and only one antenna remained, a relic from the time of broadcasting and global entertainment. The height was dizzying and Kole noticed Shallna remained close to the wall, unwilling or unable to step forward and gaze upon the landscape.
“The cauldron,” Shallna said.
Kole looked around. Unlike the other buildings they entered, this one had no garbage or artifacts on the floor. Sand blew through and left patches on the tile floor but nothing else was around.
“Where is it?”
Shallna pointed to his left. Kole turned and saw what was once an observation deck. A floor grid made of steel extended beyond the edge of the building and a pit sat in the center. The cauldron looked like a backyard fire pit with a rounded steel-mesh cover on top. When Kole put a foot on to the grid, flames shot from the cauldron and the orb vibrated inside of the bag.
“Not really like the last cauldron, the one at the peak.”
“Each reversion is unique,” Shallna said.
Kole took another step forward until he could see the street hundreds of feet below.
“That wind starts kicking up the way it did with Devster and shit’s gonna get hairy up here.”
Shallna did not reply but kept his back fixed to the interior wall.






  
  Chapter 15


“I wanna go over there.” 
“You have to say with me, hon. We don’t know what’s in here. If we get separated we might not find each other again.”
Tommy looked at Lindsay and folded his arms.
“I wanna go over there,” he said again. Tommy pointed to a hallway leading into the loading docks of the building where tractor trailers would have backed up to get their shipments. The rear of the warehouse was dark even though the roof was compromised. Most of the gashes were in the front part of the building, not the back.
“Come with me,” Lindsay said. She pulled on his right shoulder and Tommy held his ground.
“No.”
Lindsay took her hands off of his shoulder and stepped back. She was twice his size and three times as strong but she could not bring herself to overpower him physically.
“If we find something cool where I want to look, I promise you can keep it.”
I’m not a retard no matter what Dad calls me, Tommy thought. Don’t you lie to me.
“I don’t believe you,” he said.
“Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.”
He laughed at Lindsay’s sing-songy shtick but did not step toward her.
I don’t want to hurt her. I like her.
“Promise?” he asked.
“Yes,” Lindsay said.
Tommy gave in and followed Lindsay in the opposite direction. They walked away from the loading docks and into a tight maze of offices. The walls appeared to be put up as temporary partitions to create individual office cubicles out of a larger room. Some leaned in, the nails in the top rail of two by fours wasted away, no longer keeping the partition attached.
Lindsay stepped over parts of a chair and the base of a water cooler, a two-faucet handle with specks of red and blue on them. She kicked at a pile of papers with perforated edges. The weathering effects of the reversion were not as pronounced the deeper they went into the structure. The wind and sand erosion had difficulty navigating around inner walls and doors.
“See anything?” she asked.
Tommy crept up behind her as she bent down to look at an object on the floor. He could see the elastic band of her panties and the smooth, white skin of Lindsay’s hips. Tommy felt that familiar bulge in his pants, the same one that appeared when he was watching Mara in the shower.
“Tommy. You there?”
“Yeah. I don’t see nuthin,” he said. Tommy’s eyes were fixed on Lindsay’s lower back and he moved closer. He inhaled the faint scent of campfire smoke as he stood over her, a few inches from her long, brown hair.
Lindsay stood and Tommy backed up wearing a smile.
“I thought it was a knife or something but it was a ruler. We aren’t exactly going to measure someone to death, are we?” she asked.
Tommy watched her toss the ruler into the darkness where it clanged against another metal object and echoed throughout the room. He knew Lindsay left her bow in the main space of the building and he also knew she did not have any other weapons on her.
“I’m hungry,” Tommy said.
“Me too,” Lindsay said.
“Let’s look somewhere else.”
Lindsay turned a corner and led them into a break room. In the cabinets on the floor below the sink were eating utensils.
Tommy ran to the sink and ripped open a drawer. The silverware rattled and Lindsay came running after him. Tommy turned around holding a nine inch paring knife in his right hand.
“This is a good weapon, right? I could cut somebody bad with it.”
“Yes, Tommy. You could. You could also accidentally hurt yourself with it. That blade is probably sharp. How about you hand it to me and I’ll hold it for you?”
Tommy gripped the handle tighter and took a step towards Lindsay with the knife pointed at her chest.
“I can hold it myself. I’m not a little kid.”
“I know that,” Lindsay said. She took a step backwards until her back hit the door. “Nobody said you’re a little kid.”
“Samuel hates me,” Tommy said. “He doesn’t want to be my friend.”
Lindsay inhaled and pushed her shoulders into the door. It would not move and Tommy took a step closer.
“But he likes you. If I hurt you, it’d be like hurting him.” Tommy was now standing in front of Lindsay and she looked into his empty eyes. She spread her feet apart and balled her hands into fists.
“You don’t want to hurt me Tommy,” Lindsay said.
“You’re right. I don’t. I like you. You make me feel warm and stuff.”
Lindsay could not see the erection in his pants.
“Here.”
Tommy turned the blade inward and gave the handle of the knife to Lindsay. She stopped breathing until his hand completely released it. Tommy took a step back and waited.
“Thanks, honey.”
“You’re welcome. You can protect us both with it.”
“I will,” Lindsay said. “I promise I’ll protect you.”
She turned and opened the break room door and took a step into the corridor with the knife in her hand. Lindsay did not see the Swiss Army Knife Tommy concealed in the palm of his right hand.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel heard them moving through the building. Lindsay and Tommy made noises like the ornery pipes of a boiler, clicking and clanging in the distance. He tried to stay focused on finding anything of use in the warehouse but the kid kept interrupting his train of thought. Something about Tommy made Samuel fearful. 
For several minutes after Lindsay led Tommy toward the back of the warehouse, Samuel remained still, listening. Besides filtering out the noise they were making, he thought the winds were blowing harder. More sand was being pushed through the tears in the roof and floating down into the warehouse. Samuel decided he had to get moving and try to find a weapon. Lindsay had the bow and that would be great at a distance, but Samuel felt as though the fight would get personal, close, deadly. He wanted to find something that would be easy to handle, yet effective, such as a knife, baseball bat or pipe. He thought he was most likely to find a pipe although a knife would not be out of the realm of possibility.
He stepped down a hallway leading away from the rear of the building and guessed he was approaching the manager’s office. The door was open and a desk sat to the left with the remains of a telephone line dangling from a hole in the wall. Samuel imagined a gray-haired woman with cat glasses and bright red lipstick answering calls and scheduling appointments.
He moved past it and stepped into a larger office. Another desk, considerably bigger, sat against the back wall. It stretched from the doorway of a private bathroom to the other wall, about six feet. A swivel chair sat behind it and several framed pictures were still on the walls. Whatever transpired in the reversion and in this particular warehouse did not make it this deep. Even the magazines on the coffee table were untouched. Samuel went to look at them and realized time had taken its toll after all. The colored print on the cover had faded away. He stared down at a bluish swirl of ancient ink.
Samuel saw a tiny bar tucked behind the door and enough light filtered in from the hallway for him to see a dozen bottles standing on the top of it. He walked over and picked up the first one. It was empty, the labels disintegrated. Samuel wasn’t sure whether the effects of the reversion broke things down faster, whether the city was abandoned long ago or whether it was always like this. In the end it didn’t matter. His guesses and thoughts were another subtle distraction caused by the reversion to keep him from the peak, from the cauldron. He shook the curiosity from his head and refocused.
Samuel walked to the desk and pulled open the first drawer. He sifted through business artifacts of the twentieth century, including things like pens, staplers and tape. They were all in varying states of decomposition, some crumbled into dust as he touched them. Samuel pulled another drawer and something shiny caught his eye. He reached down and found an old-fashioned letter opener with a mother of pearl handle and a long blade. Samuel felt for Scout in his pocket, never sure if the knife would be there, but it was. Nevertheless, he needed something with a longer reach, something that could save his life.
He turned around and started to walk out when he thought he heard breathing. Samuel stopped and listened. Someone else was in the room.
“I’m armed and I’ll attack first. You should know that,” Samuel said.
He waited for a response, his eyes scanning the room as quickly as he could but seeing nothing.
“Well?”
“The boy,” a voice said. “The boy is a threat.”
“Deva?” Samuel asked. “Is that you?”
“Yes,” Deva said.
Samuel shook his head and spun around. He could not see anyone else.
“Where are you? Am I dreaming?”
“Listen, Samuel,” Deva said. “You must know your ahimsa lies with the cauldron. You must make it there and face your brother. It is for this reason I have come to warn you of another threat.”
“Tommy?” Samuel asked.
“Yes.”
“But he’s just a kid.”
“He is coming for you, Samuel. The boy is seeking revenge.”
“For what?” Samuel asked.
“For one of the sins of your past, one committed in a multiverse of another time and place.”
Samuel leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Speaking with Deva in a dream was unsettling enough, but having a regular conversation with the entity now was even more so.
“I don’t understand,” he said.
“Tommy,” Deva said. “Tommy was Mara’s brother.”
Samuel shook and a quizzical look ran across his face. He looked at his feet and then at the ceiling for the answer and neither provided it.
“So?”
“She was picking him up from hockey practice, Samuel. He was in the backseat of her car when you ran into them with yours.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Did you find anything?” 
Lindsay held up the knife. Tommy walked a few paces behind her as they approached Samuel in the middle of the warehouse. The wind intensified and the walls rumbled while sand continued to sift through the tears in the roof. It layered a fresh dusting on the floor like the winter’s first snow. Samuel wiped his face and hoped Lindsay would not see his puffy eyes and red face. He did not want to have to first deny he was crying and then explain why.
“You?” she asked.
“Nothing I wanted to find.”
Lindsay turned her head sideways and was about to ask Samuel what he meant but Tommy stepped between them.
“I’m hungry,” he said.
Samuel looked down and his eyes met Tommy’s. He felt as though he was looking right through the boy and into an empty soul.
“There isn’t anything to eat here. We’ll have to get moving towards downtown and maybe we’ll find something there.”
“I want something to eat now,” Tommy said.
“Honey, Samuel’s right. There isn’t anything here.”
She squatted down and used her hand to push the hair off his forehead. Tommy smiled at her and Lindsay returned it but Samuel crossed his arms and shook his head.
“Okay,” Tommy said.
Lindsay stood up and turned to face Samuel.
“Now what? Are we moving out?”
“Lindsay, I think there’s something we should talk about.”
She tilted her head sideways. “Yeah, sure. What’s up?”
“I don’t even know where to begin,” Samuel said.
Tommy began to hum.
“Something happened to me. Because of me.”
The humming became louder and Tommy walked around Lindsay until he was standing between them. He started prancing around and flailing his arms in an exaggerated dance.
“Tommy, stop. I can’t hear Samuel,” Lindsay said.
Tommy ignored her and was now singing gibberish in random melodies. Kole planted the command inside of Tommy’s head.
Cut him. Cut the motherfucker, now.
“I have to talk to you alone,” Samuel said, now screaming over Tommy.
“About what?” Lindsay asked.
“Me. And Tommy.”
Before she could reply Tommy slid on the sand-covered floor and fell into Samuel’s leg.
Tommy had the Swiss Army Knife in his hand, the blade out and pointed at Samuel. He lunged at the man from the ground and slid the blade across Samuel’s calf. Although it did not severe the muscle, the blade cut Samuel’s leg and opened a flap of skin. Samuel fell to the ground and Tommy stepped on the injured leg.
Lindsay stood, paralyzed. She reacted to threats in the reversion like a true warrior, her mind taking over in times of stress. But this situation did not register as a possible outcome and therefore she could not move. Samuel reached up and grabbed Tommy’s ankle. He spun the boy’s foot until his ankle cracked and popped under the strain. Tommy collapsed next to Samuel in the sand, hunks of glass and other refuse on the warehouse floor.
Samuel reached over and grabbed Tommy by the arm, but he shook loose. The boy landed a punch on Samuel’s left eye. Samuel hit Tommy in the face and the boy fell, the back of his head slamming off the concrete floor with a thud. He twitched a few times and then remained still. Lindsay’s mouth hung open as she watched Samuel get up. He stumbled a few feet and collapsed near Tommy. Samuel put his face up to Tommy’s open mouth and laid his head on the boy’s chest. He looked at Lindsay and shook his head.
“He’s dead?” she asked.
Samuel nodded.
“You fucking killed him. How could you fucking kill a kid?” Lindsay asked. She took three steps backwards as tears filled her eyes.
“Lindsay, listen,” Samuel said. The pain of his bleeding leg and swollen eye competed for his attention. “There were things about him you didn’t know. He was going to kill me.”
“With what, Samuel?”
“He had a knife. He slashed me.”
“You were rolling around in broken glass. That’s how you were cut.”
“No. It happened so fast you didn’t see it. He slashed me with something sharp.”
“Where is it then, Samuel? Where’s the knife?”
He dropped to his knees and used his hands to brush the sand away. Chunks of glass stuck in his fingers as he searched for the weapon he knew Tommy had.
“I felt it and I saw the motion of his arm. He was trying to kill me.”
“I can’t fucking believe this,” Lindsay said. She dropped to the floor and used her heels to push against the wall then dropped her head down between her legs.
Samuel looked around and could not find a weapon. He was sure Tommy attacked him with something but doubt crept in like the sand through the roof. With each passing moment, Samuel wondered if he imagined the whole thing. He remembered Tommy falling and he felt the burning sensation on his calf. He wondered if it was possible that he was cut open as a result of rolling around on the floor in broken glass. Samuel looked at Tommy’s body and saw both of the boy’s palms were open and empty.
What the fuck? Samuel thought. I must have lost my mind.
Lindsay began to sob and the winds shook the warehouse.
“It is the reversion working to immobilize you. Get to the cauldron, Samuel.”
He blinked new tears away and looked around the warehouse until he realized it was Deva’s voice inside of his head.
“Lindsay. You have to believe me. He wanted to kill me. He wanted revenge.”
“Revenge for what?” Lindsay asked.
“For killing him.”
Lindsay stood and secured her backpack and her bow. She took a last look at Tommy and walked to within three paces of Samuel.
“This is insanity. You’ve lost your mind. I’m leaving and I’ll take my chances with the cloud or even the zombies. I can’t trust you and I don’t believe you. Goodbye, Samuel.”
He watched her walk through the warehouse and out the front door. Samuel wanted to scream, to plead with her to stay. He knew he could explain everything. But she was gone before he could and even if Samuel had tried, the wind would have drowned out his words. The reversion wanted him right where he was.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lindsay broke into a run once she was a block from the warehouse. She sprinted down the middle of the roadway toward the empty horizon with the city at her back. The wind changed directions and pushed her from behind and she felt as though she was running on air. The cloud hung low and dark but a new source of light appeared in the west. At first, Lindsay could not understand exactly what she was seeing. But within a few minutes, she recognized the warm, yellow rays of a desert sunrise. 
It did not matter that it was rising out of the west or beneath a cloud in a dead world. Lindsay closed her eyes for a second and felt the warmth on her face. She opened her eyes and ran faster towards it, each step feeling lighter and each moment in the sun filling her soul with comfort. She did not think of Samuel, Tommy or the cauldron. She forgot about Mr. Brown and the threat Jack posed somewhere in the reversion. Lindsay only wanted to reach the horizon, to touch the sun. The wind whispered in her ear. Go child. Run to the Mother, the caregiver. She will keep you warm and safe.
“Yes,” Lindsay said. “I will.”
She ran faster than she ever had before. The dead city fell deeper behind her as the roadway widened. The asphalt softened, cushioning her feet with every stride. Then she had a flash of memory.
“Samuel.”
She spoke his name and for a single moment, worry creased her face. But the wind pushed a dry, warm breeze at her and made her forget him.
“I’m going home,” she said.
The wind sighed like a proud parent. She kept her stride and felt the exhilaration of a runner’s high. Lindsay pushed onward toward the horizon, her smile widening with her progress. She looked at the mountains on each side of the highway. They stood like sentinels, protecting her in the pass between them. She did not think of the reversion or the threats any longer. Lindsay dropped the bow from her back first, followed by the backpack. She removed the knife she took from Tommy and let it fall to the road as well.
She was as happy as she could ever be, until her eye detected motion in the distance. Several hundred yards ahead and to the right stood a figure. Lindsay could not tell if it was a man or a woman, a member of the horde or a reflection of someone from her past. But she could see this person approached the roadway from behind the guardrail and Lindsay would meet whoever it was soon.
The reversion shook and the sunset flickered as Mr. Brown climbed over the guardrail. The cloud did a marvelous job of drawing Lindsay away from the cauldron, away from Samuel, keeping her from her duty. And now Mr. Brown was about to fuck it all up.

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel ripped a strip of cloth from Tommy’s pants and tied it tightly around his calf. The cut was shallow but wide and he was lucky his muscle wasn’t damaged. He would have preferred stitches, but finding an emergency room in the reversion would prove impossible, so he decided to bandage the wound on his own. His leg stung where the cloth touched the cut and a dull ache began to blossom in the lower half of his leg, but it would not be enough to keep him off his feet. He would need to move soon if he had any chance of beating the cloud to the peak. 
He stood and looked at the boy’s body. Samuel knew how fragile life could be. He remembered stories of abuse, children dying from being struck in the head. Samuel turned his head and spewed bitter vomit to the floor.
Samuel did not think much of Kole since they parted ways, yet he knew in the back of his mind he would face his brother again. Like Cain and Abel, their story would not end until one brother triumphed over the other. He did not know why Kole wanted to remain lord of the reversion any more than he understood why the Great Cycle sent Tommy here. He only knew that to be released from his duty, he would have to destroy the cauldron, the same one his brother was sworn to defend. He felt Shallna and the orb and many unknowable forces stacking up against him as he attempted his final approach to the cauldron. He walked away from Tommy’s body and stood in the doorway of the warehouse.
The highway stretched in both directions. The asphalt path led to the horizon in one direction and the city in another. Barring any further obstacles, he could be there in less than an hour, ready to face Kole and whatever forces the reversion lined up. He could beat the cloud there. To the left, the roadway stretched to the horizon where an incredible sunrise appeared out of the west. Golden rays stabbed at the dark cloud, holding it off and providing a glimmer of hope through its beauty.
Samuel began to cry, standing in the doorway and looking back and forth. Lindsay was gone, he was alone and it would be so easy to sit down and let the cloud swallow him into nothingness. Samuel was tired of the running and fighting. He wanted to be at peace. He wanted to go to sleep and never wake up. Samuel felt remorse for the mistakes he made in his life and he was willing to pay any price to rectify them but he only had so much energy left. He felt hope slipping away, the inner drive to get him to the cauldron was scattered and thin, like the sand in this wasteland.
He collapsed to the ground, half of his body on the sidewalk and the other half in the warehouse. He looked up and saw the cloud overhead, even closer to the city than hours before. He laid his head down on his arms and cried until his body fell into an unconscious state that might have been called sleep if it occurred in a previous lifetime.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You can’t quit.” 
Samuel sat at his desk, staring out the window at the frozen, white landscape below. The window in his third floor attic looked down upon the turn-of-the-century neighborhood. The sun was bright and dominant in the blue sky, uncharacteristic of a January day in Cleveland. Samuel was accustomed to the heavy, grey skies of northeast Ohio that sat upon the land like an unforgiving lord. This day was different. He smelled the coffee grounds left in the French press carafe to his right and the propane heater blew hot, dry air into his home office. Samuel spun on the chair away from his oak desk to face the couch on the right wall where Mara sat.
“I’m tired, Mara,” he said. “I just want it all to be over.”
“I know. But you can’t quit. Do you remember our last moments, in the cave?”
“Yes,” he said.
“I was tired too but I had to hold on to get you to where you needed to be. If you want a rest, you’re going to have to do the same now.”
Samuel rocked back in the chair and looked into his sister’s face. He saw the beauty in her dark hair and piercing blue eyes, much like a father sees it in his daughter. Mara had on black jeans and a black T-shirt tied at the waist with a knot sitting on her right hip. She wore maroon lipstick and her hair glistened with vibrant life. Mara looked like an actress on a movie set.
“You look great.”
“I look however you project me, Samuel. You’re being distracted by the reversion.”
He nodded and looked out the window again. He saw a woman walking a dog on a leash. The beagle hopped into a snow bank where the plow pushed the icy sludge up on the sidewalk. The woman yanked the leash and the dog climbed back down.
“Samuel,” Mara said.
“Yeah.”
“You have to decide if you want salvation or not. Everything you’ve been through, before coming through the suicide forest and everything after—it all comes down to this moment. If you don’t act now, none of that matters. You’ll be casting your fate away.”
“Like I have any control anyway,” he said.
“But you do. You can fight or surrender.”
“Either way, the outcome could be the same.”
“You’re right,” she said. “But how is that any different than any other sentient being in the multiverse? Nobody gets a guarantee, Samuel. Why should you be any different?”
He thought about what she said, but the dogs in the snow and the smell of a Sumatran coffee blend distracted him until he realized it was supposed to. He could feel the reversion creeping into the dream, the vision, whatever this happened to be. It was trying to keep him from hearing Mara.
“I guess I’m not,” he said.
“Right. So shake it off, get on the road and get your ass to the cauldron. Kole has his reasons for defending it and you have yours for destroying it. Nothing personal.”
Samuel laughed. “It’s all personal.”
“Quit stalling, Samuel. You need to decide. The longer you hang here in the attic with me, the closer you get to surrender.”
He leaned back in the chair and took one last look out of the window. Snow covered his neighbor’s roof and icicles hung from the gutters. A few mourning doves pecked at the chimney while a squirrel leapt off the branch of a nearby tree, landing on a flagpole. He smiled and reached for his coffee mug when he felt Mara’s hand on his.
“Samuel, please. If you don’t decide now the reversion will decide for you.”
He looked up at her. Mara was standing to his right and he could see the love in her eyes.
“How do I wake up?”
“Hold your talisman and ask it to do so.”
Samuel reached a hand inside his shirt and felt the triskele lying on his chest. As soon as his fingers touched it, Samuel felt energy pass through them. The power was awakening. Mara sat back down on the couch and sighed.
“Good choice,” she said.
“Thank you,” Samuel said. “After everything I’ve done to you and your fam—”
“No. Stop. That is over and done. Go, Samuel. Get to the cauldron. Destroy it.”
Samuel nodded and smiled at Mara. He felt the thrumming in his hand as light poured from the talisman. It engulfed the room and melted the walls. The wasteland appeared from behind them as did the city on the horizon. When the last of the light dissipated, he stood in the middle of the highway facing the city. The cloud overhead swelled in anger and inched further east ahead of Samuel. He put the triskele back beneath his shirt and took a step toward the city.
“Thanks, Mara. I’m sorry and I love you.”
Samuel felt a gentle wind at his back that pushed him forward.

      [image: image-placeholder]As Lindsay came closer to the horizon, the figure on the side of the road materialized. The sight of him made her reach for weapons she didn’t have. Although the form was hazy, transparent, Lindsay knew who it was. When she killed Alex Brown the first time, it was an instinctual move of self-preservation. This time, she’d enjoy every second of strangling the life from that grotesque bag of skin. She ran toward him fueled by anger and retribution. Lindsay had to swallow it all as she realized he was not entirely corporal. 
“Are you a ghost?” she asked. She stopped running and jogged to within five feet of Mr. Brown.
“In a way,” he said. “I was trying to save you.”
Lindsay huffed and looked at the horizon where the sun’s rays beckoned to her, luring her further from the city, the cauldron and her duty.
“You were trying to rape a child, you filthy son of a bitch.”
“No, no,” he said. “I loved you. I’ve always loved you. I came here, to this desolate place to save you.”
Lindsay put her hands on her hips. Mr. Brown remained on the side of the road. He did not retreat or advance and she could see the guardrail while staring through his body.
“I have things undone. I have not fulfilled my ahimsa, although part of it has to do with this conversation. Everybody here is tied together in some way. You know that, right?”
“I don’t care what you have to do or what you have to say. You took advantage of little girls. You’re nothing but a pedophile. You’re garbage.”
The form of Alex Brown nodded as if he expected this kind of response.
“I never touched them. We talked. The last time, with you. It was the only time I made physical con—”
“Shut the fuck up,” Lindsay said, interrupting him. “Just shut up right now.”
He obliged and waited for her to speak again.
“I shot you on the road because I thought you were attacking Samuel. I put an arrow through your chest to protect us all. If I had known it was you when I drew the bow back, I would not have fired. I would have beat you to death with my bare hands. Consider yourself lucky you died the way you did.”
“I hanged myself over you,” Brown said.
“You just don’t seem to get it. I. Don’t. Care. You can conjure whatever scenario you want about us, about what you think you were doing. I will forever remember you as a kiddie-rapist, a slug.”
“Then allow me to have one moment of kindness. Can you do that?”
Lindsay rolled her eyes, her hands still on her hips.
“Thanks, Linds.”
“Don’t call me that,” she said.
Alex held his hands up as an apology.
“Fine. Can I do something for you?”
Lindsay waited, tapping her foot on the pavement.
“Okay,” Alex said taking her stance as an acceptance of his gift. “You have to turn around. You have to fight the temptation to chase the horizon. Samuel cannot fulfill his duty without you. You must help him.”
“Fuck him and fuck you,” Lindsay said.
“Listen,” Alex said. He raised his voice for the first time since they began talking. “The boy was going to kill him, or at least try. It doesn’t matter why he was going to and Samuel can tell you if he wants to. But I know that for a fact. Samuel defended himself and had he failed, the boy probably would have killed you too. That kid was evil.”
“Oh, right. That’s good. You’re calling Tommy evil?”
“You have to turnaround. You have to go back and catch up to Samuel. There isn’t any time to waste. Pick up your weapons on the way and get ahead of the cloud.”
Lindsay looked up and saw how far the cloud had advanced. The beautiful, golden rays distracted her from the true nature of the reversion. She was both pissed at herself and grateful the ghost of the slimy monster in front of her was responsible for the revelation.
“Ah, there,” Alex said. “You’re breaking free of its grip. Good. Now go before the cloud outraces you there.”
Lindsay took one last look at the glowing horizon. It tried pulling at her psyche again but this time she held fast, mentally shutting the door on the temptation.
She turned on Alex without a word, picked up her backpack and began jogging towards the city.
“Go, Lindsay. I wish you the best of luck. I love you. I’ve always loved you.”
“Go fuck yourself, Mr. Brown.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Samuel felt her presence before he could see her. The renewed hope and support provided by Mara helped him to refocus on the reversion. He turned and saw a figure in the distance. The person was nothing but a black speck in the middle of a brilliant sun bursting through the western horizon, but Samuel knew it was Lindsay. He stood still as he began to see the person’s body, first identifying that person as female and then recognizing the unmistakable flowing hair of Lindsay. Samuel could also see the fierce determination in her face. 
Lindsay’s eyes were tight and her mouth open slightly to draw air as she ran. As she moved closer, he could see the top of her bow slung across her back. Samuel smiled and looked up to the sky to thank Mara when he saw the cloud overhead. The realization that it was closing fast dampened his enthusiasm but could not crush it. Lindsay was returning to make the final approach with him. They would fight Kole and destroy the cauldron in hopes of earning their destiny. The release from the Great Cycle would require one epic battle and Samuel was grateful to have Lindsay at his side.
She was running at a full sprint and Samuel marveled at her. Lindsay was tall and did not have a runner’s form but she cut through the air, arms pumping. He stood on the center line facing her, his arms at his sides. Lindsay slowed to a jog until stopping in front of him, breathing heavy and with a blank expression.
Samuel grabbed her by the waist and pulled her in. She turned her chin up to him. Samuel closed his eyes and kissed her. Lindsay pushed her body against his and wrapped both arms around his neck. After the kiss, Lindsay leaned back and looked into Samuel’s eyes.
“If we end up wherever we’re supposed to end up, together, you can explain everything. But you don’t have to. I accept you for what you are right now, here with me.”
“I wouldn’t even have a chance without you, Lindsay.”
“I know,” she said before flashing him a low grin. “I’m always saving your ass.”
Lindsay broke from his embrace and looked over her shoulder and then towards the center of the city.
“I haven’t seen anything. No horde, no spider crabs and no Jack.”
“Me neither,” he said. “I would not be surprised if we were ambushed on the way, but I don’t think he could keep up with us anyways.”
“Then let’s move,” Lindsay said.
Samuel nodded and they both took off down the highway and towards the skyscrapers where the cauldron awaited.






  
  Chapter 16


“The streets are empty. Where is the horde?” 
“Kole can summon them but they’re slow. We’ll be to the building before they can climb out of their hiding places.”
Lindsay nodded and accepted Samuel’s answer as the truth.
Samuel’s intuition sharpened more in this reversion than in the previous one. He always seemed to be a step ahead of Lindsay.
“I don’t give a fuck,” she said, as if Samuel read her thoughts. “I’m gonna go down fighting.”
He looked at her as they passed another street sign bent and pointing into the street. The number of cars piled on the sidewalks grew the closer they came to the peak. The wind pushed Samuel and Lindsay as they tried hard to run through it. Samuel knew it was no coincidence. The cloud wanted one last shot at Samuel, one final attempt to immobilize him.
“Me too,” he said to Lindsay and the cloud. “No storm ever kept me down.”
A wave of water fell from the sky as the cloud spewed forth its anger. The rain came hard, pelting them with drops the size of apples.
Without looking up, Samuel stopped at the main entrance to one of the skyscrapers.
“This one,” he said.
Lindsay was breathing hard and brushing water from her face. She put her hands on her hips and looked up. The cloud was almost there, but she could still see the tip of the building pointing at the belly of the beast. It had a two-pronged top like a set of devil horns.
“Sears Tower?”
Samuel looked around. He knew of the Sears Tower although he had never been to Chicago. The pictures of the skyline on Lake Michigan swirled in his memory and he suddenly knew.
“Yes. This is the peak. The cauldron is on the observation deck.”
Lindsay nodded.
“Ladies before gentlemen,” he said.
She sighed and strolled through the space where the revolving glass doors used to be, gathering a moment of relief from the pounding rain. Lindsay walked into an expansive lobby. Water dripped from an unseen source. The ceiling sparkled with the remains of natural light coming from the outside. The green tint of the reversion made the inside glow as if deep within a mineral cave. Samuel walked across the floor, over massive cracks in the Italian marble floor. He turned to wait for Lindsay when he heard squawking and saw black birds flying through the lobby.
“Ravens?” he asked Lindsay.
“I don’t know,” she said.
Samuel walked towards the elevators and Lindsay followed. He saw footprints in the sand and a desk in the middle of the lobby.
“Looks like the security desk,” Lindsay said.
Samuel nodded and stopped at the steel door next to the elevator, the one leading to the stairs. He grabbed the handle and the door swung outward. Samuel heard the rain pounding the outside of the building and water began dripping through the eroded structure making the stairwell sound like a miniature waterfall.
“Samuel I don’t like this. Not at all. What if this whole building collapses?”
“It won’t,” he said. “We’re inside. The game has changed. The horde can’t catch us now and the cloud isn’t to the peak yet. Kole knows once we climb the steps, the fight is on. I think he wants it this way. I think he’s itching for a brawl.”
“Then let’s give the punk-ass what he wants.”
Lindsay brushed past Samuel, grabbed the handrail and took the first step towards the observation deck.

      [image: image-placeholder]The horde spilled from the darkness. They crawled from the crevices and forgotten holes of the reversion on the command of their lord. The hooded servant summoned them, but the horde considered him an extension of their master. If the call came they would heed it. Some of the souls held on to scraps of humanity tucked deep in the recess of their memories. They remembered names, faces, sensations. Others were completely lost after the descension into this universe, stripped of the ability to think, reason or remember. 
Once they began to gather, the power of the reversion – the same elemental force that pushed the cloud across the sky – created a group mentality, a collective consciousness. Those zombies with the dead flesh filled the streets. Like animals sensing a natural disaster before it occurs, the horde prepared for the annihilation when the cloud would conclude its journey to the peak. Some souls went through it before while others were new to the localized apocalypse. However, saying the horde knew what was inevitable would be misleading. Their primal urge to coalesce was the most sophisticated organization they could muster.
Hundreds and thousands of them stumbled into the streets near center city. They crammed the sidewalks, streets, parking lots. With flesh hanging from dry bones and dragging body parts behind them in tattered strings of ligament, the horde swelled as if waiting for a holiday parade. Some trapped in the middle of the mass remained still while those on the edges shuffled inward until they could not advance any further. Some stood and pushed towards the center while others were trampled. The horde moved in utter silence as the cloud stirred the winds into a frenzy.
By the time the cloud reached the top floors of the skyscrapers, the rain was falling with a horrific force. The dusty earth rebelled at first, swallowing the moisture like a thirsty sailor. But the volume of water overpowered the dry wasteland and it began to surge through channels cut into the roadways, fissures of concrete becoming streams and eventually rivers. Lightning raced across the sky without thunder, which could not have been heard anyway behind the overpowering drumming of water dropping from the sky. The previously silent reversion was now being pummeled into submission by water droplets the size of golf balls. The water pelted the horde and knocked many to the ground where they became a mixture of rotting flesh and wet sand. It pulled skin from bone and within a matter of minutes the water rose to the ankles of the horde. Sand and fallen flesh filled the sewer system. The water continued to rise until the city appeared to grow out of a shallow lake.
Gather, my masses.
The horde twitched at the sound of the lord’s voice. His servant, the hooded one, may have initiated the gathering, but it was the master commanding them now. He was at the peak, at the cauldron, with the orb in his possession and ready to protect the reversion from the one sent to destroy it. The horde would remain in the city and prevent anyone from escaping. They were the guards and it was their charge to plug the gaps and keep those at the peak from leaving unless at the mercy of the cloud.
He is rising. Kole communicated to the horde through the orb. Tighten the circle around the base of the peak so that none may leave.
The horde pulsed and shuffled. They listened to Kole’s commands as they had Deva’s. Some remembered their duty in the reversion and some remembered nothing, but all obeyed out of fear, like a dog beaten by a cruel master.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You’re afraid of heights? Are you shitting me? The Grim Fucking Reaper is scared?” 
Shallna remained motionless with his back to the wall. Kole could see the cloud, no more than a few hundred yards away. Based on its progress, he believed Samuel had about thirty minutes to make it to the peak. Kole probably could have used the orb to send the horde into the streets and block Samuel’s way and the cloud would have gotten him. But Kole didn’t think that would be much fun. He wanted the chance to prove to Samuel, to Deva, that he was worthy. He was not the inferior, expendable, second-born. Kole knew he was powerful and once he learned more about the orb, he would be indestructible. Shallna helped him the same way he did his father. For Kole, defending the cauldron was his duty but crushing Samuel would be his pleasure. And if he could waste Samuel’s little tart in the process, all the better.
“C’mon. I need you over here to hold the orb when I start kicking his ass.”
The thought of visceral, bloody, violence snapped Kole from his revenge fantasy and refocused his attention.
“Where, master?” Shallna asked. He moved off the wall and, while clearly avoiding the steel grid platform beneath the cauldron, walked towards Kole.
“They’ll be coming up there any second now. We’ve got about twenty minutes to kick their ass and then ten to kill them. I don’t want to risk having the cloud get here first. I’m lord of the reversion and I’m protecting the cauldron.”
“The orb,” Shallna said. He held a bony hand out to Kole.
“You take good care of her. I’m looking forward to more head-popping after this. Maybe the next reversion will be full of people with fat heads. That would fucking rock.”
Shallna accepted the orb and pulled it to his chest. He did not reply to Kole or affirm an affinity for bursting skulls.
“Deva. He sent me away from the cauldron with the orb.”
Kole hesitated, unsure if Shallna was giving him a subtle clue or asking why they were deviating from tradition.
“That’s right. You weren’t at the peak of the mountain, were you?”
“No.”
“Well I want you here. I want you close. You take care of my balls, Shallna. Hold my balls tight.”
Shallna remained motionless. He did not respond.
“Just trying to lighten the mood a bit, Grimmy. I’m not suggesting you like to touch balls or anything.”
The wind knocked sheets of rain into the side of the building hard enough that water splattered and doused Kole and Shallna. Kole looked up and stuck his tongue out, capturing water.
“Nice. This is some killer rain.”
The building began to sway and Kole grabbed onto the railing surrounding the cauldron. The top of the skyscraper moved back and forth, only a matter of inches but enough to turn Kole’s stomach upside down.
“This shit used to happen at the top of Lady Liberty. Damn, Grimmy. I was up there once with my uncle when he visited and we were looking out the windows of her crown. I’m telling you, the thing was moving back and forth like the pendulum of a grandfather clock. I about tossed my cookies inside the green lady.”
“They’re coming, my lord.”
Kole turned to face the open door, staring over the cauldron at the top of the final steps leading to the observation deck.
“Don’t you have to light it or something?” Kole asked.
“The ceremony knows what must be done. Do you?”

      [image: image-placeholder]“The last time,” Lindsay said, “going up wasn’t the issue.” 
Samuel sighed as they rounded the corner. He lost count, the floor signs all worn or missing.
“Twenty eight?” he asked.
“No,” Lindsay said. “We’re at least to the fortieth floor, aren’t we?”
Samuel kept moving as the water now rolled down the walls like massive tears. The ambient light from outside didn’t reach the stairwell, except for a few shafts from where the door was open at the top.
“I keep thinking a hundred and eight for some reason. I’m pretty sure the Sears Tower has a hundred and eight floors,” Samuel said.
Lindsay’s hair plastered her face and she felt the straps of the water-logged backpack digging into her flesh.
“You’re right, by the way. Once we got off the mountain and started up the granite steps, we were fine. Coming back down, well…” Samuel said.
“What happens after this, Samuel? You don’t really know, do you?”
Samuel groaned as he reached another landing and had to climb up yet another step. He hated to admit it to Lindsay but he didn’t know. Deva told him he would be released from his duty, that his ahimsa would be fulfilled. But Samuel had no idea what that meant. Lindsay chose to come back to him. She accepted her own role in the reversion, so he did not feel guilty about the situation. Samuel decided to do the only thing he could. Be honest.
“No, I don’t. I know I have to destroy the cauldron and you have to help me. You know that too.”
“Uh-huh,” Lindsay said. “I have to protect you.”
“When we defeat Kole and destroy the cauldron, I can’t imagine what force that might unleash. Things could simply wink out of existence or we could be bringing one serious shitstorm down on the zombie parade.”
“I have to believe we’ll win and we’ll get what we deserve,” Lindsay said.
“I believe that too,” Samuel said. “That’s what has me worried.”
A gust of wind shook the building and whistled through the stairwell like an angry seagull. They felt the air pressure changing and their lungs were burning from the climb as well as the altitude. Samuel had slowed the pace of his climb since they entered the stairwell from the lobby.
“What happens if we get a reboot? Seriously, as nice as the beach was, I don’t think I can go through another. These reversions are brutal. I feel tired in a way I can’t describe.”
“I know,” Samuel said. “I feel it too. I have to hope Deva was telling the truth and we’ll be released. From what and into what, that is the unknown.”
The light from the top of the stairwell grew brighter and, although the cloud was squeezing daylight from the reversion, enough of it illuminated the stairwell. Samuel guessed they had at least ten more floors to climb and he hoped Kole would be just as tired as he was. Samuel and Lindsay kept chasing the light until they reached the doorway.
Samuel stepped from the stairwell first with Lindsay appearing a second later. He stopped and took a step to the side to let her exit from the darkened doorway. Rain pounded the top of the skyscraper and the winds swirled the water in the air as if the peak was inside a massive blender. Shallna stood against the far wall with the orb tucked in his arms. A concave dish holding wet firewood sat on top of a steel grid that protruded out to an observation deck, suspended in the air above the streets below. Kole stood behind the cauldron, smiling at Samuel while beads of water ran down his forehead and dripped off of his nose. Samuel looked past Kole to the grand, expansive wasteland. What was an ocean of sand an hour before was now a wide, shallow lake.
“It’s like its turning into Lake Michigan after all,” Kole said. He followed Samuel’s eyes as they looked out across the skyline and then returned to the cauldron.
“How’s that gonna light?” Samuel asked. He pointed to the wet wood.
“Look over the other side. It’s pretty crazy,” Kole said.
Lindsay and Samuel looked off of the east side and down at the streets. It took them a moment to figure out exactly what they were seeing. The ground appeared to shift and pulse as if an ant colony was exposed beneath the surface.
“The horde. Those fucking zombies, man,” Kole said. “They’re kinda slow but if you need to keep something in place, they work really well. I’m glad you two decided to join the party because they ain’t lettin’ you go home.”
Samuel looked at Kole and then to Shallna. The hooded figure remained still. He said nothing.
“No one here gets out alive.”
“Clever,” Kole said. “Morrison is a god. You’re not Morrison.”
Samuel smiled and sighed. He looked at Lindsay and saw the concern rolling down her face with the rain.
“Can you stop this? I mean, we’re here. The rain is overdoing it a bit, don’t you think?”
“Take it up with the cloud, brother. I got no control over the weather.”
“Somehow I don’t believe that.”
“Believe whatever the hell you want to,” Kole said. “Should we get down to business?”
“What do you—”
“Shut up, bitch. I’m not talking to you,” Kole said, interrupting Lindsay. “You don’t got a dog in this fight.”
“I do,” she said. Lindsay pushed her chest out and spread her feet apart as if preparing for a fist fight. “I’m here for Samuel. His fate is my fate.”
Kole laughed and shook his head. He turned to Shallna.
“You hearin’ this shit? What kind of cornball story is this? Please do something with her.”
Shallna stepped toward Lindsay with the orb. Red sparks came to life and it began to glow. The cloud flickered and the rain stuttered as the power from the orb rippled through the atmosphere.
“This is between you and me. Leave her out of it,” Samuel said.
“Priceless,” Kole said, trying to speak while laughing even harder. “It’s like you planned to fight me with action movie clichés. Now tell me I should kill you but let her go.”
Shallna took another step toward Lindsay with the orb and she leapt at him. Samuel was paralyzed by her unexpected move and he could do nothing but watch her launch at Shallna. She had a knife in her hand coming down at Shallna’s shoulder. She sunk the blade into the soft flesh under his collarbone and his hands released the orb. It fell and rolled out on to the steel grid platform, stopping at the base of the cauldron. The red sparks subsided and the orb went dark. Shallna turned and struck Lindsay with his right arm. The blow caught her on the side of the face and knocked her to the ground. The hilt of her blade bobbed up and down as Shallna moved, the knife still deep in his flesh.
“Stop,” Samuel said.
Kole giggled but neither Shallna nor Lindsay obeyed the command. Shallna reached for the orb and Lindsay rolled over, driving her heel into the side of his knee. She felt the crack of the creature’s ancient ligaments and Shallna collapsed to the grid in silence.
“Make him stop,” Samuel said to Kole.
“Enough,” Kole said.
Shallna’s right hand grabbed the knife and pulled it from his shoulder. He tossed the weapon at Lindsay now lying on the grid.
“He’s the fucking Grim Reaper. A little stab ain’t gonna hurt Death. Seriously, what are you thinking?”
Lindsay grabbed the knife and crawled back to the wall where Samuel stood. Shallna reached down and picked up the orb, igniting the red sparks inside yet again. He resumed his position on the east wall.
“You don’t have a son,” Samuel said.
The smirk fell from Kole’s face and a gust of wind slammed into the top of the skyscraper. The building shook and swayed and for the first time concrete from its exterior began to crack and fall to the street below. Chunks of stone and mortar rained down on the horde, crushing it with a brutal indifference.
“What did you say to me?”
“You clearly haven’t thought about it. Did Deva ever tell you that you had a spiritual son? You don’t, do you?”
Samuel could tell by the look on Kole’s face that he didn’t.
“So what happens to the reversion after you? Who inherits this shit when you’re gone? Deva had both of us. You’ve got nobody.”
Kole looked to Shallna as if he could provide an answer but his hood was over his head and he was looking down at his feet.
“I’m sure I slipped one past the goalie at some point. I know I probably got some bitch pregnant.”
Samuel shook his head.
Kole’s blank face transformed into a sneer. His eyebrows came up and he bared his teeth.
“It don’t matter. This is my reversion and I’m in charge. And I’m going to destroy you.”
It took the length of the walk to the city for Samuel to put it together. The situation became as clear as a crisp autumn day. He decided to take a bit of smug satisfaction in revealing it to Kole.
“You have no son to inherit the throne. This reversion, this set of reversions, it’s the last the Great Cycle’s got. This is it, brother. No one gets out alive.”
Lindsay kept her eye on Shallna. When he raised the orb, she took it as an offensive move, leaping in front of Samuel to take the impact of the energy meant to throttle him. Shallna held the orb with both hands at eye level as if it were a conventional weapon. The red lines of energy hit her in the chest and flowed over her entire body. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she stumbled toward the edge of the observation deck.
Shallna seemed unable to break the stream of energy meant for Samuel but now pouring into Lindsay. Her body shook and she inched closer to the edge. Shallna stepped in front of Samuel. As if the orb and Lindsay were opposite charges of a massive magnet, the closer he came to her, the closer she was pushed to the edge. As her head neared the half-wall surrounding the observation deck, Lindsay reached out with both hands to grab onto it. The rain swelled and her hands slipped twice before she could get a good grip.
“The orb,” she said to Samuel. “Kole can’t defeat you without it.”
Her eyes motioned to the edge and then to Shallna.
“I love you,” Lindsay said to Samuel.
Before he could reply, Lindsay stood and threw herself off the top of the observation deck. Kole watched as if the events unfolded in horrific slow motion. Lindsay disappeared over the edge with the red line of energy still tethering her to the orb. Shallna kept his hands on it and, as if the energy was a slack line, it became taught pulling the orb and Shallna toward the edge. Samuel reached out to grab Shallna, but his hands could not grasp the robe as it fluttered through the wind and rain like a bird with a broken wing. The red line disappeared over the edge, pulling the orb and Shallna with it.
Samuel blinked and when he opened his eyes, Lindsay, Shallna and the orb were gone. He stood near the doorway with Kole opposite the cauldron.

      [image: image-placeholder]As she toppled over the edge of the building, Lindsay had seven seconds to contemplate her fate before she hit the ground. The energy from the orb slowed her fall but not enough to save her. She saw herself on the beach with Samuel and it brought both a tear and a smile. She decided not to dwell on the fact that she would never be with Samuel in the way some fortunate souls were able to be with each other. They crossed paths in a dying world and each knew the end was inevitable, yet they managed to share each other’s love. Lindsay could have panicked on the way down to the street or she could have focused on her own mortality, but she decided not to. After all, she died once and there were worse things than dying a second time. 

      [image: image-placeholder]When the orb hit the ground, it exploded. A flash of light erupted in silence before the shockwave blew the horde apart, vaporizing those within a three block radius of the blast. The rain swallowed the noise as Shallna plummeted toward it. He watched the energy expand upward like a mushroom cloud. Shallna took relief in the end, relieved to be released of his duties after so long. He was trapped as a Gaki, trapped in the multiverse as Drew Green and trapped as a servant to the lord of the reversion. 
Shallna could not remember a time when he wasn’t beholden to one power or another. The energy bloomed upward and he had time for one last thought. Shallna smiled and let the destructive force swallow his corporal form, knowing he would finally be at peace.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Two birds with one orb. I think that’s the saying, isn’t it? Then again, neither of them could fly, so maybe that’s not entirely accurate.” 
Samuel looked over the edge. The explosion rocked the foundation of the building and shot glass hundreds of feet into the air. The force of it blew a crater in the ground lined with body parts from the horde. Even in the deafening silence of the reversion, the explosion created a ringing in Samuel’s ears. He glanced upward to see the cloud dropping even lower in the sky, threatening to eat the observation deck.
“You’re almost out of time, Kole. You either kill me or I destroy the cauldron.”
Kole nodded. He took a step to the side of the cauldron and one closer to Samuel.
“Did you really love her?” he asked.
Samuel could no longer pretend watching Lindsay leap from the observation deck of the Sears Tower didn’t bother him. He put his hands to his face.
“Yep. Guess so,” Kole said, answering his own question. “We don’t have to go at it if you promise not to destroy the cauldron.”
“We’re all connected in some way. Whatever we do, it affects everyone.”
“I don’t really care about your New Age bullshit, Samuel. I’m a fighter. Always have been. Maybe I’m the classic second born, always compensating for something. I don’t know. What I do know is you’re either leaving or I’m sending you out of here.”
Samuel dove at the cauldron as Kole jumped forward in front of it. Samuel’s head slammed into Kole’s chest and they both fell to the side of the cauldron and rolled across the steel grid. Kole ended up on top of Samuel and used his knees to pin Samuel’s shoulders. He brought his fists down into Samuel’s face, spraying blood and rain into the air. Lightning came from the cloud and lit up the sky above them. The air turned from green to black as the cloud’s march came close to its conclusion.
Samuel tried turning his head away from the blows. He twisted his hips enough to throw Kole off-balance and to the side. He brought his knee up hard and fast. It struck Kole in the thigh and he winced. Samuel stumbled to his feet and delivered three kicks to Kole’s ribs. Kole bellowed and held his stomach. The descension drained him of his strength and years of his youth. He forgot that and was now paying the price. Kole felt like an old man trapped in a fistfight he could no longer win.
“I have to. You know that. This is what I have to do to make things right.”
Kole rolled over and watched as Samuel grabbed the lip of the cauldron. He shook it loose from its iron moorings and yanked back and forth. The wet fire inside the cauldron ignited and knocked Samuel back three steps.
“It ain’t gonna go so easily,” Kole said. He laughed and tried to stand but his lungs would not allow it. Samuel’s kicks broke Kole’s ribs and several punctured his lungs, now filling with blood.
Samuel grabbed for the cauldron again. The flame was bright green but cool to the touch. With the cloud almost complete and without the orb, the reversion had little power left to intensify the fire. It relied on the master of the reversion and his assistant to protect the cauldron in the final moments, but that would not be the case this time. Samuel yanked hard and spilled one of the burning logs to the steel grid. Chunks of burning wood fell through the observation deck floor and dropped to the ground with the rain.
“Samuel, please don’t. I don’t know what will happen to me. I don’t want to go through this again. Please let me die. For good.”
He paused and thought about Kole’s request. As if his plea was heard, a voice came alive inside of Samuel’s head. Deva’s voice. If he follows the orb to the destruction below before you destroy the cauldron, the Great Cycle will release him from his duty.
Before Samuel could reply, Deva’s voice was gone.
“You can earn your release if you do what I say. Do what our father instructed.”
Kole nodded with the last of his strength. Samuel walked over to Kole and pulled him by the shoulder towards the edge of the observation deck as Kole crawled on all fours. Samuel leaned back and looked at Kole’s face.
“You’ve got to fall on the orb, like a Samurai on his sword. I’m sorry. I don’t know why. All I know is that if you go over the edge before I destroy the cauldron—”
“Got it,” Kole said. “I understand.”
With the last of his energy, Kole dragged himself to his feet. He smiled at Samuel before stepping off the edge of the observation deck and plunging a hundred and eight floors to the ground below.
Samuel turned away from the edge of the building where Kole stood a moment ago. He looked up and saw the cloud was inches from the top of his head. Samuel took a deep breath in hopes of fighting off the claustrophobic feeling gripping his chest. The rain came harder and faster and the lightning flashed inside the cloud like a strobe light.
He looked at the cauldron and then at his hands. Samuel knew he had to destroy it but struggled to figure out how that would happen.
“How, father?” he asked.
Break it in half, came the reply inside his head.
Samuel ran for the stairwell. He remembered seeing an old fire extinguisher clipped to the wall, covered in dust. He stepped through the doorway and looked to the right where he could scarcely see the red paint used to coat the extinguisher. With his uninjured leg, Samuel kicked at the brackets holding the fire extinguisher in place. After the third strike, the toggle bolts pulled free of the rotted dry wall and it fell to the floor with a metallic thud.
Samuel picked it up and although it did not weigh much more than a gallon of water, he knew they were made to withstand drops and punctures. He ran back through the doorway and onto the observation deck now completely covered in the gray cloud. He felt like a man trapped inside a burning house, the smoke rising from the floors below. Samuel could not see the edge of the skyscraper and he could not see the antennas rising into the sky above. If he did not destroy the cauldron now, the cloud would claim him and he would not be released.
He held the extinguisher with both hands over his head and swung it down with as much force as he could muster, using the bottom edge to strike the lip of the cauldron. The metallic clang rung in his ears and Samuel’s hands vibrated like hitting a baseball with an aluminum bat. The pain ran up both arms and he dropped the extinguisher to the ground to shake his hands in the air. Samuel felt the cloud seeping into his eyes and dulling his peripheral vision. He grabbed the extinguisher and swung again. This time he felt the cauldron give. A fine line appeared in the concrete bowl. In one motion Samuel brought the extinguisher back up and down again. Sparks flew where the metal struck the stone and the line grew like a black smile. Samuel struck it again and knocked a fist-sized chunk from the cauldron.
A boom of thunder exploded above his head and the building shivered. Samuel shook his head and marveled at the sound, both in its intensity and the fact the reversion loved silence. He hit the cauldron again and now the crack ran through the bottom and to the other side, splitting it in two. The wood fell to the observation deck and began to glow white. The cauldron sat like a cracked egg and Samuel felt the building shake. He blinked and was in free fall as the structure collapsed beneath his feet.
Samuel tumbled through the air, deafened by the roar of crumbling brick and the reversion’s thunder. He smiled while thinking of Mara and Lindsay. He felt as though he would see Lindsay again but was saddened because he did not feel the same about Mara. She was gone and free but Samuel was not sure about Lindsay, or himself. He continued to fall, unsure how far or where he might land. Samuel had one final thought before everything went black. He spoke it into the reversion’s chaos.
“If you can father, give me a chance with Lindsay. We haven’t finished yet.”
He closed his eyes and embraced the nothingness.

      [image: image-placeholder]The skyscraper sunk into the ground, into the space where the ground opened and swallowed the massive structure. It dropped as if collapsing through a trap door in the cellar of an old home. The stone, steel and what was left of the glass cracked and moaned during the descent. The hole spread outward with sand pouring over the sides as the edges retreated from the epicenter, the place where the orb detonated. Those members of the horde on the periphery of the blast site slid into the eternal void with mindless, silent, emptiness. 
The more matter that collapsed into the hole, the faster it expanded, racing outward towards the horizon. The remaining artifacts of civilization plummeted down to the core of the earth along with the sand and rock. The mountains broke free and fell forward too, each one’s mass forcing the chasm even wider. The cloud lowered as if forcing the world down a massive drain. When the hole ran all the way to the horizon, it sucked the last remaining light from the reversion, leaving a vacuum to rival the deepest, darkest outer space.






  
  Chapter 17


He jumped in the car and could barely remember how to drive. 
She’s going into labor, he thought.
The realization shook him into action. He put the key in the ignition, started the rusty pickup truck and headed out on Interstate 40 towards Nashville’s Baptist Hospital. The radio came alive with another syrupy country song. He slammed his fist into the dial until an angry metal song with an operatic female singer ripped through the speakers with a thrumming of double bass. He wasn’t quite in the mood to break things but it was better than country music.
The man weaved through traffic and honked at the cars unwilling to move over and allow him to pass on the left. After running two red lights and one more yellow than red, the man pulled into a space in the visitor parking lot. He grabbed the keys and leapt from the truck, slamming the door shut, not even bothering to turn his lights off. He ran down the sidewalk and past the pretty nurses smoking cigarettes. His wife’s mother was already there with his son, so he planned on going straight to the delivery room.
“Sir, can we help you—”
“Delivery Room 3603. I already know,” he said interrupting the orderly at the nurse’s station.
The man turned the corner, dodged a meal cart and burst through the door. He saw his wife’s knees first and then her sweaty, red face as the doctor scribbled on a clipboard.
“Hurry,” she said to him.
A nurse held a blue smock and a face mask and the man grabbed both and proceeded to put them on as fast as he could. The baby’s head was crowning and the birth was only minutes away. He stood on the right side of the bed and held his wife’s left knee. She pushed and pushed, each groan sounding more painful than the next.
Before he could realize what happened, the newborn child slid from her mother. A nurse held the baby up and used two fingers to scoop the afterbirth from its mouth, allowing the child to scream its way into the world.
The man began to cry and he leaned over to kiss his wife.
“She’s beautiful,” the man said.
The doctors moved through the delivery room with the precision of ballet dancers, leaving only the most minimal of staff to remain thirty minutes after the birth.
“Can he come in now?” the man asked.
“Yes. I’ll tell your mother-in-law to bring him in.”
The man smiled and the nurse handed him his daughter. She smelled fresh and full of hope. He took three ginger steps towards the door, afraid his motion would somehow harm his newborn girl. But then his memories of doing the same thing with his son returned and he laughed off the worry.
“Here they are,” his mother-in-law said. She sung the words with tears of joy in her eyes as she saw her daughter recovering from giving birth to her second grandchild.
The little boy ran past his father and kissed his mother.
“I miss you, Mommy,” he said.
“Your dad wants to introduce you to someone,” she said.
The boy turned and walked towards his father, never taking his eyes off of the bundle in the man’s arms. The man bent down and held the sleeping infant out to his son. The boy grinned and a light filled his face. He began to cry too and yet did not understand why.
“She’s small,” he said to his dad.
“Yes, she is. This is your sister and you two have to take care of each other. Can you promise me you’ll do that?”
“I will, Dad,” the boy said. “I promise.”
“I know you will.”
The grandmother’s chest swelled with happiness as she clasped her hands to her face.
“C’mon, introduce them,” she said.
The man winked at his mother-in-law and then looked into his son’s eyes.
“Samuel, meet your new sister, Lindsay.”
###
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  Introduction


Michio Kaku's book,  Parallel Universes, was on my coffee table when the television show started. I turned the volume up and leaned in closer to see a stylized image on the screen, black and white and grainy by design. It was a picture of a forest, the camera shaking as the wind teased the long, ragged strands of yellow caution tape. I can't remember if it was the Discovery Channel or History, but the special was about the suicide forest in Japan.
At the base of Mount Fuji sits a 35-kilometer forest where people go to hang themselves. It is called Aokigahara and due to the density of the trees and the absence of wildlife, the forest is an unusually quiet place. The Japanese have a different definition of dignity and it's not uncommon for them to commit suicide for reasons unimaginable to us in the West. According to government records, about one hundred suicides a year occur in Aokigahara.
The Japanese mythology surrounding the forest is intriguing. The Yūrei are spirits or ghosts said to inhabit the forest. They appear in white with black hair and are often seen floating above the ground. You've seen The Ring, right? The Yūrei are not the only apparitions in Buddhist culture. You may have heard of another, the Gaki or Preta.
Some believe the Aokigahara is a place where Ubasute was practiced in ancient times. Ubasute was the custom of delivering an old woman or a person close to death to a remote forest and leaving them to die.
Forty-five minutes passed and I realized I had not moved from the spot on the couch. My eyes burned from staring at the screen. I glanced down at Parallel Universes. Portal Arcane was born.
We all find comfort in grappling with the same challenges. I began to think about mistakes and redemption, and how that might look at a level of consciousness beyond what we normally detect. I imagined a place, much like the Aokigahara, where things were different. Smells were faint and light bent in new ways. A place void of most life and those who found themselves deposited into that purgatory-like existence would have to figure it out. This land of redemption was an atom away from our normal, busy lives, as Dr. Kaku says in his multiple universe theory.
But none of this makes for a good story without a sense of urgency. Hence, the reversion and its henchman, the cloud. The unwinding of the alternate universe puts the characters into a race. They don't know how long it will last, where to find the finish line or what will happen when they do. But they know they must, or they'll continue to suffer in ways unimaginable in their normal lives.
The science behind multiple universe theory, or M-Theory as posited by Kaku, is less glamorous than you might imagine. Stephen Hawking was one of the first scientists to begin to grapple with the idea. In the 1980s, he referred to it as "reading the mind of god."
String theory is the idea that matter is made up of strings, not particles, and nature plays these "musical notes." M-Theory is one of many string theories, although none of the others could adequately explain how the universe worked. Ultimately, M-Theory claims a parallel dimension is the eleventh dimension and these worlds are separated by a fine membrane. Each universe, or multiverse, has an infinite number of universes with different laws of physics. Our universe is one bubble in an ocean of bubbles.
In the world of the Portal Arcane, the characters enter another universe through death – suicide – or as the result of some other traumatic experience. For Samuel, Kole and Lindsay, the other universe becomes a place where they must earn redemption.
Creating authentic characters in a story is one of the most challenging aspects of writing. It's difficult to make the reader care about them while also making the characters real. Samuel was responsible for some horrific things, yet he deserved the chance to make them right. Kole is an asshole, yet it's hard not to be sympathetic to his miserable experience.
I am not Samuel. But it’s impossible not to put some aspect of yourself in all of the characters. Some of Samuel’s experiences were mine and others were not. He is moody, introspective and driven. Samuel is aware of his mistakes, shamed by them and yet determined to make amends. His story is not unique and my hope is you'll see a bit of yourself in Samuel.
As I've mentioned before, Stephen King is my favorite author of all time. While my voice is mine, King's influence is hard to avoid. If you've read The Langoliers or The Dark Tower you'll recognize devices and elements perfected by the master. All of my novels (and series) are connected in some way. The worlds of The Hidden Evil trilogy and the Portal Arcane trilogy overlap significantly. The creatures that enter our world in The Hidden Evil come through open portals, originating from other worlds in reversion. In The Seventh Seal, one of the main characters alludes to the idea of a reversion, giving the reader a slight indication that the world of the Portal Arcane may not be so fantastic after all.
Most of the "real world" scenes in the Portal Arcane stories are set in the Rust Belt. I feature elements of cities like Pittsburgh, Cleveland and Detroit because I've spent most of my life residing in this region. These old industrial cities have their own history, much of it dark. The urban decay and hopeful renaissance lend itself to the overall story as well. Although I've made every attempt at keeping the world of the Portal Arcane real in the sense that it follows rules, it does require a leap of faith equivalent to believing in heaven or an afterlife. It is a dark fantasy.
The end of the series came to me in a dream and I was thrilled with it. It provides closure and yet still gives us a glimmer of hope for the human condition. In that sense, there is nothing unbelievable about the story. It's possible I'll open the portals yet again, but doubtful any of these characters will be there when I do.
I hope you enjoy this expanded and complete edition of Portal Arcane.
J. Thorn
May, 2014






  
  Bleed


The silence in the skies troubled Robert. Although he was nowhere near New York City in the fall of 2001, he remembered the eerie hush in Cleveland once the FAA shut down the airways. 
This is worse, he thought.
Cars blazed down the street with random bursts of horns and screams.
“We need to get out of here,” Becki said.
“And go where?” Robert asked.
“I don’t know. My mother’s place? Your brother’s house in Indiana? Anywhere but here.”
Robert looked past his wife and at the faces of his children pressed to the glass in the window of their second-story bedroom. The kids huddled amidst toys and a mound of stuffed animals.
“They’re saying we should stay inside and wait for the authorities to clear us before coming back out,” he said.
“Clear us of what? We don’t even know what the hell is going on and you’re willing to take their word for it?”
“So we should disobey the government of the United States of America, hon?” Robert asked. “What do these assholes fleeing to nowhere know about anything?”
“Lily said her husband heard it has something to do with the Koreans,” Becki said.
“Lily,” Robert said. He snickered and put a hand to his forehead. “Lily is your source, huh?”
A pickup truck raced past Robert’s sedan parked in front of the house. Several men sat in the bed, pointing the long, black barrels of their rifles upward. A man in the passenger seat waved his baseball cap as they drove past, his words bended and twisted by speed. The air smelled of car exhaust and sheer panic.
“I’m trying the phone again,” Becki said.
Robert turned as Becki stared at the black object in her hand. She held it up in the air and spun as if to capture the cell signals passing through the atmosphere. He waited, shifting his weight to one hip and squinting in the midday sun. The brilliant greens of spring combined with the warming sun belied the coldness of the situation.
I should be on my knees, turning the soil and looking forward to transplanting the tomatoes in a few weeks, Robert thought.
“No bars,” Becki said.
A long, slow siren interrupted the conversation. The pitch wavered as the tornado warning system wailed across northeast Ohio. It was malfunctioning like everything else.
“Tornado?”
“I’m going to calm the kids,” Becki said.
Robert nodded as Becki walked back into the house. Another truck drove by, this one honking and swaying past the parked cars on the street. Robert watched as the driver blew through the stop sign at the end of the block. He saw the flash of silver in the spring sunlight just before the truck plowed into the driver’s side door of another vehicle. Robert heard the bitter sound of crunching metal. Neither driver had time to lock the brakes. The truck’s hood rose as the front end climbed the side of the economy sedan now beneath it. Robert saw the tailgate swing out to the right before the entire truck catapulted into a roll that ended with the vehicle upside down. The silver car spun three times until the front end collided with the trunk of a mature maple on a tree lawn. In seconds, the collision was over and the occupants remained motionless inside what Robert believed would be their crumpled, steel coffins.
He turned to see Becki pulling herself back in the kids’ bedroom window. She slammed it shut and dropped the blinds. Robert looked up and down Marigold Street one last time. His brain told him to expect to see red and blue flashing lights but his eyes revealed the truth. The police were not on the streets and the dying were about to become the dead.
The reversion was coming. Unlike the mass descensions brought about by a nuclear missile explosion, this gathering of souls for the horde happened at a slower rate. Men and women who survived the crumbling of society would be rewarded with a life in the reversion, albeit within the bodies of the undead, trapped and doomed to serve the lord of the reversion.
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Robert shook his head as Becki continued punching the remote control with her thumb. She thrust the plastic controller at the box as if her arm motion would somehow enhance the infrared waves shooting out from the end of the remote.
“If one’s out they’ll all be out. All channels are coming down the same wire.”
Becki turned and glared at him. She shook her head and fought the tears back with the top of her forearm.
“I don’t need your stupid IT diagnostics right now, Robert. I don’t care what wire does what.”
He looked to the steps where the twins stood, each gripping a stuffed bear to their chest.
“It’s okay. Go back upstairs until me and Mommy figure out what is going on.”
“I’m hungry,” they said in unison.
“I know. As soon as we get everything straightened out, Dad will make you both some mac and cheese.”
The twins stood still, looking at Robert with wide eyes.
“Go on now. Let Mom and me figure this out.”
He smiled and the twins turned around heading back to their shared bedroom on the second floor.
They’re only kids but they can feel it too. They know something is terribly wrong, he thought.
Becki’s sobbing pulled Robert from his thoughts. She collapsed into the couch, her elbows on her knees and her head in her hands. He put out his hand to stroke her shoulder, held it in mid-air for a second and then retracted it. Robert looked at his wife and could not remember the last time they touched.
“I’m sure it’s something with the infrastructure. I’ll bet they’ve got engineers working on it right now and we’ll be back online tonight.”
The lie slid effortlessly from his tongue. He cringed as the dishonesty stuck in his stomach like cold grease.
Robert spent the better part of the past twenty years as a consultant for some of the country’s largest telecommunications companies. Although he was nothing more than a minion, his employer wielded great influence in the tech sector and he was privy to information and technology that required him to sign more nondisclosure agreements than he could remember.
It was Robert’s experience in the IT world that made the past three days so frightening. He knew of few situations that could bring the entire system to its knees, utilities and communications all down. He knew the power grid would be next and the fact that he had not seen a single law enforcement officer made the situation even more volatile.
The sound of screeching tires came from the street, followed by the crunching sound of metal on metal. Without the automated traffic controls and humans to enforce them, the roads were becoming deadly.
“We have to get out of here,” Becki said.
“Did you not just hear that?”
“Don’t patronize me, Robert.”
“That’s the second accident in the past ten minutes. You really want to take a chance and put the kids into that situation?” he asked.
“Stop using the children to validate your position. They’re not network switches or boxes or whatever the hell it is you’re the expert on. Quit using them against me,” she said.
“I think we need to stay put, do what the authorities tell us to do, and not panic.”
“What authorities, Robert? You’re such a fucking conformist, you’re obeying a government that has already abandoned us. Whatever the hell is going on, we’re on our own.”
Robert looked out of the bay window into the blue skies of early May. He could not deny the emptiness above.
“They’ve grounded all aircraft. Standard operating procedure,” he said, more to comfort himself than convince her.
“Why? Why would they do that unless something really, really bad was going down?”
“Let me see your phone.”
Becki handed it to him with a long sigh. Robert powered it down and back up again but still had zero bars. He looked at his own phone on the table as it continued to charge. He nodded at it. Becki reached over and grabbed his phone, stretching the cord taut.
“Unplug it. It’s probably charged by now.”
She did so and watched as Robert held a phone in each hand.
His brow furrowed as his fingers slid through multiple menus and back door codes he gleaned from inside the clandestine meeting rooms of the telecommunication giants. He may not have been privy to the multi-billion dollar mergers but Robert did have access to their codes. After several unsuccessful attempts, he powered both down.
“Plug them in and leave them plugged in. If the power goes out we’re going to want to have a full charge for as long as possible.”
“What do you mean, ‘if’? You know it’s going down. We can’t sit here. We have to do something.”
The doorbell rang and Becki jumped.
Finally, Robert thought. I knew they’d take charge.
He stood and walked across the living room. He realized Becki had shut the heavy, oak door and locked it. He could not see who was ringing the bell.
“Robert, don’t. We don’t know who it is.”
“I’m sure it’s the police, coming to calm us down and let us know what we need to do.” The words felt shallow and empty even before they came out of his mouth.
“No, please, Robert.”
Becki stood, her eyes darting back and forth. A thump came from the upstairs bedroom followed by giggling. The twins were taking full advantage of the unsupervised time.
Robert nodded and walked to the side window. He pulled the blind back and stuck his right eye in the gap. The side of the house obscured the front step, but if the caller stepped back he would at least be able to identify him. Robert waited for that to happen as the doorbell rang again.
“Robert,” Becki whispered.
He saw a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt. Although not who he had hoped, Robert recognized the clothing.
“It’s Art.”
Becki moved to the steps and put her left hand on the railing. She had been prepared to run upstairs and protect her children from whatever danger was at the door. Becki was still tense even though it was their neighbor.
“I’m going to open the door.”
“No,” Becky said. She muted a scream and pitched it down to a whisper to keep Art from hearing her on the other side of the door. “We don’t know why he’s knocking.”
“It’s Art,” Robert said again. He shook his head and held his hands out.
“Why Art? Why is he the only neighbor to knock on our door since this started?”
“Since what started? The cable and phone have been out. That happens all the time.”
“Not in May. Not for days. Not in Cleveland. That happens in places that get hurricanes and tornadoes,” she said. “And terrorist attacks.”
“So now Art is a terrorist?”
“That’s not what I meant.”
The doorbell rang a third time.
“I’m opening the door.”
“Please, Robert. Don’t open it.”
He shook his head, spun the deadbolt and opened the door.
“Hi, Robert.”
“How are things, Art?”
Robert did a quick scan from head to toe. His neighbor appeared normal but there was something in his eyes. Art pushed the visor of his baseball cap up with the index finger on his left hand. The man’s wedding band caught the sunlight and made Robert squint.
“I don’t know. Last we heard, they said to stay put. But seems like a lot of folks are doing their own thing,” Art said.
Robert leaned closer to the screen door and followed Art’s gaze to the spot where the latest collision took place. Although Robert and Becki heard the sounds only moments ago, the doors to the cars were open. The vehicles abandoned by both drivers. “That’s what I heard too. They were broadcasting it over the emergency weather channel. We were listening to it on that new solar radio I bought for Becki but now that station is out too.”
“Yeah, you sure know about all the coolest tech gadgets and such,” Art said with a forced smile.
Robert realized his hand remained fixed on the screen door’s latch. He spent every Sunday for the last eight years talking to Art over a garden hose or a cooling lawnmower. Their wives walked to the park with the kids hundreds, if not thousands, of times. And yet, Robert kept Art on the other side of a locked door.
“Where’s Carol?” Robert asked.
“She’s staying put in the house with the girls. She’s kinda the reason I’m here, Robert. Can I come in for a minute? People out here are not quite in their right mind, if you know what I mean.”
Becki appeared on Robert’s right but out of Art’s sight. She shook her head as tears fell from her eyes.
“I’m sure if we all stay put and remain calm, things’ll be back to normal in no time.”
“Is your water still on?” Art asked.
Robert looked over his shoulder at Becki and nodded. She tiptoed around the couch into the kitchen.
“I’m not sure,” Robert said.
Becki returned. She shook her head at Robert while biting her bottom lip.
“See, mine ain’t. The girls are getting thirsty and we don’t have anything in the house to drink. I was wondering if I might be able to borrow a gallon or two. Brought my own jug.”
Art held up an empty plastic milk jug so Robert could see it.
“You know, seems like they must have shut the water off to the whole street. Don’t think ours is on either. Sorry,” Robert said.
“I went with you to pick up the rain barrel, Robert. Remember? I helped you load it in. Shit, I think I even helped you drill the hole for the spigot.”
Fuck, Robert thought. He’ll be the first of many knocking on our door if the water stays off.
“I never filled it, Art. I was going to use it as an emergency water barrel and never got around to it. It’s still sitting in my garage, empty and dry.”
Art chuckled and turned to see a car maneuvering down Marigold Street. Unlike the ones before it, this one drove slowly to avoid the wrecked vehicles. A man in the passenger seat held a gun out the window while his elbow rested on the door.
“Please let me in, Robert. Things are getting weird out here.”
Robert looked past Art and saw the car stop in front of his house. The driver put the car in park but kept the engine running. The man in the passenger seat opened the door. Robert did not recognize the men but the look of desperation on their faces was unmistakable. A soft, warm breeze rustled the trees bringing a false sense of serenity.
“Hey there,” the man said as he came up the walkway. He wore a mechanics shirt and greasy jeans. His white eyes stood out on his dark-skinned face and Robert could see his taut muscles flexing beneath his shirt.
“Hi,” Art said as he turned to face the man.
“We’re looking for food. Seems as though the supermarkets be all closed up. Boarded too, as if they knew we was gonna be hungry soon,” the man said.
“I’m sure if you keep driving you’ll find a market or something selling food,” Robert said.
Robert froze as the man with the gun approached his front door. Becki whimpered and he thought of the twins upstairs.
“I was telling my neighbor that we don’t have anything here. Wife was heading out before everything went dark, and well, you know...”
The man stopped and rolled his tongue over his top lip.
“Seems like he was coming here to get him some water.”
Art looked down at the empty jug and smiled.
“I was checking to see if Robert had a gallon to spare.”
Robert cringed at the sound of his name, as if Art just made him more vulnerable to the stranger.
“So do ya, Robert? You got some water or food?”
Robert shrugged and used his eyes to chastise Art.
“I was telling Art that my water is off too. If you guys hold on, I’ll see if we have any canned goods to spare.”
The man with the gun nodded and looked back at the car. He used the barrel to point to the next house. The car pulled forward as the armed man winked at Robert.
“We was working third shift at the garage when the shit went down. They got the road to my apartment blocked and all the stores be closed up. Been three days. I gotta eat something soon or I’m gonna get real angry, know what I’m saying?”
Art stood still looking at Robert. Robert glanced over at Becki. He shrugged his shoulders in a helpless gesture.
“You’ve got a gun,” he said to the man.
“Damn straight.”
“My wife got a bead on you right now,” Robert said. “You either get back in your car or you eat one from her rifle.”
“You expect me to believe that bullshit? What kind of rifle is it, hotshot?”
“Remington 700, .308,” Robert said. “With a holographic gun sight.”
The smile fell from the man’s face. He looked at the upstairs windows and then at Art.
“You’re full of shit.”
“You wanna find out?” Robert asked.
Art held his breath. Becki stared at Robert, waiting to hear the man’s response.
“Just fucking with you, man. No need to get all ballistic and shit.”
The man stepped backward off of the front step, his eyes moving between Robert’s and the window. He side-stepped the decorative landscape and cut through the lawn toward the house next to Robert’s, where his accomplice waited in the car.
“You lucked out with that bluff,” Art said under his breath. “We’re going to need each other, man. Let me in.”
Before Becki could protest Robert spun the lock on the screen door and pushed it open.
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Becki looked at Art and then to Robert.
“Cloud?” she asked.
Art turned his head sideways and raised his eyebrows. “You telling me you haven’t noticed it?”
“We’ve been a bit preoccupied taking care of the twins and everything. We can’t all afford nannies and such.” Robert regretted the words as soon as they came out. The last thing he intended to do was make Art feel guilty about his financial success.
“It’s coming from the west like all the normal weather patterns,” Art said, ignoring Robert’s remark. “Over here.”
He stood and walked past the stairwell where the twins sat in silence, no longer entertained with jumping on the bed. Art went through the kitchen, spun to face the window over the sink and pointed upward.
“Look.”
The black sky stole the breath from Robert’s lungs. A massive, roiling cloud filled the western sky and Robert immediately felt foolish for not noticing it on his own. They were so concerned with intruders coming to the front door, they neglected observations on the other side of the house.
“What is it?” Becki asked.
“Not typical. That much I know. We first saw it the day the cable was going wacky. Three, four days ago maybe? Carol kept telling me it wasn’t right. It wasn’t natural is what she kept saying. I shrugged it off at the time. What does she know about weather? Right?”
Becki shook her head.
“What do you think is causing that? Is it a hurricane or something?”
“I’d have to say Carol is right. It ain’t natural,” Art said. “Haven’t had any rain to speak of and yet that thing has to be sitting right on top of Lake Erie. Its following the lake effect weather patterns but nothing is falling from the sky.”
Robert shrugged and walked to the refrigerator.
“Beer?”
“Of course,” Art said.
As Robert pulled the handle of the door, a buzzing sound came from the motor behind the machine and the light inside the refrigerator went dark.
“Nice time to blow a fucking fuse.”
“Watch your mouth, Robert. The twins are on the steps.”
“The oven,” Art said.
“What about it?” Becki asked.
“The clock on it. It’s out. It’s not a blown fuse, Robert. We just lost electricity. Can’t say I’m surprised. Really thought the grid would go down sooner, given all the other weird shit going on around here.”
“What are we going to do, Robert?” Becki asked.
Another collision interrupted their conversation, a duel between maniacal people wielding two tons of metal each. The car crash was in the distance but the sound of it was unmistakable.
“We sit tight. That’s what we do.”
“I don’t know, bud. I’m thinking Carol and I might try to head out to her sister’s place in Ashtabula,” Art said.
“Art’s right,” Becki said. “People are gonna start taking matters into their own hands. We don’t even have a baseball bat or a steak knife, Robert. What are we going to do when the next creep isn’t fooled by your ‘rifle at the window’ ruse?”
Robert realized he had been standing with the refrigerator door open. He grabbed two long necks from the bottom shelf, handing one to Art, and then pushed the door shut to keep the cold inside. Becki leaned back against the kitchen counter while Robert spun a chair around and sat on it backwards.
“Whatever it is, the government will be on it. They’ll know what to do.”
“Unless they’re behind it,” Art said.
“Here we go,” Robert said, with a wide sweeping motion of his right arm. “Let’s hear your conspiracy theory. Illuminati? Free Masons?”
“Shut up, Robert.”
“You shut up, Becki. It’s one thing to shoot the shit around a campfire over a few beers but you can’t tell me you want to hear more of Art’s conspiracy theory bullshit?”
“Hold on,” Art said, hoping to head off the confrontation. “Calm down. We need to think through this and decide together. I’m going to go back to the house to get Carol and the kids. We’ll hole up here for now and come up with a plan in the morning.”
“I don’t think so, Art,” Robert said. “Becki and I haven’t had a chance to discuss this. We don’t have much water stored in that rain barrel in the basement, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s probably a week’s worth for a family of four. With all of us, we get three days at best.”
“I don’t want to sound cruel, Art, but he’s right. Unless you and Carol are bringing something with you, it doesn’t seem to be a fair exchange.”
“Years of being neighbors doesn’t mean shit in crisis. That’s fine. You two want to be pragmatic about it. I get it.”
“Good,” Robert said. “Nothing personal.”
“No, nothing personal, neighbor,” Art said.
“Unless you have something to bring. Something to make it fair if we share our water with you,” Robert said.
“How about my handgun collection? How’s that for a fair distribution of resources?”
Becki looked at Robert and he knew what she wanted to do.
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“See anybody else?” he asked Becki.
“No. I don’t know if anyone is still in their house or not.”
Becki paced in the kitchen. She grabbed a cup from the counter and held it under the faucet, turning the handle for a glass of water. When a single drop of water fell from the tip the enormity of the situation came like a gut punch.
“We can’t stay,” she said.
“We’ll figure everything out when Art and Carol get here.”
“Quit being dismissive, Robert. You know what I mean. If the utilities and power are out, we can’t stay. We won’t survive.”
“The government is going to protect us. They’ll have boots on the ground and martial law in hours. You’ll see.”
A dull thump shook the ceiling, making the bulbs in the chandelier rattle. Becki shook her head and went to check on the twins. It sounded like a kickball bouncing off the floor.
Robert could not keep his eyes off the cloud. He shook his head, stupefied he had not seen it earlier. He was searching the skies for planes and missed the monstrous entity coming from the west. He walked to the other side of the house and looked out of the living room window facing east. The turquoise, cloudless sky met his gaze as if oblivious to the intruder on its way.
He saw Art and Carol emerge from behind their house. Art had a black duffel bag over one shoulder and Carol had the hand of each child. They scurried through the grass and crossed Marigold as the cardinals chirped from the trees above.
As they came down his driveway, Robert went to the back door and opened it for them.
“Hello, Robert.”
“Hi, Carol.”
The kids broke from Carol’s grip and almost knocked Becki down as they passed her on the steps heading upstairs to play with the twins.
“Hi, Becki.”
Becki nodded at Carol while her eyes were fixed on Art’s black duffel bag.
“How many guns do you have?” Becki asked Art.
“Enough.”
“I’m going into the garage to get some two by fours and my hammer,” Robert said. “Let’s secure the doors and windows on the first floor until the National Guard arrives.”
Art looked at Becki as if he knew that was never going to happen.
“Good call. I’ll separate out the ammo and get the pieces assembled.”
Carol followed Becki into the living room. The bright May sunlight reflected off of the red oak floorboards on the eastern side of the house while the descending cloud tripped the outdoor light sensors on the western side.
“We can’t stay, Carol. Robert thinks the cavalry is coming but I don’t. Remember Hurricane Katrina?”
“That was New Orleans. Those were poor black people. There’s no way they’ll let anything like that happen again, especially to middle class whites.”
Becki pulled her knees up to her chin as she sat on the couch.
“That’s kinda racist.”
“That’s kinda the truth. I’m not the one who left black people to die in the Superdome. I’m only reminding you how it all went down.”
Robert returned with two by fours in his arms and a hammer dangling from his belt.
“Gonna need some help holding these in place.”
Becki stood and motioned to Carol to remain sitting as if good hospitality dictated such behavior when boarding up one’s home. She stood next to her husband, waiting for him to tell her what to do.
“Hold them across the door until I can nail them into a stud.”
“You’re going to nail these boards into our walls?” Becky asked.
“How else can we be sure they’ll reinforce the doors?” Robert asked.
“I don’t know. Sounds like a paranoid thing to do from someone who believes the government is going to rescue us.”
“I have a bucket of drywall spackle in the garage. I’ll patch the nail holes next weekend,” Robert said.
Art returned to the living room with a holster on his right hip. He had a handgun in each fist as well.
“Glock 19 for the lady. Glock 17 for the man of the house.”
Art spun the firearms around so Becki and Robert could grab their weapon by the handle.
“I wouldn’t know what to do with this,” Becki said.
“I’ll show you.”
Carol stood and took the gun from Art. She spread her feet a shoulder length apart, bent her knees slightly, and locked both elbows while aiming the barrel of the gun at the door.
“Do this. If that doesn’t stop someone from advancing, pull the trigger.”
“That simple,” Becki said with a slow, nasal whine.
“That simple,” Carol said.
“C’mon and help me with this, Becki.”
Robert waited for his wife to hold one end of the board over the door until it extended to the wall. He drove nails through each end before yanking on it to make sure it held.
“One at the top and bottom and then let’s do the windows too.”
Carol and Art checked and double-checked the weapons, releasing the musky scent of gun oil into the living room.
“Mom, we’re hungry.”
Becki looked up and saw the twins coming down the steps followed by Carol’s kids.
“Have a snack from the closet.”
“But there aren’t any crackers left.”
Art made eye contact with Robert as the kids were sent back upstairs to play on an empty stomach.
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“I think we should stay.”
Carol looked at Becki, waiting for her to speak up. Becki shrugged and spun the wedding band on her finger.
“I promise, Robert,” Art said. “We’ll get to the library, climb the steps and be back in no time. Its two streets over and nobody is going to be headed there for supplies unless they’re crazed librarians. We should be able to climb the clock tower and see what the rest of the town looks like, and which roads to avoid.”
“Go, Robert.”
Robert looked at Becki, using his eyes to plead for her to reconsider. He could not imagine leaving her and the twins unprotected.
“You’ve got us boarded up. I think Carol and I can handle a few nails on the back door.”
“She’s right, Robert. They can secure the doors and we’ll be right back. There hasn’t been a car on Marigold for hours.”
Robert ran a hand through his hair, seeking support in the faces of the other three and not finding any. Something deep inside, an unexplained anxiety, screamed.
“I can’t.”
“Can’t what?” Becki asked.
“I can’t leave you and the twins.”
“Fine. I’ll go with Art. You stay here,” Becki said.
Robert felt a tightening in his chest. His paranoia rose in his throat like bile and he could not understand why sending Becki outside was worse than him leaving.
“Do not open the door for anyone but us, you understand?” he said to Becki.
“Of course. Go now. It’s looking like late afternoon and I think the cloud is going to make it dark sooner than it should. Hurry, Robert.”
Carol and Art turned to face Robert, hoping he was now on board with his wife’s insistence.
“I don't like guns,” he said to Art. “I don’t want to have to fire one. Let’s get there and back without using them.”
“That’s the plan. I don’t want to have to shoot anyone any more than they want to get shot.”
“And if the guys come back? The ones looking for food?”
“I can handle them,” Carol said. She loaded a shell into the chamber of her Glock.
Robert followed Art as they ran through yards, taking the shortest possible route to the library. Without driving and risking an accident, or worse, the library was the closest building with the best vantage point. From the old clock tower they would be able to survey the east side of town and get a better sense of what was happening with the cloud. Art leapt over bikes abandoned on the sidewalks and around garden hoses curled at the base of flower beds. Robert heard his own breathing inside his head without the usual cacophony of the neighborhood. He kept Art in sight while looking back over his shoulder at his house on Marigold. Robert could not shake the feeling he would never return.
“Hold on,” he said. “Someone’s outside.”
“Where?” Art asked. He drew deep breaths and wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead.
“Right side of Annandale. Four houses up.”
Art put a hand over his forehead. He stood still, then took a step to the right and looked again.
“I don’t see anything.”
“I’m telling you I saw someone look out from around the side of that house,” Robert said.
“We gotta go three houses past that one to the library. Let’s do it and not get spooked by things we think we see.”
Robert shook his head. He reached into his pocket and felt the plastic bottle of Valium. He glanced down to see the orange tint in his palm and promised himself if they made it to the library, his reward would be a pill. He had to suppress the thought that the pills in the bottle could be his last. Robert refused to consider living with anxiety again.
“I need a drink of water.”
So much for the reward, he thought. I’m taking one of these bad boys right now.
Art nodded. He watched as Robert uncapped a plastic water bottle. He took a swig, chasing the pill he discreetly tossed into his mouth.
“Okay?” Art asked.
Whether the magic of chemistry had started or not, Robert at least felt better.
“Ready.”
Art nodded and crossed Annandale, running down the right side of the street. Robert kept his eyes fixed on the house where he believed someone lay in wait. The pill took the edge off and Robert caught himself grinning at the garden gnome lodged between a shrub and a lamp post. He was within five feet of Art when things slowed down. Unsure if it was the drug or the situation, Robert saw the fine details vividly. He could taste the tree pollen in the air and smell the deodorant struggling to mask Art’s manly odors.
He watched as Art looked beyond the third house on the right and toward the library clock tower at the same time the blade caught the glint of the sunlight. The brightness nearly blinded Robert for a second before the attacker turned the tip of the blade upward. Remembering Art’s vision had been impaired as a child and he could barely see out of his right eye, Robert gulped as the attacker lunged at Art with the blade pointed at his head.
“Arrrrrrrrrrrt,” Robert said. His scream crawled through the air, distorting the tone and washing out the urgency of the call. Robert watched in horrific paralysis as Art tumbled to the ground with the attacker on top, his gun falling to the sidewalk and out of reach. Robert watched the blade come down into Art’s face over and over again, spraying blood into the air. Art’s arms flailed, his tattoos now covered in crimson.
Robert tried to run but his feet felt like they were glued to the ground. He lifted one leg and then the next like he was moving through three feet of water. He looked back over his shoulder at the deserted street. No one would help save his neighbor. Nobody would come to the rescue with the power of the law on their side.
“Stay away from my house,” the attacker said.
The voice brought Robert back around. For some reason, he assumed the attacker was a man but he could now see it was not. The woman had long, curly red hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her black T-shirt held firm on her torso and it was difficult to tell where the cotton sleeves ended and the tattoo sleeves began.
“You killed my friend,” Robert said. “You fucking stabbed an innocent man.”
Robert reached for the Glock in his pocket only to realize it was not loaded. Even if it was, he didn’t know how to use it.
“Angie doesn’t kill innocent men. Only men who threaten her safety.”
Robert did not have the time or energy to address the crazed woman’s use of herself in the third person. He had to get to the library and back to his family as quickly as possible. He thought of Carol and of Art’s kids. How would he possibly explain this to them?
“We were headed to the library to survey the neighborhood from the clock tower and you murdered Art.”
Angie looked down at Art’s motionless body, the man’s arms crossed over his chest in the last moments of defenseless death.
“He was running for my door. Nobody else is stealing my shit, you hear me? Nobody. Now get the fuck off my lawn or I’ll cut you up next.”
Robert looked into the woman’s bloodied face and knew she would do it.
“I’m crossing the street and when I come back I’ll still be on the opposite side. I swear to God, I’ll fucking shoot you if I have to.”
Robert walked within several feet of the scene without realizing it. The corners of his vision became comforting and fuzzy as they always did with the pills. He smiled at Angie, not really knowing why.
“It’s coming. It’s gonna take us all. I told him it don’t matter. I said it would get the kids too but he wouldn’t listen. Men never listen. They pretend they’re listening but they’re not.”
Robert nodded as Angie continued arguing with herself. She took three steps back from Art’s corpse as if seeing it for the first time. Robert dug the pill bottle out of his pocket but then reconsidered. He would have one less and she might stab him in the face and neither outcome seemed desirable.
“What’s coming?” he asked, knowing he was wasting precious time asking questions that might never be answered.
“That,” Angie said, her bloodshot eyes looking up. She pointed the bloody knife to the sky and jabbed at the air. “That motherfucking cloud is coming. The reversion. It wants to make us zombies.”
He left the woman calling herself Angie, the knife and his dead neighbor and ran towards the library. No matter how hard Robert pushed his legs, he seemed to be moving at a snail’s pace.
Robert began taking the drugs years ago and each dose provided a measurable and predictable result. He used other things to manage his anxiety but the solutions from the street were never as constant as those dispersed by men in white coats. One nasty encounter with nose candy forced Robert to make an appointment with the shrink. He jumped through the hoops and played the game to get high the legal way.
The library appeared across the street, beyond the intersection. The usually busy thoroughfare was void of traffic and the lights swung back and forth in darkness. He looked both ways out of habit and trotted to the door of the library. Robert looked up at the clock tower where the hands of time remained still.
“If I were a movie maker, I’d call that an omen,” he said with a narcotic smile.
Robert placed his hand on the door and pushed. To his surprise, it swung inward. The late afternoon sun filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows illuminating the dust dancing near the shadows. He inhaled, almost tasting the antique books on the shelves. Robert surveyed the main lobby, the circulation desk and computer room. All sat empty and orderly as if the librarians and patrons simply vanished.
He reached into his pocket for his phone before remembering the network was down and his phone was sitting in a dead charger on the kitchen counter. Robert fought through the drug’s haze, trying to recall approximately how long ago he had left with Art.
Art is fucking dead, he said with a chuckle. That crazy bitch stabbed him in the eye.
Somewhere deep in his mind the pain bubbled up and was quickly smothered by artificial euphoria. He saw the beaming smile of Becki in his mind’s eye as she stood with an arm over the shoulder of the twins.
“Got a job to do. Let’s go,” he said to nobody.
Robert walked past the circulation desk as he had countless times in the past. He loved this library from the moment he stepped foot inside it. Discovering the old building after moving into the neighborhood was an unexpected surprise. The mahogany stacks and crown molding gave the library a distinguished and comfortable feel. The old books gave off a heady scent of paper mixed with the lemon of furniture polish coming from the oak tables. The silence inside the library soothed his nerves. Robert looked at the chair next to the nonfiction section and considered plopping down for a good read before his inner voice spoke up.
Becki. The kids. The cloud. C’mon boy. Get ‘er done.
“Stop it,” Robert said, smiling at himself. “Don’t start redneck humor with me. You know how much I hate that shit.”
The voice in his head did not respond, so Robert took that as a sign it would comply. He walked through the door that said “employees only.” He thought that access to the clock tower had to be back there.
He saw a disheveled desk and an old water cooler against one wall and stacks of books lining the other three. The cramped office smelled of moldy paper and burnt coffee. Two doors stood on the far wall, one leading into a dark, tiled room with a toilet and a vanity. The other door was shut.
“Gotta be that one.”
Robert walked over and turned the door knob. The squeaky hinges came alive as the door swung inward revealing a spiral, steel staircase.
“Bingo.”
Robert felt along the inside of the wall until his hand found a light switch. He flipped it up and down several times until he remembered the power was out. He looked up into darkness, the spiral stair case disappearing into it.
A sudden sense of dread cut through his high and he considered taking another pill. Knowing how upping the dose would make him lightheaded and woozy, Robert slid the orange bottle back into his pocket. He might find his way home after taking a second pill, but it would leave him practically defenseless against the woman with the knife.
The one that stabbed Art in his eye. That eye didn’t work anyways.
Robert giggled, happy the voice in his head was now cracking dark, morbid jokes instead of taunting him with redneck slang.
He grabbed the railing, feeling the cold shock of steel on his palm. Robert felt the updraft and knew this had to be the way to the clock tower. He never considered it would be padlocked. Robert took one last look over his shoulder, his view extending out of a western-facing window where the cloud tumbled above the old trees. Seeing it made his stomach queasy and Robert found himself heaving nothing but barking coughs and a string of bitter saliva. He knew a view from the clock tower would not matter and yet he felt compelled to ascend.
“The cloud made me do it,” he said. Robert laughed so hard, his stomach clenched and produced another round of heaving. “That’s right your honor, the cloud is responsible for all of this.”
Robert put his foot on the steps and began the climb to a place every rational cell in his body told him was an abomination of nature.
The stairwell echoed with each step Robert took. The steel structure squeaked and moaned, rusted bolts holding steady for decades. A slight whistle came through as he ascended, adding to the disorienting nature of climbing stairs in the dark. Robert thought back to a visit to the Statue of Liberty as a child. He remembered the dank air inside Lady Liberty and the feel of trudging up the stairs towards the crown. Although that was with hundreds of other tourists, Robert’s current climb had the same steady, uncertain feel, as though the earth beneath the stairwell swayed while the steel remained firm.
After what felt like hours, Robert came to another door at the top. It hung like a phantom black rectangle, bordered on three sides by thin lines created by sunlight from the other side.
“What am I going to see?” he asked himself. “More importantly, what does it matter?”
He stood on the top step, frozen. Robert wanted to sit and rest. He felt compelled to go back down, sink into an empty chair amongst the stacks and sleep forever. He recognized this as another stage of the high brought on by the pills and it was usually when he would crawl into bed and sleep the rest of it off.
“Thanks to the cloud, my day is fucked. I’m going to have to take another pill tonight if I want any chance of sleeping.”
He ran his hand through his hair and down the side of his face until his fingers grasped a salt and pepper goatee.
“Thinking maybe I’ll shave it for summer,” he said.
You’re doin’ that procrastinatin’ thang again.
“I’m serious. Drop the slang or I’m taking another dose.”
He grabbed the knob and turned but the door did not willfully open. Robert thought he felt it sway a bit in the frame but the door was either locked or the hinges were rusted shut.
“Not coming all this way, sacrificing Art, to not get a peek at the cloud. Time to give it up, you son of a bitch.”
Robert yanked harder. He felt it budge but the door held firm.
He placed two hands on the knob and threw all of his weight backward, ignoring the risk of tumbling down the spiral staircase and landing at the bottom with a broken neck. The metal frame squawked in protest before flying open. Light burst through the doorway forcing Robert to cover his eyes. He waited a moment, filtering the glare through his fingers until he could open his eyelids without pain. When he was finally able to look again, the height brought on a wave of vertigo. The alien landscape below forced another round of retching and this time Robert vomited. He rubbed his eyes, trying to convince himself the view was a result of the pills and not reality.
The world behind the door bore a faint resemblance to Robert’s reality. Mist swirled past the opening that looked out upon a wide vista. Robert could see a dark black cloud in the distance on the shoulders of a distant mountain. He squinted and reached a hand out thinking the scene was an illustration from an epic fantasy novel superimposed over his quaint little town. The smell of rain and pine trees dispelled the notion as quickly as it came. Robert looked down to see a vast forest spread out across a valley situated inside the distant mountain range. He saw nothing but trees stretching from one horizon to the other.
He slammed the door shut.
“Dammit,” Robert cried out. “What the fuck?”
He opened the door and saw the scene was still there. At a certain distance the horizon melted the sky and the earth together into a hazy fog. The cloud was not moving as fast as a summer thunderstorm, but it was clearly coming up from behind and swallowing the land beneath it.
“Reversion.”
The word startled Robert. He spun around to see another pair of eyes staring into his own. The woman’s dark hair flowed down her shoulders and melted into black clothing. She held a glowing orb in her hands much like a wise gypsy in a traveling circus. She smiled at Robert and tilted her head sideways. The woman hissed as she breathed. She smelled like jasmine. Like a trapped animal, he pushed away, a natural aversion to her.
“Latin roots. Middle English, probably around 1350 to 1400. It means to turn something the reverse way. Go back, etc.”
Robert looked out at the vista and his eye hung on the smothering cloud as it ate the mountains. He looked back to the woman with a thousand questions all trying to escape at once.
“Shhh. This door will not remain open for long. You need to listen to what I’m going to tell you and then you will need to make a decision.”
Robert shook his head and thrust a hand into his pocket.
“No. No more mental alteration. You’re going to need everything you’ve got to deal with this and you don’t need a cloud inside your head as well.”
He stood, jaw open and eyes wide.
“You can call me Katy. It’s easier to pronounce than my true name.”
“Are you a spirit or a witch?”
Katy laughed and placed a hand over her mouth.
“I’ve been called both but I’m neither. There isn’t much time, Robert.”
He nodded and thought it didn’t really matter how she knew his name. It didn’t matter that she appeared out of thin air. Something beyond his experience was occurring and she seemed to be willing to explain it.
“What is this?”
“Of all the questions you could have asked, that is the best one. Nice work, hon.” Katy placed her hand on his shoulder. “Deva needs you.”
“Art. She killed Art.”
Katy sighed realizing she would have to be gentle with the conversation while keeping it succinct.
“Yes. No. Sort of. Listen, it’s hard to explain. Art is dead but he isn’t dead. The woman that killed him is alive but she isn’t alive. Let’s talk about you, Becki, the twins.”
The mention of his family brought a laser focus to Robert’s eyes.
“I need to get back to them.”
“They are sentient beings. They will make their own decisions as you will make yours.”
“I have to get back, keep them safe.”
“You do not control them, Robert. They will choose, as you will. You can love them and I know they love you but you cannot alter their path.”
Robert began to cry. He hunched over, ignoring the surreal scene on the other side of the door and the mysterious messenger standing next to him.
“I can’t do this,” he mumbled. “I need more pills. I need to lie down or call my therapist. This isn’t happening.”
“It is,” Katy said.
She stood him up and looked into his eyes.
“Your universe is going through it as are all of the souls inside it. It’s not an end, it’s a reversion. You have to remember that.”
Robert nodded and wiped his face with the back of his hand. Sensing he was as ready for the conversation as he would ever be, Katy spoke again.
“Deva needs you. The horde needs to be replenished. You have a choice to make.”
Robert nodded and took a step toward the open door.
“Whoa, hold on there, buddy. That’s a one-way ticket and you haven’t heard the sales pitch yet.”
He stepped back and thought of how comforting another pill would be. How it would take the edge off of his situation and allow his anxiety to fade into a comfortable, numb mush.
“Tell me Becki and the twins are fine, please.”
“They are facing their own decisions and I am not privy to them.” Katy sensed Robert’s sadness and could see it like a gray halo above his head. “You’d want your loved ones to have free will, wouldn’t you? You’d want them to be able to decide for themselves as you want to decide for yourself.”
Of course, he thought.
“Then let them exercise their universal rights as you do with yours.”
“Who is Deva?”
Katy looked out over the valley, her eyes dancing upon the morphing cloud.
“Okay. Maybe a bit of time to spare.”
Robert waited as Katy bit her bottom lip. She mumbled something and then shook her head.
“Let me think,” she said, as the struggle continued inside her head. “Deva is the shift manager. He has to make sure everyone is at their post, does their job.”
“Like the owner?” Robert asked.
“More like the boss. Even I don’t know the owner,” Katy said.
Robert waited.
“In order for you to step through this doorway and transition beyond the destruction taking place in that one,” Katy said, pointing behind them and towards Robert’s neighborhood, “you need to accept your role in this one.”
“Robert Johnson. Down at the crossroads.”
“Yes,” Katy said. She clapped her hands together and smiled. “Like a Faustian deal but better because the reversion is real and God is not.”
Seeing the disappointment on his face, she spoke again.
“Not the old dude with a long beard and white robe sitting on a cloud. That was never real. You understand that, right? That was an image that allowed us to process what we could not otherwise process. Sort of like the cloud and what’s happening down there. It’s a representation.”
Robert shifted on one leg and inhaled.
“Okay. We’re getting too esoteric. Back to the deal. I mean, it’s not really a ‘deal’ in the classic sense. You’re not ‘selling your soul’ to anyone. You’re simply declaring your loyalty to the multiverse.”
“Well that clears up everything.”
“Sarcasm does not beseech you, Robert.”
Katy waited for the admonishment to take hold.
“Fine. I declare allegiance to this Deva and…”
“No, not Deva. Listen. The portal is about to close. You either wink out forever or you re-emerge and cycle through. That’s what’s on the table. Take it or leave it.”
Robert shrugged and threw his hands into the air.
“That’s not much of a choice after all,” he said.
Katy turned her eyes upward and her mouth moved but no words came out.
“Deva says you can’t step in right away. You have to go through the transformation first.”
Robert looked at Katy and then around at the inside of the clock tower attached to another time and place.
“You can’t hear him,” she said, answering his unspoken question.
“Transformation?”
“Yes, and it ain’t pretty. You’ll have to trust in the process.”
“That’s so reassuring.”
“Robert, sarcasm?”
He waited as Katy shut the door and pointed at the stairwell.
“Back down to the library. Are you in?”
“Yes,” he said.
Robert took one more look at the door and then walked down the spiral stairs. He heard Katy behind him.
“Find a couch,” she said.
They re-entered the library office and walked back through the main lobby. Robert noticed the library was much darker, an unnatural darkness. Stray beams of sunlight shot through one window facing the east but the rest of the library was now encapsulated by a thick, dark cloud that silently boiled on the outside of the windows. Several lights in the library came on but not fully. The scene reminded Robert of a brown-out, forcing lights to glow and flicker rather than shine.
He walked to the couch near periodicals and sat.
“Lie down and close your eyes.”
He took one last look at Katy before obeying her command.
Katy’s chanting filled his ears until Robert became aware of the changes taking place inside his body. He was floating and almost happy, until something felt terribly wrong. Robert could not open his eyes. He could not speak.
A mental image appeared inside his forehead, one that reminded him of the classic reaper archetype. He saw a hooded figure standing atop a mountain of fire. Robert tried to moan but he could not. He tried to move but he could not. The demon’s voice infiltrated Robert’s head like a maddening headache.
“You must join the horde and therein lies any chance at salvation.”
Robert tried to protest. He commanded his body to move but it would not. He could see and hear things, yet he knew it was not through terrestrial senses.
“The command has been given,” the disembodied voice said.
Robert tried to scream but his mouth would not open. He felt the anguish build inside his head where it remained trapped with all of his other emotions. Robert now saw his own body from above and recoiled at the sight.
He lay upon a stone altar, his clothes torn and frayed, barely able to cover his gray skin. The odor of decaying fish suffocated him and he could taste the filth on his tongue. The hair on his head fell in thin strands over sunken cheeks. Robert recognized his mortal form and the sorrow now trapped inside. The lens of perspective moved upward and Robert’s phantom eyes gazed upon rows of others strewn about the volcanic landscape. Thousands of bodies lay on stone beds, their skin shriveled and decomposing beneath the hooded figure towering above them. The figure waved a hand through the air, sending a command to his new army.
“To the barren where you shall uphold your responsibility to the reversion.”
With that simple sentence, Robert watched as the pitiful creatures stirred, stood and began shuffling toward the east. He commanded his muscles to stop and yet they were no longer under his control. Robert felt the pull of the horde as it marched out of the stone field under the command of the malevolent leader. Robert wanted to cut his own throat or toss his body from a rocky outcrop, but he knew that was no longer possible. He made a deal with the woman and he was now a prisoner inside of himself.
Robert’s phantom eyes watched as other trapped souls walked beside him, the anguish sliding from them in waves of sorrow. They all pleaded for death and the hooded demon ignored them. They had been set in motion and nothing would be done about it.
He thought of Becki and the twins. He wanted to cry for them, yet even that expression of sorrow was taken away. As the pain filled him like a mental disease, Robert promised himself he would break free of this prison and exact revenge on those who misled him, sold him lies. Robert vowed to do whatever was necessary to hunt down and destroy the orb and all of its evil manipulation.






  
  Abigail's Orb


She pushed through the curtain and past the naked blond bathed in cheap perfume and plastic sex. Abigail sighed and rolled her eyes at “Crystal,” knowing she could line up more lap dances than that tramp. But Abigail needed to get back to her filthy studio apartment in South Oakland on the fringes of campus. She would make her nightly quota in tips, leave the men wanting more and slip out the back door and down the alley toward South Bouquet Street. Abigail could have made a thousand dollars a night while Crystal and the other East Pittsburgh crack whores would barely survive by giving cheap blow jobs behind the club. 
“Ain’t no singles left for you, honey. You might have to do some real work tonight.”
Abigail stuck her leg out hoping Crystal would trip over it as the stripper came off the stage. “Fuck you,” she said. The hallway sucked Crystal into its empty, black vortex, beyond the sight of the frat boys and cheating husbands huddled around the stage.
She pursed her, full red lips and pushed the brown hair off her shoulders. Men told her how sexy her neck was. Although these cretins would be ogling her pussy, she wanted them to see real sex appeal even if they would never raise their eyes that far up.
Abigail straightened the black leather bustier and rubbed her hands together. Vinnie was a cheap son of a bitch and he’d never raise the thermostat above 65. He said it was because he wanted the girls to have erect nipples and earn more, but they all knew he was full of shit. She waited as the DJ introduced her with a radio-friendly cadence touched with the promise of raunchy sex. Abigail always came out to the song by The Sword. Lohan danced to it in that movie and Abigail thought it was hot. She waited for the riff and could see the men licking their lips, conversations suspended.
She took three steps toward the brass pole and thrust one hip to the side. Abigail raised both hands above her head, put her heels together and bent her knees. She slid down the pole as her legs opened. They couldn’t see it yet, but none of them would risk missing a glimpse. She licked her lips and scanned the room. Abigail made momentary eye contact with every man and boy at the end of the stage.
Like fucking clay in my hands, she thought.
The bass line was shaking the stage and Abigail closed her eyes, imagining the down-tuned riffs of the guitar pulling her top off. She unsnapped it, revealing her full breasts. Although Abigail couldn’t hear them, she felt their sighs. She stood and spun a few times while throwing her hair around. Abigail had wide hips and a round behind. The gym kept her taut and tight in the middle. She had a poster of Bettie Page above her toilet and often looked at it through the mirror while she stood naked. Hollywood could keep their skinny bitches. Abigail was all woman and she would make the creeps in the club beg for every curve.
“Over here, Bettie.”
She had to decide on a stripper name. Bettie seemed like the logical choice. One day, someone from the university might end up at Classy Elegance, shoving a dollar into her G-string and they would make eye contact. Abigail didn’t worry about it. If that happened, he’d have as much to lose as she did. At least that’s what she thought. Abigail didn’t know Dwayne was there trying to drown himself in watered down beer and Jägermeister. She had no idea he would be the one to out her secret life, force her to murder and unleash an unseen evil upon the world. Abigail knew none of that as she went through her standard moves, flashing tits and ass while grabbing fistfuls of bills. By the time she made eye contact with Dwayne, her fate was sealed. She would remember his face and he would remember hers and they would both pay for it with their lives.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Where can I find periodicals?” 
Abigail yawned and looked over the top of the computer on the circulation desk. Signs, warnings and stacks of book requests cluttered the counter helping to keep the artificial divide between librarian and patron. She had to clear her mind of the erotic novel she was writing at night and refocus on the day job.
“Excuse me?” Abigail asked. She tried shaking the sleep from her eyes. The stripping was hard enough. Having to cram her writing into the small hours of the morning before work was wearing her thin. Abigail’s rent went up and that meant she had to take longer shifts at the strip club.
“Periodicals.”
Abigail looked into his face. The young man appeared to be older than the greasy-faced freshman constantly hounding her to find the most benign research topics. He had a five o’clock shadow and dirty blond hair parted on the side and brushed back. His blue eyes sat tight and deep in his face as if he were contemplating the fate of the universe. His dimpled chin came to a point and when he smiled, Abigail felt a flutter in her chest.
“I’m Dwayne,” he said holding out his hand.
Abigail remained seated behind her computer, ignoring the hand shake.
“I’m a librarian. You don’t have to introduce yourself to me before asking for help.”
He chuckled and shoved his right hand into the pocket of his jeans. With his left, Dwayne tossed a wool scarf over one shoulder. Even through the thermal underwear beneath his T-shirt, she could see his arm muscles.
“Sorry, I was just—”
“Whatever,” she said. “What are you looking for?”
“Periodicals,” he said again.
Abigail sighed and stood, pushing her glasses up on her nose. She slammed her hands on to the keyboard and shook her head.
“Follow me.”
Abigail stepped back from her desk, grabbed her lanyard and looked at Dwayne again. She froze, remembering where she had seen him before.
“Second floor,” she said before he could speak.
She pushed past him and turned her face in the opposite direction. Abigail hoped her ankle-length skirt and layered sweaters would disguise the sensuous body beneath, the one Dwayne could not remove his eyes from only six hours before.
“You can just tell me.”
Abigail was off and down the hallway moving toward the elevator. She made the decision. Standing next to him in the elevator was much less risky than having him walk behind her as she climbed two flights of steps.
“Class?”
“What?” Dwayne asked.
“Class. What class is this for?”
Abigail punched the up arrow to call the elevator and looked above the doors, trying not to make eye contact again.
“Oh, right,” he said. “I’m a doctoral student. Philosophy. I’m doing research but it’s not technically for a class.”
She felt the floor shake and realized it was his voice that made her stumble. The philosophy students she knew were named Gunther and wore glasses so thick they looked like a set of binoculars stuck to their face. Abigail loved the ancients as much as The Matrix and she had a difficult time keeping her smile concealed.
“What kind of research?” she asked.
Dwayne stood back and giggled as Abigail hit the up button several more times.
“That isn’t going to make it come any faster.”
Little do you know, she thought. Abigail laughed at her own mental innuendo.
“Right,” she said.
“Plato’s cave allegory,” Dwayne said.
“What?”
“The cave,” Dwayne said.
Abigail twirled her hair on one finger and bit her bottom lip. Before she could reply, the elevator doors open. Two students stepped out, one leaving his gas behind while the other covered his mouth and laughed at Dwayne and Abigail.
She coughed and stepped inside. Dwayne followed her, his eyes never leaving her face. Abigail hit the button for the second floor and the elevator shook before rising inside the Cathedral of Learning, the heart and soul of the University of Pittsburgh.
“I know you,” he said.
“No you don’t,” she said.
Abigail felt the sweat rolling down her sides from her arm pits.
“I do. You were at the midnight showing of the Rocky Horror Picture Show down at the Beehive Theater.”
“It wasn’t me,” she said.
“I think it was.”
The door opened and they stepped off the elevator. Abigail stopped at the doorway to periodicals. She held her arm out and pointed at it.
“There you go. Periodicals.”
“You could have told me it was on the second floor. You didn’t have to walk me here. Unless of course…”
Dwayne let the comment drift while Abigail turned to look out of the windows. The early February snow continued to fall and she shivered at the thought of walking to the strip club in it tonight.
“I’m a librarian. It’s my job.”
She didn’t go inside periodicals or turn to walk away but stayed glued to the floor while Dwayne stepped in front of her.
“What time are you done here?”
Her breath hitched and Abigail tried not to look him in the face. She felt flush and stumbled on her words. The heat was turning up in her crotch.
“I work late.”
Dwayne held both hands up and took a step backward.
“Listen, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come on all sleazy. I was just thinking maybe you and I could head over to the Campus Cafe and grab a coffee later, talk Plato, caves, allegories, periodicals. Whatever.”
Dwayne smiled at Abigail and it cut through the last of her resistance like a razor.
“I don’t date students.”
“Nobody’s calling this a date. Call it research.”
Dwayne took a step closer and Abigail put her head down.
He knows. He has to know.
“One coffee. That’s it,” she said.
The words came out of her mouth as much a surprise to Abigail as Dwayne. He clapped his hands together and then shrugged, fearful of being chastised for making noise in the library.
“Great. Meet me there?” he asked.
Abigail nodded. She took a reference material request card from her librarian apron and scribbled ten digits on it with a half-pencil.
“Just in case,” she said, handing him her cell number. She watched as if her arm belonged to someone else.
“How’s eight? Are you done by then?”
“The library closes at eight and I have to clean up.”
“Nine,” Dwayne said. “Then we’ll meet at nine.”
Abigail nodded and walked away. She got into the open elevator and did the math. Spending an hour with Dwayne would mean she wouldn’t get home from the strip club until 4 a.m. and she would probably not get a chance to write.
“I really don’t need a dick fucking everything up,” she said to herself. The steel doors closed and the car descended to the main floor. “Just replaced the batteries in my vibrator.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Abigail moved through the rest of her shift like a zombie. She stumbled through the stacks with lazy-eyed college students following her, searching for the minimum number of sources required by the professor. Abigail’s body was in the library but her mind was drifting. 
She walked back to the circulation desk and looked at the clock. The library would be closing in fifteen minutes.
“Can you get the doors?” she asked the young graduate student shelving books.
“Yeah, sure,” he said.
Abigail gave him a weak smile and walked into the cramped offices towards her locker. She fumbled for the lanyard until she found the right key. Opening her locker, she took a bowling ball bag from the bottom. It had the initials TJD monogrammed on the front with a long zipper. Two handles stuck out from the top. She looked over her shoulder to make sure the office was empty then unzipped the bag, feeling the familiar, warm glow coming from the orb.
“My little cosmic bowling ball,” she said.
The orb pulsed and thin rays of light hit the wall like a keychain flashlight.
Abigail looked at the door and could see the circulation desk was abandoned. She had less than ten minutes to consult the orb about her date but she only needed one. Time was different when her mind was inside the orb.
“Dwayne,” she said. Abigail rubbed her thin fingers around the outside of the orb until the pulsing light intensified. “Dwayne,” she said again.
She sat back on the chair and held the orb in her lap, hunching over it like a fraudulent fortune teller. She used her feet to propel her chair towards the door then reached up with her right foot and kicked it shut. As if sensing the moment, the orb burst into brilliant light that filled the room, swallowing Abigail into the multiverse.

      [image: image-placeholder]Abigail cherished the time in the orb like an exotic vacation. Her body was vaguely aware of her surroundings, yet she existed in a place without time or space. Sometimes she would spend what felt like hours inside it and reemerge only several minutes later. She began the initiation process. 
“I feel attraction. No, wait. I want to fuck him. I think.”
She fumbled for the right words knowing that none would accurately convey what she felt. Abigail tried again.
“I’m attracted to his danger. He’s dangerous, but how dangerous?”
The orb vibrated and the sensations came through her hands and up her arms. Abigail could see nothing, could not feel her body and yet she felt the power of the orb. During the three years since she found the strange object, her life had not changed for the better. But she continued to believe in its power, feeling as though someday it would. Someday the orb would show her the way and she would follow it.
She had almost thrown it away. She was in the sub-basement of Hillman Library six months ago, going through boxes of artifacts the university wanted cataloged or tossed. She found several valuable first editions and turned them in to the library supervisor. But when she found the bowling ball bag and unzipped it for the first time, she felt its power.
It was lodged between two cardboard boxes on the bottom of a steel shelf. At some point in the last eight decades, water seeped into the sub-basement and the boxes showed their scars. The zipper on the bag was rusted but the leather remained soft and pliant. Abigail grabbed the handles and, combined with the weight of the bag, guessed it was a bowling ball. Had it been a few ounces lighter, she would have thrown it into the garbage as well. Instead, she unzipped the bag and looked at the orb – and into an infinitely ornate window of universes.
Nobody questioned its disappearance and nobody stopped her from walking upstairs with it. She decided to keep it in her locker, not willing to risk being accused of theft of university materials. Besides, her studio apartment was in the seediest part of Oakland and she did not want to risk a break-in. The crack heads would steal anything to pawn, even bowling balls. It sat in the bottom of her locker for a month until she had time during a lunch break. It was right before an employee evaluation and although Abigail stared into the orb for a minute, the words came to her. She repeated them to her supervisor and received her first raise in years. That was the moment Abigail learned the power of the orb and decided to keep it. She paid her rent by stripping and she bought meals of cheese and crackers with her librarian salary. The orb, however, promised much more.
“Tonight,” she said.
The energy from the orb surged through her body and she had her answer.
“Yes, I will meet him.”
Abigail believed she could read the energy, that she could understand the power within the orb. She had never been so wrong in her life.
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Abigail smiled and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. She looked over her shoulder to see if anyone else was in the booth behind them.
“I thought you wanted coffee,” she said.
“What’s wrong with Mitchell’s? They’ve got four-dollar pitchers on Thursday nights and bullet holes in the walls.”
She turned and looked past Dwayne at the bathrooms.
“And not enough in the budget for bathroom doors, apparently.”
He smiled and grabbed the plastic red cup filled with Iron City Beer. Dwayne drank but kept his eyes on Abigail. He sighed and set the beer down on the table.
“The men’s room hasn’t had a toilet in years. There’s just a hole in the floor.”
“Ew.”
“I know,” Dwayne said. “And some guys have terrible aim.”
Abigail picked up her red cup, the beer foaming at the edges.
“You gonna drink that?” Dwayne asked.
“I’m not a big drinker,” she said.
“I know you got work or something later. No worries. Just one beer.”
Abigail shrugged and lifted the cup to her mouth. The orb gave me the green light, she thought. I’m good.
The beer tasted bitter, as if it had been stored in a rusty bucket. Abigail could feel the flakes of the tap deposits in her mouth.
“Ugh. What is this?”
“Red eye,” Dwayne said. “Iron City Beer. You live in Pittsburgh and you don’t know what an Iron tastes like?”
“Sorry,” she said, although she wasn’t. “Tell me about the cave.”
Dwayne waved his hand in the air.
“Later. Let’s talk about you first.”
Abigail leaned forward, biting her bottom lip. That sultry itch returned and she was hoping he would scratch it.
“I’m a librarian. I love books.”
He tilted his head sideways and raised his eyebrows.
“I have this sexy librarian fantasy. I imagine some hot librarian that works nights at a strip club.”
She felt the blood rush to her face and her palms became sweaty.
“Too many movies, I guess.”
Abigail sighed as he leaned back in the booth.
“Seriously, though. I find intellectualism to be a major turn on. I love smart women.”
She slid her foot from her shoe and ran her big toe up Dwayne’s calf. He smiled and blushed too.
“I’m not smart.”
“Whatever,” Dwayne said. He felt her foot stroking his leg and the bulge growing in his pants. “You’re a librarian. You’re already better read than ninety-eight percent of the population.”
What would I ever do without the orb? she thought.
“I certainly have handled thousands of books. That has to count for something.”
Dwayne drained his beer and used his tongue to lick some of the foam from his upper lip. Abigail tried not to imagine what that tongue would feel like on her.
“You said you have to work tonight.”
“Yes,” she said.
“So how about you and I get this over with?”
Abigail’s foot paused and she looked at Dwayne. Other than an old man slumped over the bar and the bartender wiping around him, the place was empty.
“I know Chuck the bartender pretty well. He’ll give me the key to his office and we can be done in ten minutes. Get you on your way. Maybe we could even do it on his desk.”
She placed her foot back into her shoe and drew her coat around her neck. Abigail opened her mouth but no words came out.
“What do you think?” he asked.
She smiled and then frowned, unsure what to do with her face.
“About what?”
“Me,” Dwayne said. “You want to suck my dick, right?”
The question struck her in the face like a glass of cold water. Abigail pushed the red plastic cup towards him and reached into the booth for her purse.
“You’re a pig.”
“What?” Dwayne asked. “Don’t tell me you didn’t come here looking for some action? Was that your leg underneath the table?”
“I have to go to work. If you come back to Hillman, you should have another librarian help you find your resources.”
Dwayne grabbed her by the wrist. His fingers turned white as he squeezed her flesh.
“Don’t be a DT, sweetie. Don’t dick tease me.”
Abigail yanked her hand back and broke his grip. She slid sideways and her feet hit the floor. Chuck the bartender looked over and shook his head at Dwayne.
“It ain’t over yet,” Dwayne said to Chuck.
“Pay up, chump. She’s out.”
Abigail looked at the bartender and then back to Dwayne.
“You bet on me? Is this a sick game you play?”
“I’m really interested in you Abigail and I thought you were interested in me.”
She looked at the pitcher of Iron City Beer on the table and considered dumping it on his head.
“If you come near me in Hillman, I’ll call campus security. Stay. Away.”
Abigail turned her back and walked down the bar towards the door. She couldn’t hear what Dwayne was saying because she was thinking too hard about the orb. It guided her to him and yet this was the result.
Either I totally misinterpreted that, she thought, or the orb had me meet him for a reason.
Abigail burst out of the front door of Mitchell’s and walked down North Craig Street towards Classy Elegance. She had less than thirty minutes before the DJ would be introducing her to another faceless crowd of horny frat boys and filthy married men.

      [image: image-placeholder]The riff pounded through the club’s sound system and Abigail closed her eyes. They were swollen from crying on the way over, so she decided to add a mask to her stage routine. Mardi Gras was only a few weeks away and she thought she could pull it off. The owner hated when girls covered their faces. The clients believed they were being cheated, throwing dollar bills at ugly girls. But Abigail danced for Classy Elegance long enough that the owner knew how many men she drew to the club. He might complain about her wearing a mask but he wouldn’t stop her. 
Abigail could not keep her mind from going back to the orb. Dwayne was an asshole but most men were. She was over him halfway out the door. But the orb gave her the sign. It told her he was important, that he was tied to her in some way. At least that’s what Abigail thought. The notion of interpreting it wrong made her cry. If the orb was right, what did that mean about her encounter with Dwayne?
No, she thought. I’m not sucking his dick. Ever.
Abigail walked through the curtain and past the previous dancer, another skinny blond who would no doubt be gone in weeks, like most dancers. Abigail held the Mardi Gras mask up in front of her face and realized she’d have to hold it during the entire routine.
Gotta dance with one hand tied behind my back, she thought. I like the challenge.
It forced her mind to refocus on the routine and to leave the orb for later. Abigail strutted around the stage, swinging her hips and dropping the thin fabric covering her body. She was naked faster than normal, a fair trade for keeping her face hidden. She walked to the edge and let the men shove bills into her garter belt. The mask smelled of white glue and it started making her dizzy. Abigail sat down and pulled her knees back, opening her legs wide for the three men seated at the end of the runway. Another stood behind them in the shadows. She wasn’t sure if it was the sip of beer, the emotional confrontation with Dwayne or the glue. But she thought it was probably all of those factors that contributed to her clumsiness now. Just before The Sword song came to a triumphant end, the stick of the mask fell from her fingers and it dropped to the stage. Most of the men cheered, knowing it was her all along.
The man in the shadows stepped forward and made eye contact with Abigail. She couldn’t breathe when she saw his face. His eyes staring at her over top of a red cup filled with Iron City Beer.
“Nice dance, Abigail,” Dwayne said. “Is this a university-sanctioned event?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Abigail stood in front of the bathroom mirror. She looked at her lips layered with lipstick. She tried to smile and it came out like a weakened grin. Abigail was wearing her black silk panties and matching bra because Dwayne requested that outfit. She could not remember stripping in it, but he apparently did. The mirror reflected the misery back to her. She looked at the moldy shower curtain and the toilet with a cracked bowl that dripped water on the floor. Abigail looked down into the iron-stained sink and imagined blood running down the drain from her wrists. 
You’re too much of a wimp to kill yourself and you know it.
Her phone chirped. She checked the text message.
b there n 60 min
“Fuck,” she said.
Abigail pulled a black T-shirt over her head and slid into a leather miniskirt. Dwayne had a Goth chick fetish and Abigail did what she could. She was too shy to be Goth. She never wanted that kind of attention and that’s why she hid herself beneath ankle-length skirts and circulation desks.
Yeah, right, she thought. You’re a fucking stripper. Explain that.
She stomped from the mirror and into the main room of her studio apartment. The guys next door were getting ready for the night. She could tell because they were shaking the walls with rap music as they primped. It was 10:15 on a Friday night. While most librarians were curling up in bed with an herbal tea and a murder mystery, college students were just getting ready to go out. And while most librarians would be asleep by eleven, she would be busy. First Dwayne and then the club. Abigail would not be writing again tonight. She began to doubt she would ever finish her novel and the more she thought about it, the more ridiculous it sounded.
But the erotic literature was not really important right now. She had less than an hour until he showed up. When Dwayne met her outside Classy Elegance after her shift, she almost thought he was going to walk her home, until she saw his face. Dwayne had the eyes of a wolf and he was licking his lips as she came around the corner. He was cool, composed, knowing he had the upper hand. When she saw him standing there, she knew what he wanted and that she’d have to give it to him.

“Tomorrow night. Your place.”
“What are you talking about?” she said.
“I’m coming over. What’s your address?”
“You weren’t invited,” Abigail said.
“The fuck I wasn’t. That,” he said, nodding at the neon sign hanging above Classy Elegance. “That was my invitation.”
“Please don’t tell anyone, Dwayne. It’s my job and I can barely pay rent as it is. If I lose that, I’d have to…”
“Strip full-time? Probably, but that’s not all. You’d never make enough to cover all of your expenses, so you’d have to do lap dances. Do you know what’s after lap dances? Sucking dick. Before you know it, you’ll be having three cocks a night inside of your mouth. The way I see it, I’m doing you a favor. I’m asking for one night of passion in exchange for your safety and security. You can’t put a price on that, Abigail.”
She wanted to claw the eyes from his face. Instead, she stood there while the truth cut her to the core. She hated Dwayne and his smug delivery, but she hated the truth even more. She was careless. She considered dancing at another club further from campus, but she was a victim of habit and now it was going to cost her. Dwayne was going to blackmail her for sex and it was her own damn fault.
“What if I paid you?” she asked him.
“You will,” he said. His eyes moved from her feet to her eyes.
“I can give you what I made tonight. Probably close to eight hundred.”
Dwayne leaned against the brick wall, shaking his head back and forth.
“Nope,” he said. “I want my night with you. I’m gonna fuck the shit out of you, hon.”

The radiator hissed and snapped Abigail from her thoughts. She tapped the phone in her hand and saw she had less than thirty minutes before he arrived. She walked to the kitchenette and opened the cabinet below the sink. Nestled between the dish detergent and box of steel wool sat the bowling ball bag. Abigail had carried it to the club and then back home, and she had an ache in her shoulder to prove it. The orb felt heavier outside of the library, as if it matched the seriousness of the situation. By the time she got home, Abigail had barely enough strength to shove it beneath the sink. She wasn’t sure why she brought it home or what she was going to do with it. In a way, that was a lie. She knew. Abigail was going to kill Dwayne and use the orb to dispose of his body.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You look hot.” 
Abigail stepped back and let Dwayne enter the apartment. She shut the door behind him and pulled the security chain across the trim.
“You got some original gangstas rollin’ next door?”
Dwayne’s comment made her giggle as the bass continued to shake the apartment building. She caught herself and turned it into a cough. Abigail tried to ignore the inherent charm he had and remind herself he was here to take advantage of her.
“They’re getting ready to go out. They do this every weekend.”
Dwayne nodded and looked around the place. He said what everyone always says. “Nice place.”
“It’s a fucking dump,” Abigail said.
Dwayne raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Not what I’d expect to hear from a librarian.”
“What about stripper whore?” she asked.
He laughed and walked around the room as if staking out his territory. Dwayne used his palm to push down on her mattress with two quick pumps. The old springs squeaked in protest.
“That’s gonna be a problem,” he said. “You know the person in the unit below you?”
Abigail walked over and stood next to the bed on the opposite side from him. She bought new sheets, knowing she’d be throwing these into the dumpster.
“Can we get on with it?” she asked.
Dwayne nodded and set a brown paper bag on the window sill.
“You wanna drink?” he asked.
Abigail shook her head and Dwayne shrugged. He unscrewed the cap from a cheap bottle of whiskey and took a swig.
“Damn,” he said.
Abigail waited.
“That’s better. I want a strip tease first.”
“Not part of our deal,” Abigail said.
He was going to fuck her but there was no way she was going to entertain him too.
“Do it. Take your clothes off.”
Abigail felt a twinge in her chest as she pulled the T-shirt over her head. She slid her skirt down to her ankles and kicked it to the side.
I will not show weakness, she thought.
“Fucking hot,” Dwayne said.
He ripped the shirt over his head and dropped his jeans. He wore jockey briefs barely able to contain his erection.
“Take it all off,” he said.
Abigail removed her black silk underwear and stood naked in front of him. She closed her eyes.
“Now get on the bed and lay on your stomach.”
She did as he instructed. Abigail buried her head in her pillow and closed her eyes. The bed squeaked as Dwayne climbed in. She felt his legs brush against hers, his knees nudging the inside of her thighs apart. Dwayne put his hands on her hips and raised her ass up in the air a few inches.
“Oh, damn,” she heard him say.
Abigail felt his breath on her and she arched her back. He was getting a close up view of her but had not touched her yet. His hands slid down from her hips and now rested on each cheek. She felt the bed move as he slid up the mattress, aiming to penetrate her.
“Wait,” she whispered.
Abigail opened her eyes and looked back at Dwayne over her shoulder. She could see he was poised to violate her and the look on his face was what she was hoping to see. His hormones were beyond control and this moment would be her best opportunity. Dwayne’s eyes met her and a line of drool hung from the corner of his mouth. He could not speak.
“Let me push back on you,” she said.
The words gave her the extra moment she needed. Dwayne rocked back until he was sitting back on his feet. He removed his hands from her and let his erection bob in mid-air. Dwayne was breathing heavy and his face was red. Abigail smiled and then reached for it.
She grabbed the knife from beneath her pillow and lunged at his chest. Despite her nerves, Abigail stuck the blade deep in his heart. Her forward momentum pushed him backwards off the bed and she tumbled with him, her body weight driving the hilt of the knife deeper into his chest. Abigail felt his breath on her ear as they both hit the floor. Dwayne grunted and his body spasmed. She rolled to the right and struck her head on the radiator. Abigail’s head spun and dark circles closed in from her peripheral vision. She closed her eyes and let the dark, silent unconsciousness take her.

      [image: image-placeholder]The bleating siren from the alarm clock felt like a cold butter knife lodged in Abigail’s head. She opened her eyes and saw only the red numbers on the clock flashing like devil eyes. Abigail groaned and looked up. The lamp beside her bed was on the floor with shards of glass spread out from the socket. Abigail saw his body and screamed as if a mouse ran across the floor. The memory of the altercation came flooding back along with a bout of nausea. She remembered Dwayne, their encounter, the knife and the blood. 
Abigail stood and shivered, standing naked in the drafty apartment. She pushed her hair from her face and looked down at Dwayne. A pool of silky, maroon blood spread out beneath him on the floor like wings.
I killed a man last night, she thought. I took a life.
The guilt swelled up inside her and was countered by the anger. He was going to rape her, blackmail her, using her own body against her. Abigail could not let Dwayne tell the university about her moonlighting job at Classy Elegance and she could not let him fuck her.
I didn’t have a choice.
She walked over to the alarm clock and turned it off. Abigail picked up her phone and sent a text to the library supervisor. She had never called in sick before and didn’t know the protocol but hoped a text would do. She reached for a robe hanging over the back of a chair and tied it tightly around her waist like a protective shield.
“What the hell do I do now?” she asked the apartment.
As if hearing her plea, a shaft of light burst through the cabinet below the sink. It crawled outward until the light kissed her bare foot.
“The orb?”
The light flickered and then intensified. Abigail walked over and opened the cabinet. She left the bag unzipped and the orb was glowing bright red. Abigail put a hand on it and felt the energy vibrating within.
“I need your help,” she said.
Abigail no longer thought talking to a mysterious glass ball in a bowling bag was strange. In fact, it felt like the most natural thing in the world, especially if you needed to dispose of a body.
“Please take him.”
The orb flickered again as if in response to her request. The light burst through the dark studio apartment and warmed her skin. Abigail opened her robe and basked in what felt like June sunshine.
“Yes, take him,” she said.
The light turned from red to pink to white. Abigail was no longer able to see the room, Dwayne’s body or her own hand. She closed her eyes to protect them from the intense glare. A sensation moved across her skin and she felt her hair standing on end. The building shook, rattled the windows and knocked the kitchen cabinet doors off their hinges. Abigail felt an unseen energy pulling at her body, removing her from the only life she knew. When the transportation of the bodies was complete, silence returned. The bowling ball bag and the orb inside of it were gone. And so were Abigail and Dwayne. The reversion’s horde needed replenishing.






  
  The Basement


The barking felt like a rusty door inside of her head. 
“Aiden. Fe-Fe. Riley Sue. Enough,” Tootcha said.
“What is the problem?” David asked.
“Who knows? They’ve been barking for hours. I’ve about had it.”
David walked across the kitchen to Angela, addressing her by her nickname.
“It’s all right, Tootcha. You should go upstairs and relax. It’s Saturday. I’ll take the Shih Tzus for a walk.”
She nodded and smiled, unable to muster the energy to respond to her husband over the incessant yapping of their three dogs. They leapt over each other, knocking bows and other adornments from their fur. David waited for Tootcha to climb the steps before grabbing his keys and gloves. He shivered as if the winter bluster outside was already chilling his bones. Spending so many years as a professor in Tennessee made the Detroit winters seem like a snowy hell. They moved so his wife could be closer to her aging parents, and Tootcha loved him for it, but it didn’t make the weather any easier to manage. David pulled his gloves on, mumbling beneath his breath. He didn’t even own a pair gloves when they lived in Nashville.
“Shut up,” he said to the dogs. They stopped barking for a moment and then went right back to it.
David sat on the step and pulled on his boots along with a sweater and two winter coats. The Shih Tzus watched and, when they realized David was approaching the kitchen door, came running and jumping over each other to get outside.
He was used to rescuing greyhounds and knew all about them, but the little dogs were a challenge for David.
“C’mon.”
David opened the back door. The wind swept the screen door open and slammed it off the side of the house. The WXYZ Channel 7 weather lady said the wind chill would be fifteen below, yet David could care less. Fifteen above and fifteen below meant the same thing. Cold. When the wind settled for a moment and allowed David to look up into the February morning, he saw a lone figure standing across the driveway. It was Tommy. The dogs whimpered.
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“C’mon, honey. Let’s not have this talk again,” David said.
Tootcha remained on the third step, her arms crossed over a pink robe and a towel around her head. David caught the flowery fragrance of conditioner and bath beads.
“That kid is creepy and you know it,” she said.
“He’s just a kid. All kids are weird.”
“Not like that.”
David sighed as the dogs ran past his ankles at top speed.
“Like what?”
“Like the way he looks at them,” Tootcha said. “You’ve seen him in the yard, watching squirrels.”
He chuckled and shook his head.
“Where’s the paper?”
“Don’t change the subject, David.”
“What do you want me to do about it? You want me to go over there and threaten his white trash parents? Maybe I should talk to Mara, see if she can find out what evil her brother is up to? Seriously, Tootch, maybe you need another bath. Your nerves are still wired.”
“Stop being an asshole and talking down to me. I’m telling you, something is wrong with him, David, something frightening. Mark my words. He’s gonna end up walking into a school with a gun.”
David placed both hands on the kitchen counter and dropped his chin to his chest. He looked up at her and shook his head.
“Okay. I’ll look into it.”
“I don’t want an academic solution crafted in your ivory tower, professor. I want real action. Do what ya gotta do.”
Tootcha turned and walked back up the steps leaving David in the kitchen, mumbling. He looked out of the window over the sink at the neighbor’s house. He stared at the windows covered in rumpled strands of venetian blinds. The neighborhood was getting worse by the day but he could not mention that to his wife. This house belonged to her uncle and was close enough to her parents to make it the best fit when they moved from Tennessee.
David had neighbor issues his entire life. He lived below the Greek couple that loved to fight and screw, in that order. In graduate school, his apartment was sandwiched between two drug dealers. They moved twice in Nashville, once because of the deafening exhaust pipes on the neighbor’s monster truck and another time because a woman put a satanic hex on Tootcha for walking through her rose garden. David laughed and shook his head. He started to run water for a fresh pot of coffee when he detected movement out of the corner of his eye. David squinted from the glare of the snow coating the land. The side door on his neighbor’s house opened and Tommy stepped outside. He looked directly through the window and into David’s eyes.
David crouched down and moved behind the wall of the kitchen and out of Tommy’s view.
“What the fuck am I doing?” he asked.
He doubted Tommy could see him through the window, and even if he did, David was not sure why he was hiding from the child. Tootcha planted that uneasy feeling in his gut and he’d waste the rest of his Saturday playing detective. David stood up and when he looked out the window again, Tommy was gone.
David set the coffee pot to the side. He reached for his coat and gloves hanging on the hooks near the back door and then put his boots back on. The Shih Tzus scurried across the ceramic tile floor, excited at the opportunity to go outside again.
“Back,” David said. “Let me out first.”
He glanced at the stairwell but did not see Tootcha. He heard the muffled sound of a door shut and decided it was time to get this Tommy thing resolved. David opened the back door, let the dogs run ahead and stepped out on to the driveway while the frigid winter yanked the air from his lungs.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Hello?” 
Tommy took off his Red Wings hat and tucked it into the pocket of his coat. The garage was dark, cold and had an odd aroma of gasoline and moldy grass. Water dripped and froze in long strands from the A-frame’s overhead as if it leaked through the roof. Crumpled boxes and stuffed black garbage bags sat in piles. Rusty tools hung on the left wall and the summer folding chairs hung on the other. Tommy’s mom told him not to play in there, that too many things in there could hurt him. His dad hadn’t stepped foot inside the garage in years and Tommy doubted he even knew what was in there.
“Micey mice. Where are my micey mice?”
The cables on the garage door screeched as Tommy pulled the door down. Darkness engulfed the garage until he yanked the pull chain, a single 65-watt bulb now casting a faint glow over the debris. He shivered and put his hat back on. The garage was cold and his fingers would be numb soon, so he would only have a few minutes to play. Tommy looked at the small window in the corner. Boxes were stacked in front of it, leaving a two inch gap where some of the outside light filtered in. Between the window and the bulb, Tommy had enough to get the job done. The mice preferred the dark but they were his now. They would do whatever he commanded.
Tommy checked the first bucket and then the second. The paper stretched over the top and the bait beneath were untouched. He walked to the third, thinking about going back into the house instead. Mara would be taking a shower soon and he wouldn’t mind peeking at his naked sister, maybe rubbing himself a bit too. Tommy felt a burn below and almost turned around before checking his third and final trap. As he bent down to look inside the bucket tucked behind the rusted metal shelving, he was rewarded.
“Yes,” he said.
He bent over and saw a mouse running around the bottom of the bucket dropping black pellets and squeaking. The paper sat chewed and arranged into bedding. Tommy reached down with a gloved hand and the mouse ran in circles, fear pushing it to flee but with no way to escape. Tommy spent months developing the traps and with each version came more and more success. He started with a box and a string like they have on the cartoons. That worked, but he became cold and tired waiting for the mice and sometimes they didn’t show at all.
The plastic buckets were an improvement. Tommy grabbed those from the neighbor’s trash after a home construction project involving many sheets of dry wall. He cleaned out the residual spackle and set to work on modifying the buckets. With a piece of paper and a little bit of tape, Tommy made it work. He put a dab of peanut butter on the bottom of the bucket and then covered the top with a sheet of paper. He taped the edges to the bucket, but with the tape only slightly touching the paper. The mouse would smell the food, climb the bucket and onto the paper. The weight of the mouse would pull the paper from the tape and it would fall to the bottom. Some of the mice died of starvation or exposure before Tommy could get to them, but none escaped. The bait was either untouched or consumed by a captured mouse at the bottom of the bucket.
“What should I name you?”
The mouse continued running, ignoring Tommy’s question. He reached down and grabbed the rodent with one hand. He squeezed until the mouse’s head was bulging out of Tommy’s gloved fist. He smiled at his captive and held it up in the air.
“Pliers or hedge clippers?” Tommy asked.
He began to whistle a random melody while walking over to the work bench. Tommy used his left hand to open the vise while keeping a firm grip on the mouse with his right. He loosened the steel jaws of the table vise until they were wide enough to place the mouse inside. Tommy held the mouse in the space and began to turn the handle. He knew how far to go. Mice could flatten their bodies and sneak through spaces as thin as a dime. Too much pressure would end his play time early, but not enough would too. Tommy knew he’d eventually recapture the mouse and play another day if that happened. The rodent squirmed as the cold steel closed around it. Tommy felt the resistance of the mouse’s body inside the vice. He slowed his hand until he was tightening one quarter turn at a time. Satisfied the mouse was secure, he removed his left hand. It remained locked in place with only the mouse’s head protruding.
“Good,” Tommy said. “Now we can play.”
Tommy reached for the needle-nose pliers and the wire cutters. A wide grin broke upon his face as he bent down.

      [image: image-placeholder]David followed Tommy’s tracks to the garage where they ended at the middle of the garage door. The windowless front hid whatever was happening inside. He let the dogs loose in the backyard where they snapped at each other’s tails and rolled in the snow. David looked at his neighbor’s house and back at his own. He sighed and shoved gloved hands into his pocket. David knew what Tommy did, but he could never prove it. He found evidence, fur and bones brought back in the mouths of his dogs, but he could not prove where they came from. 
“Ah, fuck,” he said.
David walked around the side of the garage facing his property. He climbed over broken cinder blocks and old tires stacked behind it. The summer’s weeds would cover the garbage but the winter laid it bare, except for the white powder covering the broken glass and yellowed newspapers. He grabbed the corner and spun his body around, now standing on the opposite side of the garage and in his neighbor’s yard. He looked over a shoulder and heard his dogs barking on the other side. David took three steps until he could see the peeling paint around the garage’s lone window. The glass was frosted and appeared black beneath with the exception of a one-inch gap. Whatever was stacked in front of the window inside the garage was not pushed completely against it.
“Let’s see what you’re up to, Tommy,” David said.
He cupped his hands over his eyes and pushed his face so close to the glass that he could smell his own breath. David heard clacking sounds coming from inside the garage but he could not see more than dark, amorphous shapes within. He used the back of his glove to brush the frost away. David now had an opening the size of a baseball where he could see into the garage. Tommy appeared out of the darkness, standing at a workbench. He had a hand wrapped around something and his other arm moved in tight circles. David blinked and recognized the table vise on the end of the workbench. He heard Tommy mumbling but he could not decipher the words. David pushed his body closer to the external wall and strained to hear what Tommy was saying by placing an ear to the glass. When he turned his head and looked again, Tommy was gone. David’s eyes flickered and his mouth gaped open. He shifted in the snow and scanned the width of what he could see inside the garage.
“Where the hell did he go?” David asked.
David forgot about the dogs and the cold. Tommy was up to something inside the garage and he knew it. David pushed his face closer until he could almost taste the paint peeling from the window frame. His hair prickled the back of his neck and he felt like he had to urinate. He took a step to the right when he felt the hand on his shoulder.
“Whatcha doin?”
It was Tommy’s father. Soiled clothes hung from his shoulders and oily strands of hair fell over a wide forehead. He squinted and looked at David before smiling, the left corner of his mouth upturned into a slight snarl. The man snorted and spit a wad of phlegm at David's feet where it sat like a steaming pigeon dropping.
David stepped back and almost tripped over his own feet. He pushed the glasses up on his nose and stammered.
“I was, uh. The dogs. They—”
“How long you and the missus lived next door to us?”
David had never been so close to his neighbor. He could smell the dried beer coming from the burly man’s beard. The man was dressed in a grease-stained winter coat, filthy jeans and black work boots. David felt like a kid, the top of his head at least six inches below his neighbor’s chin.
“Three years?” David said.
“Thirty-nine months,” the man said. “I don’t even know your name.”
“I’m David. My wife is Angela but they call her Tootcha. We moved—”
“I don’t give a fuck who she is or where you came from. In Detroit, someone lurking around someone else’s property ain’t nothing but trouble. What you looking for?”
“I thought I heard something in your garage,” David said. The truth came easily but not all of it at once. “I was taking the dogs out and I heard noises coming from inside. I thought you might have a raccoon or something in there.”
The man and David had sidled from the garage while they spoke and both now stood on the snow-covered driveway. The flurries came again and the bearded giant lifted his face to the sky and chuckled. David heard years of nicotine and tar in the man’s lungs.
“You a hunter?”
“I’m not,” David said. “I’m a retired professor.”
“Right,” the man said. “Typical academic liberal. You wouldn’t know raccoon tracks from a child’s footprints.”
The man looked down at Tommy’s footprints and back at David.
“I’m cold. Gotta get the dogs back inside. Nice meeting you, uh. I don’t think I got your name?”
“No. You didn’t,” the man said.
He turned and walked toward the back door and David inhaled air that felt like ice inside his chest.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You were out there for a while.” 
“Fe-Fe was digging for something.”
Tootcha looked at the dogs as if they would give up the truth.
“Don’t lie to me, David.”
He shook the snow from his coat and replaced it back on the hook. Ice crystals hung from his mustache.
“I met the neighbor.”
Tootcha smiled and stuck her hip out. She still had her hair up and bathrobe on.
“Really? After all this time, in the middle of winter, you’ve been greeted by the welcoming committee?”
“It wasn’t quite like that,” he said.
“Well, what was it like?”
David grabbed a ceramic mug from the counter and filled it with water. He put the mug in the microwave and reached for an herbal tea.
“I saw the kid.”
“Tommy,” Tootcha said. “I’ve heard them yelling at the poor, little devil. His name is Tommy.”
David rolled his eyes and looked at the timer on the microwave. “Yeah, Tommy. I saw him. I think he was in the garage.”
“So?”
“So it’s cold, Angela. Really cold. He had the door shut.”
Tootcha waited. The use of her real name was normally followed by an admission of guilt or a revelation.
“I’ve been telling you for months something is wrong with the kid,” she said. “You don’t listen to a word I say until you see him in the garage, and then you go all alpha male neighborhood watch on me? Is this a stand your ground state?”
“Stop being facetious. I’m serious.”
“About what? About all the shit I’ve been saying to you about that redneck, white trash, Kid Rock family next door? Do they have to put a swastika flag up on the porch to get your attention?”
“Tommy was in the garage. I was trying to see what he was doing and his father came out,” David said.
“What did he say?” Tootcha asked.
“I think he threatened me but I’m not sure.”
Tootcha now took the opportunity to roll her eyes. “How?”
“Physically. You’re a woman. You wouldn’t understand.”
“What? Are you serious? You’re telling me I don’t understand how it feels to have a man use his size to intimidate me? You really have spent too many years in the classroom.”
David ignored the beeping microwave and abandoned his tea. He put his arm around his wife and hugged her. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m really sorry.”
Tootcha pulled away from David and walked to the microwave. She removed David’s mug dropped an herbal tea bag into the frizzing water. She handed it to him. “C’mon. I’ll put another log on the fire.”
David nodded and followed her into the living room.

      [image: image-placeholder]She stared at him, tears streaming down her face. Tootcha was not sure if she was crying for the poor, tortured animals or that her husband hid it from her for so long, hoping his intuition was wrong. David told her about the things he had observed, including the bloody footprints and animal carcasses. 
“Now what?”
“I think we have to call the police,” David said.
“And what do we say? Do we tell them we think our next door neighbor’s kid is possibly torturing animals because we may have found some remains?”
David sat back on the couch, his tea now bland and cold.
“No. Maybe the authorities are not the best approach right now.”
He prided himself on being an educated, reasoned man. David may not be able to stand up to the man next door but he could certainly outsmart him.
“We need to gather evidence first. Make our case.”
“Entrapment?” Tootcha asked.
“Evidence,” David said. “We don’t have to create a situation for this kid to do something evil. We just need to get a record of it.”
“What about his father? From what you’ve told me, we’re in danger if he finds out what we’re doing, maybe even after we’re done. We may have to move.”
David swallowed a smile. Sometimes he thought he was too smart for his own good.
“Yes, a move might be required,” he said.
She said it first, he thought. She planted the seed. When we move, it’ll be her idea.
“So what’s the plan?” Tootcha asked.
“We need to get into that house. Tommy or his father will have hidden whatever was happening in the garage. But the basement, that’s where I think the kid is doing repulsive things. I’ve heard the noises coming from the basement window. I’ve smelled burning fur.”
Tootcha looked at Riley Sue sitting at her feet. She shivered at the insinuation and tried not to imagine what might happen to their pets if Tommy got hold of them.
“We wait until the house is empty and then we go into their basement. We capture enough detail to get the police to come out.”
“After we break in? What the hell kind of plan is that?”
“We’ll arrange the evidence so it can be seen from the basement window. A basement window that manages to get broken with a rock thrown by a snow blower.”
Tootcha nodded. She started to smile and then frowned, realizing a successful mission still meant nobody would win.
“What if they catch us? What if they come home while we’re in there? We don’t know them well enough to know their routines or schedules.”
“Give me a week. Then we will.”
David prided himself on his research and he would approach this the same way he did research for the university. He would know exactly when to be in the basement and provide the police enough to get them to come out.
What David could not account for, could not anticipate, was the orb tucked beneath Tommy’s bed. The one that would replay this conversation for the child inside the glass sphere. David had his degrees and IQ, but Tommy had the orb.

      [image: image-placeholder]Tommy confused his Mondays and Thursdays but the orb helped him to identify the day David would arrive. The orb told him David and Angela, the one they called Tootcha, would be snooping through the house. Tommy didn’t understand the consequences. He could not think through the sequence of events David was planning, but he listened to the orb. The ball told him if David and Tootcha were to see the basement and return to their home, the state would come for Tommy and give him to a new family. Tommy would be alone, removed from Mara and his playmates in the cellar. 
“I have to make them quiet,” he said.
Tommy placed the orb back into the bag and slid it into his closet beneath a pile of dirty clothes. He did not remember a time when it wasn’t in there. It might have belonged to his father but Tommy never tried to find out. The first day he opened the bag and it glowed under his touch, Tommy knew it was his. He protected the orb and hid it, fearful someone might feel its power and take it away.
He stood and shut the door. Tommy looked at the calendar hanging on his wall. He used his finger to find the correct date and then looked at the clock.
“Five days. They’re going to try sneaking inside in five days?”
The orb was vibrating and Tommy felt it humming through the floor and rising from his feet.

      [image: image-placeholder]David peered through the frosted window as the old Buick backed out of the driveway. He saw adults in the front seat and waving arms of what he assumed were the kids in the back. It was seven in the morning and based on his daily surveillance, they were dropping the kids off at school. The Buick would not return until much later in the evening and, according to David, the house would be empty. 
The engine sputtered and then black exhaust shot from the tailpipe along with several rounds of backfire. The car turned left and headed towards the highway.
“Well?”
“We should wait a half-hour just to make sure,” David said.
“Fine,” Tootcha said.
David watched her walk into the living room where she paced in front of the picture window.

      [image: image-placeholder]Tommy stood on the toilet with the bathroom window cracked. The smoked glass prevented him from seeing the neighbor’s house, so he had to open the window. The orb told him they’d be coming today. It said he should wait in the bathroom, silent and still, until the couple was in the basement. Once they went down to the cellar, he would be able to play with them. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Hurry up,” David said to Tootcha as she pulled the kitchen door shut. 
“I’m coming.”
David tiptoed across the driveway and to the neighbor’s back door. Tootcha followed, her eyes darting up and down the street.
“This is ridiculous. I don’t think we should go in there. I’m getting a bad vibe.”
“Please, Tootcha,” David said. “The place is empty. We’ll look around and then get out. Stick with the plan and we’ll get rid of these monsters.”
She nodded and pulled a scarf tighter around her neck.
David put his ear to the door but heard nothing. He grabbed the knob and it moved, the latch clicking open and the door swinging outward toward them.
“I knew it’d be open,” he said.
It was locked but the orb used Tommy’s hands to open it. It instructed the boy to make sure they could get inside. Tommy didn’t understand why, but did as he was told.
“Go on,” Tootcha said. “Let’s do this.”
Tommy heard them coming. He detected whispering in the kitchen.
“What if they wreck my playroom?” he asked the orb.
The answer filled his head.
They’re your new toys. Go to your playroom.
Tootcha pulled the scarf up over her face. The wet, moldy eggs in the sink made her gag. David stepped over the puddle of beer on the floor and past the rotting garbage cascading off a filled wastebasket.
“Pigs,” he said.
He came to the door leading to the basement. He knew the layout since their house was identical to the rest on the street, built at a time when modular housing was the fad amongst developers.
“I don’t know, David,” she said.
He looked into his wife’s eyes before turning the knob.
“Follow me. It’ll be fine. Get your phone ready just in case.”
Tootcha followed David down the steps and pulled the door shut behind them.
Tommy stepped out from behind the dining room curtain. He counted to fifteen as the orb instructed and then opened the door to the basement as quietly as he could. He heard them downstairs but they were on the other side of the basement and out of sight. Tommy took one step down, pulled the door shut and used his key to lock it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Tootcha wanted to remove the images from her mind, scour them out like a dirty frying pan. She heard David gag multiple times as he stepped over animal corpses in various states of decay. 
“Jesus Christ,” he said.
Tootcha held her phone up, the flash illuminating the scene in microbursts of depravity. She saw fur, flesh and steel creating gruesome sculptures of death. David was not fond of neighborhood pests like chipmunks and squirrels, but he wanted to cry when he saw what had been done to them.
“The kid is a monster. Let’s get out of here,” Tootcha said.
David nodded. He walked to the base of the stairs and put a hand on the railing when he heard the words.
“Did you come over to play?”
Tootcha stumbled backwards and crashed into a tool chest, knocking screwdrivers to the floor.
“What are you doing down here, young man?” she asked.
“I play with the animals,” Tommy said. “And now I’m going to play with you.”
The baseball bat shot out from behind his back and David did not have enough time to duck. The meat of the Louisville Slugger glanced off of David’s temple and sent him sprawling backwards to the ground. Tootcha screamed, searching the floor for anything that could be used as a weapon.
“No,” Tommy said like a scolding parent. He brought the bat down on her right hand, crushing her fingers. She screamed a second time while David moaned, blood trickling from the open gash in his skull. Tommy swung the bat again, this time striking Tootcha in the chin. Three of her bottom teeth fell from her jaw and her eyes rolled back in her head.
Tie them up.
Tommy obeyed the voice of the orb inside of his head.
“Trespassing is against the law,” Tommy said. He did not know what that meant but the orb told him it was bad.
David sniffled into his gag before looking across the floor at Tootcha. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but Tommy had tied them to chairs facing each other and gagged them. He could not imagine how the boy summoned the power to move their unconscious bodies.
“When you’re bad, you have to be punished.”
Tootcha cried out and tears ran down her face. Her eyes bugged from her head as they pleaded with David to save them both.
“Who’s first?” Tommy asked.
He knew they could not speak with the gag. Tommy walked over with a steak knife and plunged it deep into Tootcha’s chest. Without a word, he walked over and did the same to David. Tootcha looked at her husband for the last time sending a shiver of sadness down his spine as he died too. They gurgled and spit into the gag before bleeding out in the basement. Tommy laughed. The animals made much better noises when they died.

      [image: image-placeholder]The garbage men tossed the heavy plastic bags into the back of the truck where the hydraulic arm crushed them into the rest of the garbage. 
“Did the Wings win last night?” one asked the other.
“Yep. Beat Pittsburgh, 4-3.”
“Nice.”
The man on the curb hurled the last bag into the truck where it hit the side with a thump. It sounded like a wet sponge dropped on a kitchen counter. He paused and reached for the bag out of curiosity.
“Next block, Frankie,” the driver said from the front cab.
Frankie pulled his hand back and grabbed onto the handle of the truck as it pulled away. The black plastic bags were forced deeper into the belly of the beast.






  
  Trapped


The man shoved the long blade between the elevator doors and used it to pry them open. The six women inside screamed and huddled into the corner. 
“Going down?” the man asked. He spoke through a hockey mask reminiscent of Jason in Friday the 13th, and held the knife in one hand and a rope in the other. He wore overalls covered in red splatter that extended down to his boots.
Leandra stepped forward and the others cowered behind her. She was shaking and her lips trembled before she spoke. “Please, sir. Would you?” she asked with a snicker escaping from her lips. “Would you sign my breast?”
The other women fell on each other, laughing and snapping pictures with their phones. Leandra turned and winked at them before pulling her shirt up and showing the man in the hockey mask her tits.
“Back off, lady,” he said. “I’m off the clock. The convention is shutting down for the night.”
He lifted the hockey mask and punched the button for the parking level before looking at the women having a laugh at his expense.
“Stupid bitches,” he said as the elevator descended.
“Excuse me?” Pebbles asked. “Did you just call us bitches? I swear I’ll fucking—”
“Forget it, Pebs. The man is tired and I’m sure he’s about sick of the jokes. Working as the Massacre Man at the Chicago Horror Convention has to be about as much fun as playing Santa at the company Christmas party,” Lisa said.
Pebbles looked at Lisa and sneered. She pushed a lock of long, black hair from her face and put the whiskey flask to her lips. Some fans at the convention mistook Pebbles for Joan Jett and she never backed away from showing them how much meaner she was than the real musician. The love of horror was the only thing common amongst them.
Pebbles and Leandra wore black clothing with safety pins for earrings, appearing more Punk Rock than Top Forty. They both had tattoos crawling over their skin from head to toe. Brandy and Cheryl wore simple sweaters with jeans. They seemed to fit in at PTA meetings as well as church gatherings. The women wore their hair to the shoulder with modest jewelry. Bryden wore a T-shirt and a tie-dye headband full of deep blues and vibrant purples. Her hemp purse sat on one hip and she could not help but smile. She loved her husband and kids, but she loved getting a break from them as well.
Lisa clutched her keys and thought of her husband back in the U.K. She couldn’t wait to tell him this story. With bangs and eyeglasses, she could have been mistaken for an English librarian.
“Fucking loser,” Pebbles said.
The elevator dinged and before the man could reply. The door opened and he stepped out, flipping them the middle finger. Bryden, Brandy and Cheryl could not stop laughing as Pebbles and Lisa danced inside the tight confines of the elevator. It was Leandra, the original instigator, who refocused the group. She ran a hand through her tight-cropped hair and pulled her denim vest back on. Leandra made sure to smooth over the part of the vest where her Keepers patch was sewn on.
“You’re all drucking funk,” Leandra said.
The other five ladies fell into another fit of hysterics. Leandra had her foot in the door, preventing the elevator from moving.
“What level is the walkway to the hotel?” Pebbles asked.
“Pussy. Don’t tell me you want to go back to the room?” Bryden said. She enjoyed the freedom of using naughty words without her children around.
“Room? I’m heading to the bar. We got at least two hours until closing time.”
Brandy checked her watch and nodded. The convention closed up at midnight, but the bars were open until 2 a.m. “Last night. Convention only runs until noon tomorrow. I’m in,” she said.
Lisa purred and shook her head. It had been decades since she spent a night out with the girls. Her husband was such a doll. He saved for months to send her to the Chicago Horror Convention. The group met in a private online group known as The Keepers, where they loved to talk all things horror. Although Lisa could not remember which of them suggested it, when the idea of meeting in Chicago for the event was proposed, she could hardly wait. The trip from England gave her a nice case of jetlag. She calculated the time change in her head.
“It’s getting late. I’d like to call the kids. They’ll be getting up soon.”
“You’ll have all morning to call them, Lisa. Let’s hit the bar. I’ll bet they’ll be some cute guys there.”
Lisa blushed at Pebbles, happy to be a spectator in that sport.
“Shit. I think I left my phone in the bathroom,” Leandra said.
Cheryl sighed. Leandra had left items around all weekend and it meant the entire crew would have to return to the convention floor and help her find it.
“Then move your fucking foot and hit the button,” Pebbles said.
The ladies glanced down at their phones now that the drama with the guy playing Massacre Man ended and they were losing their buzz. They all had thoughts of family, spouses and other responsibilities that would make it so easy to go back to their rooms for the night.
“Damn straight,” Bryden said, proud of another dirty word she learned how to use. “Let’s rock this shit.”
Pebbles laughed and grabbed Leandra by the shoulder, reached over to punch the button on the panel and fired up a Nine Inch Nails song on her phone. She began dancing and by the time the elevator rose from the parking level, all of the ladies inside were dancing too.

      [image: image-placeholder]Terry glanced at the close-circuit monitors. He loved horror but being on the clock at this convention wasn’t much better than any other. He still had to deal with dickheads, promoters and drunken fools. He looked at the time sheet and checked the boxes next to midnight. A stack of  Hustler magazines sat within view.
“Yep. At least I got that,” he said.
The figures on the screens moved in graceful, grayscale silence. The Chicago Convention Center’s cameras caught everything and Terry was even able to install some non-sanctioned ones in the ladies’ bathroom, but he had to be careful when and how he tapped into those feeds. It was the elevator cameras that often provided the best entertainment. Terry could never understand why people thought elevators were private. He couldn’t understand why anyone thought anywhere was private, for that matter. Being a security guard for seventeen years taught him that Big Brother saw everything.
He looked to his right as the last of the people on the convention floor walked to the escalators, off to the street or their hotel. Terry was hoping to have the night off, maybe hit a strip joint before he cruised the blues clubs on the South Side, but fucking Johnson had to call off work again.
“That fucking fuck,” he said.
The group of ladies in the elevator caught his eye. He watched as they danced to their own song. It immediately made him horny and he considered grabbing the magazine on top of the stack. The door was closing and the read out on the monitor said it was the rear elevator to the parking garage. The ladies pranced around and Terry knew within seconds they weren’t going to get naked. Years of staring at that monitor and he could just tell.
Instead, he turned his eyes to the bank of monitors on his left. Terry never saw the white burst detected by the elevator camera. He didn’t see the women there one second and gone the next. When he looked back, the elevator was empty as it would be for most of the night and Terry assumed the ladies were gone. They were. Hidden from view and reemerging in a different place.
The reversion needed souls to replenish the horde. The six women were slipped into an identical elevator and out of their lives forever.

      [image: image-placeholder]When the elevator shook the first time, the ladies were too busy dancing to notice. It wasn’t until the floor numbers above the door froze at three that anyone took notice. The car was still in motion and yet it was stuck. 
“What floor is the convention on?” Cheryl asked.
“Seven,” Lisa said.
Cheryl and Lisa looked above the door while Pebbles and Leandra started a conga line in the cramped space.
“It ain’t moving,” Brandy said. “The light is broken.”
Leandra stopped dancing. She felt the vibrations beneath her feet.
“It is. The elevator is going up.”
Pebbles nodded, but now all six of them were staring at the numbers. The number three remained lit, unchanging and glaring red.
Leandra punched number seven but the number above the door didn’t change. The car was moving but the number was not.
“Hit the emergency button,” Cheryl said.
They looked at her, surprised she was the one to make the suggestion. Cheryl was always the quiet one.
“Cops will come and we’ll be stuck past two. I need a drink,” Pebbles said.
The car made a grinding sound and then the sensation of upward momentum stopped. The overhead lights flickered as did the three above the door.
“No fucking way,” Leandra said. “I’m claustrophobic. Get me the fuck out of here.”
She reached over and began punching the buttons, including the emergency call button. The rest of the women watched as Leandra took out her frustration on the panel.
“That ain’t doing nothing,” Bryden said. “That’s all shit.”
She blushed, realizing it would take more than one weekend away from the family before she’d be able to use curse words in the right context.
Lisa stepped forward and tried prying the doors open, but she could not get her fingers into the seam.
“Stop that,” Brandy said. “You don’t want that to open while we’re on it.”
“It don’t matter,” Leandra said. “We ain’t moving and if we don’t soon I’m gonna be sick.”
Lisa put her hand on Leandra’s shoulder and gave her a gentle squeeze. “We’ll get this thing open, hon. Don’t worry.”
Leandra felt a momentary sense of calm in Lisa’s British accent, but the fear inside her head shouted it down.
“Let’s call someone,” Bryden said.
They looked at each other, shocked nobody had suggested that sooner. The look of despair jumped from face to face as each woman’s phone showed no bars.
“Do these things usually work in an elevator?” Brandy asked.
Leandra closed her eyes. Even though the elevator stopped, she could feel her body swaying inside the shaft and that thought made her lungs hurt. She imagined a deep, endless black hole waiting to swallow her into eternal nothingness.
“I gotta get out of here,” she said. “Please, someone get me out.”
Pebbles looked at their long faces, the last remnants of their alcoholic buzz dissipating in a burst of new reality. They were trapped inside an elevator.
“At least there ain’t snakes in here. Most folks say they’re most afraid of heights and snakes.”
“What do you mean heights?” Lisa asked. “We’re in an elevator.”
“Right,” Pebbles said. “Possibly dangling ten floors in mid-air by a cable that could snap at any moment.”
Leandra’s head hit the floor with dull thud as her eyes rolled back into her head, the possibility of a snapping cable was more than her conscious mind could handle.
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Brandy held Leandra’s head in her lap while Cheryl and Bryden sat on either side of her. Pebbles continued pacing the tight confines of the elevator, staring hard at Lisa.
“My middle child likes to nap and based on how long—”
“Nobody cares about your damn kids. Seriously, Lisa, shut up. This elevator smells and I’m missing out on drinking time.”
“You don’t have to be so mean,” Bryden said. She lifted her chin and pushed the colorful headband back on her forehead. “We’re tired and worried. Let’s not start snapping at each other.”
“Fuck you,” Pebbles said to Bryden. “And fuck you,” she said to Lisa. “I’m about ready to climb out of here.”
Cheryl sighed and shook her head.
“My husband. He works in IT. Maybe if I call him we can have him walk us through the wires on the panel. Maybe we can jump start it.”
Pebbles tossed her black hair back as if it exploded from her skull. She laughed so loud, it shook the ceiling tiles inside the elevator.
“First, sweetheart, our phones aren’t working. We’ve checked them like, four hundred times. Second, this ain’t no Bruce Willis movie. And third, you don’t ‘jump start’ a fucking elevator.”
“She was just trying to help,” Bryden said. “Why don’t you calm down and quit acting like an a-hole?”
“Asshole, Bryden. I’m not acting like an a-hole. I’m acting like an asshole. I don’t know how I ended up here anyways.”
“In Chicago?” Bryden asked.
“No. With all of you,” Pebbles said. She pointed at each of them, including Leandra still unconscious on the floor. “Those online groups are ridiculous. People act like they’re friends but they’re not. They’re all full of shit and now I’m stuck here with a crew of losers.”
Before anyone could respond, Leandra groaned. She blinked and grimaced before sitting up and leaning back on the wall.
“What the hell happened?” she asked.
“Chicago Horror Convention is what happened,” Pebbles said. “This weak-ass club happened.”
Leandra held a finger in the air and sighed.
“Have we tried our—”
“Of course we have. Do you think we would not have tried our phones first?”
Leandra nodded again, still groggy and not yet ready to engage Pebble’s attitude.
“And the emergency call button?”
The group remained silent, answering Leandra’s question.
A low growl rose from beneath their feet. The women looked at each other and Pebbles stopped pacing. It grew louder and the sides of the elevator began to vibrate. Brass screws popped from the brackets holding the railing. The entire elevator shook, the lights flickered and the women saw each other as if dancing beneath a strobe light.
Leandra stood and grabbed Cheryl and Bryden’s hand. The three cowered in a corner while Lisa and Brandy stood next to each other. Pebbles was in the middle with her arms crossed in front of her chest.
As quickly as it came, the sounds and vibrations stopped, leaving them submerged in darkness.
“Now what?” Pebbles said.
A purse unzipped followed by a crinkling sound. The snap and spark turned into a flame as Bryden held a lighter in her hand, illuminating her face. The reflection danced off her glasses.
“I keep it for emergencies,” she said. “But its old and I don’t know how long it’ll last.”
“Then turn it off until we need it,” Leandra said.
Bryden extinguished the flame.
The fog in Leandra’s head was lifting and she felt as though she had to say something that suggested a plan.
“This isn’t right,” Lisa said. “This isn’t normal.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Pebbles said.
“It does matter,” Leandra said. “It matters.”
They heard Pebbles scoff in the darkness.
“Bryden. I need you to light that and when she does, all of you ladies go through your purse and look for things that’ll burn. Tissue paper, checkbooks, cash. Whatever,” Leandra said.
“Cash?” Pebbles said. “You gonna pay me back?”
“Do you want to get out of here?” Leandra asked. She did not wait for Pebbles to answer. “On three. Ready, Bryden? One. Two. Three.”
Bryden struck the flint and the flame came alive again. The women stood in a circle, each of them holding a purse in both hands as if they were a coven surrounding a ceremonial fire. They did as Leandra suggested. The lighter flickered out and Bryden lit it again. Everyone but Pebbles had a pile of paper in their hand. She stood with her arms crossed.
“I don’t think there’s much left,” Bryden said.
She shook the lighter and felt the remainder of the liquid butane splashing around inside.
“Let’s try one more light. Brandy, I want you to put a piece of paper over it and let’s try to keep that paper lit. I have no idea how long this will last but we can’t do anything in the dark.”
Brandy nodded at Leandra even though she could not see her.
The flame spat and flickered several times. Brandy shoved the edge of a receipt into the flame. The blue fire caught and began burning the paper. Brandy turned it up to slow the burn.
“Hold it high,” Pebbles said.
Brandy reached up and the paltry flame illuminated the ceiling, showing the outline of the escape hatch. She brought her arm back down and used the burning paper to light another piece. The other ladies took notice and realized they would have to keep the flame going. They each held a piece of paper in their hands, ready to accept the torch.
Leandra saw Pebbles eyeing the escape hatch.
“Then what?” Leandra asked. “You pop that open and then what? Are we all going to repel to the bottom of the shaft?”
“I’m not going to die in here,” Pebbles said.
“And I’m not going to die out there,” Leandra said. “It’s only been a few hours. I say we lay down and try to sleep. If security doesn’t already know about us, they will in the morning when they open the convention center.”
Brandy, Bryden, Lisa and Cheryl remained silent. They did not want to get in the middle of the discussion between Leandra and Pebbles. They heard stories about the short temper each of them had and hoped to avoid the conflict.
“You heard that noise, right? I know you did, Lea. Maybe it’s the convention or maybe it’s the booze, but I think there’s something here. I can feel it.”
Leandra paused and wished she could read the faces of the group. They were hidden beneath shadows cast by the feeble torch made of checks. She was torn between her irrational fear of tight spaces and fear of the unknown.
“What if you open that hatch and you’re right? What if what’s out there is worse than being stuck in here?”
“Impossible,” Pebbles said. “Ain’t much worse than being stuck in here with a bunch of pansy-ass bitches. Lisa, boost me up.”
“Don’t move, Lisa,” Leandra said.
Lisa stood motionless.
“If you don’t let me open that door, I’m gonna fuck you up.”
Leandra closed her eyes and tried to keep her head steady. After passing out and then being stuck in the cramped space, she wasn’t thinking clearly.
“I think we should wait, Pebbles. Let’s wait until morning.”
“We don’t know what’s happening and we could be dead by morning. I’m going out. Lisa, help me.”
Leandra stuck her arm out and kept Lisa from stepping forward to help Pebbles. “We’re not opening that. We don’t know what’s out there.”
“If you get in my way, Leandra, I’m going to hurt you.”
Before Leandra could respond, she felt the air brush past her. It blew the flame out and was immediately followed by a gasp. Two bodies hit the floor, sounding as though someone dropped a couple bags of concrete. Leandra remained frozen, hearing the sounds of a scuffle but not able to see it. She felt a glancing blow on her knee and before she could ask Bryden to get the lighter, there was silence.
“Oh my goodness,” Brandy said. “What did I do?”
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Lisa and Cheryl had their arms around Brandy. Nobody had spoken in the thirty minutes since the scuffle began.
“You didn’t mean to,” Leandra said. She was the first to break the silence. “You were trying to stop her from opening the hatch, she hit her head. That shit happens in fights all the time.”
Leandra was not quite certain that was true, but she said it like it was. She had heard of people dying after hitting their head in a fight but she doubted it happened all the time.
“I’ve never hurt another person in my entire life,” Brandy said. The words came out between racking sobs. “I’m going to hell.”
Bryden stood and walked to the opposite side of the elevator where Leandra sat next to Pebbles’ lifeless body. Leandra looked up and could not see much more than Bryden’s silhouette. Lisa held a burning roll of bills that would turn to ash in a matter of minutes.
“I think we need to get out of here. Especially now.”
Leandra shook her head at Bryden.
“Go ahead. I’m not stopping anyone, but I’m not leaving. If you want to climb out of the top of the elevator, be my guest.”
“Please don’t,” Lisa said.
“No, Bryden. Don’t do that,” Cheryl said.
“Will you help me reach the latch?” Bryden asked Leandra.
Leandra looked at the dead body of her best online friend. She thought about all of the late night chats they had over their favorite horror films and their favorite horror author, J. Thorn. She knew Pebbles as good as anyone can know another online friend, and now she was gone. Leandra wiped a tear Bryden couldn’t see.
“Yes. I’ll help you. But I’m locking the latch and I’m not opening it again. Once you go out, you’re gone. Understand?”
Bryden shook her head and looked up at the ceiling. The door was nine feet in the air and once the latch was popped, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do. Bryden’s last climbing expedition was in high school gym class. And that involved a rope with knots.
“Understood.”
Leandra and Lisa locked their fingers together to give Bryden two foot holds while Cheryl helped to keep her balanced. Brandy continued to sob, unable to lift her head out of her hands.
“On three, step up and unlatch it, push the door open. We’ll drop you down and then do it again to get you through. Last chance to stay.”
“I’m going, Lea. I have to. I can’t stay in here with death.”
Leandra nodded.
“One. Two. Three.”
They lifted Bryden up. She struck her head against the ceiling, not expecting to be lifted so quickly. Bryden regained her bearings and slid the barrel bolt back with her left hand, grasped it and pushed the door up with her right. She felt the women’s hands drop and she fell back down to the floor of the elevator. They were all looking up at the impossible, a crescent moon embedded in a starry sky.
“Holy shit.”
The four women standing in the middle of the elevator beneath the hatch looked at Brandy. Her tears glistened on her face in the moonlight. Without the lighter or burning paper, the ambient light cast a silver glow inside the elevator.
“Is that the sky?” Brandy asked.
Leandra looked out and shook her head. It had to be a prank. They stood in the middle of an elevator inside of the Chicago Horror Convention and yet the escape hatch opened on to a clear, night sky. She tried to remember what the weather was like in Chicago earlier but Leandra could not make sense of what she saw. Even if it was the Chicago sky, and she had no way of knowing if it was, the frigid February air would have rushed in and yet she felt no temperature change with the hatch open.
“I don’t know,” Leandra said. “I don’t know what the fuck is going on.”
“Lift me again,” Bryden said.
“What?” Lisa asked.
“Lift me again. I’m going out.”
“Out where?” Leandra said. “This is way beyond normal, Bryden. Please stay here.”
“I can’t. If I ever want to see Shawn and the kids again, I have to get out of this elevator. It feels like a coffin and I won’t die in here. I won’t.”
Leandra nodded and looked to Cheryl and Lisa.
“You heard her. Get ready.”
“Bry, please—”
“No,” Bryden said, interrupting Lisa. “I’m going.”
Leandra bent down and prepared to launch Bryden up and through the hatch. Lisa and Cheryl did the same.
“Best of luck, Bryden. Message the group when you get home.”
Bryden smiled and tightened the colorful headband on her forehead. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and opened them.
“Okay,” she said.
“One. Two. Three.”
Leandra felt Bryden’s weight transition as they launched her upward and through the door. The top half of Bryden’s body was through and she used her arms to pull herself up. Leandra ducked as Bryden’s kicking feet passed in front of her face. Brandy now stood as well. They gazed up into the hatch with Bryden inside it. They heard her gasp and saw her legs kick again and then the starry night reappeared. They waited, listening.
“Oh my God,” Bryden said. Her voice came through the open door but they could not see her. “It’s so beautiful. You have to come out here.”
Leandra saw the hope rekindled in Lisa’s face. Before she could caution them against being rash, they heard a groan coming from the open door, the same kind that surrounded the elevator earlier. They waited, listening to Bryden’s feet scampering above accompanied by hysterical mumblings. Whatever Bryden saw was so frightening that she could not speak.
“What is it?” Leandra asked.
The groan intensified and now they could hear Bryden’s voice. Her words sounded as if they were coming through a tin can on a string. They all shivered.
“Oh my God, it’s Gaki,” Leandra said. “It’s the Hungry Ghost.”
Leandra felt the warm drops land on her face and heard the bone-crunching sounds from above. The Gaki, the Hungry Ghost doomed to wander the multiverse, found them. Before Leandra could cry out or ask the others to help her close the hatch, Bryden’s headband dropped back into the elevator and landed on the floor. Its brilliant colors now tinted blood red.
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“It’s gonna come back.”
Lisa looked at Cheryl and nodded.
“Probably,” Leandra said. “Unless we stay where we are, like I suggested hours ago.”
Brandy shook her head and looked through the blackness towards the source of Leandra’s voice. The lighter was empty and they were out of scraps of paper to burn. Opening the hatch in order to get moonlight did not seem worth the risk. They had no evidence the creature would enter the elevator, but they had no guarantee it would remain outside either.
“So now what?” Cheryl said. “We sit here and wait for…”
“For death. That thing that got Bryden. That was death,” Brandy said.
“Gaki. Preta,” Leandra said. “Y’all have read Thorn, right? He had that trilogy about the Hungry Ghost. The thing roams the spaces between worlds, looking for human blood and feces to eat and sometimes it gets trapped in our world.”
“Or we get trapped in his.”
“Could be,” Leandra said. “Maybe we’re stuck between places right now.”
“How?” Brandy asked.
“Does it matter?” Leandra said.
“No,” Cheryl said. “It doesn’t. And yes, I’ve read The Hidden Evil but that was a story, Lea. A horror novel. This is real.”
Leandra could not argue with the logic, so she didn’t. A silent lull crept into the elevator as they sat, pondering the situation.
“What if the Preta, the ghost thingy—what if it’s trying to keep us from going out that way? Maybe this is all for our own good.”
Leandra thought about Lisa’s idea and found herself nodding. “Go on,” she said to Lisa.
“Well, what if it’s not trying to get in but it’s trying to keep us from getting out?”
Brandy shifted and felt a surge of adrenaline fueled by the distant promise of hope.
“Yes. It doesn’t want us getting out into that in-between place.”
“An alternate universe like M-theory suggests,” Cheryl said. She devoured books on theoretical physics and loved Dr. Michio Kaku.
“So let’s assume we can’t escape through the hatch,” Leandra said. “That only leaves one other option, the doors.”
She heard the women rustle as they stood up.
“Let’s open the hatch so we can see by the moonlight,” Brandy said. “I don’t think the thing is going to come inside.”
“Hoist me up,” Leandra said.
They fumbled in the darkness until Leandra stood with her hands on Lisa and Cheryl’s shoulders. Brandy stood behind her to hoist up her backside in order to reach the latch.
“One. Two. Three.”
They lifted too fast and Leandra’s head struck the underside of the door. She swooned and her eyes rolled back but she managed to straighten up instead of passing out again. Leandra felt the cold steel of the barrel bolt, flipped it open and pushed the door up. Although the moon sat lower in the sky, the stars and light remained and gave them enough to see each other inside the elevator. Leandra dropped down to the ground and all four women stared at the opening, waiting. After several minutes, Leandra spoke.
“I don’t think Gaki is out there and if it is, it ain’t trying to come in here. Maybe it’s standing guard.”
“Maybe not. Let’s do this before we find out.”
The ladies found their purses, all of them digging for what they needed without saying it. Anything flat and stiff would be used to pry open the elevator doors enough to then pull apart.
“Stainless steel nail files?” Leandra asked.
“Yes,” they said in unison. Three of them had one.
“Let’s space them out so we get maximum leverage on the door. If we can pry this enough to get our fingers in there, we might be able to open it,” Leandra said.
Lisa sat on the floor while Brandy reached up. Leandra and Cheryl stood on each side of the door with their nail files inserted in the gap about two feet apart. Leandra looked once more at Pebbles’s lifeless body before giving the order.
“Okay. See what you can do.”
They wedged the files into the gap when the low groan returned. Leandra looked over her shoulder at the open hatch and back to the door. She knew the others heard it and she wondered how long it would be before they had to lock the hatch again. The rumbling intensified and Leandra thought she saw a shadow move across the elevator. Her palms became sweaty and her fingers shook.
“Hurry,” she said to the others.
They broke nails and drew blood, doing anything possible to get the doors to open. The rumbling shook the elevator.
“Oh my God,” Brandy said.
“Focus. Anyone get their fingers in there yet?”
“Me,” Cheryl said.
“Me too,” Lisa said.
Leandra felt the gap widen. She dropped her nail file and stuck her fingertips inside the gap. It felt like pulling down the Grand Canyon by hanging over the edge.
“Pull, fuckers. You gotta pull.”
The rumblings turned to shrieks and Leandra shook. She assumed only one Hungry Ghost was out there and she cursed herself for that. Several shadows zipped across the walls and she heard a noise coming from behind. Leandra felt something hit her foot and when she looked down at the denim vest covering Pebbles’s dead body, the one with her Keeper's patch sewn on the back, she saw it move.
“Open it,” she cried as a cold, dead hand hit her shoulder and grabbed at her short hair. In that moment, Leandra was glad she cut her long locks years ago. She felt a cold breath on her ear and heard the moan accompanying it.
“Got my hands in,” Lisa said.
Leandra was not sure if the others were aware Pebbles’s reanimated corpse was now whispering in her ear.
“Pull,” Cheryl said.
Leandra felt the door open and the give excited her. She bit her bottom lip as the cold hand brushed against the back of her neck. Dark figures swarmed the escape hatch, looking in and then backing away. If they were intimidated and afraid to enter the elevator, they seemed to be overcoming it.
The door budged and Leandra pushed as hard as she could. It opened four inches and then stopped. She shoved her face into the gap and could smell cleaning disinfectant and new carpeting. Whatever dimension existed above them, their world was on the other side of the door. If the four ladies could open the door and squeeze through, they might make it out alive.
“I can see the convention center,” Lisa said.
Pebble’s hands were now around Leandra’s throat. The cold fingers could not squeeze but each passing moment seemed to bring the dead flesh back to life.
“Push,” Leandra said.
The door opened another four inches and they thrust their arms through, trying to pry it further. Pebbles was on Leandra’s back and the Hungry Ghosts were dropping from the escape hatch and into the elevator. Cheryl, Lisa, and Brandy turned and froze in fear as they watched Pebbles bite Leandra’s neck. The ghosts swarmed the living and the dead.
“I love you all,” Lisa said, as they tore into her.
Neither Brandy nor Cheryl could speak their last words before the ghosts filled the cramped elevator. They ripped at the flesh and consumed as much as they could fit into their bloody faces.
Leandra fell to the floor, staring at the stars overhead, shining on another world. The blood flowed from her neck and she felt sleepy. Pebble’s face appeared over Leandra’s. The blank, white eyes of her best friend would be the last thing she would ever see.
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“Nothing,” Terry said.
The security guard relieving Terry of his duties logged onto the computer and sat in a swivel chair next to him.
“What’s up with 7E?”
Terry looked down at the monitors and saw the one fed by camera 7E was white static. He used his fist to bang on the top of the old cathode ray display. The lines on it quivered and the picture cleared, showing an empty elevator.
“All good,” he said.
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