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      Dear Reader,

      When it came time to decide what Inked in Gray’s first work would be, we decided to focus on what it meant to be ‘inked in gray.’ It seems like such an easy concept to describe yet it encompasses so much.

      Inked in Gray was founded on the idea that there’s always more to what we think we know. We are not a follow-the-crowd publisher. We want to dig deeper, between the black and the white, and give those gray areas a breath of fresh air. Tell stories that need to be told.

      With their reveal, those stories often show a new perspective that challenges perceptions and pushes boundaries. Hard choices don’t have easy answers. Happiness isn’t always found at the most opportune time. Some things are not what they seem. Sometimes the darkness is really a precursor to more darkness.

      These thirteen stories span different genres from fantasy to historical, but all focus on a point in time where the characters life and outlook was tested.

      How many gray areas are there in our world? How many stories are out there, waiting to be told?

      With each release, we hope to shed light on another gray area, tell another story that needs to be told. Thank you for giving us a chance to do that with stories from eleven wonderful authors in what we hope will be one of many anthologies by Inked in Gray.

      

      Kindest Regards,

      

      Dakota Rayne

      Founder of Inked in Gray
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By Samuel Hale

        

      

    

    
      krov

      /ˌkräv/

      word origin: Ukraine [кров]

      noun: lifeblood

      1. a life-giving, vital, or animating element.

      

      Soldiers soldier. Rebels rebel.

      But people? People bleed.

      It has been four days since I ate bread. Two since I drank clear water. The city is shrouded in the canopy of civil war, unveiling explosions from time to time. Snipers wait for fools who dare to tread the streets in the full, cold light of day. I burrow deeper within my blankets and mattress, moldy as they are. Waiting for the night. Waiting to scavenge once more.

      “Where will you go tonight, Pyotr?” Katya asks. She sits at the edge of the mattress, hugging her knees.

      I found the young woman huddled at the door of my apartment a few weeks ago, jeers and catcalls from a drunken soldier not far behind. I bribed the man to be on his way with two packs of cigarettes. Katya did not stop shaking as I repeated that she was safe, and that the danger had passed. She stays indoors at all times now.

      “The construction site. Again,” I say and run a scarred hand through my greasy hair. “There is wood there.”

      I reach out with my senses to the bloody tripwire at the front door. It’s still fresh and my blood does not itch. We’re safe, for now.

      “What about food?”

      I hide deeper within my blanket, fighting the creeping cold of Fall. “We need a fire if we are to eat.”

      Katya does not speak, only hides her head between her knees. Liev, my dog, died the day before last. Hunger: that which endures, galvanizes. The thief.

      I say that we need wood. To burn things.
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        * * *

      

      What children might have delighted in the playground whose shadows now conceal me? What precious memories were stolen before civil war came to us? It is of no consequence now, I suppose. War has swept in like a season, and so we must endure. We wait for it to pass, just as I wait for a squad of soldiers to do the same.

      Night swaddles my target; an aborted apartment building. It was meant to serve as more Soviet bloc housing—harsh right angles, small windows, uniformity.

      Dull shots puncture the night’s silence not far off. Moments pass before rusting rifles spitting recycled bullets reply in kind; all things in the city enduring the entropy of economic suffocation.

      Hearing the gunfire, the soldiers jog away from the apartments. I hide in the playground’s shadows another five minutes. Watching. Waiting.

      I check the straps on my pack once more. Nothing to catch, no loose sounds to be uttered. I carry only the essentials: a torch, crowbar, notebook, string, putty, bandages, and some antiseptic. A knife rests in my coat pocket.

      Look left. Right. All clear.

      Move.

      The doors to the building are splayed open. I cross the threshold and into the lobby. My sneakers disturb a thin film of dust and wood shavings, the cold air amplifying the stale yet pungent aroma.

      I go to the entrance, kneeling. From my pack, I produce string and putty. From one end of the threshold to the other, I stretch the string into a tripwire, fastening it with the putty. I stop, listen.

      All is wrapped in the silence of night, interspersed with sporadic gunfire and the smothered crump of artillery.

      The work continues as I remove and flick open my knife. Exposing my forearm, I drag the knife across one of the few places not already healing from previous incisions. I harvest the seeping blood onto my fingertips, pinching and dragging the ichor along the tripwire. The cut is left untreated; the night is young. I pluck at the string a few times, the sympathetic itch in my veins occurring each time I do so. The connection between the tripwire and myself is coherent.

      Standing, I produce my notebook. Each page represents a building I’ve scouted, each line—from the bottom up—a floor of said building.

      I scan the bottom floor of the abandoned complex for anything of use. At the center of the lobby lie heaps of concrete sacks, the pallets they were delivered on having been scavenged for their wood. I step over the uneven piles of building material, seeking stairs; the bottom floor appears to have been picked clean. I’ll need to scale a few floors if I’m to find anything of value. I make note of this and put away the notebook.

      A stair creaks as I press my weight onto it. I halt, wincing.

      Skip the step. Test the next. Press on.

      Such hyper-vigilance desires precious time. Time to make it to the apartments. Time to find anything of value. Getting home unscathed with a full pack will bring me to night’s edge, and dawn’s dissemination. That is, assuming everything goes as planned.

      Heel, toe. Heel, toe.

      Stepping slow and sure now. The night takes on a solemn rhythm as I traverse dilapidated steps before disembarking on what feels to be a sufficiently high enough floor. Spray painted on the wall is the number eight. I stare at it for a moment, wondering if the construction worker who shaped the symbol is alive now. Does he hunt, scrounge, or rot?

      My ruminations are truncated. War affords few queries. The thoughts evaporate, purpose imposing itself once more: find wood.

      On the eighth floor, there are no doors. Only thresholds. They stretch before me, yawning at one another across a moonlit corridor. Each a choice; an investment of time.

      I choose the first to my left, pulling out my torch. The sound of rough polymer against plastic is abrasive in the night’s quiet. I apologize to no one in particular.

      I stand at the threshold, mind empty. Extending the torch, I flick the switch. The room blinks into view.

      Tools-tarp-nails.

      Torch off.

      An afterimage remains. I analyze it, scrutinizing iridescent whorls for things of value.

      I whisper to myself, making manifest of that which I saw. “Tools, tarp, nails.”

      Tools are heavy, and I have all I need. There’s already a tarp collecting rain and moisture on the roof of my apartment complex. Nails . . .

      Nails I can use.

      I refer to the afterimage once more, visualizing the building materials off to one corner of the room. I step across an elongated square painted by moonlight before skulking into the dark once more. Hands quest, brushing against the dust covered tarp, hard edges, and the tapered point of what feels like a screwdriver.

      There. The jingle of iron.

      Unslinging my pack, I feel for and scoop up a handful of nails. They go in a side pouch lest they puncture the canvas of my main pack. A cursory check of my blood eight floors below indicates no one has tripped my alarm, though I’d know right away if someone had.

      Satisfied, I look back to the lonesome square of moonlight as a point of reference. I’ve left footprints. Like the Americans that have walked on the moon, I too have left my mark on this barren landscape.

      I leave the room.

      If Soviet predictability is any indicator, many rooms remain on this floor. I have to budget my time wisely.

      I produce my notebook, pen hovering over the page. I’d once used this journal to comment on the rigors of university. Of despising my privileged life. Now I seek scrap wood.

      I press pen to paper and, in order of importance, record my findings.

      801: nails, tools, tarp.

      I check three more rooms.

      802: paint cans.

      803: empty.

      I step into 804, torch at the ready.

      Snapshot: concrete sacks. A pallet.

      Scrap wood.

      Without hesitation, I unsling my pack, resting it in this room’s stretched quadrate of moonlight and proceed to the pile resting in darkness. Tentative fingers explore the shadows, then grasp the first limp sack of concrete. It’s heavy, twenty kilograms at least.

      The night dissolves into blind activity coupled with memorization as I slide or haul the sacks off the pallet. Breaks are infrequent and, during what few I permit myself, I check my tripwires—both here and at home. The latter’s blood is nearly dry, so it’s a dull sensation, but it’s enough. I steal a glance at my wristwatch. I have time. Not much, but I have time.

      Back to work.

      Having unloaded all the sacks off of one side, and many from the other half, I crouch low, and grunt as I lift the pallet. The remaining sacks slide off in a series of hissing thumps. I wrench the pallet out from beneath the remaining few and drag it over the concrete bags and into the moonlight, kicking my pack out of the way as I do so.

      I’m sweating. Breathing heavily.

      Feeling for my pack, I remove the crowbar and, flipping it around, wedge the pry bar into the first joint of wood, leveraging the nails loose. It’s slow work as I try to minimize the noise, but I’m able to remove a sizable plank of wood.

      Next comes the challenging part.

      The wood is too long to fit in my pack. I need to break it down. I stand the plank diagonally, then stop. Listen. No sounds other than my labored breathing.

      Hands clutching the top of the wood, I kick at its midsection while simultaneously pulling toward myself. It doesn’t give.

      Again. Kick-pull, leveraging the wood against my emaciated upper body. A slight crack announces itself. Kick-pull. More fissures, sawdust dancing in the moonlight.

      With a final kick, the plank snaps in two. I nearly fall over myself, but raise half my prize in the air, triumphant.

      But that took too long. I need to get more and fast. I pry more sections from the pallet, laying them in the moonlight. Soon I’ve accumulated ten pieces of scrap wood.

      Drawing my knife, I study the fresh wound on my arm. It can go a little deeper.

      Hunger: that which endures.

      I drag the blade across the wound, gritting my teeth.

      I wipe the blade clean before sheathing and shoving it in my pocket. I run my index and middle finger across the oozing wound, a coppery tang intertwining itself with the chill autumn air. Kneeling by the first plank, I paint a broad, bloody line across its midsection. What remains is a crimson bar tinged silver by moonlight.

      Move to the next plank. My fingers go to the wound, like an artist dabbing at their paints. Another plank marked. I go about in this way until a smear of blood bisects each plank.

      Waiting, the blood does its work: seeping in between the microfilaments of thirsting lumber. It’s a few minutes before my blood is fully absorbed. I approach the first piece of scrap wood, holding it diagonal once again, but I do not kick it. Instead, I make my hand rigid, pointing my fingers at the macabre stripe.

      I will my blood forward.

      The wood buckles beneath the sudden force, cracking and moaning as its spine is racked by magics I barely understand. I wrestle with the invisible resistance—like magnets repelling one another—but, with a final push, the plank snaps in two.

      I wince, shaking out the coiled tension and cramps in my fingers and hand. The work, while quicker, is still exhausting. No time to waste though. I step over to the next plank and repeat the process.

      After eight planks and a hand that feels on the verge of breaking, my blood starts itching. I stop, senses piqued.

      Someone’s triggered the tripwire eight floors below me. Soldiers perhaps? A Scavenger like me, or something in between?

      I have enough wood. Forcing patience, I place the planks into my pack, jaw tensing at the catastrophic hiss of splintered wood sliding against polyester. Once finished, I exhale the tension as best I can.

      I collect my things and check for any loose zippers or straps. After a moment’s thought, I grab a handful of the nails out of my pack and rub them along my bloody forearm, cringing through the sensation before placing them in my jacket pocket.

      Descending a few floors, I hear voices. A group of men.

      I hope against hope they’ll pass; that this is just a cursory patrol. Can I wait them out? My wristwatch says that’s a bad idea. The sun will be rising soon. With it, so too will the snipers. I need to be off the streets before they resume the quiet business of cultivating terror.

      Move or hide. These are my choices.

      I make my way down the stairwell.

      Judging by the jovial sounds below, the men have contented themselves with sticking to the bottom floor. Likely, they’ve their own supplies which means one of two things: they’re rebels or soldiers. Either one is a threat to the scavenger. The former will try to conscript me. So will the latter, or they might simply prefer to torture me. There’d be no reason as to why, but reason rarely cavorts with war; the two being so dysfunctional a couple.

      I arrive at the last set of stairs leading to the lobby, but keep the staircase I just came down between the men and myself. From my hideaway, I spy pale lamp light along the walls, but nothing that could reveal me.

      Laughter from below, the sound of bottles clinking together. My wristwatch and I count off a few minutes to let them relax. They talk of rebels, how they’ll be crushed within the week. Soldiers, then. I’ve heard this talk before, but the rebels were supposed to have been quelled weeks ago. The banter proceeds between exhaling swigs, talk of missing family and friends, and impotent posturing.

      More drinking. Words stumbling over homemade vodka and a long night.

      Inhale, exhale. Bracing myself, I spread the wound on my arm wide, preventing much-needed clotting from occurring. Gathering more blood, I prepare a drawing on the wall. It’s simple, utilitarian: that of a rabbit with misshapen whiskers on account of the delicacy my cold, bloodied fingers cannot muster. The head is too small and the body bulbous. All of this is mere window dressing, however. When summoning, I have found that the intent is far more important than the presentation.

      Lastly, I dab two pupils onto the sanguinary creature.

      Next, I harness my desire to see ghastly ink made manifest. My blood goes cold. Shivering, I watch the drawing slowly morph from a crude simulacrum to that of an actual rabbit. It takes on fur the drab tone of concrete, all the better to camouflage itself. A nose, whiskers, and all other aspects of a rabbit bleed forth from the wall. With a wet slap, the fully formed creature falls limp to the ground.

      I do the best I can to still my chattering teeth as chills cascade through my bones. It will take rest and replenishing my spent blood before the hollowness associated with summoning fades. Before I feel fully human again.

      Rousing itself, the rabbit’s bloodshot eyes flick toward me, whiskers twitching. Doing my best to fight back the fatigue setting in, I press myself further into the shadows, sitting, then enact what I’ve come to call bloodsight.

      Closing my eyes, I see through the same crimson lenses as that of the rabbit, eyes flitting from one point of interest to the next in rapid succession. Disjointed from my human body, I’m at my most vulnerable in this state, but I need to scout ahead. I compel the rabbit to leave the shadows of the stairwell, and it—we—reach the final stair to investigate.

      The three men below are a motley assortment, their civilian clothes having been augmented by military gear, Kevlar vests, and Kalashnikovs. Conscripted men out for a night’s patrol now concluded. They’ve set up lanterns that cast scarlet light across the materials stacked in the lobby. Through our enhanced senses, we smell homegrown tobacco burning, a prized commodity during deprived times such as these.

      Through the veil of bloodsight, we see more liquid in a bottle being passed from one man to the next. The three of them have made impromptu seats out of the somewhat malleable concrete sacks near the entrance where the bloody tripwire was triggered, something they seem oblivious to. Each one rests his Kalashnikov near their abrasive couch. We were right to leave. These men aren’t going anywhere.

      Our next move is to make our way into the middle of the soldiers, oblivious and tempting. I will us forward, then exit bloodsight.

      Like a forlorn lover, the cold welcomes me back into her heart-stopping embrace. Teeth clacking together, fingers and toes numb, I fumble with my more mediocre human senses to see the larger picture. The moment to move.

      Peeking around the stairs sheltering me, I watch the rabbit come to a stop amidst the soldiers who seem too far gone in drink to notice their furry intruder. It takes a moment before one of the men is startled out of banal conversation and points at my creation. Just as the men rise and stumble toward it, I compel my charge to leap away from the entrance and into the shadows.

      Hunger: that which galvanizes.

      Grabbing their rifles, the men give chase. I vault down the flight of stairs toward the entrance, but my numbed limbs betray me as I knock over a spent bottle of vodka on the ground. A voice calls after me from the darkness. I shove my hand into my pocket, grabbing a handful of grisly iron.

      Making it to the entrance of the building, I spin just in time to see one of the soldiers emerge from the shadows, fumbling with the safety on his weapon.

      I hurl the nails, compelling them forward at speed, gasping as the sudden resistance tears two of my fingernails off. Many of the nails sink ineffectively into the soldier’s vest, but some pierce the man’s unprotected arms, neck, and face. He falls to the ground shrieking.

      Bursting forth from the apartment high-rise, I lift one shoe, hurriedly smearing the sole with blood, then do the same to the other. Sprinting once more, I compel my blood toward the ground with each step.

      I hurl myself into the coming dawn.
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        * * *

      

      Home. Safe.

      A proclamation more to myself than to claim any sort of truth.

      Looking left and right, the floor my apartment is on mirrors that of the abandoned complex in its eerie calm. The sun had risen just as I made it home; the streets having become a shooting gallery once more.

      A disjointed part of me seems to snap back into place; the bloody rabbit having dried up and vanished, it’s spent vitality returning to me once more. I still don’t know how to dismiss the things I summon, but I’m sure this war will give me plenty of opportunities to practice.

      Producing my keys, I make extra noise so as not to startle Katya. She typically doesn’t sleep when I’m out scavenging.

      The key eases itself into the lock, twists, and is removed in a brisk movement. I push open the door, feeling one end of the tripwire come loose. The attached blood is nearly dry however, so I hardly feel the typical itch cascade through my veins. Once inside, the smell of an unwashed body greets me. Cloying, sour. I would open a window to air the place out, but they’re already boarded up with precious wood, and Katya cannot stand the door being open for more than a few moments at a time.

      I shut the door with a click and go to one knee. Lifting the sleeve of my jacket and sweater, I see there’s still enough fresh blood on my forearm. Repeating my last ritual for the day, I reattach and smear fresh blood across the thin, corded string. Fatigued as I am, the sensation is nauseating, but I’ve survived on ritual, and so it shall remain.

      Rising, I unsling my pack and ease it to the ground so as not to disturb Katya. If she hasn’t come to see me by now, it means she’s asleep. It’s the most calorically efficient way to pass the time, and to disregard the fiend always gnawing at our insides.

      Walking into the small living room, Katya rests on my small couch beneath a few blankets, greasy hair covering a dirty face. Her breathing is soft, from the belly. Despite my own fatigue, I sit on the coffee table across from her. The furniture creaks as my weight settles but, for a few quiet moments, I simply look at the young woman. What she represents; the resources she consumes.

      Liev was a small dog. A small dog for a small apartment. His meat, coupled with what little canned goods and dried fruit we have left, leaves me concerned.

      It has been five days since we ate bread. Three since we drank clear water.

      I could go back to the old home I found the other night. It’s quiet, removed. There’s even a garden with some salvageable vegetables. It’s far from the main roads and patrols—secluded, remote. Somewhere I could be alone. Could hole up. Stock what little I have left and outlive this war, if possible.

      I shake my head, knowing I couldn’t live with myself if I did that. There may be a war going on, I may not fully grasp what I am but, on some level, I know I’m still human; I’d rather die than abandon the girl breathing softly on my couch.

      The rhythmic dripping of my blood onto the carpet drags me back to the here and now. My sleeve is still up. I need to disinfect and bandage my self-inflicted wounds.

      Were it not for Katya, I’d likely have died from an infection that had set in shortly after she arrived. She’d seen to the lacerations wrapped around my arms, using antibiotics she’d gotten ahold of before coming to my apartment. Katya never told me how she acquired something so valuable, and I never asked.

      Katya doesn’t stir as I rise from the coffee table. I go to the medicine cabinet in my bathroom, sterilize and bandage my cuts using precious supplies, and do the same for the raw, infantile skin where two of my fingernails used to be.

      I drag myself through exhaustion to my room and, aside from my jacket and shoes, I don’t bother undressing. I’ve nothing clean to change into, and I’ll simply put the same things on when I wake. Might as well preserve what little warmth I can from the moldering rags I call clothes.

      I collapse into the oblivion of a rotting mattress, and stinking blankets.

      No scavenging tomorrow night. I’ve not the blood for it.
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        * * *

      

      Waking, I feel Katya’s meager weight at the edge of my mattress.

      Prying open heavy eyelids, I look to the wall opposite my small, boarded-up window. Uneven shafts of light stretch themselves out after a long day, dusk already coming to replace dawn’s shift.

      I make some waking up sounds, something to let Katya know I’m coming to. With the young woman, movements need to be a slow, steady thing. Nothing that might startle her.

      “You found wood,” she says. It’s not a question. She must have gone through my bag. No doubt the bloodstained planks have left her with more questions than answers but, by now, Katya has to know something about me is different. That’s fine. So long as she doesn’t tell anyone, that’s fine.

      “Found wood,” I echo as I push myself up to sitting, peeling away sour smelling blankets. As per usual, Katya looks cloistered within herself. “Didn’t run into anyone. Quiet night.” I rub my eyes, exhaling through my nose.

      She brushes some loose hair behind her ears. “We can cook tonight?”

      “We can try.” I let the statement hang. What little there is of Liev will barely keep one person going, let alone two.

      A writhing knot tightens in my guts. It’s not hunger, but certainly a friend of fear.

      Perhaps I should go out tonight. But where to? What places haven’t been picked clean? What good are supplies we cannot eat?

      My musings are interrupted by shivers up and down my spine; the normal kind of cold this time. The creeping cold of night riding upon the coattails of dusk. What little warmth the apartment provides during the day now cringes beneath the season’s weight.

      I stand, unsteadily, put on my worn out sneakers, and grab my jacket which I dumped on the floor before falling asleep. I put it on, ignoring the stiffer bits of material where my blood has stained the inner sleeves. I feel for and confirm that my knife is still in the jacket pocket. I clench its cold, contoured handle as the knot inside me coils tighter.

      I hear Katya rise and turn to face her. “You’re coming upstairs?”

      She nods. I look at her; the thick sweater she has on will not do. “Put on your jacket. Hat too. This will take a while.”

      The young woman nods and goes about layering herself up. It’s a matter of minutes before she too is dressed for the cold. Checking my pockets and pack once more, I confirm I have all I need to be successful tonight: my knife, the scrap wood, and hunger.

      We leave the apartment.
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        * * *

      

      The stairwell is pitch black. The railing, our only guide. It sings as cold hands glide along it. Katya’s never been up to the roof, so I count off the steps so she can memorize how many there are per floor. After two sets of stairs, I stop and hear that she’s got the hang of it.

      I haven’t bothered to lay any traps here. The fear that Katya or someone else might stumble upon them is too great. I reach out to the tripwire inside my apartment and, sensing its moisture and coherence, am comforted to know no one has broken into my place since we left.

      It takes a few more quiet minutes before we reach the door to the rooftop. I’m breathing heavily, the pack of wood weighing me down. Katya didn’t bother to help, but it sounds as though the stairs are effort enough for her.

      The door handle is frigid to the touch. I twist it, gears protesting, and budge it open. An implacable wind spiced with autumn and decay whips at my face. The door groans the rest of the way open, and I step onto the rooftop, Katya right behind me.

      The tarp I rigged across the ventilation shafts weeks ago shudders in the wind. What little water that has pooled in the plastic sheet will be collected tomorrow so that Katya and I might take succor in its tepid remains.

      I do my best to ignore what lies beneath the tarp.

      Leaving the stairwell, we head over to a corner where a small fire pit stands. While scavenging one night, I’d come across a barrel that was not so large as the ones the soldiers and rebels burn precious wood in to keep the cold at bay. It was a burdensome scavenging trip, but with the additions of a makeshift grill atop the barrel, Katya and I have enjoyed some cooked canned goods since the fire pit’s installation. It’s one of the few things I’m proud of doing since the war began.

      The walls surrounding the rooftop are high, a few feet above even my average height, and I can just spy dusk lazily sinking beneath them. The windbreak at our chosen corner is a mild relief from the frigid gales buffeting the rooftop.

      I lay my pack down, the knot inside of me constricting tighter and tighter with each breath.

      It’s still beneath the tarp. I look away. Sniff. Look again. It—he—is still there. My little friend, wrapped in what few rags I could spare. Seeming to sense my dread, Katya takes my hand in her own. The wind conceals more sniffling before abating.

      Liev was a small dog. I never liked small dogs, but my family had given him to me as a parting gift when I left for university. They knew how hard it was for me to connect with others, that I sometimes felt lonely around what few friends I did have. Lonely even amongst family.

      Liev had nuzzled up to my more melancholic moments, his fur soaking up the tears without complaint. It was his simple, abiding love that nourished my starving soul. Something pure. Never questioning, and always available. A depressed man hates to admit a smile, but a pet seems to delight in eliciting them.

      Rags beneath a tarp.

      That coiling mass inside of me? It’s grief. I know that now, but acknowledgement only threatens to thrust that very grief to the surface.

      I took Liev to the roof to avoid having to bury him. I simply couldn’t do it. At least, in the cold, his body would be better preserved. Part of me wished to keep my friend as whole as he deserved to be, but a darker part of my mind knew why I left him to Fall’s delayed decay. A practicality within myself I’ll never forgive.

      Katya squeezes my hand. Eventually, I squeeze back and compose myself.

      I ask her to start piling the wood. She nods, going to the pack and stacking the boards within the small fire pit.

      Ginger steps take me to the tarp which hangs a few feet above Liev. I crouch beneath the plastic sheet, then sit before him. The small note pinned to the outermost rag whips in the wind. It contains the things I wish I’d said to Liev before he died on my mattress while I slept.

      Hunger: the thief.

      I take the note and unfold it, reading a few lines. The tears come unbidden and, amidst the clatter of stacking wood, I allow myself a moment to grieve. Grieve for my friend and my lacerated soul. The coiled mass inside me tightens, squeezing sorrow to the surface.

      “I miss you so much,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry for what I have to do.”

      Reverently, I scoop up the frail bundle, cradling it to my chest, my shoulders shaking uncontrollably.

      A dirge joins the howling winds.

      My steps are sluggish. I’m so very tired. Tired of surviving, and tired of war eroding what little morality I still possess. How much longer can I stay human through all of this?

      Katya sits by the fire pit, head down. I lay Liev down and sit next to her. Neither of us speak for some time; the frigid winds elicit sniffles from us both now.

      “He was a good boy?” she says.

      I bite my lip, nodding. “Yes, Katya.” I shudder, breath becoming shallow. “He was a very good boy.”

      I can’t think about it any longer. My hand goes to the knife in my jacket pocket. I kneel before the bundle, peeling the rags apart one at a time. My little friend’s burial shroud comes undone easily enough, revealing a small desiccated body. The cold has kept his body whole, but I moan at how still Liev is. He isn’t supposed to be so placid, like he’s merely sleeping.

      The wind rustles small tufts of his fur.

      I drop the blade, desperately petting the fur back into place. Petting the cold, lifeless body before me. The knot inside finally wrings all my anguish to the surface. I weep, rocking back and forth. I moan, resting my head against his stiff body.

      Katya places a hand on my head, encouraging my tears as they moisten Liev’s fur one last time. She pets me as I pet my dear friend, whispering of better times to come, of how all things shall pass.

      But I continue crying, knowing no amount of my blood will reanimate my friend.

      Eventually, there are no more tears to shed, and the cold has finally begun to penetrate my senses. Sniffling, I fumble around, looking for my knife through teary eyes.

      I look to Katya who is holding it, blade out. She looks at its edge as she speaks. “I spent my summers on a farm. With my grandparents.” She exhales, looking down at Liev, then at me. “I’ll do this, Pyotr. You cannot.” She slides closer to me, brushing an errant tear from my dirt-caked cheek. “Start the fire. We won’t be long.”

      Katya pockets the knife before delicately wrapping Liev. Gently, she picks up my friend, and goes behind the stairwell. I watch the two of them disappear, still on my knees, exhausted.

      I start a fire.
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      As the sunlight peeked through the trees and burned away the morning mist, a young man stood at the edge of the forest. His raven black hair hung past his shoulders and shaded much of his once striking face. The leather skins he wore were tattered, his chest bare. His torso was lithe and muscular like a mountain lion’s, but his height was deceptive. He leaned heavily against an oak staff that he had carved with great care. The knuckles on his hands burned white with strain as his green eyes peered into the village of his birth. His name would become Wuul.

      Wuul watched his sister, Flower of the Morning Dew, emerge from the center hooghan, his parents’ dwelling. The smoke from the vent hole was white and thick. His parents were awake. Flower of the Morning Dew had completed her duties. Wuul watched his sister gracefully glide among the hooghans as if her feet never struck the ground. He admired and envied her muscular legs with each stride she took. He marveled at her lean form and long, dark hair as she smiled at a passing toddler.

      He hated her. He hated everything that she represented. She was loved. He was despised. Her legs moved her body as if she walked on air. His one mangled leg caused him to stagger as if he were stuck in the mud. She was the chief’s youngest daughter. He was the chief’s disgraced older son. She was courted by the warriors. He was mocked by the very same warriors because of his failure to become a man.

      Wuul stepped into the wet grass along the forest’s edge and limped toward the village. His green eyes watched Flower of the Morning Dew move toward the river. Every morning after her duties, she bathed. He had time. Those awake in the village wouldn’t see him. He was disgraced. He was invisible to them. When he reached the hooghan of his parents, he quietly drew a mark in the dirt with the oak staff. He pulled back the deerskin that hung over the entrance and stepped inside for the first time since the previous Crow moon. The dried skin fell closed behind him as he hobbled deeper into his parents’ domain. Like an owl, his eyes adjusted quickly to the faded light. It wouldn’t take long to complete the task.

      His father and mother stood as one from their sleeping pads by the fire. A smile stretched across his mother’s beautiful face, seeing him after such a long absence. His father hissed between clenched teeth. His mother’s hand curled around her husband’s bicep in restraint. Wuul stepped closer to his father. His father eyed the staff. With great effort, Wuul straightened to his full height to meet the older man’s eyes.

      Wuul killed his father, the chief, first. Wuul’s staff leaned against his body as he hugged the older man before stealing his father’s spirit. He wasn’t sure why. He believed it was an impulsive act, or maybe it was his last attempt to see if his father found favor in him. The hug no longer mattered. The chief’s embrace was weak and reluctant compared to Wuul’s.

      The blade penetrated his father’s flesh just below the rib cage. The old man didn’t make a sound as the blade spilled his blood. Wuul released him and the chief pushed back from the hug to ask his son a question. The question was unimportant and forgotten, but Wuul smiled at the sound of his father’s voice. Wuul chanted darkly. The mist of words hung suspended in the air between the two men. Wuul closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. The mist mingled with his breath like a bittersweet fragrance. The chief’s voice was his. His father’s eyes went wide with recognition.

      Before the father could react, Wuul’s knife moved across his exposed throat. The father slumped to his knees staring up at his only son. Wuul watched as his father’s spirit ascended from the corporal body into the Great Sky. The dead husk of flesh crumpled to the ground atop the embers in the fire.

      Mother was helpless and speechless. She had fallen to her knees as if her husband’s life blood was connected to her own. His mother was half dead from a broken heart before he buried the length of the blade into her chest. Unlike her husband, she did not make a sound. She simply withered away. The son wanted her voice too. For a moment he was disappointed. The moment passed. He would lure his sister another way.

      He stood for a long time staring into the fire. He sat between his parents’ bodies and pulled the meat from the stoneware and ate. Grease dripped down his chin. He swiped at it with the back of his hand. He tasted iron on his lips. He peered at his hand through the firelight and saw the drying blood. Uncaring, he bathed his hand in his mother’s chest and smeared the blood on his face. Wuul struggled to stand with the help of his staff. He tossed a thick log on the fire and watched the embers explode in protest. His parents, the chief and his mate, would remain undisturbed as he left the village.

      Wuul pulled back the deerskin hide from the entrance and peered into the morning light. The sounds of morning from the nearby hooghans pricked his ears. He saw a young warrior and his dog weave through the village to the river. Quietly, he slipped from the hooghan. Casually, he limped away from the dwelling toward the forest. His black hair covered his blood-streaked face as he leaned over his staff. Wuul knew he had time to move through the village unnoticed, before his actions were discovered. More than enough time for him to complete the ritual he had started on the day of the hunt when he was to become a man.
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        * * *

      

      On the day of the hunt during the time of the Crow moon, the boy who would become Wuul was sent out into the dark forest alone. He was supposed to kill a beast of the forest and bring back its body to prove to the tribe he was ready to be a man. He had three passes of the moon to prove his worth. Unbeknownst to his father, Wuul had darker intentions, influenced as he had been by the banished shaman.

      Wuul had found the Cave of the Shimmering Light years ago while playing in the forest. He told no one in his father’s tribe about the cave, not even Flower of the Morning Dew. Only he and the chief’s older brother, the banished shaman, knew of the cave. The cave was the shaman’s home. The shaman sensed the seed of evil hiding behind the boy’s green eyes. Over the years the shaman shared his secrets with Wuul. During that time the shaman weaved a tale of lies against the chief to fan the evil within the young boy’s mind. In return, Wuul pledged his devotion to the old man. Before the previous harvest, the shaman stepped into the shimmering light and vanished before Wuul’s eyes. On the day of the hunt, Wuul began the final ritual as directed by the shaman.

      The first pass of the moon, Wuul went to the cave of the shimmering light and summoned a creature that lived in his nightmares. Mothers of the tribe told the young ones tales of the hideous creature to keep them close to the village. The creature taunted and ridiculed him throughout the night to the point of tears. Wuul wanted to flee. He wanted to turn away from the dark path. He wanted to scream and cry for his mother to protect him. Instead, as instructed by the shaman, he bit into the oak staff until his teeth ached. When morning finally came, Wuul finished carving his staff with the shards of an old deer bone.

      The second pass of the moon, the creature from his childhood fears took physical form. Wuul was forced to confront the beast. The creature slipped from the trees and bathed in the moonlight. It towered over Wuul by at least a stretch of his arms. The beast stood on two skinny legs like Brother Coyote. Its body was lean and muscular like a village warrior’s. The creature’s head was shaped like a wolf’s, with a snout and pointy ears. The beast’s front paws were shaped like a man’s hands, with claws as sharp as arrow points.

      The creature raised its dog-shaped head and screamed at the moon that hung low in the night sky. Then it lunged at Wuul. The creature moved as if it was lighter than air but what struck Wuul was heavier than a stone parting the waters of the river.

      The impact of the dog-faced creature caused Wuul to drop his bow and arrow when he struck the ground. He immediately turned on his hands and knees to scurry away from the predator like a frightened rabbit. The creature grabbed his leg and yanked Wuul back toward its snapping jaws. Wuul screamed. The jaws of the dog-faced creature clamped onto the boy’s lower leg with such a force that the bone cracked and splintered. Wuul howled as searing pain brought a wave of sickness to the back of his throat. The creature released its bite and pulled him closer. Wuul frantically groped on the ground for anything to use as a weapon. His hand found a broken arrow shaft and his fingers curled around the thin wood. This time he screamed at the thought of failure. Before the creature could bite again, Wuul plunged the tip of the arrowhead into the beast’s eye. Steaming blood sprayed over Wuul’s face and torso. The taste of metal, sweat, and dirt mingled in his mouth. The creature howled in pain and shock. It released its hold of Wuul.

      Wuul did not release the broken arrow shaft. He gritted through the pain of his shattered leg and pushed the arrowhead deeper into the creature’s eye. The creature tried to roll away. Wuul hung on and pressed his body against the snapping jaws of the beast. Together they struggled through the leaf-littered forest floor. Wuul used his body weight to push the length of the broken arrow shaft fully into the beast’s head. Even after the dog-faced creature stopped moving, he pressed the arrow shaft deeper. When morning finally came, Wuul bathed in the creature’s blood.

      The third pass of the moon, Wuul skinned the dog-faced creature. He hung the skin on deer bones in the cave with the shimmering light. The bones he discarded in a pile. He sat in contemplation. When morning finally came, Wuul dragged himself back to his father’s tribe, empty-handed and broken. As he entered the village, the first thing he saw was the disappointment in his father’s eyes, for he had failed to become a man.

      Quietly, father and son moved through the village to the center hooghan. His father pulled back the deerskin and motioned for Wuul to enter. Wuul could feel the cold disgrace of his father’s eyes as he stumbled into the family’s hooghan. He heard the soft swoosh of the dried skin fall closed as his father entered. He felt the sharp sting of his father’s hand as it struck the back of Wuul’s head. Thrown off balance by the force of the strike, Wuul fell toward the fire. He desperately reached out to break his fall. His face struck a smoldering log on the edge of the flames. The hot ash melted into the skin of his face. Before he could scream in pain his father pulled him from the fire by his long hair. The chief tossed him away in disgust. Wuul rolled along the dirt floor and felt the minuscule pieces of sand bite into his burned flesh. His father squatted over him with a look of disgust and disappointment. The anger Wuul felt at his father’s disappointment fertilized the evil that had always been a part of him.
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        * * *

      

      Wuul stumbled over a root, pulling him from his reverie. He reached the edge of the forest as the sun moved towards afternoon over the peak of the mountains. Using his father’s stolen voice, he called to his sister. He knew the call would lure Flower of the Morning Dew to the forest. Wuul struggled with his mangled leg over the rock-strewn ground and through the trees toward the cave with the shimmering light.

      Wuul repeatedly called for his sister with their father’s voice. Flower of the Morning Dew called back in pursuit. Through the trees, Wuul glimpsed her moving toward him. He reached the cave of the shimmering light with enough time to hide and wait for her. Hiding behind a large oak tree, he let the forest shadows mask his presence. He continued to call for her until she stood at the entrance of the cave.

      Quietly, Wuul stepped out of his hiding place behind his sister and struck her on the head with his staff. She crumpled to the ground. He struggled to drag her limp body into the darkness of the cave. Once inside the main chamber, Wuul lit small fires and watched the shadows dance on the rock walls. He sprinkled the necessary herbs for the ritual he would complete.

      Wuul continued to struggle with his mangled leg to tie his sister’s body over the large rock in the center of the cave. Wuul bound her arms and legs and cut away the leather skins she wore to reveal the nakedness of her body. He then removed his own leather skins. Moving through the shadows he retrieved the skin of the dog-faced creature.

      Pulling the head of the nightmare creature over his own, he covered his nakedness. Stalking back to his sister like a beast, he stood before her, breathing through the creature’s nostrils. With his clawed hand he slapped his sister hard across the face. She awoke and immediately screamed at the sight of their childhood nightmares. Wuul waved his clawed hand in front of his sister’s face and chanted dark words only known by the shaman of their people. Her scream faded away in his closed hand. Holding the creature’s fist in front of her face, Wuul partially uncurled his fingers to let part of the scream slip through the claws.

      Wuul immediately squeezed the creature’s fingers shut and whispered, “I have your voice, Sister.”

      Placing the curled fist to his snout, Wuul inhaled his sister’s voice as his own.

      Flower of the Morning Dew blinked in recognition of her older brother draped in the skin of a nightmare.

      The girl opened her mouth but no sound came from her lips.

      Her brother clenched his fist tighter in front of her face, hissing through his teeth. “Your words are foolish and do not deserve to be heard.”

      Wuul whirled around, laughing in his dog-faced skin. When he faced her again, tears streamed down her young face. She mouthed soundlessly, Why?

      Wuul leaned in closer to her tear-streaked face. Staring into her brown eyes through the empty eye sockets of the dog-face creature, he almost felt sympathy for her.

      Then Wuul screamed in her face, “Because-I-was-shamed!”

      He whirled away to hide the momentary weakness his sister might see in his eyes. In a whisper he added, “Because I was selfish.”

      Wuul saw his hideous shadow cloaked in the dog-face’s skin dance across the cave walls in the firelight. “I wanted to be more than a man.”

      He crouched with his back before Flower of the Morning Dew like a savage beast. After a time, he slowly stood and faced his sister with more composure. Moving close, Wuul spoke like an elder, “Our people are dead. The pale-face comes to take our land, kill our Brother Bison for fun, and mock our beliefs.”

      As Wuul spoke the words, he heard the shaman’s voice echo in his ears. He heard his father’s pleas of protest against his brother seep through the rock walls. Wuul howled like the dog-face creature in protest to clear the voices of his ancestors. He then moved toward the fire that cast his hideous shadow on the rock ceiling of the cave. Pacing back toward his sister, he unsheathed the knife he brought for this moment. Pressing the edge between her breasts, he leaned his body close to hers. The dog-face skin and hair brushed against his innocent sister’s bare flesh. Tears flooded her eyes as she shook her head, wordless screams dying in the air. Her body strained against the leather straps but held her fast to the boulder. “You, my sister, known among our people as Flower of the Morning Dew, will give me the power to become what I need. What our people need.”

      With his sister’s voice, Wuul screamed as the knife split her soft skin. Flower of the Morning Dew’s pain and despair washed over him as if baptizing him into a new life. As Wuul dragged the knife down through his sister’s body from her collarbone to her navel, he chanted the black incantations that would complete his transformation.

      Dropping the knife to the stone floor, he watched his dying sister’s eyes widen as the dog-face skin curled around his body, becoming his flesh. Wuul howled in delight as he felt himself become one with the skin of the beast he killed to become a man.

      He reached out with both clawed hands and grasped the sides of his sister’s throat. Slowly, he dug the claws into her flesh and forced Flower of the Morning Dew to look upon what he had become. His dog-like tongue licked the side of her cheek as she whimpered in protest. Changing back to his human-form with a thought, Wuul hissed against his sister’s cheek.

      “When you see our ancestors in the Great Sky, tell them my man-name is Wuul and I have the spirit of the skinwalker.”

      Wuul stepped away from his sister, transforming back into the dog-face creature of their nightmares. As the light of life seeped from her eyes, Wuul completed the dark ceremony by ending her life. Gripping the sides of her neck again with his massive clawed hands, he tore Flower of the Morning Dew’s head from her body.

      Transforming back into a man, Wuul held the severed head above his own and bathed in the blood. His howl of acceptance echoed throughout the cave and into the fading sunlight. The blood that had given Flower of the Morning Dew life destroyed the last of Wuul’s humanity as he embraced the way of the skinwalker.
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      Torches lit the monastery.

      “Pax,” Arch-Inquisitor Mastus rasped from his throne.

      Inquisitor Pax, swathed in white robes, knelt upon the marble floor. He avoided staring at the puckered socket of Mastus’ missing eye, and looked upon the only man who’d ever cared for him.

      “The Inquisition took you in. A brash and driven youth, without a family to call your own. A weak link in the Chain that binds all of Cre’.” Mastus cleared his throat, sweat beading on waxen flesh. He fingered a loop of chain similar to the one around Pax’s neck, though Mastus’ featured intricate runes carved into each thick link of steel.

      The Arch-Inquisitor’s second, High-Inquisitor D’Nai, stood at a long, intricately-carved altar behind his throne. She tended to various weapons and armor. A circular mass of chain hung from the high walls behind her. “And, from that of a lowly Initiate, you became an Inquisitor. One most notable, in fact, Pax.”

      Notable? His name meant peace, someone who brings an end to conflict. Pax had a difficult time reconciling his peace with the smell of smoke and blood still clinging to his robes.

      A chill wind blew through the monastery, sawing at the torches hanging from walls festooned with tabards, frescoes, and relics. Chains hanging from the ceiling danced lazily to the sudden breeze.

      Despite the cold night air, the Arch-Inquisitor dabbed at his brow with the robe of his office—white for the remaining light left to the country of Cre’, red for the blood Inquisitors shed protecting their homeland. And black; a reminder of the goddess Nil’s encroaching darkness and Her shadow clad demons threatening to envelop Cre’ once and for all.

      “Two Judges have always safeguarded our lands. Judges derived from Inquisitors willing to core their very souls for the greater good. To become more than the sum of their parts. You, Pax, have been chosen to become one such Judge.”

      So this was how the Inquisition rewarded a man who went against everything he believed in? They made him a symbol of the Inquisition’s supposed purity. The last two Judges had been found with their throats slit a few decades ago. No replacements had been forthcoming. But why? Why had the Inquisition waited until now to send a Judge-elect into the Conventus to bond with a previous Judge, and most importantly, why in the hell had they chosen Pax to do it?

      “This ritual will reveal truths the Inquisition has kept secret for millennia. Are you prepared for what is to come?”

      “I am, Arch-Inquisitor Mastus,” Pax said as his mind’s eye looked upon a festering hill in a small town.

      

      
        
        Judge, Jury, and Executioner

        I am the law. I need neither writ nor stamp to deem a soul worthy of cleansing.

      

      

      Pax slammed the boy’s left hand onto the decrepit table and drove a golden nail through it.

      A scream ensued, the Inquisitor teasing the nail between muscle and bone. The child thrashed against his restraints, flinging blood and tears across his skin. Sweat hung from his chestnut-colored hair only to be shaken loose by the spasms the Inquisitor elicited.

      Sweat weaved its way between Pax’s close-cropped hair, past his favorite—and only—wide-brimmed cattleman’s hat and into his scraggly beard.

      “Confess, boy. Tell me where the Cult of Nil is, and I’ll let yer transgressions be. If not—”

      The Inquisitor slammed his gloved fist on the nail, the child’s agonizing symphony reaching a crescendo. Then thankfully, he blacked out, smacking his face on the table before him, and kept still.

      His name was Tamlin, and he was an orphan.

      An orphan apprenticed to the town cooper, and considered to be a kind, if not quiet, boy. Folks claimed him to be a hard worker and one respectful of the pagan beliefs the people of Cairn kept to without shame.

      A part of Pax was sorry. Sorry that unconsciousness was one of the few bitter gifts he had to give Tamlin. He shook the sentiment off as though it were a gossamer robe. This boy, according to the anonymous missive sent to the Inquisition, was in league with the Cult of Nil, and purported to have summoned a demon somewhere outside of Cairn. A town close enough to the Terminator—that fragile boundary where Cre’s light and Nil’s shadow bled together—that it was certainly possible.

      But demons beyond the Terminator could only mean one thing: Nil was making for the big push, Her grotesque vanguard clearing the way. The Judges had been gone for decades now, and without their presence keeping Nil’s shadow at bay, the Terminator encircling Cre’ continued to shrink year after year. Wouldn’t be long before She swallowed Cre’, and brought with Her a hell so black it’d make the space between the stars downright luminescent.

      The Inquisitor fished within his worn out duster and produced a copy of the missive sent to the Inquisition’s—and Cre’s—capitol, Augre a few weeks back. The parchment hissed as Pax dragged a gloved finger across it, reading between any possible lines, but the details were as dry as the parchment itself: Tamlin seen skulking into the woods a number of times in the last two months since his arrival, eldritch lights and sounds, sightings of something neither human nor beast.

      Pax sighed, taking a look around the shack he’d appropriated. All it had to offer him was a broken boy, cracked windows revealing torches fighting the dark outside, and walls too lazy to keep the whistling winds away. It reminded Pax of home.

      A home occupied by a mother who slept alone on a bed made for two. A father whose name was a mystery to Pax, but not to her. It was only in the throes of cheap drink that she would slur on about the Inquisition’s oppression, their hidden slavery, and why Pax’s father had abandoned them in the disheveled town of White Well; a place whose namesake might’ve been sacred once, but had since been lost to time and apathy.

      At the time, White Well had sidled the Terminator, that swollen wall of black that looked as if the apocalypse had been slowed to a crawl. The town’s proximity to the Terminator provided its inhabitants with nothing but acrid water to swell the gut, squinting winds, and the sense that some unseen clock was ticking down to its last. Pax had spent his whole life staring down the end of the world, wondering what he could do to stop it. What he could do—if at all—to make a difference.

      The Inquisition had come one day, its Initiates recruiting more fodder, and ensuring that none had abandoned the Chain in favor of pagan fabrications. Maybe they thought folk so close to the edge of eternal night would seek any escape provided, to take succor in the Inquisition’s promises of protection. They’d been wrong. The Terminator may not have swallowed White Well yet, but Nil had done Her dark work there all the same. All that was left to the Inquisition were slumped shoulders and gaunt dogs.

      A young Pax lounged at the town square amidst an amalgam of orphans and fellow bastards; the byproducts of continuous war with Nil. They’d watched as the Initiates and their superiors packed up, preparing to leave the stagnant town on lean horses; the beasts’ eyes bulging whenever the Terminator started moaning in tongues beyond the ken of mortal men. Pax had fixed his gaze on an armor-clad, one-eyed man staring at him from across the town square. Assuming the cyclops had a taste for boys, he’d hurled curses across the square at him.

      Armored steps announced the man, scattering all miscreants save Pax. The Inquisitor stopped before him, looking his harasser up and down. Then he kicked Pax square in the gut. The blow expelled any air he’d been keeping to himself as scraped knees hit the dust. More a nudge than a kick sent Pax on his back. He looked up at the man whose armored frame eclipsed what lean light the sun had on offer. “You want to die a bastard, or find the man that left you here to rot?”

      Within the hour, Pax had leased his soul to the Inquisition, signing with an X, swearing to fight Nil and Her demons tooth and nail—anything they asked so long as he got a chance to find the man who’d left him and his mother with nothing but bitter water from a forgotten well.

      They’d have words then.

      Before running away from home, Pax had asked the cyclops—Mastus was his name—to write words so that he could copy them in his own hand. He’d left his mother a meager note after she’d blacked out that very afternoon:

      
        
        Ma, gone to hunt him down. Don’t die without my being there.

        ~Pax

        

      

      He was twelve.

      Pax’s eyes snapped back into focus, resting on Tamlin. The Inquisitor inhaled, puffed air out a nose that’d been broken more times in his two decades of service than he cared to count. He didn’t like the stink of Tamlin’s blood, but he’d yet to find a type he could tolerate.

      According to the folk being rounded up outside, Tamlin had been adopted into Cairn two months ago. He’d claimed to have been in Lesser Cairn (a town populated by as many pagans as not) when it’d been swallowed up by the Terminator. The town had been projected to stand for another year before her people would have been relocated and reeducated by the Inquisition. Nil was catching up to Her atrophied prey, pagan or otherwise.

      Pax leaned over and spat. Pagans. The Inquisition didn’t have much love for them folk. Not one bit. Of course, the Inquisition didn’t much care for anyone who didn’t wrap themselves in the stolid embrace of the Chain—an ethos founded by the first Judges, and that had drawn up the people of Cre’ ever since.

      An ethos Pax found pleasantly simple. Everyone was a link in the Chain: an unbroken, binding philosophy that applied to one and all. Either you were a link, making everyone stronger and doing your part to support Cre’ in her perpetual hour of need, or you fended for yourself. Simple. Made you feel as though you were a part of something bigger than yourself. Like you had a family no matter where you went.

      Pax liked it that way.

      But pagans insisted there was a god of light somewhere above. There was a goddess swallowing up what remained of their pitiful world, ergo, there was a divine mirror just waiting to banish Her darkness. But centuries of prayer, incantations, and sacrifices by fire had stoked no counsel from any supposed god of light. And so the pagans prayed on.

      That was fine with Pax. No god of light meant no one to judge the things he’d done in the name of the Inquisition. He was a strong link, alright, but one rusted red by what his soul had weathered over years of service.

      Banging at the door interrupted Pax’s ruminations. One of his Initiates letting him know the folk outside had finally been rounded up like he’d ordered.

      Pax leaned over and spat onto the dusty floorboards, gluing a lame cockroach in place. His spurs jingled as he dropped a heavy boot, mashing spit and pest into the splintered floorboards.

      He could hear folks outside demanding they be released. They were scared, starting to whip themselves into a frenzy.

      Orders and curses from the Initiates ensued. They were getting riled up too. Pax would need to get his people and the pagans back in line. No need for things to get out of hand here.

      Pax replaced the scroll and approached the door of the meager shack, unsure of what might lay on the other side.

      He opened the door, stepping onto a dilapidated, yet elevated porch. It placed him a few heads above the townsfolk. They’d been poked and prodded into standing before the shack en masse, flanked on all sides by Pax’s Initiates, their utilitarian armor layered atop white robes. They'd crowded the townsfolk shoulder-to-shoulder with blade, pistol, and torch. Pax hadn’t ordered they be penned up as such, but there was no undoing it now.

      He took a deep breath, noticing a cloying weight in the air. Something he could almost taste. The Inquisitor ignored it and sank into his orator’s voice, just like Mastus had taught him. “Townsfolk of Cairn, y’all know why I’m here.” He paused, letting his words do their simple work on simpler folk.

      He took a step forward, setting a spur to spinning. The locals backed away until they were poked stock-still by the Initiates. “I’m told Cairn’s nothing but pagans. Those who’ve refused to become links in the Chain, refusing to make Cre’ stronger. Some even say you’re nothing but cultists of another stripe.” Pax shook his head. “But this is ignorance making itself known, and I do not agree with such sentiment. Misguided? Most definitely, but not cultists.”

      Pax removed both of his gloves, placing them in a pocket of his duster, and jammed his thumb toward the shack behind him. “Missive to the Inquisition claims there to be a wound in the belly of this here town.” He patted his duster before reaching into a pocket for some rolling paper. He reached inside a pocket for a small pouch of tobacco and a wooden box of matches. With a dexterity born of boredom, Pax poured the brown leaf shavings onto the thin square of paper, rolled and licked it, before pinching it between cracked lips. He spoke around his cigarette, “Been festerin’ for some time, I s’pect. Like an ache y’all grown up with, ye done become ignorant to it.” Pax struck a match, searching nervous eyes for wisps of guilt as he puffed his smoke to life.

      Nothing, yet.

      Pax extinguished the match with a whip of his hand and took a drag, the smoke appearing thicker than he was used to. He expelled fumes with each syllable. “Will any here come forth and admit to sending for the Inquisition’s aid?” He exhaled the rest of the smoke through his nose like some dragon wearing the suit of a weathered man. “One amongst you claimed the boy in that there shack to be in league with Nil, demons, and the like. Won’t one of you come forth and level with those tasked with fightin’ the darkness threatening your town, and Cre’ for that matter?”

      The townsfolk shifted, looking from one to the other, but held their tongues.

      Pax took another drag, contemplating. Was their silence a product of fear? That’d make sense seeing as how the Inquisition tended to use torture over sweets to elicit answers. Pagans in particular. But total silence? Something was amiss here. That thickness in the air was making Pax’s lungs work overtime just to take a normal pull of air. His Initiates and the townsfolk were breathing deep too. Air had a charge to it.

      A child started mewling into the sunken belly of a withered woman. Pax drowned it out. He gave them until a long count of ten, smelling the fear-sweat of folks penned in by his all-too-zealous associates, knowing each was eager to prove themselves before the notorious Inquisitor.

      Pax sighed. “I am sorry to say that your silence is the very indictment of guilt. We’ve our orders.” Pax nodded to his Initiates to tighten the noose, just as planned. The herd made their anxieties known in wails and whimpers, looking to one another for salvation. He shouted over their baying. “I asked, but I’m choosing to beg now, folks. Will none of ye confess? Who sent the missive and leveled such dire accusations at the boy?”

      An old man toward the rear raised a palsied hand. “Please, we can’t speak of such things!”

      An Initiate—Caleb—slapped him upside the head with the flat of his blade. “Cain’t speak of such thangs ‘Inquisitor’.” The old man wobbled but kept to as the Initiate grinned, looking to Pax for approval. Finding none, he resumed a threatening stance.

      The old man continued through that concussive fog Pax knew all too well. “We struck a bargain, Inquisitor.” The crowd hissed at the old man like the pagans they were, but Pax quieted them with a placating gesture. “A bargain, old feller? With whom?” He nodded for the man to continue.

      “Our silence in exchange for the Inquisition's mercy. We cannot speak of who guaranteed our safety. Our lives are forfeit should we say as much.”

      Pax took a long drag of his smoke, the crackle of thin paper burning down to the end, just like his patience. He flicked the remains aside, placing his hands on his belt, putting both of his pistols and a hatchet hanging from a leather hoop on display. “As an Inquisitor, you know the many ways in which I can compel a man to speak his truth, don’t ye?”

      The old man nodded. “Aye. That I do, Inquisitor.”

      “And yet?” Pax spread his hands wide, palms up, “You seem unable to elaborate. Let me assure you that silence will not vouchsafe your soul nor that of any other in attendance.” Pax took off his hat, running hands through hair that came away slick with sweat. He replaced his hat, leaned over, and spat. “But I must say, ol’ man, I am intrigued.” Pax nodded at Caleb, “Bind and bring him to the shack.” Pax turned his back on the mass.

      A scuffle broke out behind him.

      The Inquisitor turned just in time to see the old man, faster than he’d have thought possible, whip a pistol from Caleb’s holster, bite the barrel, and pull the trigger. He coated his people in blood, bone, and the cryptic words Pax had been aiming to divine.

      Caleb stood stock-still before rage twisted his features. Pax ordered him to stand down, but it was too late. The Initiate was seeing red, his heart beating to fury’s crimson rhythm. He unholstered his remaining pistol, and hardly aiming, fired into the crowd of townspeople.

      Pax stormed through the panicking pagans toward Caleb. “Hold your fire!”

      The townsfolk bolted, some knocking down and stampeding over the Inquisitor. He curled into a fetal ball as the roar of gunfire breached the muffled stomps of those treading over him.

      Bloodied and bruised, Pax pushed himself up, the smell of gunpowder thick in the air. But it was too late. Fear had dried up the withered branches of Cairn’s sanity, and inchoate sparks of violence had touched off the waiting wildfire. Pax attempted to rally his people, but they were too far gone; the scent of blood and sulfur had become fuel for their ire as they stabbed, chopped, and shot at anyone not wearing the colors of the Inquisition.

      And, like wheat before the scythe, Pax watched, helpless to stop their grim harvest.
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        * * *

      

      The monastery grew cold, torches roaring at errant winds.

      Arch-Inquisitor Mastus spoke. “Yes, what happened in Cairn was,” he paused, “unfortunate.”

      Pax stared at the yellowed marble he knelt upon; it resembled petrified veins of black blood in a glass of goat’s milk.

      “But the Inquisition, as heavy-handed as it may seem at times, Pax, cannot suffer such weak links in the Chain. Pagans least of all.”

      Pax clenched his fists until the knuckles went white. For all its comforting pragmatism, since Cairn, Pax had finally seen the Chain for what it really was: a tool. A way to justify the Inquisition’s dark deeds in a darker world. As much as he respected Mastus, little remained of the man that had practically raised Pax. All he saw through that one good eye of his was the bigger picture, one where Cre’s survival was buttressed by the bones of folk who simply wanted to live free of the Inquisition’s yoke.

      The Arch-Inquisitor paused to cough, wet and phlegmatic. Pax kept his head down, listening to the man’s insides gurgle their way to the surface. Mastus’ health had been waning for years, but it seemed to have accelerated exponentially in the time it took for him to recall part of what had happened at Cairn. “But neither does the Inquisition—and the Chain—have need of sycophants, sadists, and the like. We rose up millennia ago to wage war against the darkness enveloping our world. Rest assured that this Initiate, Caleb, has been thoroughly reprimanded for his actions. And, as tragic as that night’s events were, they did reveal the demon purported within Cairn.” Mastus paused, taking a few labored breaths. “Your purification of that very demon demonstrates why you are worthy of becoming a Judge, a stronger link in the Chain. Why Cre’ demands your continued service and protection.”

      What little of Cre’ there was to protect. Entire towns and cities gone dark as the Terminator swallowed them up. Communiques from outposts reporting demons, blight, and all manners of hell howling at the frothing black frontier choking Cre’. They were living on borrowed time, and everyone knew it.

      So what was there left to fight for?

      Pax had started out a pragmatic and cynical Initiate, but over time, had come to truly believe in the Inquisition’s purpose, its mission. Replacing the search for his father with something that truly mattered, and that gave him purpose. It was an institution dedicated to pushing back the Terminator, and safeguarding the lives of children growing up all on their own. That was something Pax could believe in without reservation.

      But the incident in Cairn had removed his blinders. Yes, the Inquisition would protect men, women, and children, but only those fettered to the Inquisition’s uncompromising ethos. Pagans—innocent or otherwise—had made their decision, or so Pax’s fellow Inquisitors were fond of saying. They were beyond saving.

      No; what the Inquisition demanded of him, he couldn’t give. Wouldn’t. Mastus had to know as much, had to know that Pax no longer believed in what they were doing. Things must be pretty desperate for the old cyclops to consider him worthy of becoming a Judge.

      Another gust of wind whipped at Pax’s robes.

      More coughing. High-Inquisitor D’Nai’s robes swished as she came around the altar to whisper something to Mastus. He grunted. “Our time is short, Pax. We must hurry if we are to excoriate the darkness Nil stretches across Cre’.” The Arch-Inquisitor was racked by sucking wet coughs once more. Pax made to rise, but heard an acolyte come forth, then the sound of a chalice being slapped away. It landed with a series of clangs upon the tiled floor.

      His master wheezed. “You still seek him, do you not, Pax? Some part secreted away from even yourself searches for the man who abandoned you.”

      Pax raised his head to look at Mastus. His skin lay fallow against crumbling cheeks, brittle fingers clenching the throne he now seemed a part of. It made Pax’s heart ache. He tried to break his gaze with that single eye but couldn’t; there was something deep within it. Some irrational gaze hypnotizing him.

      “Your father.” The Arch-Inquisitor sighed, the sound tapering away; its rasp left Pax feeling as barren as the miserable town he’d left as a boy. “I’ve kept secrets from you, Pax. So many secrets. You shall be the last Inquisitor to enter the Conventus. Once you arrive, assuming the Chain holds strong, you shall find the man you’ve sought all these years.” Mastus dabbed at the sweat beading his brow. “It is not what he wanted for you, and I promised to leave you be, but things have changed. Nil’s servants have killed all other potential Judges, and Her foul influence poisons the Conventus itself.”

      Another stiff wind sent languid streams of incense smoke whorling.

      His father was inside the Conventus? That could mean only one thing. . . and what did Mastus mean by other ‘potential Judges’ having been killed? Pax had so many questions, but Mastus’ gaze was a powerful thing, magical somehow. All he could do was listen, eyes transfixed.

      The Arch-Inquisitor’s words seemed to come from some far-off place. “His very soul is in danger, Pax, and only you can rescue him.”

      

      
        
        Cleansing Fane

        Those that impede the Inquisition shall not be spared by virtue of innocence. None shall elude purification.

      

      

      Pax had been in the appropriated shack for what he suspected was some time now.

      The slaughter had exhausted itself. Like concentrated fuel, it had burned hot and fast, consuming the Initiates’ zeal, but not before reaping all that they had sown. Pax had eventually managed to wrangle them in, but by then, it was too late.

      He’d ordered them to leave him be in the shack, door closed.

      The rocking chair Pax sat on seemed to creak beneath the weight of his failure. Tamlin lay slumped over the table, weeping, arm still pinned in place by that golden nail. The wound was a bloody, inflamed mess.

      Pax had woken him with smelling salts. Had felt compelled to tell him what had happened outside. The boy had wept over losing so much so soon. Two worlds ruined in as many months. Tamlin would grow up convinced he was a cursed thing. That was, assuming he or anyone in Cre’ lived long enough to see the next few years.

      More effectively broken by the news than any amount of torture Pax could stand to deliver, Tamlin had confessed that he had indeed been in the woods. Had snuck away in the night, but not for what he’d been accused of. It was to rendezvous with a girl.

      A girl. Blue dress. Blonde. Gangly limbs; the way teenagers tended to be. That was all Tamlin had said through quivering lips. Tamlin then laid his head down, and despite still being pinned to the table, whimpered, whispered, and bemoaned his fate. Pax hoped the boy was telling the truth so he could remove the nail and give him some modicum of relief. Another of his bitter gifts.

      The Inquisitor kept on rocking back and forth in his chair, contemplating how different his life was compared to the boy’s.

      Pax’s mother had kept and tended to a similar rocking chair in their small home. She never sat in it, and Pax was forbidden from doing the same. She’d caught him on it one afternoon and had belted his backside so many times he’d had to sleep on his stomach three nights in a row.

      She died a few years after Pax had become an Initiate, having refused the request he’d made in his letter to her. Weystacks, the town veterinarian—and mayor—had proclaimed her passing to be the result of an acute case of a bullet to the brain. The man had found her in that coveted rocking chair, surrounded by empty bottles; a pistol clutched within her rictus grip. White Well had been consumed by the Terminator a few months later.

      Back and forth. Back and forth.

      Pax looked the boy over. An orphan with no one to miss or love him, and yet, his ribs didn’t show and his eyes had abstained from going hollow like so many guttersnipes littering Cre’s remaining cities. The people of Cairn had seen to his needs regardless, and raised him as a collective. Good people, those pagans. What few remained.

      Pax had had no such upbringing. Mother had been too lost in her mind, the black dog having sunk its teeth deep into the wound his father had carved into her the day he’d left. Despite growing up in a small backwater town just like Cairn, Pax’s ribs had poked through ill-fitting shirts, eyes peeking past the caves hunger had etched into his sockets. The only people that had ever accepted him were the Inquisitors. Pax had saddled himself atop their righteous mandate since then, but that once reliable leather had ridden itself raw this night.

      A blue girl. Blonde dress. Broken limbs.

      He stood, barely keeping to, his thoughts seeming to stagger from one mutilated image to the next as he approached the door leading outside. Pax tasted ash. Smelled it too. He looked at the door, knowing what lay on the other side. He opened it.

      Corpses.

      Corpses stacked atop one another with no adherence to man’s need to make things fit. An artificial hill composed of gruesome earth whose features consisted of accusatory crags that jutted however they’d been thrown to rest. Pax had seen firewood stacked with more diligence than this.

      The corpus was a marred thing; bearing fleshen furrows and fissures, as though some drunken god had descended from up on high to assail the Inquisition’s joyless monument to slaughter; a profane benediction none had prayed for, but that was required nevertheless. Powder-fueled meteorites had punched through the rind of that forsaken landscape, as if in an attempt to reveal the muscle and bone beneath. Coagulated lakes pooled about the hill that one could dip their hat into and drink from, but those tepid waters reeked of sulfur, tasted of iron.

      Pax stumbled over bodies not yet added to the grisly monument while a pagan choir surrounding it hurled hymnal lamentations into the firmament, but their god of light maintained its mute vigil. Its indifference, their call to action. And so the pagans sang on.

      Punch-drunk, Pax mumbled to himself, using the newly erected bursa like some despised icon around which he circumambulated.

      He found a blue girl wearing a blonde dress stained crimson laying face down in the dirt. Pax crouched, turned her over. She still breathed, but it was a shallow thing. He brushed aside hair covering bulging eyes. Shame. She was pretty. Could’ve been a good wife, raised children, died peacefully surrounded by loved ones.

      He asked the girl if she’d met with Tamlin at night, waited. She offered bubbling sobs and a creek of blood which was swallowed by the thirsting earth. Eventually, she spoke.

      Lies, she said. All of it lies.

      A cry arose from one of the Initiates, pointing toward the shack. Pax spun to see Tamlin, cradling his hand and sprinting into a forest cloaked in shadow.

      The Inquisitor cursed and gave chase.
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        * * *

      

      Pax could see his breath in the frigid air of the monastery. Small clouds that puffed into life, then roiled toward infinitude. His mind teetered on some precipice he’d never quite realized he’d been walking as Mastus’ lone eye held him in place.

      Only Pax could save his father. That was what Mastus had said.

      “Pax,” the Arch-Inquisitor wheezed, “the time has come. Time you entered the Conventus. Became what you were destined to be. What we’ve kept from you all these years.” Without warning, he lunged from his throne, seizing Pax’s robes in a way only the dying were capable of. He caught and cradled Mastus as one might a babe.

      “Seek—”

      A seizure gripped the Arch-Inquisitor. He bucked and shuddered as it came and went. His breath surviving in truncated gasps as he attempted to speak once more. “Seek the Chain!”

      Mastus’ back arched as another round of convulsions took hold. Bones cracked and popped beneath thin flesh, frothing bile billowing between his clenched teeth as Pax held the only man he cared about amidst his agonies.

      Please, please don’t you leave me too.

      The Arch-Inquisitor’s eye settled on Pax despite his convulsions.

      Pax stared into that singular globe, the iris a swirling pattern of white, red, and black. He felt himself hypnotized by those colored connotations as his sense of self evaporated. He stared deeper into the eye. So deep into that space that, when he finally blinked his own eyes, it took Pax a moment to realize he was no longer in the monastery, but on some barren shore.

      Looking up, the typical pantheon of constellations Pax had always reckoned by had been deposed by a dismal canopy concealing a singular, anemic light.

      Looking down, Pax saw that he was naked, that his legs were buried to the ankles in coarse sand colored onyx and freckled pearl.

      Looking ahead, he saw a carmine ocean ferrying congealed colonies of blood. The thick waters slapped the sand like excess skin against wet marble, ushering forth a choir of hushed voices across the benighted shore. The water lapping at Pax’s ankles was warm. Too warm.

      The wave receded, sighing like the death rattle of a thousand souls upon stillborn winds. Pax looked down once more to see reflectionless black leeches sucking at his pallid skin. The next wave deposited more leeches on sand and flesh while dragging others back into the sea’s jellied embrace.

      Pax noticed that with each wave, his body sank further into the sand. He remained in place, still, without volition.

      The whispering waves came again, sifting and sucking Pax deeper into the cursed coast. Then again, slapping and licking at his waist. Another wave, up to his shoulders. Whispers preceded the subsequent wave just before its gelatinous force slammed into Pax’s face, forcing blackened masses into his mouth, up his nose. A thousand-thousand souls hissed in accusatory, pleading, and churlish tones. The wave receded and so too did they.

      He wretched, gagged. Gasped for air.

      Another wave.

      Its force was too great even for the sucking sands. It slammed against Pax, unmooring him from the sterile earth into a sea bereft of water. Movement somehow restored, Pax tried to swim back to land but felt himself caught within some primeval undertow.

      The whispers slithered across Pax’s mind, prying at his sanity as he attempted to keep his head above the surface, but he could not. The fluid was too thick to tread. He made to take in air and instead inhaled thickened waters, gnashing on bloated leeches as he was sucked beneath the viscous veneer.

      The whispers overwhelmed his mind, their speech as swollen as infected tongues. Other voices shouldered through that multitudinous chatter, begging for freedom or salvation, but from what, Pax knew not.

      He screamed, the precious air birthing a malignant bubble which was quashed by the pressure and forced back down his throat.

      Through his terrors, Pax saw wavering points of light; pure and unmitigated spectra that suffused the red sea. Only those close enough were visible, and even then, were obfuscated by the passing of clotted shoals whose profiles were as nightmarish as the hellscape they navigated.

      It was then that Pax laid eyes upon the first leviathan. It was a thing felt before seen, its mass churning the waters through sheer existence. The pale light from the surface casted a pallor upon its scales and puckered flesh; its fins, tentacles, and other appendages a maligned assemblage of cancerous colonies. The horrid creature’s beleaguered movements through those defiled waters defied practicality. It swam from sight, the currents of its passing tossing Pax about like some ragdoll.

      Pax watched as, close by, another glowing point of light illuminated a behemoth before it; a comorbidity of divergent teeth and cankerous flesh. He heard the calcified pop of clacking molars as the light was swallowed by the behemoth, illuminating its maw from the inside out. The light was swallowed, digested, and shat out in some infantile semblance of its misbegotten parentage.

      Pax inhaled and choked, sinking deeper; the pressure crushing his frail form. He was tossed about by another current as some immense presence loomed before him. So large was it, that through his bloodied sight, all Pax could perceive was what he believed to be but a fraction of its visage: a thousand eyes—black irises punctuated by lucent, bone-white pupils—observing his thrashings. Each eye moved autonomous of its convex neighbor; a shivering wall of pale, glaring moons.

      A singular voice scattered the whispers, like some apex predator treading amidst carrion packs of yipping opportunists. It was the voice of a woman. Fear not, Brother.

      Pax’s terror was amplified by the grinding of ancient bone and sinew, those jittering eyes watching him be pulled toward some unseen groaning inhalation.

      It was then that the muted clang of steel cut through the miasma. A whipping of chain swirled and struck out at the stygian edifice. Another barrage assailed the monstrosity until its mottled eyes rolled back into some unseen head.

      A singular whisper tore at Pax’s mind, promising they’d be reunited soon, then the behemoth departed with a titanic sweep of its body, sending Pax deeper into the sea. He raged against his narrowing vision, the voices harrying his mind one raring nip at a time.

      Something solid brushed his fingertips. Chain.

      A light burst to life before Pax in the shape of a faceless body. It wrapped links of chain around both of his wrists, as though it were binding a prisoner. Though his lucidity sloughed away by the moment, Pax did not miss the pod of horrors angling for the two of them.

      Chain fastened, the light embraced Pax. Without warning, the two were hauled up through the sea, past abominations too slow to react but whose whispers still pried at Pax’s mind.

      They broke through the surface and into a ruinous sky whose horizon was bereft of curvature. Pax’s arms hung above him like some bloodstained supplicant as he vomited into the waters below. The sea roiled and swole beneath them, but no cruelties burst forth to drag them back down into those purulent waters.

      Pax looked to the suffocating clouds above, gazing upon the same impotent light from what seemed a lifetime ago. On some unheard command, the clouds parted to reveal a singular eye colored white, red, and black—the source and destination of the chain Pax and the figure clung to. He knew that eye, it was the same eye that had sized up Pax as a child. The same gaze that had observed and guided his training as an Initiate. The tortured sphere that had sent him to this wretched place beyond legitimacy. And it was a pacifying thing, scraping away the whispers crawling across his mind.

      Pax looked into the gleaming face of the figure holding him tight.

      You found me . . . Son.

      He gasped as the two were reeled into the eye of the beholder.

      

      
        
        Tireless Resolve

        Those that run die tired.

      

      

      Pax thundered through the forest, branches bowing and snapping beneath the weight of his momentum.

      He saw Tamlin dodge and weave through the darkened forest before leaping through dense bramble and out of sight while Pax stumbled over a knot of roots before righting himself and pressing on. He followed through the intertwining branches and into what appeared to be the town cemetery. Long-burning torches stood vigil over the newer additions; a tradition backwater folk in Cre’ kept to. Even the dead deserved some light.

      “Stop, boy!”

      Tamlin kept running, weaving between tombstones old and new.

      Pax unholstered a pistol, steadied his aim, and let the roar of gunpowder shatter the cemetery’s silence. One, two, three shots flew before the fourth punched through Tamlin’s calf. He tumbled to the ground.

      The Inquisitor approached, pistol at the ready.

      The orphan dragged himself away from the Inquisitor until a tombstone pressed against his back. A torch illuminated the pain twisting his features.

      Pax stepped up to the boy, clicking his tongue. “Only the guilty run.”

      Tamlin panted, looking from Pax, to his wounded leg, then back to the Inquisitor. He spoke past trembling lips, “I haven’t been truthful, sir.”

      “No, boy. Reckon you have not.” He waved his pistol at Tamlin, “Something about you’s wrong. Knew it the moment I smelled your blood. Stank somethin’ awful.” He let the words hang, the moment ready to loosen its bowels of any truths bottled up.

      Tamlin winced as he tried moving his leg. Despite the torch, a shadow slithered across the boy’s face. Tamlin spoke as he wiped tears away, “I’m sorry, I—” He gasped as his body was wracked by some unseen pain.

      “I bet you are.” Pax took a few steps back, reloading his pistol. He’d packed plenty of powder made to deal with cultists, but always kept a few surprises in his duster should things get interesting. Pax loaded a special round last into the chamber of his pistol now that he knew what he was up against.

      Tamlin sighed, seeming relieved, his pain-wracked grimace disappearing. “I’m sorry it took so long for us to become honest with one another, Inquisitor.” The boy looked down at the nail still embedded in his inflamed hand and chuckled.

      Pax took a few more steps back, loading his other pistol with the same kind of special round, but this time, it was first in the chamber. This wasn’t his first rodeo. “Oh, I’m sure you're just beside y’self, deceiver.” Pax knew the demon would be wearing an umbra—its shadow armor—beneath the false skin of the boy. He’d need to buy himself some time if his plan was going to pan out.

      Which almost never happened when hoof hit stone.

      “Well, let’s be on with it then, shall we?” Tamlin’s eyes bulged, belly swelling as protrusions from within clawed at his skin. His back arched, bones dislocating then realigning themselves into macabre geometries that Pax never got used to seeing. Elongated teeth gnashed into stretched lips over and over. On each inhalation, the demon seemed to suck the very air from Pax’s lungs, each exhalation suffusing the air with an unmistakable thickness.

      Its transformation complete, the demon sighed, tongue licking the blood off of too-long canines. It was as if two giants had played tug-of-war with Tamlin’s body. He’d become a stretched, torn up mess of flesh and bone. The umbra slithered across the demon like chthonic clouds over a bloated corpse.

      The demon spoke in a baritone, rippling the very air with each syllable. “So much better.”

      Pax stared down those unblinking eyes. “Never was any cult around here, was there?”

      “The cult? Ah yes, our pitiable servants.” It leaned against the tombstone, unperturbed by the Inquisitor. The demon sighed. “Never were, I’m sorry to say. I trust your zealous cousins to act as fodder and nothing more. No, my work requires a far more delicate touch.” It scratched at its left hand, the golden nail still embedded in its flesh. The demon tore it out and flicked it at Pax’s boots. “Bah! That itched quite a bit, Inquisitor.”

      Just keep him talking. Pax picked up the nail with his free hand, never breaking eye contact with his prey, and pocketed the nail. “Little trick our scholars came up with. Chemicals and sunlight. Don’t much care how it works so long as it does. Still,” he nodded at the hole in the demon’s hand, “seems to have made its mark.”

      The demon followed his gaze to the hole in its hand, a small patch of flesh where the demon’s umbra refused to coalesce. It clapped its clawed-hands together. “Ha! Clever, yes, but it doesn’t seem to have done much else, I’m afraid.”

      “Well, lucky for you, I’m a patient man.” He leaned over and spat before looking back at the luxuriating demon. “You made the bargain with them pagans.” It wasn’t a question.

      The demon spread its elongated claws to either side. “I merely gave them a choice: bank on the beneficence of the Inquisition by staying silent, maybe even be saved by you and your esteemed colleagues, or I’d consume them one at a time.” Its eyes flashed. “They chose poorly, it seems. But at least the Inquisition found one demon.” It winked at Pax. “Two, really.”

      Rancid winds whipped at Pax’s duster. He adjusted his hat.

      The demon continued. “It's amusing, really; your precious Inquisition. So proud of how they pull the strings, and yet,” the demon grinned, revealing rows of incisors punctuated by canines, “when one anonymous person reports seeing odd things at night, of a child skulking into the forest no less, a righteous posse is dispatched to quell those rumors. Mmmm.” The demon smiled.

      “You’ve been rilin’ them folks up since the day you arrived in that outfit of yours. Stoking their fears ‘til the Inquisition came. You knew what’d happen when we got here.”

      “Oh, I was counting on it. It’s what I love most about you humans: you’re just so dreadfully reliable.”

      The demon’s umbra had peeled back to the elbow. He seemed not to have noticed. Pax kept it talking. “Why? Why kill good folk like those in Cairn?”

      It looked Pax up and down. “You desire answers. Some way to rationalize the violence you’ve enabled, then hidden from in this, your long dark.”

      Pax didn’t reply.

      “It’s because I enjoy breaking humanity; a species that believes itself somehow removed from laws codified during the cosmos’ birth pangs, but that you commit all the same. Chaos, violence is the one true constant in this world we share. Birth, no matter the creature, equates to violence, but it is the conscious mind that sees violence for the grand inheritance it is, something that supersedes moral hegemony. Violence is too pure a thing to be saddled with codes of conduct, as any attempt to do so simply misses the point.

      “Your species may think itself somehow superior to my own because you maintain a ‘rule of law,’ but it was the fires of violence that forged the precious chain binding Cre’, and it is the Inquisition’s violence that has constricted it about your necks; as much a noose as a necklace. The Inquisition may couch their actions within the ‘greater good,’ but make no mistake, Inquisitor, your masters are just as brutal, just as violent as the enemy they have waged war against for millennia. Look no further than Cairn for proof if my claim rings hollow. Why, even you are untouched by violence, dear Inquisitor. I see how it has stained your skin black with gunpowder, sculpted the scowl you wear without effort; as if a universal truth were something one could banish through sheer repugnance.

      “But to answer your question as to why I did what I did to those . . . people you speak of? It’s because you’ve forgotten your place in this violent world of ours. I break humanity the same way a ranch hand breaks a horse; not because the creature is of use, but because all that is not under his purview is ignorant of its defiance.” The demon reared up, rolling ridged shoulders until its bones cracked into warped alignment. “And that is something which cannot be tolerated. I break your kind, Inquisitor, because you defy the truth buried within the very marrow of your bones: that you are inferior in all ways to my kind, save your epistemological illiteracy; for all things that have come, have long since passed, and all which has passed shall become sovereign once more. So saith I, so speaketh Nil.”

      Pax was out of time. “Pretty speech, pretender. What do I call you? Need a name to report back to my ‘esteemed colleagues’ once I’ve banished you.”

      “Oh, the delicious irony.” The demon touched its chest in a gesture of mock salute. “For my name is Bellum. The war to your peace, Inquisitor Pax.”

      Pax rolled his shoulders, the gesture seeming far less imposing than the demon’s. “Well, Bel, you already got the nail.” Pax leveled his pistol. “About time I dropped the fuckin’ hammer.”

      He opened fire.

      The first round sank into Bellum’s umbra, staggering but not harming the demon, as expected. That was fine. Pax needed more time. Bellum lunged to the side on all fours, its shoulder blades punching through stretched flesh. The demon roared and charged at him.

      Pax did the last thing his prey expected; he charged right back. The two closed the gap in seconds and, just as they’d have collided, Pax rolled to the side and under claws scything the air above him, taking Pax’s hat clean off his head. He came up on one knee and leveled three more shots at the demon’s side, causing Bellum to stumble. He fired another round which the demon pinched from the air with its wounded hand, and hurled right back at the Inquisitor.

      The round punched through Pax’s right arm, causing him to drop his pistol next to a tombstone that stated Becky had been put to rest there, and that she’d been surrounded by loved ones before the consumption took her.

      Lucky lady.

      Pax gripped his arm, warm blood coating his fingers. But he’d seen the demon’s hand when it plucked his bullet from the air. Everything beneath Bellum’s shoulder was exposed—its musculature resembling sun-dried jerky. A special round from his pistol there would hurt like hell, but it wouldn’t finish the job. The Inquisitor just had to survive another minute.

      Gritting his teeth, Pax whipped his hatchet from its leather hoop and hurled it at the demon. Bellum stood, arms wide, laughing as it accepted the weapon’s edge into the filmy armor coating its chest.

      Bellum lowered its arms, sighing. “Are we nearly finished, my dear Inquisitor?” Bolting forward, the demon backhanded Pax hard enough to send him tumbling to the ground. His world spun, white-hot pain shooting through his wounded arm. He lay there a moment, spitting out blood and a tooth, before pushing himself up, one arm dangling at his side. The pain made Pax want to vomit, but he forced it back down. “Yeah, just about done, Bel.” He brought his one good arm up, balling his hand into a fist. “But feel free to give up. Promise I’ll make it quick.” Pax gave the demon a gap-toothed smile.

      This was gonna hurt like hell.

      Bellum chuckled as it approached Pax on legs that dislocated, cracked, and realigned with each step, causing it to grow in height. By the time the demon stood before Pax, it was two heads taller than him. “An Inquisitor with a sense of humor? Shame I’ll have to break a rarity such as yourself.” The demon’s umbra had receded, exposing part of its chest.

      Left hand shooting out, the demon lifted Pax high enough off the ground that the two were eye-to-eye. Bellum’s breath was scalding, reeked of decay. “And just so you know, Inquisitor, he was real,” it said. “Tamlin was real.”

      Pax swallowed blood.

      “The boy was your cousin as a matter of fact. Not sure how much the Inquisition has told you—little I’m sure—but you’ve quite the family tree. Shame you’ll not live to meet the rest of them. What few we haven’t slaughtered, that is.” The demon looked away, considering something for a moment, then looked back at Pax. “You know what, Inquisitor? You’ve made for such excellent entertainment tonight, allow me to make a deal with you.” Its sour breath made Pax’s gorge rise.

      He nodded for the demon to continue. More time.

      Bellum leaned in, teeth grinding together so close to Pax’s ear that it started bleeding. “I see you still have your other pistol, Inquisitor, and they say variety’s the spice of life. I’ve torn your kind apart for longer than I care to recall. I think I’d very much like to see you put a bullet in your brain.” Its tongue tapped Pax’s temple. “It’s that, or I skin you alive like I did the boy and wear you back to Augre. I doubt the Inquisition would even notice a demon masquerading as one of their loyal servants.” The demon pulled back. “These are the only two gifts I offer you; violence against thyself, or by your better. Either way, you’ll acknowledge my superiority before She takes you into Her suffocating embrace.”

      The Inquisitor made to speak. Tapped at the bloodied hand holding him a few feet off the ground.

      “Oh, you can’t speak! My apologies.” Bellum’s grip loosened enough so that Pax could talk.

      “Yer—” Pax coughed up more blood which dribbled down his chin.

      The demon leaned in. “What’s that, Inquisitor? Speak up.”

      Pax chuckled, the gesture causing him to bob in the demon’s grip. “Yer birthday suit’s showin’, Bel.”

      Bellum looked at his chest just in time to see Pax wrench the hatchet from its umbra and bury the weapon in the demon’s unprotected arm. It roared, dropping the Inquisitor. He landed on his rear and wrenched his remaining pistol from its holster with his good arm. Pax aimed for the now-exposed skin over the demon’s heart and pulled the trigger.

      The specialized bullet flew true, puncturing stretched flesh right where he’d been aiming. Pax had just enough time to see the surprise register across Bellum’s face before the phosphorus round cooked off.

      In an instant, white flames jetted through any section of the demon not coated in its umbra. What was contained beneath its shadowy armor roiled and swept across the demon’s flesh in bone-melting waves of light. Bellum howled, reeled, and collapsed against the tombstone it had languished against mere minutes ago. It shrieked in the tone of the beast and boy, vacillating between the damned and the innocent.

      Pax didn’t pay it much mind. He holstered his pistol and went looking for his hat. It’d been stepped on. He punched the inside out, slapped it against his leg a few times, then settled it snug atop his head.

      The Inquisitor spat out some more blood, and what felt like a piece of a tooth, and stalked toward the demon. Bellum twitched as its insides continued to be devoured by another concoction scholars back in Augre had devised. Pax wasn’t the most learned Inquisitor, but he was a man of science when it suited his needs.

      Though it was difficult with a wounded arm, he managed to roll a smoke and let it hang between his blood-crusted lips while patting his pockets for matches. No luck. Must’ve lost them in the fight. Pax plucked the smoke from his lips and held it over flames cooking one of Bellum’s eyes like an egg on a hot skillet. “Hold still there, Bel.”

      The demon made to speak but just ended up choking on what passed for blood amongst its kind.

      “Much obliged.” Pax put the now-lit smoke between his lips once more. “Now, I’m sure you recall sending a missive to the Inquisition.” He took a drag of his smoke, savoring the taste of tobacco and blood. “Claimed a demon to be in Cairn.” The phosphorus had run its course. All that remained of Bellum was exposed bone, charred flesh, and the occasional twitch from muscles not quite ready to die. What remained of its umbra was evaporating into nothing. “S’pose it's high time I took care of said demon.”

      Bellum tried to rise, so Pax kicked it in the face. Felt good. Demon bone broke with a kind of crack Pax had always found gratifying. He kicked again, and again, each blow not even beginning to reimburse the hell visited upon the people of Cairn. But it was something. Something to avenge the children who’d grow up without parents because of a demon’s whispers and the Inquisition’s rigid mandate.

      He gave the demon one more good kick, then stopped to examine Bellum’s broken face. “As for your lies about Tamlin, my kin?” Pax spat on Bellum’s charred visage. “That’s all they are: lies. Ain’t got no family, and that’s fine by me.” He pointed back toward Cairn. “But to the folk in that town, you killed him. That scared little boy they took in, you killed everything they loved about him tonight. Even though he’s a lie, they still believed.”

      Pax’s words echoed off Bellum and right back at himself. The demon’s killing of Tamlin was no better than the Inquisition’s slaughter of the people in Cairn. He’d believed in the Inquisition’s mission, that he was helping folk, making a difference. But they’d twisted that lie around his neck like a length of chain and dragged a desperate boy across a rough, unforgiving land into an amoral adulthood. The Inquisition was all he’d had, and now even that seemed a hollow thing. He pushed the realization aside. One demon at a time. “The lies end tonight. I’m going to make this hurt, Bel. Gonna make you see the light them poor folk been praying for all these years.”

      Pax stood tall, interlaced his gloved fingers and popped his knuckles. “But first thing’s first, I need a memento of our joyous evening together. Ye done made for such excellent entertainment afterall.” Pax withdrew and flipped his pistol around before unceremoniously whipping the butt at one of Bellum’s remaining canines. “Take my word, this goes a lot quicker if you don’t squirm so much,” Pax grumbled.

      After a few good cracks, the tooth came loose. The Inquisitor admired it by torchlight, whistling between his teeth. “Daresay, I’m gettin’ better at this with each go. Outta try my hand at becoming a barber. What you say to that, eh?” He kicked the shuddering body. “Thought so.”

      Pax plopped the tooth into a pocket filled with three others just like it, though this one was considerably longer. “Gotta bet going with a couple of my constituents.” He patted the pocket. “Do believe I just won.” He clapped his hands together. “Now then, time to show you the light, Bel.”

      From his belt, Pax produced a small vial, its contents black and viscous. He applied a liberal dose of liquid to the demon’s body. Bellum gurgled in protest, but Pax gave it another kick to the face and poured the oil over its remaining eye for good measure.

      Taking a few steps back, Pax took a deep drag of his smoke, then held it upright, looking to the night sky. “Listen up, Nil! ‘Bout to send one of your boys back to that vacuous whorehouse you call home.” Pax cleared his throat. “In the name of the Inquisition, I, Inquisitor Pax . . . .” He tapered off, realizing how ashen those once sacred words now tasted. Another casualty of tonight’s slaughter.

      He looked down at Bellum. “Know what? You just tell Nil I’m comin’ for Her. I’m comin’, and I’ll go it alone if I have to.” Pax flicked the cigarette at the demon’s oil-coated body, shielding his eyes from the sudden conflagration.

      Bellum managed a couple of good screams, but Pax had already wandered over to a nearby tombstone. Pike, who was survived by his drinking buddies, had been so kind as to leave a bottle of brown for any who cared to partake.

      Pax popped the cork, inhaling the peaty smoke of well-aged whiskey, and took a gut-burning pull. He rolled another cigarette—lit it by torchlight this time, and leaned against Pike’s tombstone.

      Watching Bellum burn, Pax inhaled cooking flesh, exhaled smoke; swallowing fire as a pagan choir sang in the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Kurt moaned. Awoke feeling the cold floor beneath him and that ancient cold within.

      Oh, how he’d missed hard surfaces!

      He trailed his hands down a scarred face, reveling in how solid he felt. He twitched atrophied toes, savoring how effortless his movements felt outside of the Conventus before cracking open his eyes. The torches caused him to squint. Light: another thing he’d sorely missed.

      He grunted and stood. Looking about himself, Kurt realized he was in a familiar monastery: rows of pews behind him while an immense loop of chain hung behind an altar festooned with his tools. An empty throne stood before it. Rusted chains, as was ever the case, swayed lackadaisical from the ceiling.

      Kurt pulled apart the white robe covering his body. Ancient scars painted a violent tableau across his pale chest. How many times had he sacrificed himself in service to Cre’?

      A memory flashed across his mind’s eye—

      Everything hurts, but I aim my pistol at Bellum’s heart, and pull the trigger—

      Kurt tasted the memory, nodding appreciatively. He’d spent centuries hunting Bellum, but had never successfully purified the demonic eugenicist. More memories, some his own, others not, fluttered through his disorientation. Kurt pored through them before searching for the soul he—

      Kurt stumbled, righting himself. A voice thundered to the surface. Demanding, confused.

      Ah yes; the body he had linked with. His son’s.

      The hell’s going on? Where am I?

      “There you are, Pax,” he said. “You’re inside your body . . . which is inside mine.” Kurt would do his best to ease Pax into their symbiotic relationship, but this part never went well despite all the practice he had.

      Who are you? The voice in Kurt’s head was a shout, echoing off the worn canyons of his mind.

      “My name’s Kurt. I’m your father. Thought that was made rather clear when we spoke in the Conventus.”

      Liar!

      Kurt was astonished to see his right arm splinter into two, a ghostly hand reaching for his throat. He mentally flexed, willing Pax’s body back inside his own before his son could throttle him.

      It usually took a great deal of time for a new Judge to physically manifest oneself, but Pax was already learning to walk before he could crawl.

      He sensed Pax’s incredulity, though it treaded waters of terror. What’ve ye done to me?

      Kurt sighed. “First off: ‘ye done to me’? By the Chain, Pax. I was hoping your mother would have done a better job of guiding your vernacular than that.”

      Eat shit, dandy! And never talk about my Ma like that.

      Kurt understood the protectiveness. She’d been important to him as well. “I’m sorry, Son.”

      And never call me that! If you are who you say you are, then you abandoned us. Just let me outta here so I can kick your ass proper-like.

      “Would that I could . . . Pax,” Kurt said. “But we’re linked now, bodies and souls.”

      The hell we are. Pax’s body burst forth from Kurt and spun to look at his jailer. The man claiming to be his father did somewhat resemble Pax, though he bore a haggard yoke that bowed the man’s every feature. Pax looked down at himself to see that he was wearing his typical duster, hat, and other weathered clothing. Everything minus his weapons. He looked into Kurt’s weathered eyes, then swung a fist at his face—

      And missed as his hand went clean through. Pax’s forward momentum threw him back inside the man’s body.

      Kurt patted his chest. “Crawl first, Pax, then we can walk together.”

      His son started cursing again, but was interrupted by a red-hot light emanating from a nearby corpse. Mastus!

      Kurt felt grief shatter Pax’s soul. It hurt him too; that his own son felt more for this man than his own father, but he couldn’t blame Pax. Kurt had been too busy being dead to be there for his family. The best he could manage was to hide his wife and son in a corner of Cre’ furthest from the Inquisition and the Judges Nil had corrupted. Clearly his best hadn’t been good enough.

      That what you tell yourself so you can sleep at night?

      “I haven’t slept for a long time, Pax.” Kurt looked about himself. Judging by the vaguely familiar yet slightly-altered tabards of noble Houses, new weapons of war, and architectural trends he’d anticipated, Kurt had been gone for a few decades. “I’ve had nothing but time to regret what I did to you and your mother. I loved my wife very much. And you.”

      You can claim sorrow all you want, but you're still imprisoning me.

      “Not imprisoned, no. Augmented. Made stronger, faster. Quicker to heal, yes. But all for the greater good, Pax”

      You can take that Inquisitorial propaganda and shove it. Now take me to Mastus.

      Kurt walked the few steps it took to stand over the corpse lying face up. The Arch-Inquisitor had a rictus grip on a searing loop of chain. Kurt spared his old friend a weak smile. He remembered Mastus’ remarkable understanding of causal analysis when he was but a mere Initiate, and how he’d lost that eye as an Inquisitor. As Arch-Inquisitor, he’d made the ultimate sacrifice in order to send Pax into the Conventus—corrupted as it was by Nil—to find and rescue Kurt.

      Mastus dangled me in that fresh hell like bait on a lure, didn’t he?

      Kurt’s smile faded. “He did, yes.” But that was Mastus through and through—he never let anything go to waste. “Pax, I know you have many questions. But for now, I need you to prepare yourself.”

      For what? You already left me to rot, and I nearly died saving you from a sea of nightmares. What else could you do to make my life any worse?

      So he was starting to think of Kurt as his father? That was a start. “Not what I’m going to do to you, Pax. To us. Get used to sharing the metaphysical burden from hereon.”

      Just let me out of here! I didn't ask for any of this, and I sure as shit don’t trust you with whatever it is you got planned.

      Kurt winced at Pax’s words as he crouched before Mastus’ body. This wasn’t the first time he’d had this kind of conversation with a newly-linked Judge, but Pax’s words were cutting right to the quick. He did his best to ignore the man’s continued accusations as he pried open Mastus’ fingers. Kurt could feel the heat rising off each link of chain in the dead man’s hand before even touching them. Pax’s tirade tapered away, sensing Kurt’s apprehension.

      What’re you doing?

      Bracing himself, Kurt hissed as he clutched the burning symbol of the Inquisition and placed it around his neck, gasping as the red-hot links of chain branded his chest.

      Both men screamed in tandem.

      “Nil’s left tit!” Kurt clenched his teeth against a pain he’d endured more times than he could recall.

      Pax wailed on, the physical pain amplified by his confusion.

      Pax didn’t deserve to be visited by any of his father’s sins, but here he was, taking over another of his progeny. All for the greater good. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.

      A shudder washed over Kurt as the searing chains settled deeper into his raw flesh. “This chain, it’s a reminder: my pain is yours. Your suffering, mine. We are linked unto death.” He exhaled, the heat lessening, but still hot enough to remind Kurt it was there.

      Then I choose death! Better than being stuck with you the rest of my life.

      “If either of us dies, we both go back to the red sea. To what the Conventus has become since Nil poisoned it.”

      Kurt could sense the bitterness washing over Pax as he spoke. Chased you across Cre’ thinking it was my call to make. Hell, even learned to let you go after a time, be my own man. Turns out I never had any choice in the matter. Both you and Mastus saw to that. Now you’re saying I die, I go back to whatever the Conventus has become?

      “Yes, yes that’s correct. Though it wasn’t always that way. Long ago, the Conventus had been a place where all your blood relations . . .” Kurt cleared his throat, “a place where your extended family and I could slumber when not serving as Judges.”

      Family? An uncomfortable silence stretched out. Kurt knew what question came next. How many families have you left behind?

      “It’s complicated, Pax,” Kurt said. “Just know that I’ve made generations of mistakes.”

      Call me a mistake again and I’ll put a fucking bullet in our brain, Kurt. We’ll drown in that damnable sea, and I’ll be smilin’ all the way down.

      “It’s not like that.” Kurt sighed. “Pax, the Conventus is where many of your ancestors reside. A few are my children, their children, and so on. But a Judge can only bond with the soul and body of a blood relative. Judges were summoned from the Conventus for millennia; fighting, dying, and in between it all. . . having families of their own.

      “It was encouraged, matter of fact. The Inquisition would take in and train a Judges’ most promising offspring so that when they fell, the Inquisition could choose a strong and capable blood relative for the subsequent Judge to link with.” Kurt had come to despise the cannibalistic ways of the Conventus, but knew there was no other way to keep Nil at bay. He just wished he hadn’t smothered his fellow Judges through sheer force of will time and again to return in their stead. He’d been ruthlessly controlling for centuries now and he knew it. “Something must have changed in my absence. Something Mastus kept from you and I both.”

      All those years ago, when he came to White Well. That was no coincidence. What Bellum said to me . . .

      Images of a young boy—Tamlin—flashed through Kurt’s mind. In a matter of moments, Kurt sifted through Pax’s entire life with practiced ease, arriving back at the current moment. “Bellum was a deceiver of the highest order, but in this case, he was telling you the truth. Tamlin was of our blood. I can trace his lineage based on appearance alone. But that doesn’t matter now.”

      Kurt took a moment to consider Tamlin’s demise. So this was how far Nil’s influence had spread? No wonder Mastus had sought Pax out; all the Judges’ known progeny were being assassinated one by one. Taking Kurt’s remaining son into the Inquisition was the only way to protect one of the final links to the Judges from breaking. And if the Judges disappeared entirely, Nil would subsume Cre’ without resistance.

      Kurt looked at Mastus once more. The man had been playing the long game this entire time. “He must have tracked you down somehow. I’m sorry, Pax. I thought I could fix things all on my own. . . . That I wouldn’t have need of you in the years to come, so I tried to hide you from the Inquisition. I refused to deliver you to the slaughter once I realized what the Conventus had become.”

      Then what happened to the Judges and the Conventus? We were always told it was a place of peace, where the Judges rested until summoned.

      Kurt winced as he adjusted the chain, blanching at the smell of singed chest hair. “It was. At least, that was until Nil corrupted it.” Something, an oppressive wind, blew from out of nowhere, its foul weight causing Kurt’s thoughts to slow, as though he were being sucked back into the sea he’d only just escaped.

      It’s Nil. She’s coming isn’t She?

      “No, not Nil. Not yet,” Kurt said. “Her servants. You’ve already met one of them.”

      The leviathan that tried to swallow me back in the Conventus.

      “Yes, well, that ‘leviathan’ you’re referring to is my daughter. My first daughter, and your ancient sister.” The vile winds withered, returning the monastery to its stale benchmark. “Pax, listen. There will be time for accusations and explanations later on. For now, however, we need to be about our business, and soon.”

      No sooner than Kurt had spoken, an ornate set of double doors in the recesses of the monastery burst forth. A woman clad in the robes of an Arch-Inquisitor led a procession of white-robed acolytes toward Kurt. Imperious, she marched around the altar and throne to stand before him; the former Arch-Inquisitor’s body lay between the two. “Inquisitor Kurt.”

      He gave a slight bow. “Arch-Inquisitor—”

      D’Nai.

      “D’Nai,” Kurt finished. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      She nodded. “Good. Pax is with you. The chain linking both Judges is intact.” She took a moment to consider the husk of a man on the floor. “As was his wish, I am to finish the ritual Mastus began,” D’Nai said, voice cracking. She recovered quickly. “We begin immediately.”

      The Arch-Inquisitor gestured for her acolytes to acquire the relics atop the altar. “Get them their tools.” The acolytes obliged, ascending the shallow steps leading to the relics, making symbolic gestures as each appropriated their assigned item. It appeared little had changed in Kurt’s absence. A thought as comforting as it was disconcerting.

      Tell her to get me outta here! Mastus was an Arch-Inquisitor. If he could shove me into your body, she can get me out.

      Kurt winced as he readjusted the chain. “Bonded body and soul, Pax.”

      What gives you the right, huh? What gives you the right to smother me just so you can come back and fuck things up all over again? Think you’re going to make a difference, that just because Daddy’s back—

      “Silence!” Kurt’s voice echoed off the walls of the monastery. “We get ready for what’s coming. If we survive, you and I can have words. Until then, listen to me, dammit! I’m trying to save your life, believe it or not.” Kurt ignored the looks from D’Nai and her ilk. He exhaled, steadying himself. He’d survived in the Conventus for those last few tortuous decades. He wouldn’t falter now. “We must hurry if we're to save the Judges . . . and Nil.”

      What’d you just say?

      D’Nai took a step toward Kurt. “Watch your tongue, Judge. This may be my first day on the job, but I’ll not have heresy uttered in my presence.”

      Kurt ignored the Arch-Inquisitor, considering instead what was worth telling his son, but realized it was only a matter of time before he discovered the lies the Inquisition had hidden even from itself. “It’s time you heard the truth, Pax.” Kurt looked at D’Nai. “All of you. Roughly four thousand years ago, my daughter, Valia, and I were missionaries for the Order of Sol; an order dedicated to the worship of Nil. The goddess of light. We were far to the north of Cre’ in a land so cold that the moisture in the air would freeze and fall to the ground in wonderful geometries. The locals called it snow.

      “One day, as we were traveling between villages clinging to polytheistic deities the Order wished to see replaced, we were assaulted by what would later be called a demon. The first demon, in fact. All missionaries in the Order of Sol were trained for combat as the locals in some areas were quite hostile toward our claims that all gods were but a manifestation of Nil.”

      Kurt recalled how terrified he’d been that day. How the demon’s skin steamed as each snowflake came into contact with it. “Valia and I slayed the demon—by the skin of our teeth, mind you—and collected ourselves as best we could, trying to reconcile what we’d just endured. It was then that She spoke. Nil, She spoke directly to us. Claimed that we would be the first of Her Judges, and that we were to ensure that the Order of Sol was prepared for what She claimed was coming.”

      Pax’s astonishment mirrored the look on D’Nai’s face. “That’s enough, Kurt!”

      Kurt disregarded D’Nai’s command. A Judge had greater authority than that of an Arch-Inquisitor. He’d written that law himself. “You ever wonder why there’s no god to protect Cre’? Why, despite all the pagans’ prayers, no god of light has come to ward off the misery swallowing our world?” Kurt spoke louder, uncaring if the acolytes heard him, “Nil was our goddess of light. She was the one we prayed and gave thanks to. The goddess the people of Cre’ have been hoping for never left. You just don’t realize how much she’s changed.” Or, Kurt considered, how warped the things we believe in can become over time.

      Pax didn’t respond right away. Neither did anyone in the monastery. She’s gone dark though. Why would Nil leave us?

      Kurt touched the chain hanging around his neck. “Life is cyclical, Pax. All things come, and they go. Light gives way to dark, and then to light once more. Nil is the same, as She is a reflection of life’s revolutionary nature. She knew Her light was waning, that the darkness She’d held back for so long was on the ascendent. Nil’s last gift to us was the Judges; warriors capable of keeping Her darkness from swallowing the world She loved so much. It was Nil who created the Conventus; a place of refuge and respite. A place supposedly free from the cancer consuming Her.”

      “This is apostasy, Kurt.”

      “No, D’Nai. This is our history. One that has been censured from the annals of the Inquisition. We Judges saw to that ourselves. We couldn’t let the common people that inherited such a dark future know that it was a product of Nil’s auto-defilement.” Kurt sighed. “There were purges, of course. Those that refused to believe She had left us in the dark. We instituted reeducation camps, utilized torture and execution to make examples of those who refused to accept the new order of things. But we could no longer call ourselves the Order of Sol. To do so felt wrong. It was then that we founded the Inquisition.

      “The purges continued. But many left voluntarily, seeking out and dwelling within the Terminator that had begun to strangle the world. The Inquisition labelled them zealots, and began referring to them as the ‘Cultists of Nil.’” Kurt shook his head. “They’ve prayed to their dark goddess ever since. Prayed that Nil bless them with Her light once more, enduring Her shadow all the while. They’ve become a twisted thing in the centuries since their inception, but perhaps they have the right of it?” Kurt looked at a romanticized painting along the wall depicting the Inquisition’s endless war against demons, darkness, and the like. “I’ve spent thousands of years trying to find a way to bring Her back to the light, and at such great cost to my fellow Judges. To my family.”

      “Enough.” D’Nai took a deep breath, exhaling. “We’ll sort the truth from your lies later.”

      Kurt nodded, but spoke softly. “Once there is time, D’Nai, read the documents Mastus has left in your care. All will be made clear then.”

      She ignored him, a scowl cemented on her face as she beckoned the acolytes forth. “Let’s be on with this. Time is short.”

      Father’s a Judge. Inquisition doesn’t know its shit from its oatmeal, and Nil was the goddess of light. Why should I fight any longer? What’s left to fight for?

      “Pax, I’ve seen what’s in your heart. I know you’ve lost your faith in the Inquisition, but there is still hope. The Judges who’ve been corrupted, they can be saved, but I can’t do it alone. Fight alongside me. We can bring them back from the darkness. I know you have no reason to trust me, and I deserve that, but I swear to you, they can be saved.” Kurt paused, whispering beneath his breath, “We can reverse what Nil’s become as well. I know of a way, but I need your help. I can’t do this alone. Please, Pax, trust me. Just this once.”

      A few heartbeats passed before Pax responded. When he did, his tone was softer than Kurt would have expected. I’m done being led by the leash. If what you’re saying is true, then I’ll help, Kurt. But you don’t have my trust. Not yet, at least.

      Kurt nodded. That was more than he could have hoped for. It said much that Pax was willing to help Kurt. That, despite his father’s absence, he had grown up to be a good man.

      “Inquisitor Kurt, Inquisitor Pax,” D’Nai intoned, standing before the throne Mastus had once occupied. The monumental links of chain hanging against the wall haloed her person. “Both Judges hath bonded. Just as all links are strengthened when interconnected, with the binding of your souls, the two of you have become greater than the sum of your parts. You have once again, and for the first time, become Judges; dedicating your very souls to the service and salvation of Cre’.”

      We don’t have time for this.

      “It’ll be quick,” Kurt hissed.

      “The time has come,” D’Nai continued, “the Judges have been summoned. They come to us armored in conviction.”

      The acolytes came forward, disrobing Kurt, then fitting him with undergarments, and helping dress him in crisp black trousers, knee-high boots, and a buttoned white tunic of exceptional material.

      Next, Kurt pulled his arms through a waist-length black leather jacket sporting red and white accents. He didn’t miss the seamlessly integrated armored plates woven into the coat. Kurt extended both hands and was fitted with leather gloves studded at the knuckles. The clothing’s weight was reassuringly snug.

      “The Judges' deeds shall be cloaked beneath the halo of our mandate: to illuminate Nil’s darkness no matter the cost.” The traditional wide-brimmed hat of the Inquisition was placed atop Kurt’s head, the stovepipe design having stayed in vogue despite his decades in solitude. It hid a Judge’s intentions quite well.

      Gonna look a fool in that cap of yours.

      Kurt smirked. Some of the humor he’d glimpsed while skimming his son’s life was returning.

      The Arch-Inquisitor continued as a single acolyte came forward with the next relic. “The Judge is above mortal laws. Those that obstruct his path, he sunders.”

      The acolyte approached Kurt with what appeared to be a rifle that had been sawed off at the half. The firearm sported a glistening black coat along the stock, grip, and barrel—two barrels in fact. The action and firing mechanism was of filigreed pearl, and featured none of the typical hammer, cock, and pan of a flintlock. Instead, there were two hammers prefacing the intricately designed barrels. Kurt held it, the weight sturdy yet well distributed. He noted a lever where stock and barrels met.

      Flick ‘er right.

      Kurt did so, marveling at how the gun’s mid-section collapsed open. He peered down the well-oiled breech, admiring the clever assemblage of bolts, firing pins, as well as the inertial force the weapon was designed to absorb when fired.

      Called a double-barrel shotgun. Pull back one or both hammers to fire as many slugs at a time. Kicks like a mule. You can also pop in buckshot for a wide spread. Less range, but pokes all kinds of holes in folk.

      The same acolyte offered Kurt a bandolier of cartridges varying in color, which the Judge wrapped over his shoulder and chest. He loaded both barrels with slugs whose cartridges were brown. Kurt’s fellow Judge informed him that these were standard rounds.

      He looked to the acolyte who had offered him the weapon. “I assume we’re still calling it Dirge?”

      The acolyte nodded. “This type of weapon is called a shotgun, Judge Kurt.”

      Kurt slammed the weapon’s mid-section home. “Yes, I’m aware.”

      The last Dirge had been a beauty, but it was as tall as a Southlander in high heels, and despite its sturdy craftsmanship, the rifle had still misfired from time to time. He holstered Dirge within a leather pouch strapped behind his right shoulder, confident that that wasn’t going to happen this time around.

      Another foul breeze whipped at the torches, causing the light to falter and flare.

      Get on with it. She’s carving Her way into the monastery.

      “We have to hurry, Arch-Inquisitor.”

      “And so we shall.” D’Nai beckoned the next acolyte forward. “The Judges carve through the darkness. Blazing, yet stalwart symbols of hope in dark times.”

      Another acolyte came forth and knelt before Kurt, two blades raised almost as if in supplication. While Dirge had been altered to meet the technological advances of the times, Kurt was relieved to see no such modifications had been made to Ignis and Brimstone.

      Ignis sported a brilliant white and crimson grip, a crescent crossguard, and a pommel containing viscous liquid Kurt knew all too well. The blade itself warped and weaved in a wicked fashion; the burning zeal of the Inquisition made manifest.

      If Ignis was the wilder of the twin blades, then Brimstone was the rigid embodiment of the Inquisition’s mandate. It sported a black and white grip, while the crossguard had been designed with a more strict esthetic in mind. The blade’s surface was a milky white that, under the right lighting, took on a yellowish hue. While there were no oils in its pommel, Brimstone’s humility was but a facade cloaking its true potential. When wielded by Judges of equal skill, the blades were a force of nature.

      Ain’t my hatchet, but those’ll do well enough.

      Kurt took a few practice swings, unafraid of harming anyone near him. Despite their time apart, the swords still felt like an extension of himself. Ignis and Brimstone hummed through the air in sympathetic arcs and flourishes before coming to rest at his sides. An acolyte came forth with scabbards equal in beauty to the weapons they had housed for centuries. Kurt sheathed both blades before buckling the scabbards around his waist.

      Get my pistols, too.

      “Judge Pax would like his pis—”

      The Arch-Inquisitor produced two polished six-shooters from her robes. An acolyte approached with a chest holster at the same moment. “I assumed as much. And tell him to be a bit more judicious when using our more rarified rounds, yes?”

      Tell her to fuck off. I’m done taking orders from the Inquisition.

      “He solemnly swears, Arch-Inquisitor D’Nai,” Kurt said. The Judge strapped the holsters beneath his jacket, slotting both pistols snug within their leather pockets. He allowed himself a moment to relish in the solidity of this moment. After having hidden in that oceanic hell for decades, hiding from his very own children, he was finally in a position to save them.

      “Kurt and Pax: I hereby name thee Judges. Judges of those blinded by Nil’s dark promises,” D’Nai hesitated after that bit, but continued, “Judges of the zealot.” D’Nai paused. “And Judges of Nil.”

      Both men felt the weight of their duty sink in; Pax’s fiery determination tempered by Kurt’s centuries of cold contemplation.

      Another gale burst to life, sweeping through the monastery, and extinguishing numerous torches including those illuminating the ceremonial double doors the Arch-Inquisitor and her retinue had entered from.

      Time’s up.

      Kurt looked to D’Nai. “Gather our people and get out of here.” Kurt could see his breath, though it hung in the air far too long before dissipating.

      D’Nai nodded, leading her people toward the doors exiting the chilled monastery. They entered the darkness, and it sounded as though all had made it beyond the ceremonial doors before they slammed shut. A young man’s voice remained in the monastery with Kurt. He pounded at the doors, pleading for his fellow acolytes to open them. Kurt went to him but stopped as a roar he knew all too well silenced the panicking acolyte. The sicking hiss of cloth, skin, and muscle parted by blade preceded the splatter of something wet.

      What in the hell is that?

      “Not what. Who.”

      The top half of the acolyte, trailing ropey entrails, landed at Kurt’s feet. He sputtered, coughed, then died.

      A giant of a man emerged from the shadows. Black irises, punctuated by moonlit pupils, peeked through whipping-wild hair. In his beard was a braided collection of carnal offerings to the goddess who had poisoned his soul. Similar adornments hung from the thick furs swaddling his umbra-coated body which warped and weaved in a way both Judges knew all too well.

      “Y’ohvinghr,” he rumbled in a northern language Kurt hadn’t heard in centuries, and remembered little of.

      “Drusus,” Kurt said. “Son.”

      So Her Judges have umbras, but we don’t? This is some grade-A horshit, is what it is.

      Drusus took a step forward, his boot leaving a bloody print on the tiled floor. He hefted a bastard sword as tall as Kurt over one shoulder that left evaporating black tendrils in its wake. “Y’ohvinghr!”

      “Beg,” came a woman’s voice from behind Kurt. He spun to see her standing at a nearby pew like some misplaced worshipper. Similarly darkened eyes scrutinized Kurt from beneath her hooded robe. “Typical. You’ve been so neglectful a father that you can’t even understand one of your own children.” The woman shook her head. “Drusus is telling you to beg, and you should do as he says, Father.”

      It was Valia, Kurt’s very first child. She had always been direct and implacable; traits Kurt had once respected in his first born. Now? Now it left a hole in his heart.

      So, she’s like my great-great-great step-sister or something?

      “Add quite a few more ‘greats’ in there, and yes, Pax, you’d be correct.”

      Valia cocked her head, grinning. “Pax. What an ironic name to give your last son.” Those cold eyes were unmoved by her expression. “And he will be your last.” Her smile dropped. “I killed you once, Father. I’ll do it again. Just, not so quickly this time.”

      She killed you?

      “Slit our throats in the middle of the night.” The sense of satisfaction Kurt felt within Valia as they bled out still haunted him. “She’d already been corrupted by Nil then, but I was too blind to see what was happening to her.”

      “You may not believe me, Father, but I did that for you. You’ve fought against the way of things for far too long.” She produced an exquisite rapier from her robes. “She'll be waiting for you in the Conventus. Then we can end the line of Judges once and for all; we can end this futile war of yours.”

      “Please, Valia, you know what Nil once was and can be again. There is a way to reverse what’s happened to Her. I can save you. All of you. Just stay your hand and Father will fix you.”

      “We don’t need fixing,” Valia spat. “We’re free now. We no longer resist the way of things. Unlike you, we’ve come to accept Nil’s darkness. You’re just too stubborn, too controlling to accept the truth.”

      Kurt let his hand fall. “Everything I’ve done, I did to rescue you and all the Judges from Her darkness. To put things back the way they once were.”

      Did you, Kurt?

      “Is that how you see it, Father? You wrested control from us! Took away the one thing we had left: you took away our freedom. We spent centuries watching one another become poisoned as you came and went; quashing our attempts at becoming the next Judge; to fight back against Nil. All so you could put things back to the way they ‘once were’. You’ve always been so afraid of change.”

      You just smothered them so you could take control, eh? Sounds about right.

      “Do you know how hard it was to watch everyone I loved being consumed by Her? I held out as long as I could, Father. Truly, I did, but eventually even I could see the way of things,” Valia said. “There’s no going back to those days in the light. They died with the Nil you refuse to let go of.”

      “You’ve made your decision then,” Kurt croaked. “I can’t save you?”

      That kind of thinking’s what got you in this mess.

      Drusus dragged his blade along the ground as he approached.

      “That’s always been the problem with you, Father. You thought it was your job to save us, to save the world. It’s time we freed you from such misplaced obligations. Soon, you’ll be part of the family once more, and the cycle of things shall commence in full.” Valia flourished her sword, leaving withering shadows in its wake. “And to our poor, misguided brother imprisoned within this shell of a man: Know that I tried to save you back in the Conventus, to make you more than just another slave to the Inquisition,” she leveled her sword at Kurt, “but Father, controlling as ever, just couldn’t allow it.”

      Pax’s anger flared white-hot. Don’t trust you a damn bit, Kurt, but I ain’t dying today, and I sure as hell ain’t going back to being bait for your daughter. Let’s get to work.

      Pax was right. It was time. Kurt unsheathed Ignis and jammed its pommel against his thigh. Thick oils oozed down the fuller of the blade. “I am sorry, my children. I have failed you both.” With a flourish, he slid Brimstone from its sheath and struck its sister blade. The sparks touched off the oil, wreathing Ignis in flames; the pungent smell of burning oil and sulfur defusing the monastery.

      A hissing blade and the swish of robes closed in on Kurt from either side.

      “Pax,” Kurt whispered. “You know how I said you needed to crawl before walking?”

      Aw hell.

      “I need you to sprint.”

      Drusus thundered toward Kurt at the center of the monastery. The Judge charged his indomitable son, rolling beneath the horizontal swing of his bastard sword, and dragged Brimstone across the man’s thigh, parting his umbra with ease. Drusus stumbled, but before Kurt could purify the wound with Ignis, the corrupted Judge unleashed a backhand that sent Kurt rolling atop and over the altar. He rolled to a stop beneath the immense links of chain; barely avoiding burning himself with Ignis.

      Kurt and Pax groaned.

      What was that? Thought you’d been at this for a while?

      Kurt coughed. “It would appear I’m a bit rusty.”

      Pax’s form bulged, attempting to separate himself from Kurt’s body. Better scrape the rust off then. Can’t break free yet.

      Kurt kept an eye on Valia as he stood. Knowing her, she would wait until the moment was right to poke holes through his defenses. Drusus was rounding the altar, teeth bared. It was now or never. “I need your help, Son.”

      Don’t call me your son!

      Kurt could feel his fellow Judge slamming against the prison that was Kurt’s body. The sensation was disorienting, but he needed Pax now. “You want to know why I gave you that ‘damned’ name, Son?”

      Because you’re a bastard. Because it was the only goodbye you could manage before abandoning Ma and me. Kurt’s soul shuddered as Pax attempted to break free once more.

      “It’s because I know how harsh this world is. That it was going to try and break you. That you’d have to grow up tough without me there to lift you up when you scraped your knees.”

      Stop it! I wasted my life chasing after you, after shadows!

      “Like father, like son.” Kurt leaned over and spat, staring Drusus down. He readied his swords. “Now are you going to show me the man you’ve become, or the bastard I left to rot?”

      Pax raged to the surface, pushing past the semi-permeable barrier of Kurt, and into his own separate body. He stood face-to-face with his fellow Judge.

      Kurt smiled. “Knew you could do it, Pax.”

      “Kiss my ass.” Pax yanked Brimstone from Kurt’s hand, as well as one of his pistols. “Just try and keep up, old man.”

      “Keep your brother busy.”

      Pax turned to face his lumbering sibling. He spoke over his shoulder, “And what’ll you be doing?”

      “Taking care of my daughter.”

      Both men went after their charges.

      Drusus coiled, preparing to unleash a severe horizontal swipe of his bastard sword. Pax leveled his pistol at the brute’s knee and fired. The impact sent the man to the ground, his swing going low and wild. Pax hopped over it, closing the gap, and point-blank, fired another round at Drusus’ forehead, causing his head to reel back. The larger man rolled backward with the force of Pax’s shot and came up to standing, his blade at guard.

      The Judge cursed.

      The shadowy giant wrenched his sword in a low swing, then redirected the momentum of his strike into an overhead chop that could cleave one Pax into two. Pax skirted back from the first attack, and sidled the next before kneecapping Drusus with another shot of his pistol, and carving a furrow through the inky armor covering his shoulder with Brimstone. The man grunted as he went down to one knee again.

      Pax winked.

      Faster than he’d have thought possible, Drusus shoulder-charged Pax, sending him flying onto his back. His monolithic brother loomed overhead, rearing back to carve the Judge down the middle.

      Kurt, already dueling with Valia, sensed Pax’s dread and leapt back as he unholstered Dirge. Pulling one hammer back, he let the shotgun roar. The weapon’s recoil threw Kurt’s arm up, actually bucking it out of the way of an elegant stroke Valia had aimed at his wrist.

      Pax winced as the slug ricocheted off Drusus’ blade, knocking his attack wide. The bastard sword smashed the marble to the side of Pax’s face, peppering him with chalky splinters. Not wasting the opportunity, Pax aimed his pistol at Drusus’ groin, and unleashed every round he had until he reached the last one in the chamber.

      He pulled the trigger.

      The phosphorus round burst to life, slithering across Drusus’ umbra. The larger man yelped, dropping his sword, and swiping at the blinding chemicals assailing his crotch. Squinting, Pax leapt to his feet and harried the man’s umbra with Brimstone. Dazed, Drusus went down to one knee for the third time. Pax grinned as he slashed at his long-lost brother’s neck—

      Which Drusus caught with one umbra-coated hand. The two men wrestled with the blade as the corrupted Judge—coated in white flames—came up to a crouch, then clamped Brimstone between both hands, ignoring the black blood seeping between his fingers as he stood to his full height. Off-balance, Pax was unable to remove Brimstone from the man’s grip.

      He sighed. “Well, shit.”

      Drusus winked, then delivered a rib-cracking kick to Pax’s chest. He was hurled, sword still in hand, ten paces away from his brother, rolling to a stop. Face pressed against the cold tile floor, he watched his brother pick up his pistol, scrutinizing the tiny weapon in his massive hands. Drusus chucked the weapon at Pax, the pistol sliding to a stop before his face. “Better not say—”

      “Y’ohvinghr!”

      Pax sighed.

      Still dueling with Valia, Kurt fought through the pain in his ribs and back as he dodged, then parried another of his daughter’s viper-like attacks. He made to disengage and assist Pax once more, but Valia seemed to anticipate as much. She lunged forward, dipping her rapier into Kurt’s side.

      He gasped, not missing the sympathetic scream from Pax close by.

      Falling to one knee, Kurt flourished Ignis in wide arcs to prevent further harassment.

      Pushing himself onto all fours, Pax could feel Kurt’s confidence waning. Seeing him struggling to keep Valia at bay, Pax picked up both sword and pistol, and leapt away from another wild swing from his asshole brother, dashing toward the throne Mastus had once occupied. He came to a stop no more than twenty paces shy of Kurt and Valia.

      Ignoring the berserker charging after him, Pax flipped his unloaded pistol around to hold it by the barrel. “Little taste of iron, Sis.” He hurled it and was rewarded with the smack of a sturdy pistol against his sister’s temple. Valia stumbled, but remained standing, umbra fully intact.

      That was all Pax could offer his fellow Judge. Now he had to deal with Drusus.

      Kurt smiled. Pax’s attack did little to harm Valia, but it bought him precious time. Cocking Dirge’s other hammer, he jammed the shotgun in her chest and pulled the trigger. The blast sent his daughter flying down the center aisle between the pews.

      Standing on shaky feet in the middle of the monastery, Kurt saw one son ducking and dodging wild swings from another of his progeny.

      Kurt stabbed Ignis into the marble flooring, plucked two red cartridges from his bandolier, loaded Dirge, and slapped the barrels home. He wrenched Ignis out just in time to see Pax take a kick to the chest that sent him sprawling across the Arch-Inquisitor’s throne. Kurt gasped as the blow splintered his ribs. Pax raised his arm to chop desperately with Brimstone, but Drusus—far more astute than he looked—anticipated as much and arced his sword upward, severing Pax’s sword arm at the elbow. Brimstone clattered to the ground.

      Kurt wailed, dropping Ignis as agony shot through his right arm. He collapsed to his knees, forcing himself to breathe through the torment. Judges could heal fast, but re-growing a limb took time.

      Time they didn’t have.

      Growling as he stood, Kurt thumbed one of Dirge’s hammers back and shot at Drusus. The blast was like that of an actual canon, and deafening inside the cloistered monastery. Kurt’s senses went numb as he opened and closed his jaw, trying to get his muffled ears to pop. He looked up to see that the former Judge had been flung over the altar, cratering the wall against which the massive links of chain hung. His umbra was a shimmering pool of midnight wreathed in smoke. Kurt holstered the shotgun and picked up Ignis.

      Seeing Kurt staggering toward the throne, an equally dazed Pax pushed himself to standing with his remaining arm.

      Kurt stood before his son. He could read past Pax’s anxiety. “Don’t worry,” he rasped, “it’ll grow back.” Kurt felt the Judge’s relief like a soothing balm “But this is going to hurt like hell, Pax.” Kurt grabbed him by the stump of his bleeding arm and pressed the flat of Ignis against the spurting wound.

      Both men bared their teeth at one another, eyes bulging.

      Kurt withdrew the blade, gasping. He looked to Pax just in time to receive an expertly delivered punch to the nose.

      Pax growled, holding his own bleeding nose. “Dammit! Can’t even beat your ass without beatin’ my own! Didn’t think it was possible for you to go and piss me off more than you already have.”

      Both men leaned over and spat.

      Pax grumbled more obscenities as he looked around for and found Brimstone near the throne. Despite the pain of simply existing at this point, he leaned over and picked up the sacred blade with his left hand.

      They looked to the wall Drusus had caved in, unsurprised to see him push himself to standing. Smoke steamed off of him, like some foggy abomination.

      Pax chuckled. “Hit ‘em with an explosive round, eh?”

      Drusus roared.

      Kurt raised an eyebrow. “Is that what that was? Appears I’ve a lot of catching up to do.”

      Pax whistled through his teeth. “He looks pissed!” Pax made to speak but doubled over, something at the primal level compelling him toward Kurt. Without wishing to, he lurched toward the other Judge. “Now what?”

      Kurt had been worried this would happen. Their connection being so new, Pax hadn’t learned how to maintain his physical form for more than a few minutes at a time. If they didn’t hurry, Pax would be pulled back inside Kurt, leaving one Judge to fight off both of his children. “We need to finish this fight, and soon, Pax.” Kurt flourished Ignis. “Shall we?”

      Pax stood to his full height, seeming to have regained some control over himself. “Let’s just get this over with.”

      They went to either side of the elongated altar, swords at the ready.

      Flanked on either side, Drusus roared again, swinging his blade in air-cleaving swathes. Both Judges stabbed, parried, and cut the behemoth down to a ragged mess; the filmy umbra revealing flesh in a dozen places. Drusus’ assault became sluggish and unwieldy against the Judges nipping at him from either side.

      Pax gouged a large section of the umbra free from the behemoth’s stomach and waited until his brother’s attention was turned toward Kurt. When it happened, Pax unceremoniously kicked Drusus onto Kurt’s flaming blade. Ignis sank into the corrupted Judge’s guts.

      Roaring, Kurt dragged it across his son’s midsection, spilling steaming offal upon the chipped marble as Drusus burst into flames.

      “Behind you!” Pax shouted.

      Drusus collapsed, taking Ignis to the ground with his blazing body. Kurt spun just in time to lean out of the way of Valia’s attack as it sought out his throat. Kurt reached for his remaining pistol, but she whipped her rapier across his hand; the third strike grazing his throat. He reeled and dodged subsequent aggressions.

      Pax tried to get at Valia, but couldn’t with Kurt blocking the way. Cursing, he stepped over Drusus and tossed Brimstone on the altar. Whipping Dirge from its sheath on Kurt's back, he cocked and aimed the shotgun over the man’s shoulder. Kurt dodged another attack, knocking Pax’s aim off just as he pulled the trigger. The explosive round went wide, blasting a section of the wall to Valia’s left and showering her umbra with searing fragments, causing her salvo to falter as she stumbled away from the smoking wall.

      The concussion of Dirge howling so close to Kurt’s head felt as though a giant had clapped both his ears. He leaned against the altar, blinking slow, his hearing nothing but a skull-splitting whine.

      Disoriented, Pax replaced Dirge on the altar with Brimstone, tucking the blade between his severed arm and chest. Pax stumbled up to Kurt, a sluggish hand questing for and finding his remaining pistol in Kurt’s chest holster. Pax made his way toward his errant sister, cach step requiring effort. The umbra seemed to have physically protected her from the worst of the explosive round’s effects, but she still managed to stagger toward him.

      Leveling the pistol and firing, multiple shots went wide as there seemed to be more than one Valia making her way toward him. Pax shook his head, blinked a few times, and aimed once more. His next round hit home, sinking into the filmy armor coating her shoulder, but she didn’t drop her weapon. Vision clearing up, Pax saw he had one last round in the chamber. He smiled as aimed for a gap in her umbra.

      Valia produced a throwing knife from her robe and hurled it at him, the blade sinking into his bicep. He wailed, dropping both his pistol and Brimstone.

      The sudden stab of pain wrenched Kurt from his muddled state. He looked to see Pax hunched over, both his weapons on the ground. Valia, albeit slowly, was making her way toward the downed Judge.

      Kurt turned to Drusus, who was on his side vomiting black blood, his body a charred facsimile of its former glory. He wrenched Ignis—still burning—free of his son’s guts. “I gave you a choice, Drusus,” Kurt said, but the words tasted like ash on his lips, and he knew them for the lie they were. He’d left too many of his children to rot in the Conventus, and now he was reaping the grim harvest he’d sown over generations of selfish war to restore Nil.

      Spitting out more blood, Drusus spoke in an accented version of the tongue common to Cre’, “Gave us life, but no choice. No life.” Cradling his entrails with one hand, he pushed himself to his knees, burnt skin cracking as he did so.

      Like the pragmatic Judge he’d once been, Drusus bared his neck, imploring Kurt to be done with it. Knowing Pax had seconds to live, Kurt swung Ignis across Drusus’ neck, severing the head at his tree trunk of a neck and cauterizing exposed arteries. His son’s body collapsed in a heap of singed gore and steaming blood. Kurt turned, hoping to rescue his remaining son before it was too late.

      Pax tried to move his arm but it didn’t budge, and he didn’t have a spare hand to wrench the throwing knife free. He looked Valia up and down, noting the few chinks in her smoky armor. He leaned over and spat. “Family reunions,” he rasped. “Tend to git pretty nasty, eh?”

      Valia flourished her blade. “I’ll see you in the Conventus, Brother.”

      Pax felt an emotion ripple across his soul. A warning. Pax smirked. “Sorry, Sis, but I ain’t much for swimming.” Valia coiled, then unleashed a perfectly executed stab at Pax’s eye.

      Just as Kurt had anticipated. It was her favorite attack.

      Pax rolled to one side, but despite the insider knowledge, Valia’s blade still gouged his cheek in the process.

      Kurt watched his son take the hit, feeling the sting of the blade across his own face. He roared, getting Valia’s attention as he charged recklessly toward his daughter, Ignis leading the way. Valia met his challenge, sauntering past Pax.

      Missing half an arm, and tired of getting his ass kicked by demons and family alike, Pax pushed himself to standing. With her back turned to him, he growled as he shouldered his sister toward Kurt’s charging blade.

      Ignis punched through Valia’s exposed midsection, out her back, and into Pax’s side. All three combatants screamed as waves of fire pulsed through their veins.

      Half-mad from the pain, Kurt barely managed to wrench Ignis free from his flame-wreathed daughter. The blade, and all three family members collapsed.

      Kurt and Pax endured the fire in their guts as the oils in the pommel of Ignis finally ran dry; the blade’s flames seethed and whipped, lowered, then extinguished themselves entirely. Both men lay in that state, healing and simply breathing through shared hardship.

      Eventually Kurt dragged himself over to Valia. She was a smoking husk of her former beauty. His daughter looked into his eyes, beseeching him somehow. Kurt’s heart ached at how ruined a thing she had become. He saw none of the former playful yet intelligent mischief in her blackened eyes. None of the little girl who loved to be bounced on his knee thousands of years ago. All that remained was the daughter he’d left to rot in that hellish sea. And she was scared. His little girl was so scared.

      Pax felt the fiery pains in his guts melt into soul-smothering heartache. He looked over to see Kurt cradling Valia. Reluctantly at first, Pax relaxed enough to let Kurt's sorrow in, vicariously allowing his long-lost father’s love to wash over him in the process.

      “I did this to you,” Kurt rasped. “All of you.” Black tears wound their way down his daughter’s cheeks, but she didn’t speak. Only looked into Kurt’s eyes. “I just couldn’t let Nil’s light be forgotten,” Kurt said, “and I couldn’t let Her darkness take my children—take you away from me.” Valia shuddered, her body becoming frigid in his embrace. Soon she’d return to the Conventus, a place he dared not enter until it was cleansed once and for all. “I’ve been a selfish, controlling, horrible father to you. Please forgive me, Valia.”

      His daughter’s lips quivered. “Hurry, Dad,” she sobbed, “we’re so cold.” Valia took a few shuddering gasps, and died; her death rattle that of a thousand accusatory whispers.

      Kurt lowered his head and wept.

      Pax buried his face in his hands, shoulders heaving up and down.

      Both men mourned in their own way for some time before Kurt placed her daughter gently onto the ground and stood. He wiped at his face. “We need fire,” he croaked.

      Pax knew what for. He rose, limped toward Kurt and fished within the Judge’s pockets until he produced two vials of the oil used to fuel Ignis.

      Kurt took one, pushing the other back into Pax’s hand. “See to your brother, Pax. You would have—” Kurt stopped, taking a deep breath. “You two would have gotten along, I think.”

      Pax nodded, going to Drusus’ body and applying the oils with something akin to reverence. The sorrow etched into his soul at that moment didn’t just come from Kurt.

      But there was a hope, Pax realized. After what had happened in Cairn, after losing his faith in the Inquisition, something had come to fill that gaping hole in his heart. He’d found his father, and despite all the man had wrought, he’d provided Pax with something he’d always wanted, but never thought possible: a family. People he could call his own. There were hundreds of Judges, his kin, in the Conventus that could be saved.

      That was worth fighting for.

      Pax removed one of the torches from the wall and limped back toward Drusus. He spared his brother a moment, a promise to make right what had happened to the family he’d never known, then set the former Judge ablaze.

      He made his way over to Kurt, passing him the torch.

      Kurt proceeded to coat Valia in the viscous oils, giving her all the rights and respect deserving of a Judge who had sacrificed herself to protect Cre’ time and again. He took a moment to remember her as the beautiful, beaming child who had made those early years in the former light of Nil so glorious to behold. That was how Kurt would remember his daughter.

      Feeling every century of his pained existence, Kurt groaned as he knelt, and touched off the oils covering his daughter. The flames consumed her body in a matter of moments. Once the conflagration had passed, all that remained was the shadow of a body etched into the marble and scant ashes to mark her passing.

      Pax watched as those ashes were swept away by the same cold wind that had ushered him into this terrible, yet hopeful world.

      Kurt dropped the torch to the ground, his breath interlaced with sniffling as he shook his head to some memory he’d thought long forgotten. “Her mother,” he said. “I was thinking of her mother.” Kurt bit his lip. “Promised her I’d always. . . . Promised I’d . . .”

      Pax closed his eyes and inhaled Kurt’s memories. He saw her—the man’s wife, Valia’s mother. She was beaming, laughing. He saw a small, happy family bathed in a light so pure it felt as though the warmth transcended time itself, warming his skin through memory alone. Pax exhaled, opening his eyes, and as much as he still wanted to sock Kurt, he placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “You promised you’d always protect Valia. I know . . . Dad.”

      Kurt let the tears flow unbidden, embracing Pax just as he had in the Conventus. “Thank you, Son.”

      Pax didn’t fight the gesture, and for the first time in a life full of hardship, he hugged his father.

      It wasn’t long before D’Nai and her acolytes emerged from where they’d taken refuge. The two men collected their weapons, then allowed the acolytes to tend to their wounds. Pax ordered one of them to go get his arm and his hat, but Kurt said only one of those things would be necessary.

      So Pax put his hat on with one hand.

      Another acolyte opened the grand doors leading to the outside world. The morning sun had just begun to rise, bathing the monastery in its weak light.

      Walking toward the dawn, Pax felt amusement tickle his senses. “What’s so funny?”

      Kurt gave him a weak smile. “How’s that for some father-son bonding?”

      Pax laughed before wincing at the pain flaring through his body. “Tell you what, Pops. Next time you wanna spend some quality time together, let's just play a game of horseshoes.” Pax held up his stump of an arm. “Once my throwing arm grows back, that is.”

      Kurt smiled, looking at how the sunlight highlighted the creases across Pax’s scarred face. “I think I’d like that very much, Son. Reckon we’ve a lot of catching up to do.”

      “Reckon so.” Pax smiled back, slapping his dad on the back. Both men yelped, which caused them to laugh some more.

      But their laughter died down. Kurt considered the future as he and his last child approached the threshold. There was work to be done. His children had strayed into Nil’s clutches—children he would save. And he hadn’t forgotten the light Nil was capable of. He’d be damned if he was going to let the world forget what She once was, and could be once more. He just had to trust in others like Pax to help him this time around. This wasn’t a war he could win alone. It never had been.

      Pax considered the family he’d never known, yet had existed all this time. It was bitter-sweet, but most things in life were. You just had to suck it up and shoulder through. But he’d broken the chain shackling him to the Inquisition; no longer accepting their scraps of hope as good enough. He was done with just surviving. It was high time he took his life by the reins and trod a new path. But not alone.

      Father and son walked into the light, took one another by the hand, and became one.

      It was peaceful.
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      Awake? Good.

      Sorry about knocking you out, but I saw no other way to get you alone.

      The shackles? Oh, they’re for keeping your fat ass in place.

      Yes, your family is safe, for now. A little frightened, maybe, but safe. As for your guards—they’ll live.

      Who am I? How rude of me! I should have led with that.

      The name’s Thyrn. I’m a Knight of Kalduuhn. You’ve heard of my kind, I assume?

      Yes, we knights enforce the Rule of Consequence in Kalduuhn, mostly.

      Why am I here in Harail, why am I here in Harail? I’ll get to that.

      Well, yes, of course. We don’t scour the kingdom looking for pricks like the late Lord Cynnor all the time, people need reminding, sure, but we don’t go about butchering families every month, not even every year. Yes, of course we allow for folks to learn how not to be utter cunts.

      But it seems you folks need constant reminding. Comes from shorter lifespans, I reckon.

      We elves live longer, so lessons remain with us a little longer. If a Culling happened during our lifetime, even if a few hundred years had passed, we would still remember. Humans rarely consider the food they had for lunch, much less the stuff that happened to their parents before they were born.

      Why did I capture you? Now, that’s a good question.

      It began south of Valtlaen of all places. Brisen the Younger and Talfyn, my two apprentices—bright for humans, if you ask me—had wanted to see Gathran’s old capital, Honas Graigh, and were just on their way back from that place when they spotted a body on the Tallon’s shore. It’s not like they hadn’t seen corpses before, comes with the territory of working with a Knight, but our task rarely takes us to see people after they’ve been dead for a while. We usually change people’s disposition, you know. Alive to dead, that’s our thing.

      Hidden by and tangled in reeds, the body had been in the water for a few weeks, bloated and rotting. Local fauna had already nibbled at the corpse, but there was enough skin left to determine the child was, at least in part, of Dragonlander descent. Brisen and Talfyn dragged the body out and discovered the poor lad, for it was a boy, had not yet come of age.

      What? How did they know? No hair growth in the crotch and armpits, stupid.

      This far north, Dragonlanders, even those of mixed ancestry, are rare. After burying the lad, my two apprentices returned to Valtlaen to investigate.

      Yes, I will get to the point of why you are hogtied. Patience!

      Only a handful Dragonlanders live in Valtlaen, merchants and their bookkeepers, mostly, and only one of them had her family living in town.

      What? No, some people just prefer to stay at home, and the merchant companies relieve their office personnel on a yearly basis. Why do they send them abroad? No idea, but it works.

      Now . . . where was I?

      Right. The one Dragonlander family. Talfyn and Brisen met with that family and didn’t even bother questioning them regarding the corpse. Both parents had dark brown skin, and all their kids were accounted for. So my apprentices began to ask around town. Neither of them is as skilled yet to discern truth from lie—Lliania’s gift takes time to hone—but it didn’t take them long to figure out there were no children of mixed ancestry in town, missing or otherwise.

      At that point they decided to split up, Talfyn heading to fetch me in Simhaidh, and Brisen riding upriver to Mondaen.

      Oh yes, it’s quite safe to travel near Gathran, even alone. There’s a group of . . . an order of . . . people patrolling the area. The Sons of Traksor. Secretive bunch, but if there are brigands around, they usually hunt them down and spread their pieces along the forest.

      Two days later, Talfyn found me at the Croaking Frog, Simhaidh’s premier inn.

      I sat at my favorite table, corner position, overlooking the entire taproom.

      “Heard about the civil war?” a traveler asked her neighbor.

      “Lynwen, my dear sister, we aren’t that cut off from civilization to not hear about the shit that’s going down in Chaghthain,” the man said, leaning forward to refill his mug. Now that he was illuminated, the resemblance was obvious.

      Chaghthain. I was unfamiliar with the name, so I listened.

      “I’m telling you, Celyn! If this feud spills over to the other city-states along the Coast of Steam,” Lynwen explained, “then shit is bound to reach us as well. I mean, look at Haldain! They’ve been changing rulers on a monthly basis. Bad for business. All of it.”

      Now I remembered. Sorai, my Dragonlander lover, had mentioned something about the cities along the coast forming their own domains, city-states. Many a Dragonlander had immigrated there, married locally, built a life away from realms of the dragons.

      “Used to be only there were only a few Houses in Chaghthain feuding with each other, skirmishes in the streets and all that,” Lynwen continued. “Then one House had the bright idea to involve mercenaries. The others followed suit. Heard about mercenaries fighting it out in Wynndrych?” When her brother shook his head, she spoke on. “Warriors from two competing mercenary groups came across each other in Wynndrych; they had been on opposing sides in Chaghthain and decided to settle some scores. Shit got worse when one of them decided fire would be a nice addition. Burned down a damn neighborhood.”

      “That’s why there are so many refugees coming to Haldain?” Celyn asked.

      Refugees in Haldain? Another thing I hadn’t heard before.

      “Aye,” Lynwen said.

      I would’ve liked to listen more, but at that point Talfyn entered the inn. The lad had grown in the months he and Brisen had been away. He filled me in on the murder of a Dragonlander child in Valtlaen, and their ensuing investigation. With what I had heard from the siblings at the next table, the connection to Haldain was threadbare, to say the least, but who knew? It was worth pursuing. Hunches did pay out, at least sometimes. Talfyn and Brisen were capable enough to carry on the investigation here in Kalduuhn.

      We headed back to Valtlaen. There I took a barge down the River Tallon.

      

      Haldain was different than I remembered. Then again, last time I had been to the place it was still part of Gathran.

      What? Oh, sorry. Yes, you heard right. Gathran was a little bigger than just a forest.

      When was that? Before the Decline . . . three hundred years past, I think. Maybe four hundred. Yes, Haldain, Kalduuhn, what’s now Danastaer, everything for a great long distance in either direction was Gathran. Sorry, sometimes I forget who I’m talking to. Uneducated idiots, most humans. I don’t understand how you manage.

      So, at last I came to Haldain, a score miles or so south of Ma’tallon.

      What? Aye, I heard about the civil war there, they had just switched rulers. Again. Dumb fuckers, greedy, self-important. Don’t know history, and you’re bound to repeat the same fucking thing over and over again.

      Anyway, I left the barge at the first harbor inside Haldain’s border and traveled along the Old Elven Road until I reached the first big city, Talford. Nothing elven there, place had been built after my kind withdrew. Timber frame, wattle and daub, with a few stone buildings. I noticed the odd Dragonlander or three on the street—they tend to stand out, you know Dark skin and all. They looked like merchants, not refugees. Still, I snatched one—no, not like you!—and talked with the fellow.

      All right, I did threaten, maybe just a little, but since I was just inquiring about the who and what, playing a hunch, I was nice about it.

      Yes, there were refugees, but not here and not that many. Halharra, the capital, two weeks down south, that’s where most refugees came. But the Dragonlander had heard of a child’s corpse having been found at the banks of the Tallon.

      “Nearby?” I asked.

      In the typical sinuous Dragonlander way I knew so well, the man inclined his head. I’ve never seen a dragon, but according to my wife, that’s how dragons nod their heads. “Yes, friend,” the merchant said. “Tragedy. One so young.”

      “Dragonlander?” I asked.

      “The child? No, skin as pale as any northerner.”

      So we had a black child and a white child, both dead, hundreds of miles apart. It could have been a coincidence, you know? But my gut told me it wasn’t.

      Yes, we Knights of Kalduuhn trust our gut. Lady Justice has blessed us with a strong sense for right and wrong, and while Lliania’s gifts are varied, at times, all of us Knights know when it comes to shit being wrong.

      And this shit felt rotten.

      Two children dead. Now I needed to find out if the child here had been treated similarly to the one near Valtlaen.

      What? Didn’t I mention that? My apologies. The child had been raped. Why so pale?

      Anyway, I located Talford’s constabulary, and proceeded to find out as much as I could. Turned out, the child the Dragonlander had mentioned was not the only one. There had been others, but the constables had kept those murders under wraps. It had been months since the last corpse had been found, and yes, one of the children had been of Dragonland descent.

      “Anything else?” I asked Constable Adwen, a tough looking woman with a crooked smile. “I mean, thanks for the information. Is there anything else you noticed when inspecting the bodies? My apologies, I’m used to brevity.”

      “And people respecting you for merely being an elf, eh?” Adwen said.

      “No, at home they tend to respect the badge,” I said, fishing out my means of proving I’m a Knight.

      Here, this badge. Eagle holding Lliania’s Scales. Oh, you really don’t look good.

      She arched a brow, staring at the trinket. “You should have led with that, milord.”

      “No lord here, just a Knight of Kalduuhn. Now that that’s out of the way, please tell me what else you noticed with the corpses. Were they pushed ashore by the current?”

      “They weren’t in the river, only the last boy was. The others were in a field, a forest, a ditch. Horrid stuff.”

      “All boys?”

      “And girls.”

      “Raped?”

      “Everyone. Brutally, sir.”

      “What else?”

      “Their teeth . . . they were rotten.”

      “Rotten?”

      “Filthy, sir. If you don’t take care of them, they rot in your mouth.”

      “All of them?”

      “No, the Dragonlander girl’s teeth were near pristine.”

      “Lattice-children,” I said.

      What? Oh, you never heard the term. Well, neither had Adwen. They’re Ma’tallon’s version of urchins. Homeless children. Most of the time they smell. No washing, either of clothes, or body, or teeth.

      “I see,” said Adwen after I had explained. “Don’t have any here.”

      “None?”

      “Eanaigh’s church takes them in.”

      “All of them?”

      “Yes, they’re cleaned up, taught a craft, and released back into the world.” Adwen smiled at that. “I’m one of those the Caretakers saved.”

      I thanked the constable. If there were no urchins here, the children must have come from somewhere else. Getting maps from anywhere is a bitch, you know, and those cartographers who actually draw decent ones don’t sell them.

      A merchant I . . . befriended—Kalduuhneans know the badge—allowed me to study his. There were few settlements of note between Talford and Halharra, the capital of Haldain. So, I followed the road south straight towards Halharra.

      Along the way I picked up a few more rumors of children having been found dead. Since each tragedy happened nowhere near towns, finding a lawman was pretty useless, and with the kids having received the traditional cremating, there was no point in pursuing such feeble leads any further.

      In hindsight, I could have made more of an effort, mapping out the area and marking the spots where the corpses had been found.

      What can I say? I’d never dealt with this shit before. My job as Knight of Kalduuhn is to find those who break the Rule of Consequence, we rarely deal with killings. We do the killing!

      Why am I up here in Harail now? And why did I bind you like a hog? I’ll get to that.

      Now, where was I?

      Right, my way to Halharra.

      It took me a few days to get there. From fellow travelers I learned of the recent uprising that had taken place here.

      What? Twenty years isn’t that recent? I want to see you live for a few centuries; let’s see how you consider twenty years, alright?

      So people had risen to power, killed to do so, but even with the near constant change in rulers, the bureaucracy had matters well under control. It happens, but with all the shit going on at the Coast of Steam, it kind of felt like there was trouble brewing. In such turmoil it’s usually the cunts that gain the upper hand. Takes real skill and planning to not fuck up a revolution. Chances were that whoever was behind those child murders was amongst the ruling class.

      Why are you here? Mate, I told you, I’ll get to that. This is part of my process, so don’t start whining now! Stop struggling; I’ve been tying people up since before your grandda was born. You won’t get free.

      Halharra is a more haphazard city than Ma’tallon. When I first saw the crude stone walls I thought the builders had used elven building materials. As I came closer, I knew that to be true. Here and there were chunks of worked stone from what was definitely a villa or temple of some sort. Past the gate, I noticed that the foundations of some buildings were definitely elven, and as I went deeper into the city, I even saw some repurposed villas and other structures built by my people.

      How did I know? Look around you; this is a basement, right? You can see the crude way the masons worked the stone. Fuck, look how much plaster the builders used to make the bastards fit. You don’t see this sort of shit in elven work. Our architects and stonecutters know their shit. So, yes, I knew.

      The city was bisected by the road, inelegantly so, but it does have its advantages. Since the road formed the axis, getting directions was fairly easy.

      My first stop was the urchins. They’re easy to find, if you know where to look. Poor buggers keep out of the way, hiding from constables and such, begging where they can, filching where they must. I asked around and heard that most of them were near the temples. Some priests may be cunts, but the majority actually worry about the poorest of their community.

      As with the foundations and some villas, it didn’t surprise me to find the temples were actually built by my people. What did surprise me were their size, or lack thereof, rather. It was now that I figured out what kind of a place Halharra must have been before we left most lands to you humans. This city had been built at the site of a garrison; the so-called temples were mere shrines with some sheds leaning against their columns. They were vying for space, building around pillars, and roofing over the spaces in between. One shrine was nothing more than a ruin. Obviously someone had tried to expand the building, but caused a cave-in instead. Why they would want to expand the shrine of Trannagh the Trader was beyond me, but oh well. Now the place served as shelter for some; for others it was a source of worked stone.

      The noon gong rang from Lesganagh’s temple, and out of Trannagh’s ruins came a stream of children rushing for Eanaigh’s temple. I watched as a high-ranking Caretaker dragged out a heavy cauldron. The urchins lined up and waited, their bowls and spoons held before them. A few moments later I knew what they were waiting for.

      Up the road, from behind the ruins came a group of people, some wore clothes that had been fancy at one time, others still carried themselves with a dignity that belied their bedraggled appearance. Dragonlanders, southerners, those of mixed ancestry, these must have been the refugees I’d heard about. I wished Talfyn had more of a hand at sketching. Asking any one of these people if they had seen a darkly skinned child was like asking someone in a tavern if they had seen someone who drinks ale.

      No, Brisen is just as shit at drawing as Talfyn.

      I watched as the refugees lined up behind the urchins, but to my surprise the children stepped aside and let those who had lost everything pass. Over the next few days I spent there, I saw that the two groups, refugees and urchins, traded places every meal. The groups even waited until the last of the other group was there before they proceeded to get their food.

      Misery brings out the worst in some, the best in others, I guess.

      Aye, I spent several days there. Listening, watching. I pretended to be a down on my luck mercenary, and the priests of all the temples were as grateful for my appearance as the hapless inhabitants. You see, there are always those cunts who want to exploit those who are clinging to the lowest rung of the ladder. Smugglers are more benign than some of the others, and when I stopped some bastards from pressing the urchins to slave for them, my reputation grew. After the third such incident, the inhabitants of the temple district began to trust me.

      It didn’t take much time for me to get the information I needed, once urchins and refugees knew I was on their side.

      What? Yes, of course they figured out I was an elf. It’s kinda hard to hide your face when sharing meals with people.

      Turned out, there were a couple families who had lost a child. Promise of a warm bed and food is too strong a lure for the bereft not to follow. There comes a point where despair overrides all common sense, and those who already have enough—the bastards who could actually make the world a better place—prey on that.

      I spent a week with the refugees and lattice-children. Theirs was a miserable existence, and I began to support them from my own purse by day three.

      What? Why did I do that? They should’ve gone back to their homes, you say?

      I hate it when swine like you refer to those in need as lesser beings, treating their dogs better than a fellow human. Foreigners should go back home, right? It’s not your fault that they lost their homes, right?

      No wonder your spouse cheats on you. I wouldn’t want to fuck a self-righteous bastard like you either. I really fucking hate prejudiced, uncaring cunts. It’s all bluster and make-my-country-free-from-foreigners again, until you’re the one hanging from hooks in a meat house.

      I mean, look at you, would you want to be called swine, now that you’re hanging from the ceiling? Yes, this is a butcher’s shop. They hang the pigs from these hooks.

      Where was I? Right! Helping the less fortunate paid off, literally. A few of the lattice urchins agreed to play bait for me. They had learned to stay away from certain corners, what with brutes roughing them up or leering at them, sometimes even both. Disgusting, I know, and I would love to kill all of them, but there’s too many of them bastards around. Sick fucks. Gut them all I say!

      No, I won’t let you down; maybe hanging from the ceiling will make you realize what it’s like to be helpless.

      Anyway, we set out to the rougher part of Halharra. It’s always the harbor, or the district that has the most warehouses. You never find the obvious scum in the noble quarter or near villas—those bastards hide behind silk curtains and chains of gold.

      Nice chain. Platinum, is it?

      So, while the urchins dispersed to beg from sailors and merchants, I hid in the shadows and waited. Daylight faded, shadows lengthened, and then, by the sound of the evening gong, a group of Caretakers arrived. They gathered the kids and spoke with them. I wished I knew magic, such as being able to hear from a distance, but the gods are fickle in passing on such gifts. Still, whatever they told the children was effective, and soon they led the group of urchins away.

      My urchins each had white pebbles to drop as they walked, marking a way easy for me to follow. The priests did not lead them back to Eanaigh’s temple, they never went anywhere near that direction. Instead the group went through the back alleys of the harbor district, past shady taverns and seedier inns.

      Just like yours.

      The warehouse that these false priests—because Eanaigh’s clergy would not stoop that low—entered was guarded well enough. Mercenaries, by the looks of them, stood in pairs at every corner, with four guarding the entrance. No real Caretaker ever needed people in chainmail, armed with swords and spears, to watch over them. The door closed behind them, and even though lights flared up in every other place around me, this warehouse remained dark. I’m not much of a warrior, you know? Never fought a battle, so . . .

      What? Knight doesn’t necessarily mean in heavy armor and armed to the teeth. It’s a position, way more comfortable than yours.

      So, I had to worry about at least six, if not eight, warriors.

      I decided to go for all twelve. Better safe than sorry, right?

      No! Not all at once! That’s fucking insane.

      I circled around the building, searching for any other guards.

      Sure enough there were some on the warehouse’s roof and hidden at strategic points all around. Bloody fortress, I tell you. All in all, there must have been twenty-five or so. All right, thirty.

      Oh, come on, don’t make such a face. I’m over three hundred years old; I said I’m not much of a warrior, by elven standards. Of course, I’ve had my share of bouts, pretty fucking stupid not to practice if you have to deal with guards and shit, that’s the fun part of being a Knight.

      No, I am not much of a warrior, compared to elven warriors! Once sparred with a former arena fighter, the elven woman had spent fifty years in the arena, battling for money. I felt like an infant trying to snatch sweetcakes back from an adult. She would have made short work of the thirty.

      It took me a little longer.

      By sundown there were ten holding slit throats, ten more sporting gouged-out eyes, a few futilely holding their guts in place, and the rest nailed to the ground with their own swords.

      I told you, your family is still unharmed, your guards . . . let’s just say they need to be replaced now. Not that you have other things to worry about, right? I mean what with you dangling from the ceiling and all.

      I entered the warehouse, killed another pair of guards, unfortunately not before one sounded an alarm. What followed can be described as a dance, blades, guts, and blood. Sure, they knew how to fight . . . against human warriors.

      Oh, before I forget, your marble floor needs a good scrubbing.

      At the end, I actually was sweating.

      The children were caged, like animals. Naked, humiliated, one of their guards was still inside a boy when the lady guard received me and my sword at the door. The woman who had so kindly received my sword lent me hers, so I could spear the one remaining bastard to the wall. Must have been off my aim, wanted to hit the shoulder, got him in the lung, gargling mess that. His victim wasn’t satisfied with the death, tore the sword from his chest and tore into him again.

      Still blame myself for having been so slow.

      Fortunately, he was the only victim. Could’ve been worse. I’ve heard of the disgusting things some of you animals do to boys and girls. Guess you all didn’t have the time.

      No, your daughter is safe, and she will remain safe! Unlike those false priests, we Knights aren’t monsters.

      In my zeal I had killed everyone who could have given me the information I needed, but fortunately the greedy and the corrupt have one thing in common, they are meticulous in their bookkeeping. The bastards kept ledgers, their disgusting trade put into columns of money gained, money spent, receipts, and, most importantly, where their “goods” were going.

      I worked my way down the Tallon. No, this wasn’t sanctioned by the Royal House Kassor, this was me raging against the abusers of children. I sent word to Brisen and Talfyn to scout out the “office” of this organization of filth and abuse in Ma’tallon, and another missive to a handful of Knights I knew would treat this the same way I intended to do.

      Yes, that’s why you haven’t heard from your contacts. This is why you haven’t been able to supply the Palace with fresh merchandise. All of your suppliers are dead.

      Oh, don’t struggle; you should’ve known what this was about a long time ago. You’re the last link in the chain that runs from south to north along the Elven Road.

      What was that?

      Of course, I know who your main customer is! And I would love nothing better than to gut King Lerainh as well, but while butchering the likes of you is a minor crime, killing a king would lead to war, so the bastard is off limits.

      The best I can do is kill his suppliers and the others cunts who enjoy raping children.

      Do you know what this tray is for? Well, tub rather; at least it looks like a tub, right? The butcher catches the guts of whatever she slaughters in it, makes less of a mess this way.

      No, I’m not going to slit your throat.

      Your death will be slower.

      The way you’re hanging, there’s a lot of strain on your stomach, a little cut, maybe a finger’s length, should suffice.

      It’ll take a while. The tear will open slowly. At first your muscles will hold it back, but the strain will be too much eventually. And then, as you dangle here, your stomach will rip open and your guts will spill down, and you will still be alive for the few moments it takes for your guts to hit the tub. It’s not enough pain compared to what you and your “friends” inflicted on all the children you stole and sent to their deaths, but we don’t always get what we want.

      I will tell your spouse what you did; I assume you kept this filth from those closest to you?

      No? Only your daughter doesn’t know. All right, she’ll learn the truth. Your spouse will join you, shortly.

      See, there? The cut wasn’t that long.

      I’ll fetch your spouse now.

      Good death to you.
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      What are you willing to do for the Guild?

      This mantra had been drilled into Kieran from the first day he came to the organization. He was nine—shivering, starving, and looking for a mark—when he first saw Tegan, the Guild’s leader. She stood at five feet, eleven inches tall, her porcelain skin a sharp contrast to Kieran’s deep bronze, weather-worn complexion.

      Tegan wore her blonde hair short and slicked back. Most noticeable were her frosty, sage green eyes. Kieran always felt as though they saw—and saw through—everything.

      The air had been an icy, heavy curtain, the type of cold that settled into your lungs and made them ache. Frost sparkled on the cobbles. Tegan was just another mark, easy to relieve of her coin, or so he thought. It took no more than three seconds for Tegan to disabuse Kieran of any notion that he could steal from her.

      Kieran had lifted Tegan’s coin purse from her belt, and was preparing to dash away in the swarm of yelling, giggling, jostling children when he felt a steel grip on his elbow. Kieran spun, using his momentum to kick his mark squarely on the side of her knee. The attack landed, but the mark absorbed the blow, letting her knee buckle just so, maintaining her balance and grip on Kieran. Her grip tightened, and Kieran whimpered.

      “Drop the purse, or I break your arm,” the woman informed him in a flat, almost bored tone. Her accent was of the noble houses, cultured and urbane. Why was she walking the street in such shabby attire? And how had she absorbed that blow? Kieran had never known nobles to fight for themselves. They often relied on soldiers and hired muscle to defend them.

      Kieran kicked at her leg again. It had just as much of an effect as the first attempt. He tried to figure out a way to wriggle out of her grasp when his thoughts were overridden by a sharp, wrenching pain. His arm was being pulled straight up, nearly yanked out of its socket. He cried out, wanting to pull away from the stranger, but knowing if he moved even an inch, his shoulder could become dislocated or some important bone he didn’t know the name of could snap.

      “No, please!” Kieran cried out in his most plaintive, child-in-trouble voice. It had gotten him out of more than one sticky situation in the past, usually with his marks’ money. Tears sprang into his eyes and ran down his face. The pain even made the tears genuine. “Someone, please, help me!”

      The street was suddenly, suspiciously empty.

      “Last chance,” Tegan taunted in a sing-song voice. “You drop the purse, and the most you have to worry about is a sore shoulder and wrist.”

      “Please, let me go,” Kieran sobbed.

      “Sure!” she agreed in a honeyed tone. There was an increase in pressure, followed in quick succession by his bone snapping. A white-hot pain flashed up his arm and the purse fell to the ground. He collapsed in a heap, curling into a ball. Kieran cradled his broken arm as he shook from sobs.

      Strong arms lifted him from the ground, sending only minor jolts of pain up and down his broken appendage. Kieran gazed up at the woman he’d just tried to rob. Her pale green eyes were hard and uncompromising, yet held a gentle kindness. Was there a hint of an apology in them?

      “Let’s get you out of this weather, my Little Dark One,” she suggested, her breath a warm caress of butterfly wings. What she thought Kieran could do if he didn’t want to go was beyond him. His whole world had shrunken down to himself, this enigmatic woman, and the torment in his throbbing arm. The broken arm that thankfully dulled the grumble of his stomach, which had been empty for two days.

      He barely registered her shrill whistle. The clip-clop of a horse’s hooves on cobblestones came to him as though from far away. Next thing he knew, he was cradled in the crook of her arms as she slowly guided the horse through the streets. Time seemed more fluid, different parts of the city coming into focus whenever Kieran stirred from his stupor, though he was always nestled gently in her arms. The position was comfortable enough that the Siren’s call of sleep was able to coax him into the sweet, painless escape of oblivion.

      He awoke in a soft bed, the softest bed in existence, he was sure. The blankets enveloped him in a relaxing warmth, and his head felt as though a cloud was cradling it. It was a far cry from the moth-eaten, moldy sheet and wooden plank on which he’d spent countless, miserable nights where the only padding for his head was his weeks-old, rank clothes.

      The dull ache in his left arm pushed to the forefront of his awareness. It was only then that Kieran noticed the splint strapped to it. All of the events leading up to his laying in this bed came crashing back. He looked around with wide eyes, his heart thumping a manic beat in his chest.

      The bed was by far the most luxurious item in the bedroom. Its four walls were bare, the plain wood in good repair. The washstand next to his bed was also plain wood, the basin upon it a sturdy, unimpressive pewter. And there she was, silent and unmoving in a chair next to the bed, a look of concern on her face.

      His reactions and movements were slow as he tried backing away from her. The dull ache roared into white hot agony as he used his broken arm. His heart crawled up into his throat. His arm was a painful, panic-inducing reminder of what this woman sitting before him was capable. Kieran sank further into the plush bed, trembling at the thought of what her presence could mean.

      “I am sorry for what I did to your arm,” she began, “but I did warn you. All you had to do was let my purse go, and you would not be in your current predicament.”

      She sounded sincere, but Kieran had been using his emotions to help him lie through his teeth for years now. He scrutinized her features, looking for any sign that she was lying. No clues arose. He stopped cowering and settled for a mistrustful look. It was more of a glower but, given his present circumstance, it was the best he could muster. He attempted to fold his arms, but quickly remembered why that was a bad idea.

      “Oh, my Little Dark One.” She grinned, laugh-lines highlighting her deep set eyes. “Let us become properly introduced. My name is Tegan, and I think you will do well here.” She paused. “That is, if you would like the chance to join?”

      “Kieran,” he blurted. “Join what?”

      He berated himself for allowing his curiosity to get the better of him.

      “The Guild. My guild.” There was an air of possession to how she said it. My guild. This woman, Kieran realized, was a lioness and he merely a plaything she could just as easily kill or cuddle without fear of recourse.

      “And the people of your Guild steal valuables, right?”

      “Amongst other things.”

      “Such as?” Kieran cocked an eyebrow. Tegan smiled, saying nothing. Kieran sank deeper into the bed. “Why would you want me? You caught me pretty easily.”

      “I am rarely noticed, unless I mean to be.” She let the comment hang in the air. “It is as I said, my Little Dark One, you would do well here. Assuming you survive the Winnowing.”

      Kieran glossed over the “survive” bit of that last sentence. He—a street smart gutter rat—had impressed her. His mind was already working through all the possible angles and scenarios, their benefits and drawbacks.

      “What’s in it for me, and how do you know you can trust me?”

      “Right to the point!” Tegan smiled. “I can answer both questions with the same answer: look around you. This bed and this room will be yours. You have the look of someone who has gone too long without a meal, uncertain from where or when the next one will come, or what you will have to do to get it.”

      There was a hint of recognition in the woman’s voice. Kieran wanted to plumb those depths, but decided shutting his mouth was best, for now.

      “Knowing what I do of urchins such as yourself, I know anywhere you sleep can only be considered a bed within the loosest definition of the term. And it is always temporary. You will have food and a place to sleep here, provided you pull your weight and follow our rules.

      “And unless you are lamentably stupid, you will not risk losing that for a silver decanter or candelabra you could pilfer from us.” Tegan leaned in, her face hard. “Men and women have lost their lives for less.”

      Kieran blinked. There was that hardness again. His brain spun at how quickly she could change her attitude, the mask she wore. Of course, everything she offered sounded too good to be believed. His gut told him that, much like Tegan, all wasn’t as it seemed.

      “Ok, so,” Kieran then paused, making his skepticism obvious, “it’s a great deal for me, but what’s in it for you? You aren’t the type of person who helps someone out of the goodness of your heart.”

      “My, you are a sharp boy,” she congratulated him, smiling again, the mask replaced once more. “As I said, you are skilled. Especially for one so young. The Guild always has a need for talented individuals such as yourself. You are a good thief. I can teach you how to become the greatest.

      “I must warn you, though.” She raised a finger. “You are not guaranteed a spot. You will have to go through a skills assessment and training. The aforementioned Winnowing. Though I am the leader, my voice is not the only one that matters.”

      “So I keep doing what I’ve been doing to survive,” Kieran replied, “but now I get regular meals and a comfortable bed to sleep in. And I have to follow the rules.”

      “Provided you are accepted into the Guild.”

      “Provided I pass your tests.”

      “Any more questions?”

      “Two more: when do I start and what do I do while the arm I usually use to steal heals?” Kieran gave her a hard look, trying as best he could to place some kind of blame on the woman.

      “We will offer you the same basic training we offer everyone else,” Tegan said, ignoring his reproachful look. “You will be expected to excel despite the broken arm. Everyone in the Guild must be able to adapt to any situation that may arise. But you will be given a few days to rest, eat, and get your strength back.”

      Tegan rose and left before Kieran could verbalize his acceptance. He had felt a subtle shift in their rapport during the conversation, something more akin to teacher and pupil. He assumed Tegan had felt it as well since she didn’t ask whether he wanted to join or not.

      This still seemed too good to be true, but anything was better than dying on the street. Kieran settled down, the comfort of the bed still amazing to him. He was fast asleep a minute later.
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        * * *

      

      It had been hard for Kieran at first. But he adjusted to stealing with a broken arm, and it only got easier as it healed. More often than not, there was a simple solution. He would either play up his injury or make it look like he only had one arm. He practiced every day, becoming a master of picking locks and pockets one-handed.

      Tegan treated Kieran well after he showed he was more than up to the challenges set before him. On days he tried to do something new over and over without success, he would often shut himself in his room. He would stifle his frustrated sobs and furious yells in his pillow. He never heard her enter, but he sensed when she was there. She would rest a comforting if calloused hand lightly on his back. More often than not, he would throw himself into her arms, and she would hold him, whispering words of encouragement.

      On the other hand, Tegan always seemed to know when Kieran was coasting and not putting forth his full effort. And she would make him pay for it. Food was withheld. Another time the sheets were removed from his bed in the middle of winter, and a frigid draft whistled into his room. And another time, his bed was removed entirely from his room, and he was forced to sleep on the unyielding wooden floor.

      It was infuriating but, despite the little seeds of resentment that cropped up, Kieran came to realize the consequences were an important part of his training. He learned to give his all to every assignment, regardless of whether it was easy or difficult. Anything less would have been a disservice to himself and, therefore, the Guild.

      By the time his arm healed, Kieran was just as proficient using the hand that hadn’t been broken. He’d routinely bring in loot worth two to three times as much coin as the others in his Winnowing class. Though he was already a skilled thief, it still took three years to graduate to the second level, which focused more on combat and stealth kills.

      Soon after his ascension, Tegan stopped comforting him after his painful failures. He began to miss the evenings they would sit and talk over a cup of tea. All closeness seemed to have evaporated the moment Kieran turned twelve and graduated to the second level of his training.

      Kieran and the others in his class were ushered into an area of the compound they hadn’t been able to visit before. They huddled together, talking in hushed tones as they surveyed their surroundings. Racks of weapons lined the walls. Bows and quivers hung from pegs. Target dummies stood against a far wall with red targets painted in the middle of their chests. Along the right-hand side of the room were adult-sized, full mannequins with lifelike appendages and heads attached. Splotches of red and yellow paint covered the bodies of the mannequins.

      Near the center of the room stood Tegan and three of her lieutenants: Aldous Patric, Ziba Bayo, and Cray Valtres. Aldous and Ziba had trained Kieran’s class in the art of thievery. Cray would be taking over their training in the more advanced martial arts.

      Though Cray was older, Kieran still would have thought twice about fighting or trying to steal from him. His stocky frame was all corded muscle and prominent veins. His brow was furrowed in a perpetual scowl, making his appearance all the more fierce. Kieran huddled near the others, intimidated by this imposing figure before the man ever spoke.

      “Not all of you will make it through this portion of your training,” Tegan began by way of welcome. “You will be pushed harder, your limits tested, reached, and then crossed. We built you up when we taught you to steal. We now need to break you down and rebuild you all over again.”

      Cray picked up the speech with barely a pause, his voice gruff and gravelly.

      “Some of you will shatter beyond our ability to put back together. This will be your one chance. Those who choose to stay with Al and Zee will remain thieves. If you stay here, you will be reforged into a living weapon. Or you’ll be out in the street.

      “No one will think less of you if you choose not to move forward. There is honor in doing what you can for our Guild. There is also honor in knowing your limits and what you are and aren’t capable of.”

      Kieran saw a few classmates whispering urgently to one another. He did his best to repress a snigger as more than a few of the kids took tentative steps towards Aldous and Ziba.

      They’re taking this speech seriously?

      Their steps became more confident at encouraging nods from Ziba, and the small group was escorted from the room with a few nervous glances back at those who remained.

      “Now that we’ve separated the wheat from the chaff,” Kieran said with a cocky arch to his eyebrow, “what are we learning first?”

      The silence that followed was absolute. A sharp intake of breath came from two classmates standing next to him. They withdrew a few steps from him. They needn’t have worried that they would be mistaken for the one that had spoken. Kieran stood tall, an impudent grin on his face.

      Have to show them I’m not afraid.

      Cray and Tegan merely stared at him from the front of the room, faces blank and eyes unblinking. Kieran’s smile never faltered, not even as Cray’s face drew down into the most vicious, violent scowls Kieran had ever seen. Cray started forward, but stopped hard in his tracks at the slightest touch of Tegan’s hand on his shoulder. Kieran’s smile remained even as Tegan stalked slowly forward, her eyes promising humiliating, painful retribution.

      It wasn’t until Tegan was three steps from Kieran, and his classmates had pulled even further away, that his smile faded. Tegan regarded Kieran for a few moments, her eyes traveling up and down his body, assessing. The grin began to come back to his face when it happened.

      Tegan lashed out with an open hand, her palm colliding with Kieran’s face. An audible smack reverberated around the training room. He collapsed to the floor, his ears ringing. A hot flush erupted all over Kieran’s face, and he fought in vain to hold back tears.

      It was only a joke. I just wanted to show that I’m ready, that I’m not afraid.

      He wanted to say these things. But a rising tide of fear, shame, and indignation overcame him. She hadn’t spoken to him for weeks, and now this?

      “Respect is given to every member of the Guild, regardless of their station within it,” Tegan informed Kieran in an even tone. “If you do not have respect for your fellow members, there is no room for you in the Guild.

      “Kieran is to have no contact with any of you over the next week,” Tegan said, looking around at Kieran’s cowering classmates. “If any of you are caught interacting with him in any way, you will suffer the same as him twice over.” Tegan looked back down at a trembling Kieran.

      “On your feet, chaff.” Tegan threw the insult back in Kieran’s face in a dispassionate tone. Kieran stood on unsteady legs, all cocky bravado gone. He tried glaring at her through his tears, but a quivering lower lip betrayed him.

      “Defend yourself,” she ordered. Kieran stood there, unnerved, arms at his side. Tegan punched Kieran, striking faster than a snake. His head snapped back, blood leaking from his nose.

      This isn’t normal. What in the Abyss did my mouth just get me into?

      “Defend yourself,” she repeated, gesturing to the rack of weapons closest to them.

      Kieran looked warily from Tegan to the rack of weapons, and back. She smiled. There was no hope for Kieran in that smile. Only the promise of a humiliating, agonizing lesson. He kept his eyes on Tegan as he made his way to the rack.

      “Take your time,” Tegan said in a casual voice, “and choose well.”

      I’m not afraid.

      Maybe if he repeated those words enough, he would believe them. As it was, he was having difficulty keeping his knees from knocking together. Kieran forced himself to turn his back on Tegan as he regarded the weapons. There were staves, swords, and all manner of knives, as well as a few throwing axes and daggers.

      One knife is as good as another, right?

      He picked a random knife from the rack.

      I am not afraid.

      He turned to face Tegan.

      I am not afraid.

      He fought to keep his hand from trembling.

      I. Am. Not. Afraid.

      Tegan’s stony face reinforced that this was serious.

      Attack her, damn you, attack!

      His feet wouldn’t cooperate. He moved like a man that had too much to drink. When Kieran’s limbs decided to obey him, he staggered towards Tegan, his slashes awkward and wild. Tegan dodged them all, looking bored as she gracefully twisted and snaked around the attacks.

      Tegan spun to the side, kicking her leg out. With a heavy thud, her shin connected with his ribs. All of the air rushed from Kieran’s body in a great whoosh, and Kieran dropped to his knees. He wrapped his arms protectively around his midsection, his knife falling from his hand to clatter onto the floor. No sound came out as he opened and closed his mouth in a fruitless attempt to pull air back into his lungs.

      Tegan approached Kieran. She looked over his crumpled body with a disappointed frown. She reached down and grabbed him by the collar of his tunic.

      Gritting his teeth through the pain, Kieran’s hand darted down to the floor and grabbed the knife. He rose as quickly as his ribs allowed, slashing diagonally up at Tegan. Tegan dodged backwards and then closed in behind the knife slash. She swung her fist, the blow connecting with a solid thwack. Kieran collapsed to the ground in a senseless heap, dropping the knife again.

      Kieran shook his head and rolled to his knees, once again grabbing the knife. He rose and Tegan, looking bored, dropped him again with an almost casual backhand. She stood over him and stepped firmly onto the wrist of the hand holding the knife.

      “Let go of the knife.” Tegan ground down on his wrist with her foot, causing Kieran to moan. Kieran held fast to the blade.

      “Let go of the knife, Little Dark One,” she repeated, this time in the same taunting, sing-song tone she’d used when Kieran was nine. Kieran released the knife with wheezy sobs. Tegan kicked the knife away after taking her foot from his wrist. She stepped over him and made her way to stand in front of Kieran’s wide-eyed classmates.

      “I will give each of you one last chance to reconsider,” Tegan told them. “Training will be quite similar to what just transpired between myself and your rude classmate. This room will be your life. You will train in various forms of combat here. You will learn about poisons, tinctures, and many other useful things.

      “You must know how to blend in with any and all of the diverse groups populating our city. Go now and you will not have to endure this. Stay, and you either graduate or get expelled.”

      The tension in the room rose as Kieran felt the eyes of every classmate rest on him. His chest hurt with every gulp of air and he felt his confidence whither. He was unsure for the first time in his life. Would he be able to endure? The sounds of a few other classmates opting to stay with Aldous and Ziba reached his ears.

      Should I join them?

      Tegan stalked his way.

      I need to make a choice.

      Stifling a whimper, Kieran rose to his feet. He was unable to hide a wince of pain or the fact that he couldn’t stand straight. With one arm placed protectively over his stomach, he turned to face Tegan.

      “What is your decision, chaff?” Tegan asked. Kieran felt his face go hot as his own insult was thrown back at him again. “Going with the thieves or staying here?”

      “I’m staying,” Kieran growled between gritted teeth. At the front of the room, Cray smirked. Kieran dreaded taking on the man with his stocky frame and corded muscles, but he knew he wouldn’t be content as “just a thief” for his whole life.

      “Then my order stands,” Tegan declared, turning her back on Kieran and addressing his fellows again. “Kieran is to be a pariah for the next week. As you all support one another through your forthcoming struggles, he is to struggle alone. He will learn that, while he is skilled, this does not put him above anyone else here in the Guild. You will suffer worse than he, should you ignore my words.”

      And they’ll all act like I’m not here, the cowards.

      “Go with Cray,” Tegan instructed the others, while placing a staying hand on Kieran’s shoulder. “The rude one’s training for the day will be conducted by me.”

      The others shuffled over to Cray with hesitant steps. He gestured them in close around a rack, offering a brief explanation of each weapon housed there. Kieran’s mouth drew down and he began to sulk as he watched Cray teach them the basics of the variety of blades, clubs, and staves arrayed before them.

      “Come,” Tegan ordered, clapping Kieran on the shoulder, “and bring that knife.” She led him away from the others to a sparring circle on the other side of the room. Kieran followed, fighting to conceal his agony with every step.

      “Hold your knife up.” Tegan gestured at him to raise the knife. “Now follow my hands if you can. This is how you disarm someone if they are holding a knife.”

      Kieran’s eyes caught the blurs of motion that were Tegan’s hands. She reached out, clamped down, twisted, and pulled. In the span of a single breath, Tegan had Kieran’s knife against his throat.

      “Now,” she continued, backing up and pointing the knife at Kieran, “disarm me. If you can.”

      It went about as well as the first time Kieran tried to pick Tegan’s pocket. She stood there, solid and unmovable as a tree while he pulled and yanked futilely at the knife. When he failed, she would nick him with the blade. By the time Cray called a halt to the day’s session, Kieran had tiny wounds over half of his upper body.

      The students were ushered back to their common room after the training session. A few moments of pretending he didn’t exist was all Kieran could tolerate. He limped his way back to his room as the others chattered excitedly about their first day of weapons training.

      The rest of the week went by in much the same fashion. The others would revel in everything they were learning and comfort one another if there had been a particularly hard lesson. Most lessons seemed to qualify, as far as Kieran was concerned.

      After the week was over, Kieran apologized to his classmates and those who had chosen to remain as thieves and then rejoined his peers. Once his ribs healed, Kieran began to excel as he had during his thievery classes.

      At night though, as he waited for sleep to overtake him, Kieran would lay in his bed, staring at the ceiling as he contemplated the enigma that was Tegan. She had been so warm and comforting until these latest classes. Now another mask was on, and it reminded him of the dangerous predator he had met on the streets three years ago. He fought back a growing resentment, but it was always there, lurking like a petulant beast.

      Kieran graduated at the top of the class, despite his ever-increasing anger towards a woman he thought had cared for him. His emotions were a confusing, conflicting jumble. What happened to the stern, yet comforting mother-like figure he’d known? When he looked at her now, he didn’t know what to feel.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you willing to do for the Guild?”

      These memories and the mantra bounced around in Kieran’s skull as he studied the two people facing him. One was Lieutenant Aldous, his frame just as gaunt, his hair just as lank and greasy looking as always. The other was Lieutenant Ziba. Now that Kieran was a step away from graduating, he had to get into the habit of calling his superiors by their title as well as name. He still thought of them as Al and Zee, and would have to be careful he didn’t address them that way out loud.

      Al and Zee had been members for longer than anyone save one or two other lieutenants—and Guild Master Tegan, of course. The two of them had cornered Kieran in the front hallway, ushering him into a shadowy corridor as he was on his way back to his room.

      “What do you mean by that?” Kieran asked. He’d play this stupid. He wanted to leave as little room as possible for claims of misinterpretation on their end.

      Not suspicious at all.

      “We feel that Tegan hasn’t had the best interests of the Guild in mind with many of her recent decisions,” Al explained in a hushed tone.

      This doesn’t feel quite right.

      “Well, what do you want me to do about it?” Kieran asked, failing to keep the incredulity out of his voice. It was a fair question. He had just turned sixteen, and was the youngest potential graduate of the most recent Winnowing class. He hadn’t earned an actual place as a member of the Guild yet. Real members had a code name, and Little Dark One didn’t count.

      So why are they pretending to care what I think?

      “Oh, cmon, Kieran,” Al scoffed. “You’re Tegan’s Little Dark One.”

      Dammit, why did she have to call me that in front of everyone?

      “Her protégé.”

      Kieran could sense the undercurrents of jealousy in Al’s tone and in the way Zee nodded her agreement.

      “Fair point,” Kieran admitted, though his opinion on that point wavered from one day to the next. Tegan had seemed to take special care with Kieran’s training, but that all seemed to change as soon as he’d reached the second level of the Winnowing. Kieran sighed.

      “What do you want, exactly?”

      “What would you do for your guild?” Al asked again, eyes darting between Zee and Kieran.

      “You asked that already,” Kieran pointed out. What in the soul-sucking Abyss was going on here?

      “Your impertinence is showing again, acolyte,” Al said, eyes narrowing. “When a lieutenant asks you a question, you answer.”

      “And I’ll ask again, sir, what is it you want exactly?”

      The lieutenants looked at each other. They seemed to have a whole conversation with a glance before turning back to Kieran.

      “We’re hoping you can find out exactly what she’s planning,” Al answered, gauging Kieran’s reaction while maintaining his glare. Kieran leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms. His gaze slid from Al to Zee and back again. “She’s been going out at night a lot on her own, and no one knows where she goes.”

      “You’ve always bragged about being able to follow her,” Zee added.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Kieran replied, shrugging his shoulders in a noncommittal way. These two had taught Kieran much of what he knew about lying. That they were the ones approaching him made Kieran suspicious. Nevertheless, Kieran would tail Tegan and try and get to the bottom of what was going on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      What would I do for the Guild?

      Kieran had been shadowing Tegan for the past three hours, that question echoing through his mind ad nauseam until the words lost all meaning. The night was warm, silent, still. The moon glowed, showing half its face, and the stars shone in a sky empty of clouds. It provided plenty of light by which to see, but also made it easy for Kieran to be seen.

      He timed his passage to match Tegan’s pace down the thoroughfare as he darted from shadow to shadow while her eyes and ears were focused elsewhere. Kieran couldn’t explain it, but he never had any trouble tailing Tegan, even when she didn’t want to be found. As Kieran followed her now, though, unease roiled in his gut.

      This doesn’t feel right.

      Kieran was hoping he’d learn . . . what exactly? On one hand, Al and Zee claimed they suspected her of meeting with a person, or people, without the knowledge of the other leaders of the Guild. On the other, Kieran wouldn’t trust either of them even if he knew they were telling the truth. Could this be some sort of frame job? Would an attempt be made on Tegan’s life?

      Am I getting set-up to take the fall for her murder?

      This whole night was a waste. Tegan hadn’t met with anyone, and was only wandering about the city as she did most evenings. He’d give it another hour tonight, tail Tegan again tomorrow, and then go back to Al and Zee to hand them a big old goose egg.

      Kieran followed the Guild Master into one of the shabbier districts far from the capitol, where there were fewer city patrols. The buildings here were run down, sagging against one another, with an equal number of windows missing or broken as there were whole.

      Tegan stopped between a boarded up building that had the look of a warehouse, and a seedy-yet-crowded tea house. She stepped into the alleyway between the two buildings, and Kieran could barely make out her form in the shadows. No torches lined the alley, and the walls of the warehouse and tea house joined together one story up, creating a tunnel instead of an open walkway between thoroughfares.

      Kieran was shifting from one darkened doorway to another when Tegan disappeared. One moment she had been standing there, and in the next she was gone. She’d been standing right next to an empty sconce attached to the tea house wall.

      A door I can’t see? Concealed passage?

      She’d only been out of Kieran’s sight for two seconds. Kieran studied his surroundings, barely settling for more than a second on any one window or stretch of street. There were no signs of movement from the tea house or the thoroughfare. Kieran darted down the alleyway and pulled on the sconce.

      It tilted forward with a soft click, and a gap in the wall slid open, barely wide enough for Kieran to squeeze through. Almost immediately after he entered, it closed with another soft click. A faint light from torches illuminated a tiny stairwell that curved upwards, its destination lost in the gloom. Long shadows darted and danced along the narrow walls.

      Kieran scraped his head on the ceiling as he climbed the warped, wooden stairs as quickly as he dared, hoping none of them creaked and announced his presence. He placed each foot carefully, bringing it down one agonizing fraction at a time, feeling out each step with his feet as much as his ears.

      He reached the top without a sound and came upon a closed door, wooden and as unremarkable as the door to any common dwelling. No glow of light shone from under it. He reached into the small bag on his belt, wherein laid the tools of the trade for a thief and killer-in-training: lock picking tools, devices that made light and noise, and various powders used to disorient or incapacitate a target.

      He probed the door for traps, nearly pricking a finger on a needle hiding in the keyhole. Taking care of that took seconds. Holding his breath, Kieran turned the knob a quarter rotation at a time.

      The door swung in on frictionless hinges. Immediately he was bombarded with sound. Continual, muffled chatter floated up from the room below.

      I must be above the tea house.

      The torches from the stairwell cast enough light in the room to see. Layers of dust coated every surface. A few remaining boxes of split and rotting wood lay scattered about the room. Their contents, if any, had long ago been pilfered.

      There were clear outlines of footprints in the dust on the floor, their size matching Tegan’s. He ghosted across the room, following the footprints to a door on the far side. Clouds of dust billowed up under Kieran’s soft footfalls. He fought the urge to sneeze as he performed a thorough search of this new door.

      Unless he missed his mark, this door led to the warehouse adjacent to the tea house. Before he opened this door, Kieran paused.

      There has to be some sort of trap waiting beyond this door, doesn’t there?

      Aside from the probably-poisoned needle in the keyhole of the previous door, this had all been too easy. Who was the trap for? Was anyone else following Tegan? Could the trap be for Tegan? Did Tegan know Kieran was following her?

      Why set me up?

      Aside from being well-liked by Tegan, at least at first, he was treated the same as everyone else. He did his job. Did it very well in fact, and got rewarded fairly for his performance. Was Tegan luring him into something? Did she, of all people, feel threatened by him?

      Did some of the others, members higher up in the Guild like Al and Zee, feel threatened? Kieran would argue that he had been watched more closely, punished more harshly, and in general had higher expectations placed upon him than the others.

      In spite of what he had to endure in training, Kieran trusted Tegan, and few others. No one else, if Kieran was being honest with himself. His emotions regarding his mentor clashed and swirled as he stood there in front of that door.

      What would he find on the other side? A confrontation with the only person he admired in the world? He hoped not. He hoped that if Tegan was meeting with someone, it was for the Guild’s advancement, and not hers alone. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if he discovered Tegan was breaking the tenet she had drilled into everyone’s head from day one.

      He loved Tegan yet also resented her with a passion for the way he was treated during the second phase of the Winnowing. Kieran knew despite Tegan’s harsh treatment, or maybe because of it, he wouldn’t be who he was today. Kieran wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

      Kieran’s hand hovered over the doorknob. He took three slow, steadying breaths and confirmed he had all three knives: one tucked into his boot, a smaller one hidden up his left sleeve, tucked into a special sheathe, and the third at his belt, which he grabbed. With his other hand, he turned the knob and opened the door.

      It swung open, and a soft murmur of voices reached his ears. As he suspected, he was peering into a room of the abandoned warehouse adjacent to the tea house. The room was vast. Kieran couldn’t tell where the voices were coming from.

      The ceiling stretched ten feet into the air and was held up by four rows of wooden columns. Each row consisted of ten pillars. The faint flicker of a small flame could be spied closer to the other end of the room, which was open to the city, a railing the only barrier between the room and a painful drop to the ground below.

      Kieran dashed on nimble feet to the closest patch of darkness. He tried to look about, but the sheer number of pillars obstructed his view as much as it helped to hide him.

      This is an almost vulgar number of pillars.

      Following the source of the voices echoing around the oddly constructed room, Kieran wound his way around the pillars. He couldn’t be positive, but it seemed as though the voices were coming from near the soft glow of firelight. Creeping closer, Kieran was finally able to catch portions of a conversation.

      “If I do this, no one can know I am involved,” Kieran heard Tegan’s voice say. “Not even whispers. If there is even a whiff of a rumor, our next visit will not be at all pleasant.”

      “Yes, yes,” a man grumbled. “No one will know. I know better than to cross you. I am aware this is not exactly within your normal purview, but it will make you a terribly wealthy woman.” The man paused. Kieran knew that not-sound. It was the pregnant silence before a life-altering decision was made.

      “Then we are agreed,” Tegan said. Did she sound regretful?

      And who was that man? Kieran was sure he’d never heard that voice before, but something about it sounded familiar. Had the stranger visited the compound? Had Kieran passed him in the street some random day and relieved him of his coin purse in the process? Kieran strained to listen, to try and place the voice.

      His heartbeat hammered away in his ears. His stomach churned with unease, and he wiped a sweating palm across his thigh. He tried to slow his breathing in an attempt to listen to more of the conversation. He probably heard enough to take to Al and Zee, but he wanted to be sure.

      “Do you think you will be able to start again?” the man asked.

      “I have had to before,” Tegan replied with a shrug in her voice. “I will bring along some of the younger children who will not know better.”

      “You have rather overstretched your boundaries this time, Tegan,” the man gloated after another moment’s silence. “I have done what I can. I dare say it is going to be unpleasant for the rest of your Guild.”

      “Yes, yes,” she snapped back. “Make sure you give me enough time before those despicable thugs move in.”

      Kieran’s hands trembled with rage. His cheeks flushed. He felt a snarl forming on his face. How could she? How dare she! He forced down the urge to storm the two of them, knife out and ready to murder.

      He would identify the man and deal with him later if he escaped. Tegan would die first. Kieran needed to act fast. The few people who tried to wrest leadership from her had all been put down in a brutal and very final fashion. Kieran snuck as close as he dared.

      Move, now!

      He charged around the corner, knife at the ready. Kieran skidded to a halt, brow furrowed. A torch attached to one of the columns guttered fitfully. Warm wind whistled through the room. Kieran looked around, searching for any signs of movement.

      Nothing.

      No Tegan.

      No man.

      Trap.

      A murky shape pounced from just beyond the torch. Kieran caught a glimpse of Tegan’s frosty emerald eyes and short, slicked back blonde hair as a foot connected with his temple. He hit the ground hard and winced as he rolled onto his once-broken arm. His vision swam and his mind pleaded with him to run, to hide. Anything but confront this monolith of martial prowess.

      He rolled away from his attacker as another kick grazed his side. It was uncomfortable but had little actual force behind it. His one hand still held tightly to his dagger as the other one dipped into the pouch on his belt. He sensed a flicker of movement between darkness and moonlight and tossed the powder into the air where he thought she would attack from.

      He was rewarded with a surprised intake of air, followed by a cry of pain as the stinging powder worked its way into Tegan’s eyes. Kieran dodged backwards as she lashed out blindly with a knife. He tried to move in with his own blade, but she had enough presence of mind to turn the wild slice into warding swipes with her dagger, keeping Kieran at bay. With a final, frustrated grunt, Tegan’s hand dropped from her face.

      She stood before him, eyes red and watering. Her grin was easy, confident, unnerving.

      “Why, Tegan?” Kieran snarled. “After all the training, after drilling into me and everyone else that every choice made is for the good of the Guild, how could you betray me?”

      “You?” Tegan asked as she arched an eyebrow.

      “I . . . we . . . you know what I meant!” Kieran yelled as he stammered and stuttered.

      “What I am doing will insure the Guild lives on,” Tegan shrugged.

      “You filthy, disgusting hypocrite!” Kieran roared. Though furious, he had the presence of mind to not just close the distance and engage. That fight would have been over in three seconds with Kieran bleeding out on the ground.

      “Careful,” Tegan warned, her eyes narrowing. “Show any more disrespect, and this will be a lot more painful for you, my Little Dark One.” She flourished her knife with practiced ease. Even with her eyes irritated and burning, this woman was a force of nature.

      “Enough with the stupid nickname,” Kieran derided. “You’re leaving me—us—in the lurch, while you live out the remainder of your days in luxury. No one member benefits, not even its leaders. You said it yourself when I woke up in that bed: members have died for less. You deserve to die. Here. Now.”

      “You can certainly try.” Tegan’s eyebrows perked up as though she’d found her entertainment for the evening.

      “One more thing before I kill you,” Kieran spat. “Your answer will decide if I kill you quickly or slowly.”

      Tegan scoffed, but motioned for him to continue.

      “Who was the man you were talking to?”

      “What man?”

      “No mind games, Tegan,” Kieran growled, “I heard you talking with someone before I came in. That man promised you a lot of money in return for your cooperation.”

      Tegan smiled.

      “Fine.” Kieran returned the smile with a feral one of his own as he adjusted the grip on his knife, holding it firmly in front of his body, arm bent and knife pointed towards Tegan. “The hard way then.”

      Kieran stalked forward on the balls of his feet. His eyes weren’t on Tegan’s eyes so much as her body. A dip of a shoulder or twist of her hips would be a better warning than where her eyes were looking.

      Tegan feinted forward. Kieran slashed his knife through the air at almost the same moment. Luck was with him as Tegan darted back with a grimace. His heart raced. He got lucky. His slash was wild, uncontrolled. Had Tegan actually attacked after the feint, he’d be dead. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. Neither would she.

      Now it was Kieran’s turn. He lunged forward with his knife, careful not to overreach. Tegan dodged back as her blade arched up in a defensive swipe. They circled, feinting and reacting for what felt like hours, neither ready to fully commit to an attack.

      Kieran closed the distance between them and jabbed out. Tegan deflected the attack, while her free fist connected once, twice, three times with his face. His vision exploded with stars, but he kicked out, connecting with her knee as he had when he was younger. Only now there was more training and weight behind the attack. Tegan’s knee gave out and she fell forward. Kieran leaned in to stab her when she lashed out with a horizontal swipe.

      Kieran dodged backwards, but grimaced as Tegan’s knife sliced through his tunic and drew a shallow, crimson line across his stomach. Tegan was up and charging almost before Kieran recovered.

      They clashed, withdrew, and clashed again, sending small showers of sparks cascading around their dancing forms. They wove in and out of the columns, the collisions of their knives an echoing clamor. The space was large enough that it felt as though Kieran was back in that training room, Tegan punishing him for insulting those who chose to remain thieves.

      They traded slashes and blows, bruises accumulating on both of them, though Kieran still hadn’t drawn blood. He saw an opening and kicked Tegan’s knee again. Her leg gave way and she toppled to the floor. Kieran rushed in, sensing an advantage. Tegan reached out with one hand as she rose, grabbed him by his tunic and hurled him to the side.

      Kieran stumbled, but kept his balance. Sensing an incoming attack, he swiped blindly with his knife. He was rewarded by a spurt of blood as he carved a line down Tegan’s cheek and across her upraised forearm.

      They backed away from one another, once again circling. Kieran panted. His energy was ebbing. Tegan wiped a drop of sweat from her brow with a thumb. She seemed barely winded by the struggle. The easy smile was on her face again, like that of a jaguar toying with its prey. A rivulet of blood ran down her right cheek to splatter onto the collar of her tunic.

      “It has been a while since anyone has drawn my blood,” she said, pressing a palm to her injured cheek and pulling it away to examine the blood.

      “You’ll be losing a lot more before I’m done with you, traitor,” Kieran growled back. It was the response of a lion, brazen and uncaring of its own safety when the kill was so close.

      Despite his bravado, this wasn’t going well. He got lucky cutting Tegan. As they circled, Kieran noticed that Tegan was favoring the knee he’d kicked twice. This fight had proved he was almost as quick as her

      If he could close fast and get her to put weight on that leg, he may get an opening to end this before his body slowed too much. He already noticed a slight lag in his movements from the cuts he’d received.

      He dashed in, probing to get an idea just how much weight Tegan was willing to put on that leg. She retreated, but it was hampered by a limp. She was still fast, though. His plan of attack would require more than a little luck. He hoped her knee was as injured as it seemed.

      Kieran closed the distance, unleashing a flurry of attacks. She flowed around the slashes, and, through the corner of his eye, Kieran caught the grimace of pain on Tegan’s face as she came out of her dodge. The moment of distraction allowed him to quickly pivot his knife’s trajectory. He drew a deep gash down the back of her knife hand. Tegan gasped and dropped her knife.

      Kieran pressed his advantage, aiming for her neck. She grabbed his knife hand, her leg shaking but not quite buckling as he leaned into her grip, trying to drive the point into Tegan.

      It felt as if he was nine again, trying to steal her purse. Tegan had a hold of his arm, just as she did then, and he knew what she was going to do next. His opening would come. He would just have to endure and keep a clear head. Kieran did his best to brace himself, anticipating the pain to come.

      This is going to hurt.

      She twisted and snapped his arm. He dropped to one knee, not having to pretend the pain was excruciating. Tegan didn’t release his arm. She stood over him, a throaty, gloating chuckle gliding from her throat. Kieran’s other arm hung down as he did his best to conceal his intent.

      “Stand,” Tegan commanded as she pulled up on his broken arm. Kieran whimpered, panic beginning to take over his brain.

      The handle, grab the damn handle!

      He heard the rasp of the blade hidden on his arm as Tegan drew it out of its sheath.

      “Stand,” she repeated, her voice letting out the all-too-familiar sing-song taunt as she yanked on his arm again. “I want to see the light leave your eyes as you die.”

      His hand closed around the hilt of the knife in his boot. His scream was equal parts agony, fury, and loss as he shot to his feet, slamming the knife between Tegan’s ribs and into her heart. He fell away as Tegan gasped. She took three steps, stalking after him before the knife fell from her fingers.

      She coughed twice, and a red froth bubbled up between her lips. Tegan dropped down hard onto both knees. She coughed again. More blood erupted from her mouth, and then Kieran was there, tears falling down his cheeks as he lowered Tegan gently to the ground.

      “Why?” Kieran demanded.

      “To . . . see . . .” Tegan began before coughing again.

      “To see what?”

      “To see what you would do.” A male voice sounded behind him. The same voice Kieran had heard talking with Tegan earlier.

      “Going to try and kill me?” Kieran asked as he picked up the knife Tegan had dropped. He rose to his feet. The sound of approaching footsteps echoed in the cavernous room. Kieran tensed, preparing to launch himself at the man and whoever was with him.

      “Why would we try and kill you?”

      Kieran’s breath caught in his throat. The knife clattered to the ground. His mind was a cloud of confusion.

      That was Tegan’s voice.

      Kieran looked down. Tegan lay on the ground. Blood still trickled from the corner of her mouth. Definitely dead. What in the Abyss was going on? Kieran turned around. Al and Zee stood there, both flanking . . .

      Tegan?

      “I know you are confused,” this other Tegan said with a placating gesture.

      “But . . . I just killed you,” Kieran protested. His mind was still reeling, unable to connect the pieces.

      “Did you?” Tegan gestured for him to look at the corpse. Kieran turned to see a black mist rising from the body as it became devoid of color. The heavy mist rose further into the air as the body evaporated. The mist swirled around Kieran and headed towards the real Tegan.

      Kieran followed its progress, his mouth agape. Tegan lifted an upraised palm, and the mist collected there, coalescing into the shape of a ball before sinking into her skin. She lowered her hand, a look of bemusement on her face.

      “You saw what I wanted you to see,” she explained. “Heard what I wanted you to hear,” she continued, though now her voice was altered, lower in octave. It matched the register of the man he’d heard conspiring with Tegan earlier.

      “It is the only way to really test a person,” she said, back in her normal voice, “to see if they are ready to join the Guild. And now we can truly welcome you into our ranks.”

      “But I was about to graduate from the second level of the Winnowing,” Kieran protested. “All that was left was one . . . mission . . .” Kieran trailed off.

      “This mission,” Al interjected.

      “This type of scenario is always the final test for someone wishing to become a Guild member,” Zee added.

      “And you acted just as we hoped you would,” Tegan said, “as you have been taught: for the good of the Guild.”

      “How could you do this though?” Kieran demanded. His voice quivered as tears streamed down his cheeks. He had been trained to respect his fellow Guild-mates. This seemed unnecessarily cruel. Deceitful.

      “Told you he wouldn’t take it well,” Al muttered.

      “A person is always tasked with tracking the senior member of the Guild they have become closest to during their training,” Tegan explained, using soothing tones. “You will hate us for a while.”

      “I did,” Ziba chimed in.

      “Me too,” Al sighed.

      “But you will come around eventually,” Tegan assured Kieran.

      “You’re right,” Kieran agreed. “I do hate you bunch of assholes.”

      “Come now, Mongoose,” Tegan chided, putting extra emphasis on the last word. “Is that any way to speak to your colleagues?”

      “Excuse you?” Kieran protested.

      “You are exceptionally quick and deadly, though you do not appear to be.” Tegan inclined her head. “It is a name worthy of you. A badge you have earned.”

      “It’s almost as bad as ‘Little Dark One,’” Kieran complained. “I might actually prefer it. Mongooses are obnoxious, vicious little rodents no one has a problem stepping on!”

      “Give it some time,” Tegan soothed, “you will come to appreciate it.”

      Kieran walked on shaky legs to stand before Tegan. He looked up into her pale green eyes that twinkled with mirth. And he punched her face.

      Hard.

      Tegan stumbled, but whipped her hands out to her sides to keep Al and Zee from stepping in. Kieran stood there and glared at the three of them, not backing down and not looking at all apologetic.

      “No,” Tegan told them, “that was deserved. In fact, I am surprised it does not happen more often.”

      Kieran brushed by them, making sure he bumped hard into Al’s shoulder along the way. Al cursed.

      “You know,” Tegan raised her voice to call after Kieran, “you never asked me how I can make a copy of a person.”

      “I don’t give a shit,” Kieran replied over his shoulder, not looking back.

      “Well then,” Tegan called back, sounding affronted. “Your first assignment is in two days . . . Mongoose. I will send along one of the healers later to take care of that arm. And remember, it is . . .”

      “Yeah, yeah, for the Guild, I know,” Kieran stopped and half-turned to call back. “I’ll be there. You know you could have healed my arm when I was nine the same way.”

      “Why would I have done that?” Tegan asked, chuckling. Kieran raised his middle finger as he turned back and disappeared into the shadows.
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      "But we promised no presents!" Harlowe argued, though she couldn't hide a tiny smile from her sister.

      "You promised. I only nodded. Technically, it was not an actual agreement." Holly grinned, tossing her blonde curls with a red-lipped smile. "Just open it!"

      “My birthday isn’t even until tomorrow,” She grumbled back, but accepted the gift nonetheless.

      Harlowe yanked off the worn burlap and opened the lid on the tiny hinged box. Inside was a tiny bird skull dipped in silver. A small blue enameled feather dangled below it. The whole thing was attached to a pin in the back: a brooch. Harlowe stared at it in wonder, running her fingers over the smooth surface.

      Drax fluttered excitedly on Harlowe’s shoulder, chirping his thoughts at her. Blue! Pretty, shiny blue!

      Familiars like Drax weren’t uncommon in Varia. It was one of the few gifts in life that didn’t depend on station or standing; it was all chance. She’d met Drax in the woods while collecting firewood one day, just a little bluebird shivering on a small branch, his feet practically frozen to the twig.

      Harlowe hadn’t thought twice; she knew the second she saw him that the little bluebird had to come home with her. They’d been inseparable ever since, and eventually, they’d become close enough to share thoughts. Their bond was deep, magical. Drax would now live as long as Harlowe, if life permitted. He was a part of her. Her sister Holly hadn’t been lucky enough to find a familiar for herself, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      Harlowe turned to her sister as she held the little trinket. "Holly . . . where . . . how did you find this? You didn't steal it, did you?"

      Holly held up her hands. "Do you think I'd risk getting you in trouble by giving you a hot gift? This one's squeaky clean. I had it made. Jae owed me one, and he's working at a jeweler’s now. Found the stuff myself and had him put it together. And you gave me that skull as a gift when you were itty-bitty. You were so proud of that little thing. Thought you might like it all together like that."

      "Are you kidding? I can’t believe you kept that. . . . It's amazing!" Harlowe stroked the surface of the little skull with reverence. She gathered her cloak—just a long piece of wool—around her shoulders and used the brooch to fasten it together, then turned to show Holly.

      "Looks sharp." Holly grinned, nodding in approval. "Be careful no one lifts it."

      "You think I'd let anyone take this beauty off me?" Harlowe snorted, flexing. She had a stocky build and broad shoulders, all thanks to lifting sacks at the mill. Holly was svelte, curvy, and dark-haired in contrast. She took after their mother. Their father passed away during the plague, and their mother had lived another five years before dying of pneumonia. Holly had taken care of them until Harlowe was able to pull her weight, and they’d been a team ever since.

      "I've got to hit the streets, you get some sleep." Holly smiled, ruffling Harlowe's hair before heading to the door. She dressed in a worn corset and loose skirts, hiked up to her waist on one side to expose her netted tights.

      Harlowe spent a little time finding a good hiding spot for her new brooch, she wasn’t about to take it to work with her. She hid it within the small box it had come in and placed it under her straw bed for now. Sleep came easily that night.

      Work time! Work time!

      Harlowe cracked open her eyes with a sigh, feeling Drax’s tiny bird feet hopping around on her chest as he chirped and chittered.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” She murmured sleepily, rubbing at her eyes as she sat up. Drax fluttered to her shoulder, awake enough for the both of them.

      “Yeah, I know, you’re the early bird. I’m not.” She grumbled, swatting at him.

      Drax flew up into the air with a little chirp. Up now!

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m up. Good job.”

      Despite her general dislike of early mornings, Drax always seemed to keep at least the hint of a smile on her face.

      Drax accompanied Harlowe to the mill, chirping a refrain out loud as he sang his little morning song in her head.

      Off to mill, off to mill, go to work, we will, we will!

      It was the same tune he always sang, and it never failed to brighten her spirits. The hours were long, and the work so grueling it left her blistered and bruised most days, but Drax’s never-ending levity made it all seem worth the effort, and Holly’s grin after a long day made her feel that despite it all, life wasn’t so bad.

      After a long day at the mill, made shorter with Drax’s cheerful presence, Harlowe returned home. She opened the door slowly as Holly would be asleep by this time in the afternoon, only to find their home empty. Holly’s bed looked exactly as it had when she’d left in the morning, untouched. She should have been home by now, snoring away after a long night of work. As hard as Harlowe tried not to worry, she couldn’t help but fear the worst.

      She left their hovel and took to the streets with Drax fluttering overhead. She knew Holly’s usual spots; she could only hope that it had been a slow night, and Holly had decided to work the day shift instead. “Drax, fly ahead and tell me if you see her.”

      Looking for Holly! Drax responded in her mind as she darted on ahead.

      Harlowe walked with purpose, ignoring the sights and smells of the bustling market district as she made her way to the Red Rose Alleys. Drax fluttered overhead, chittering as he shared his thoughts with her.

      No Holly, found nice Gavin! Nice Gavin has seeds.

      Harlowe followed Drax around a corner and down a slender alley to find a cherry-lipped man in silks with a hand full of seeds. The little bird landed on his palm with a happy chirp and went back to eating. Gavin looked up as Harlowe approached. “I knew you couldn’t be far behind. . . . How are you, honey?”

      “I’d be better if I knew where Holly was. Have you seen her?”

      "You didn't hear, did you? She's been arrested. Some high-born prat tried to take more than he paid for, so she clocked him, and he went whining to the authorities saying he'd been accosted. It's bullshit, of course, but you know how things are..." He sighed. Gavin had been working the Red Rose Alley a few years longer than Holly. They often worked together to fish out the queer clients who liked to keep their preferences private, acting as a front for each other between servicing their typical clientele.

      Sometimes, though, their clients with clout used their power against them no matter how well they serviced them. "They usually release us within a couple days when this shit happens. Just take it easy and keep an eye open for when she gets back, alright? She'll be fine. Most of us've had run-ins with pricks like that. We always come out fine." He assured her, patting her shoulder. "They just have to make a show of putting us in our places, then we’re right back to work. Usually for the same ones who put us away in the first place."

      Shocked by both the circumstance and Gavin’s nonchalance about the whole thing, Harlowe found herself at a loss.

      Drax hopped from Gavin’s hand, now empty of seeds, onto Harlowe’s shoulder. Holly come home?

      Harlowe lifted up her finger to him to stroke his soft feathers. “She’ll be home later, I guess. Not much we can do but wait.” She gave Gavin a grateful nod. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t be a stranger, honey.” Gavin smiled his reassurance, “She’ll be okay. She always is.”

      Harlowe went home, trying to quell her worry. It didn’t help when Holly didn't come home the next day. Or the next.

      Holly had told her stories about this happening with some of her friends in the business, and it always turned out fine in the end. Harlowe tried to be patient.

      It wasn't until five days later that Holly came stumbling home, coughing, covered in bruises, and clutching her side.

      Harlowe shot to her feet the second the door opened. She helped her sister into their small home, stuffing down the boiling anger that threatened to burst out. "Holly, what—"

      "Don't." Holly hissed in pain as she sat down, with Harlowe's help. She took a long few moments, trembling and drawing in careful, pained breaths before she looked up at Harlowe, "I just . . . I need to sleep. We'll—we'll talk soon, but right now, I—I can't."

      Harlowe's heart broke. There had never been anything they wouldn't talk about with each other. Still, she was too worried about her sister to press. "Okay,” she mumbled, helping Holly get into bed. She seemed to hurt every time she moved. Every time she drew in a breath, it triggered another coughing fit.

      It took over an hour of hacking and wheezing before Holly finally seemed to sleep. Harlowe, however, couldn't. Not well, at least. She had to sleep some, of course. She couldn't afford to miss a shift at the mill, especially since Holly hadn't been able to work all week and now she was hurt, so she’d be out of commission a while longer. They needed every copper they could scrape together.

      In the morning, she made sure to leave food and water right next to Holly's bed, as well as a basin in case she felt sick. She turned to Drax and told him, Stay here with her. Let me know when she wakes, okay?

      Yes, yes! Drax chirped softly, settling in by Holly's sleeping form. 

      Harlowe lifted a finger to her lips, Quietly! Let her sleep.

      Drax looked at her and opened his beak in a silent chirp of affirmation. He hopped to Holly’s pillow and fluffed his feathers, settling in to keep watch.

      Once she was certain Holly would stay asleep, Harlowe left for work. She didn't hear from Drax. The longer the day went on, the more worried she grew. Finally, just as the day was waning, Drax drifted into the mill and fluttered in the air in front of Harlowe. Sister awake!

      Relief rushed through Harlowe. She couldn't show it, of course. She had to be a dutiful worker, and she made sure to throw herself completely into her work until it was quitting time. When the whistle blew, she was out of there in a flash, running back home. "I'm back! Holly, I'm here,” she called out as she barged inside.

      Drax fluttered in behind her, landing on the table beside Holly's bed. Holly coughed and looked up at Harlowe. Harlowe expected a smile, at least an attempt at one, but Holly barely kept eye contact. She laid still, shuddering, curled up weakly on her bed. The food on the table lay untouched, the water barely sipped. "Holly . . ." Harlowe knelt beside her. "What happened?"

      Holly closed her eyes. "What do you think?"

      Harlowe didn't answer. She couldn’t. After a long moment, she took a deep breath. "Gavin told me about the noble bastard. And the guard. Was this . . . the guards doing?"

      Holly coughed, but managed a nod.

      Harlowe clenched her fists. "Which ones? I'll pound their—"

      "You'll do nothing." Holly coughed out firmly. "You hear me? Nothing. Or they'll do worse to you."

      Harlowe got to her feet, "I'm not going to just—"

      "You will." Holly hissed, but she ended up in another coughing fit. This time, blood dotted her sleeve when she pulled her hand away, the first stain of what Harlowe dreaded would be more.

      Harlowe’s heart pounded. "Holly? Holly, you—"

      "Harlowe," Holly sat up with a wince and a whimper of pain. "Harlowe, you need to—" she broke into coughs again, more blood at her sleeve. She tried to hide her arm under the blanket. "You need to be okay. I need you to be okay. Even though I'm not. Alright? Remember who your friends are, your family. The only folks that'll care about you—" another coughing fit, "—the only ones that'll ever care, the only ones you can ever trust are people like us. People at the bottom of it all."

      Harlowe stared at Holly in shock. She knew what was happening, what this meant. She knew what Holly was really saying.

      Holly wiped at the blood on her lips with her sleeve again. Violent tremors in her arm made the simple movement nigh impossible. Holly let her shaking arm fall to the bed in defeat and took a few more wheezy breaths; her eyes closed. ". . . I know I can’t stop you, so if you do go after those guards . . . just don't be stupid about it, okay? And if . . . if you do, get that fucking bastard Geralt. To keep him from hurting anyone again, if nothing else. Just make this all worth something."

      As Holly drifted back out of consciousness, Harlowe rushed out to find a doctor, but by the time she returned with him, Holly was lifeless. Gone. Harlowe had known it was coming even before she left, and Holly had known it, too.

      The doctor left, and Holly's body simply lay there, eerily still. 

      Harlowe stared at her sister's body for a long time. Part of her desperately hoped to see the rise and fall of Holly’s chest. She knew better than to try and convince herself she was only sleeping, though. Fantasy was a luxury she couldn't afford.

      She made fists, her arms trembling. She wanted to hit something, wanted to bloody her knuckles until she felt nothing but the pain of her hands. She wanted to tear at her chest and crack open her ribs to release the anguish crawling up her throat to devour her from the inside.

      Instead, she sat on her straw mattress and stared at what remained of her sister. A war of emotions fought inside her, but it was rage that bellowed the loudest. Rage toward the guards who had destroyed her inside and out. Rage for the noble who'd sentenced her to death, knowingly or not. Rage for those born into a better life, with the power to do something good, but served only themselves.

      She kept a glassy gaze on what used to be her sister. Memories flooded to the surface of her mind, but the one she clung to wasn’t of Holly. Her sister wouldn’t have wanted her to waste time grieving, she would want her to do something, to keep others from her same fate. Harlowe intended to do just that.

      Determined, Harlowe gathered an old burlap sack, the biggest one she had, and carefully folded Holly's body inside. She paused and looked back at her bed, contemplating only a moment before she fetched the little box from beneath it and opened it. Gingerly, she brushed her fingertips over the little brooch. Harlowe grabbed her woolen cloak and fastened the brooch right in the center to hold the ends together. She couldn’t be sure that she’d be coming back here any time soon. 

      With one final look at the humble hole-in-the-wall she’d called home for so long, she grasped the ends of the burlap sack and slung it over her shoulder. She went out into the street and away from the city. There was only one way forward.

      Drax flapped his little wings overhead, his worry clear through their bond. Where go?

      Harlowe didn't answer. She carried the sack down the seemingly endless cobblestone until it finally gave way to the forest. A well-worn path led deeper into the woods, and she followed it for a time, but eventually she forked off the path to wander into the brush. Twigs and leaves caught in her straw-yellow hair as she pushed forward, and even more caught in the burlap, but she pushed on. She had to try this.

      Along the way, she stewed over every injustice she'd witnessed, every friend she'd lost, every hurt she'd received, all because of the negligence of the ruling families, because of people who could have made changes but instead turned a blind eye. In their eyes, the poor weren't starving to death at alarming rates anymore, so equality had been achieved and they could pat themselves on the back. They even went so far as to offer the poor folk of the city their leftovers after every grand feast, handing out half-stale bread and cheese as if it were a treat.

      It was insulting. And telling. Things in Varia weren’t going to change if it was left to only those in power. More lower class people would suffer. More Hollys would be beaten, raped, and killed. The Gavins. The Harlowes. Their indifference had been slowly staining her life, inch by inch, until she was soaked in it. Drenched. Drowning. 

      The weight of her sister’s body weighed heavily on her shoulders. She’d hauled much heavier things at the mill, but the burden was more than physical and it grew with every step.

      The forest around her had grown quiet, Harlowe noticed. The sounds of birds and insects had died down to almost nothing. All she heard were her own footsteps, Drax’s little wingbeats, and the sound of the heavy sack scraping against the branches as she passed through them.

      "I've come to bargain!" she shouted into the silent forest, the tears finally spilling over her cheeks. It was the first time she'd cried since all of this started, she realized. And it was the worst time to show weakness. 

      Drax landed on her shoulder and chittered, trying to soothe her. She shook her head and pushed through the tears, shouting again, "I've come to bargain!"

      When there was no response, Harlowe closed her eyes and tried to remember the stories she'd been told. The ones about scary monsters that lurked in the forest, those that if they found you would destroy you unless you gave them something of equal value. With the right offering, they might even do your bidding. The stories were scarce in detail; those who encountered the beasts rarely survived. But how was one to find them if they were looking?

      She recalled a single story that held promise, the idea rang true in her mind, so she laid her sister down and pulled out her knife, dragging the blade across the backs of her hands. She drank in the pain and let it ground her, then pressed the bloody backs of her hands against the trees on either side of her. 

      "I've come to bargain!" she called out again, hoping the desperation hadn’t bled into her voice.

      This time, the forest responded.

      Drax shivered on her shoulder, but didn't flee. The trees shook and the leaves trembled with the thundering footfalls of something big approaching. Harlowe stood her ground, staying firmly in front of the bag that held Holly's body. Finally, a dark shape emerged, surging forward with measured, heavy steps until it was mere feet away from Harlowe.

      The creature looked canine, but its shoulders reached at least seven feet tall. Its eyes were wide and wild, fixed on Harlowe. A long tongue lolled out of the side of its mouth as it panted, filling the quiet of the forest with a gravelly rasp. Saliva fell to the ground in messy puddles as the beast regarded Harlowe, looking ravenous; on the verge of attack. His voice rumbled in her mind, deep and coarse. What have you brought to bargain? I can smell the hate boiling inside you. So strong for one so young. You have all the ingredients for a perfect soldier, don't you?

      Harlowe stood her ground and clutched at the brooch at her neck. She kept her eyes on the beast and took a deep breath. If she died now, it wouldn't be so bad. "I'm no soldier. I'm just a mill worker, but . . . I've brought the only thing in the world I care about. Is that enough for you?"

      The canine creature barked out a laugh and tilted his head. That depends. What do you want?

      Harlowe gripped the trinket at her neck and looked back at Holly's body. ". . . Can you bring her back?"

      The beast chuckled. Perhaps. But is that what you REALLY want, little soldier? The same thing could happen; there would be no assurance that she’d be safe. Those guards would be more than happy to rape her and beat her all over again.

      Harlowe's eyes burned with angry tears. She didn't trust this creature, but he spoke the truth. Even if she brought Holly back, who's to say she wouldn't die the very next day? Holly wouldn't have wanted that.

      I ask again, then. What is it you want? He rumbled, watching her with those wicked orange eyes.

      Harlowe thought to herself. She'd buried their mother, had watched their father being loaded onto a cart to be incinerated with the dozens of others from their block who hadn't survived, and now all she had left was the empty husk of her sister. Death was no stranger to her or to anyone else she knew, but none of that made any of this okay. Too many people she had known and cared about had been failed by a city that barely tolerated them, if not outright abused them. Something had to change.

      Harlowe took a deep breath and looked the beast in its fiery eyes. "I want . . . I want the power to change things. To make the people responsible pay. To make things better for us folks at the bottom. I want us to have a goddamn chance!" She pushed through her tears, unashamed of her crying. She had every right to, didn’t she? Why should she be ashamed of her emotions?

      The beast rumbled deep in his chest, a pleased sort of sound. He sat on his haunches and stared down at her. I can give you this. But what do you have to bargain with?

      Harlowe took a deep breath and stepped aside to give him a better view at the burlap sack. "My sister. The dearest thing to me in this world."

      Ah, the beast barked out a laugh. But that is no sacrifice. You would have burned her body if you had not brought her to me. She is already lost to you.

      Harlowe felt a pang in her chest. What else did she even have to give?

      As if hearing her thoughts, the beast rumbled back, Without a sacrifice, no exchange can be made. Think quickly, soldier.

      Harlowe reached up to stroke Drax at her shoulder, the little bird trembled with fear. Leave, he urged softly, leave!

      Harlowe realized what the beast wanted her to do. The one thing she had to offer. She lifted a hand to her face and shook her head. "No . . ." Shock gave way to sorrow, and she fell to her knees.

      You know what you must do, little soldier. . . . I can give you the power you need. Are thousands of lives worth this one little sacrifice? Or are you too selfish to help them? The beast laughed, mocking her. You are not the first to ask me for this. The rest left with their tails between their legs, the cowards. Too selfish. Too weak to do what must be done.

      Harlowe cried as she lifted her hand to her shoulder once more, taking the little bluebird in her hand. Drax looked frightened. He trembled but didn't try to escape. That was the thing about familiars, they trusted completely. Without question. She stroked the top of his head gently, then leaned down to kiss his soft feathers. I'm sorry, Drax. I'm so sorry.

      No! No leave! Drax fluttered his wings in her hand, chirping in distress as he realized her intentions. Want to stay! Want to stay!

      Drax was a part of her soul. He was the only thing she had left to cling to. But she'd said the same of her sister.

      Harlowe took another couple moments to try and calm the bird. This is bigger than us, Drax. I'm so sorry. She stood, holding the trembling bundle of feathers out in front of her.

      Drax chirped louder, sounding much like he was crying. No leaving, please! No leave—

      She twisted Drax’s neck in one swift jerk. The chirping stopped, and the tiny ball of feathers laid still in her hands.

      The beast's mouth opened in a wicked grin. Harlowe clutched her chest as it tightened involuntarily and the air was ripped from her lungs. She couldn't breathe, couldn't take in even the smallest gasp. She fell to the ground on all fours and finally drew in a terrible breath as the bird’s body rolled across the ground, settling at the beast’s mighty paws. She wished for pain, something other than this horrible empty nothingness she felt in its place. Drax was gone. Dead by her own hands. 

      The forest was quiet again, save for the slow panting of the beast. Harlowe choked on a sob, shaking her head as her tears watered the ground below. Holly was gone. Drax was gone. She had nothing left.

      The beast stepped forward with thudding footfalls. There, there. . . . I'm proud of you, little soldier. Now I know for certain that you're worthy. Come with me. I will give you the power you need to tip the scales.

      Harlowe stayed down for several minutes, unable to move. Finally, she pushed up onto her knees and back onto her feet. She had nothing more to lose.

      She had nothing.

      Nothing but a purpose. From now on, the only stains she would allow on her life were the ones she painted herself.

      She stood tall, forced her shoulders back and her chin high as she studied the creature. "Show me what to do."
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      “You’re so full of shit,” Avery spat.

      “Excuse me?” the voice on the other line replied. “I’m not the one who owes three people almost a thousand credits because they can’t manage their finances. What are you even spending your money on anyway?”

      “None of your business,” Avery said through clenched teeth.

      Silence.

      “Are you in trouble again?” her friend asked softly.

      “No! Why don’t you stop with the fake pity? I told you I would pay you back; I don’t need you acting like my mom.”

      “Avery, you need help. Let me hel—”

      Avery hung up the phone, her pulse racing thanks to the adrenaline flowing through her body.

      “Pretentious bitch,” she muttered.

      Avery ran her shaking hand through her hair before pushing herself off of her desk chair. She paced around her sparse room, alternating between rubbing her forearm and clenching her hands. The young woman struggled to control her breathing. She glanced at her dresser several times, noting the few credits lying on its surface. Biting her lip, Avery turned away, continuing her pacing. After several laps around her room, she turned toward her dresser once more. Closing her eyes, she sighed.

      “Fuck it. I need to see Kettleman.”

      Grabbing the credits off her dresser, Avery hurried out of her room and out to the street before she could change her mind.
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        * * *

      

      Drool dripped down the side of Avery’s mouth. Her eyes rolled back, she sat slumped in the worn leather chair, an IV sticking out of her arm. The needle connected to a bag of opaque liquid. A worn label on the fluid bag identified the memories within as belonging to a J.C. Vidici, an adrenaline junkie who managed to get himself mixed up in some dicey situations. Avery’s body convulsed as she let the memories flow through her, causing her brain to release epinephrine into her body. Avery’s eyelids fluttered rapidly as she absorbed the illicit thoughts.

      Vidici revved the engine of his motorbike, Avery watching the crowd cheer through his eyes. She felt the excitement within him, the racing of his heart, as he prepared for his stunt. It was all so intense, she felt like throwing up. With a final revolution, Vidici pressed the throttle and raced his bike down the steep ramp. The wind blew in his face, eyes watering as he squinted against the dryness of the wind. Avery’s stomach caught in her chest as she neared the end of the ramp. As they neared the jump, voices roared in the distance. In front of her, twenty-four cars were lined up, ready for the bike to soar over them. As Vidici, Avery held her breath, body tensing for the jump. Suddenly, she felt the wheel beneath her slip. The front of the motorbike began to slide on the ramp.

      Shit! Shit! Shit! she panicked, hands tightening on the clutch.

      A loud chime interrupted the experience, promptly cutting off the memories and killing her high. With a snap, the IV was pulled out of her arm and she slowly returned to reality.

      The dimly lit room gradually came into focus. Avery felt herself sunken into a worn leather chair, her left arm resting on the armrest. A few other chairs lay strewn around her, some filled with bodies in various stages of their Distortion high. One of the seats held an older man, his cheeks sunken in, reaching out frantically as he tried to grab at something with his bony fingers.

      “That can’t have been half an hour,” she griped, rubbing the gauze wrap that now encircled her arm.

      “Keep pressure on it for at least an hour,” the saloon owner, Kettleman, replied, his voice bored.

      “C’mon, man. Just another five minutes. We were getting to the good part.”

      “For another twenty credits I can have you set back up, babe.”

      “Twenty?” Avery exclaimed. “The half hour was thirty credits.”

      “It’s not healthy to have so much adrenaline pumping through you. Legal amount we can give you is thirty minutes. However, if you want a little more, it’ll cost you.” Kettleman bustled about, tending to his other customers during the exchange, his back to Avery. He reached out with his left hand towards her and rubbed his fingers together, indicating that money would be the only way to continue with her high. “You remember my conversation with Spider over there, don’t you?” He pointed towards the bony-fingered man who still grasped the air for some invisible object. “No money, no memories.”

      “Viewing the Archives isn’t legal to begin with,” Avery grumbled as she rubbed her arm once more. “I’ll come back another day.”

      The gaunt man nodded as he moved to put away the bag with Vidici’s memories swirling within and throw out the IV needle in a sterile box on the wall. “I’ll see you in a few days then.”

      Avery headed towards the door, pulling her arm through the sleeve of her sweatshirt as she walked.

      As her hand touched the knob, Kettleman called out to her. “Remind me the next time I see you. I found something in the Archives I think you’ll find interesting.”

      Avery paused, her interest piqued. What will it cost me this time? she wondered. Avery nodded her head without looking back. The sunlight blinded her as she walked out of the dank tavern and into the streets. She brought her hand to her face, shielding her eyes. Blinking away the tears that came with the pain of the sudden brightness, Avery struggled to gauge how busy the road was.

      Kettleman’s shop was a run-down looking pub hidden down a side street usually inhabited by beggars and strung-out junkies. If you didn’t know what to look for, you would walk right past the white clay building. The windows were boarded over with wooden slats, keeping the darkness within. If the general public learned that he was offering Distortions from the Archives, the police would swarm the place in an instant, shutting it down permanently. Kettleman was one of the few illegal Distortion pubs functioning under the guise of a smoke shop.

      As Avery walked through the streets, her hands shoved into the pocket of her sweatshirt, she wondered, not for the first time, how she found herself traveling through the less savory parts of town, spending her paychecks on hits of Distortion. On more than one occasion, she told herself that she would stop reliving other people’s memories, but without fail, she would find herself back at someplace like Kettleman’s for one more fix.

      Reliving the memories of others was the only thing that kept Avery sane as she struggled through her courses. Being identified as “gifted” at such a young age didn’t help her. Instead, it singled her out for the unrealistic expectations that her parents placed on her. Distortion provided a measure of relief from her countless exams, prep courses, and volunteer work that she drowned in while she studied to become a doctor. She’d learned long ago that she would much rather become a conservationist, finding ways to keep endangered species like the lion and orca from going extinct. When the world lost both the last elephant and sea turtle during her freshman year of high school, she vowed not to let the world lose another species.

      I really need to stop, she told herself. I’m blowing through my money too quickly. Soon, Mom’s going to start asking why I can’t keep a balance during school, even with a job.

      People passed by her in a blur. She had walked this path so many times that she no longer needed to pay attention to where she was going. Beggars and pickpockets usually left the poor college student alone to her thoughts. They’d tried robbing her one too many times only to find that she was as poor as they were.

      Before she knew it, Avery found herself turning into her neighborhood. The beautiful two-story houses sat atop lush patches of green. An occasional flash of color on the lawns or next to the homes differentiated them from their identical-looking neighbor. Avery bent over to pick up a stick, dragging it along the few homes that still had standing white picket fences, reminders of what the world used to be like in the generations before her. The clacking of the stick on the wooden slats of the fences somehow soothed her nerves as she walked by, helping her unwind as she approached her parents’ house.

      Turning onto a stamped concrete driveway, Avery made her way up the porch and let herself into her home. The wall of the foyer was covered with photos of the family. Pictures of her parents and little brother were intermingled with ones of their grandparents and a few cousins. On the side, there was one of Avery, no more than six years old, with her hair in a high tail and a missing front tooth while she smiled in her soccer uniform. Avery felt a twinge of guilt as she walked past the images of a happy, carefree family. It’d been a long time since she felt like a part of that family.

      “I’m home,” she called out to no one in particular.

      “Oh, Avery,” her mom’s voice came from the dining room. “Come and say hi to your grandma.”

      Avery walked through the main hallway and found herself in the dining room. At the table, her mother and grandmother sat holding mugs of what appeared to be hot tea and hot chocolate. Her grandmother’s gold bangle with a single topaz clinked against her cup as the older woman took a sip.

      “Hi, Grandma Erin,” Avery said, bending over and giving the elderly woman a hug. “I didn’t know you were coming over today.”

      “I wanted to stop by before Grandpa and I leave for vacation,” Erin replied. “I have a girls’ trip planned with some of my high school friends.” Erin finished her statement with a smile.

      “And after all of these years, I’m finally invited,” Grandpa Frank’s voice cut in. “Your Grandma used to go on trips without me, only to find that it wasn’t a true girls’ trip when Haley’s husband tagged along. She’d leave me all alone.”

      “Oh, honey, it was just that one trip up north,” Erin said with a grin. “And how was I supposed to know that boys were invited? Haley asked Kenzie and me if we wanted to join her and Kayla on the trip. No mention of boys anywhere.”

      “Sure,” Frank replied with a wink. He bent down and kissed his wife on the forehead before turning and exiting the room.

      “Mom, I don’t know how you and Dad do it, but you seem to get cuter with age,” Avery’s mom, Alexis, said.

      “I just lucked out when I found him,” Erin answered.

      Avery started backing away from the table, heading towards the kitchen to grab a snack. Distortion rushes always made her hungry afterwards. Picking up a banana and a bag of chips, Avery waved a hurried good-bye to her grandmother before darting up to her room.

      Once she was safe in her room, she shut the door and turned on her vintage CD player. A distorted guitar riff came on, filling her room with its music. The lead guitar overlapped the main pattern with something similar to the vocal melody. Avery sat on her bed and leaned against the headboard; her eyes closed as she tried to drown everything out.

      Oh, I feel like shit. Crashing from the high really sucks.

      The door opened as Avery’s sixteen-year-old brother stuck his head in. His mess of dark hair lay hidden under a baseball cap.

      “What are you doing?” Joey asked. “You’re never home during the week unless you need something.”

      Avery scowled and threw a sock at her brother with one hand as she munched on some chips with the other. “Is it a crime now to come home and relax in your room? I don’t walk in on you when you want to enjoy a private moment to yourself.”

      Joey smirked as he shut the door, deflecting the soft projectile. When the door didn’t open again, she crammed some more chips in her mouth, satisfied that he wouldn’t be coming back. She closed her eyes once more and melted into her bed.

      It felt like only a few minutes later when her mom opened the door.

      “You were doing it again, weren’t you?” Alexis asked. “Getting high on Distortion.”

      “Oh, Mom,” Avery said, opening her eyes. “You’re overreacting.”

      “Am I? You’re back home and the first thing you do is eat. Show me your arms.”

      Avery froze.

      “Avery Jane,” Alexis said, her tone icy. “Show me your damn arms now.”

      Reluctantly, Avery took off her sweatshirt. Her mother took one look at her gauze-wrapped arm and her lips pursed into a tight line. Avery watched as her mother started chewing her tongue, not saying anything.

      “It’s the last time, Mom,” Avery said softly. “I won’t do it anymore.”

      “I wish I could believe you, but you’ve said this before.”

      Avery sat in uncomfortable silence, watching her mom’s disappointment. Alexis’ lips were so tight her cheeks developed sharp edges from being sucked in. Her mother’s eyebrows furrowed as she fought to keep her composure, her finger tapping on her forearm as she crossed her arms. A knot formed in Avery’s stomach as she dropped her eyes, unable to look at her mother.

      “I’m cutting you off,” Alexis said quietly. “No more credits.”

      Avery struggled to find the words to respond to her mother. Shame burned her cheeks, but she remained silent. After so many promises to quit, it was unlikely that her mother would believe her again. Her mother could only take so much heartache.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Alexis asked.

      Avery shook her head. “I’m sorry. Please don’t tell anyone.”

      Alexis sighed. “You’re moving home. No more living off campus. Obviously, I failed you somehow, and in order to make sure everything goes back to the way it was, I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

      Avery nodded her head almost imperceptibly.

      “We’ll grab your stuff from your apartment on Saturday. Until then, you’ll come straight home from school and work.”

      Another nod.

      “I can’t believe you, Avery. I just, I can’t right now . . . .” She waved her hands several times for emphasis as she spoke, her voice cracking a little. “You’re better than this.” Turning with a sigh, Alexis walked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

      Avery reached over and turned off her CD player. Pulling her knees to her chest, she stuck her head in between her legs and spent the rest of the night in silence in her room. She wanted to stop; she’d tried before. Why didn’t they understand that it wasn’t so easy?
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        * * *

      

      Avery woke up curled in a ball on her bed. Her wrinkled clothes from the day before hung off her slim frame. Her body felt drained. Distortion crash always left her feeling hollow inside. That was the downside of the rush; after the spike of adrenaline, the body took a while to recover, leaving it feeling empty.

      One last hit, she told herself. If I’m going to quit, I need one final rush.

      Avery got off her bed, her body lethargic, and rummaged around her room for some credits to take to Kettleman.

      Come on, she panicked. Just enough for one more. I can’t end like this.

      She scrambled around, trying to find something. With a surge of hope, she found fifteen plastic chips in an old pair of jeans crumpled in the bottom of her closet. After an additional five minutes of fruitless searching, Avery gave up and changed her clothes. She’d have to see if Kettleman would take the fifteen credits for a hit. Looking around her room for something else to possibly barter with, she found a gold necklace that her grandmother had given her as a high school graduation present. It was a simple chain with a gold heart charm. Scooping it up, Avery’s eyes caught a flash of light bouncing off of her initials engraved into the heart. A knot formed in her stomach. With a resigned sigh, she stuffed the necklace in her pocket and left her room.

      Downstairs, she saw her grandparents eating breakfast. The two looked up from their meal and smiled at their granddaughter.

      “Good morning, Avery,” Erin said. “Did you sleep well? We missed you at dinner.”

      “Yeah, I slept fine,” Avery replied, the weight of her decision still sitting heavily within her. “I wasn’t feeling that great after work and just needed to sleep it off.” She walked into the kitchen to grab an apple when she stopped. “I thought you and Grandpa were going to be gone last night?”

      “Oh, we were, but our flight was delayed, so we don’t have to be at the airport until later this afternoon,” Erin replied.

      “Luckily we were able to stay here instead of having to stay at a hotel,” Frank added. “It’s not like we live that far away, but you know how Grandma doesn’t like to travel late at night.”

      “The way that people drive sometimes makes me really uncomfortable,” Erin explained.

      “I know, honey, you don’t have to tell me.” Frank sighed and returned to his food. “Will you be around before we leave?”

      “Oh,” Avery hesitated. “I should be. I just need to stop by my apartment really quick and grab something. Mom wanted me to move back so I have more time for my studies and I figured that I should start picking up some important stuff now to make the move easier.”

      “Do you need an extra pair of hands or two?” Frank asked. “We can help. We don’t have anything to do this morning.”

      “Thank you, but I can manage,” Avery replied. “I’ll see you later today.”

      Waving goodbye to her grandparents, Avery walked briskly out of the dining room and out of the house. Her heart felt heavy. As she walked down the streets, she let her mind wander, trying to block out the shame of what she was about to do. Her grandparents spoiled her, and this was how she was going to repay their kindness. By trading away a necklace for a temporary surge of adrenaline to feed her addiction. Forcing herself to think of the move she had ahead later that day, Avery walked on.

      In what felt like no time at all, she arrived at Kettleman’s shop. The journey to his place always seemed to go quickly.

      Probably the anticipation, she rationalized. Especially since it’s the last time.

      Tentatively, Avery reached out and grabbed the worn brass knob. The polished metal felt warm in her hand in the early morning sun. Scanning her surroundings, she took a deep breath and turned the knob, opening the door. She quickly darted into the darkened room, shutting the door behind her.

      Avery gave herself a moment for her eyes to adjust. She heard footsteps shuffling nearby and turned to face the source of the noise. Avery watched as Kettleman’s form materialized in front of her from the shadows.

      “Back so soon, babe?” he asked with a smirk.

      “You said you had something interesting to show me,” Avery replied.

      “Ah, yes. Yes, I do.” Kettleman rubbed his bony fingers together. “How long would you like?”

      “Well,” Avery said tentatively. She rubbed the back of her head as she spoke, “About that. I only have fifteen credits. I don’t know how much time that’ll get me.”

      “Fifteen?” Kettleman said, raising his eyebrow.

      Avery dropped her eyes. She hated herself as she reached down and stuck her hand in her pocket. She felt the fine chain bunched up in her pocket, and a lump formed in her throat. Pulling her hand from her pocket, empty, she took a deep breath. “I am willing to trade something . . . else to make up the difference.”

      Kettleman eyed her, a question clearly etched on his face. “And what might that be?”

      Avery averted her eyes as her cheeks flushed in shame. She was glad that he couldn’t see her well in the dim lighting.

      “Christ. Keep your dignity,” he said finally. Running his hand through his immaculately styled hair, he glanced over at Avery. With a pat on her back, Kettleman skirted eye contact with her before heading to the other room. “I’ll give you a discounted rate. Think of it as a thank you for being such a good customer these last few months.”

      Avery’s eyes darted up as she could finally look at him. “Thank you,” she muttered.

      Kettleman motioned for her to follow him down the hall towards the Distortion room. Avery followed a few steps behind him, shame still burning on her cheeks.

      I can’t believe I almost did that. Have I really become that desperate?

      Her thoughts were interrupted as she reached the room. She selected her usual worn, brown leather chair and settled down into it. Taking off her sweatshirt, she placed it in her lap and waited for Kettleman to return with the memories and IV. Avery didn’t have to wait long. He returned quickly holding a bag with a faded green label.

      The man busied himself with preparing her arm for the needle. After finding a suitable vein, he wiped down her arm with an alcohol wipe before inserting the needle. Avery found herself inhaling sharply as the needle pierced her skin. Once he got it in, he taped the needle down and hooked it up to the memory bag.

      “I think you’ll enjoy these. Call me if you need me,” Kettleman said. The shop proprietor stepped out of the room and shut the door behind her.

      Avery closed her eyes and counted backwards from ten, coughing as she inhaled a lungful of the pungent stench of tobacco from the smoke shop out front. Before she could finish counting, her mind melted into the memories and she found herself standing in the grass next to a brick building. Looking around, Avery tried to figure out where she was. People walked around, some milling on a bench under a tree. Many wore backpacks or carried thick books.

      “Looks like a college,” Avery muttered to herself.

      Glancing at her hands and clothes, Avery tried to figure out who she was. A gold bracelet with a topaz stone slipped up her arm a bit as she moved to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. It looked familiar. Avery didn’t have much time to take in her surroundings before a voice rang out in the middle of the quad.

      “Erin!”

      Avery turned and felt happiness fill her at the sound of the voice.

      Grandma?

      A young girl with short chocolate hair came running towards her and tackled her with a one-armed hug. “Are you ready for the exam today?” she asked.

      “Yeah, Tori,” Erin replied. “Although, this isn’t really a test that I was nervous about to begin with.”

      The two shared a laugh as they walked to the student union together. They wove between slower moving students, their arms linked together as they walked. Avery tried to focus on her surroundings, but Erin was too busy talking with her friend to look around at anything else.

      “Are you ready for Mariah’s birthday party?” Tori asked Erin.

      Erin nodded. “Goodness knows I need something to look forward to this weekend.”

      “Oh, shit!” Tori exclaimed. “I left my notebook back at the lab. I’ll catch up with you in class?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be in the union if you get there in time.”

      Erin briefly watched as her friend tore off to her previous classroom. She didn’t watch long, however, as Avery felt her grandmother’s stomach rumble.

      Must be lunchtime, Avery thought.

      Avery enjoyed the ride as her grandmother continued on her way to the student union. It was a different high; one without adrenaline, but the excitement was still there. She marveled at the pale pink and orange rose garden that was planted in the middle of the quad, taking in the beauty that her grandmother took for granted. Ivy vines climbed up a worn wooden trellis behind the rose garden, wrapping over an arch and mingling in with a perfectly manicured bush. Erin barely seemed to register what she was seeing. To Avery, it lifted her spirits after her rough morning. As she walked through the quad, Avery felt Erin’s joy as she caught a glimpse of another friend in the distance.

      Levi sauntered towards the union, walking up a side path from where she approached. Breaking into a jog, Erin made her way to him.

      “Dude, what are you doing? I thought you had class?” Erin called out.

      “Nah, bro. I wanted to get somethin’ to eat before the exam,” Levi replied. He smiled boyishly at Erin.

      Trepidation filled Avery’s stomach as Erin’s eyes shifted slightly. “Hey man, I have something I meant to ask you. What do you think of Tori?” Erin tried to keep her voice casual, but Avery noticed that it faltered a little.

      Levi’s smile disappeared as his tone became serious. “I like her, but I’m not looking for someone so serious as a girlfriend. Ya know? I want someone a little more coo’.”

      Avery felt Erin’s stomach drop as she heard the news. “Oh, yeah. I get what you’re saying.” Erin’s eyes dropped as the two kept walking.

      “What are you gonna get for lunch?” Levi asked. “Probably nothin’ too heavy, huh?”

      “I’ll probably get my usual.”

      Levi laughed as the two made their way to the union’s soft serve ice cream shop. The two ordered a small bowl of ice cream before heading upstairs to join the rest of their group. Once they reached the top of the stairs, Erin broke off to talk to Mariah and Felicia, while Levi went to talk to Hunter and a few other people.

      “Is that all you’re eating?” Mariah asked.

      Erin looked down at her bowl of chocolate soft serve and hard chocolate candies and nodded. Avery was amused at her grandmother’s choice of food. “It’s the sugar I need in order to be ready for my exam,” she reasoned.

      “Oh my God,” Mariah said, laughing. “You can’t just eat that. You need real food.”

      “Yes, Mom,” Erin said with a grin.

      Avery felt a warmth within her at the concern that her friend showed for her. Grandma had such thoughtful friends.

      A sudden thump on the table behind them caused the girls to jump. Tori pulled a chair away from the table, dropping into it, breathing heavily from her run. On the table lay her notebook.

      “I barely fuckin’ made it before class started,” she said. “Managed to grab it in time.”

      “Are you going to eat anything?” Felicia asked.

      “Nah. Probably gonna grab something after the test.”

      The girls sat at the table, talking about the next day’s party, when Levi’s voice called out, alerting them that he was heading off to class.

      “See you guys in a bit,” Tori said.

      Erin and her friend got out of their chairs and started heading towards the back stairwell. Avery felt Erin’s stomach knot. Her hands came up to her chest, and she cracked her knuckles nervously.

      “Hey, Tori,” she broached tentatively. “I spoke to Levi earlier about what you asked me to, and maybe you could try and not be so competitive.” Looking at her friend, she added hastily, “Like, just tone it down a hair.”

      “I’m not that competitive,” Tori replied.

      Avery noticed that Tori’s eyes dropped and her previously spunky demeanor disappeared. It was replaced with a more somber mood. The two walked in silence to their class, where they met up with Levi and Hunter. Tori’s attitude did not improve as the class went on and they took the practical portion of their exam. She went through the motions clinically, without any emotion.

      Erin’s knot got tighter as she watched her friend’s rare display of sadness.
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        * * *

      

      The scene melted to a gathering of girls. Balloons and streamers led Avery to believe that they were at Mariah’s birthday party. A potluck feast lay before the group. The only person who was missing was Tori.

      “She has the cake, right?” Erin asked Felicia.

      “Yeah. I wonder where she is? She hasn’t texted me or anything.”

      The girls got ready to plate their food, when they saw Tori’s vehicle pull up the driveway. The girls walked over to see if their friend needed assistance. As they neared the vehicle, the door swung open and an irritable Tori got out, cake in hand.

      “Fuckin’ alarm didn’t go off in time,” she grumbled by way of greeting.

      “It’s okay,” Mariah replied. “Here, let me help with that.” Mariah reached out and gently took the cake out of Tori’s hands. “I’m just happy you made it in time.”

      Tori managed to crack a smile before joining the other girls at the table.

      Avery noticed that time seemed to move quickly as the girls ate and celebrated Mariah’s birthday together. Through her grandmother’s eyes, she kept shooting side glances at her friend, trying to gauge Tori’s mood. Tori didn’t participate much in the conversation, her attention downward on her plate. However, Erin noticed that she wasn’t really eating anything. A pit formed in Erin’s stomach for the second time in two days.

      Why does she feel guilty about this? Avery wondered.
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        * * *

      

      The scene shifted once more.

      Felicia and Erin walked to class together. As they passed a brick building, Felicia spoke. “I’m really getting annoyed with Tori’s attitude lately. She’s been so negative the last few weeks.”

      “I think that’s my fault,” Erin replied. “I spoke to Levi, and he said some stuff that I don’t think she took well. I shouldn’t have told her that I talked to him.”

      “You couldn’t lie to her,” Felicia said. “She’s like your sister. She just needs to handle it better.”

      Erin sighed. “I know what you mean. I’m tired of the negativity as well.”

      “What should we do?” Felicia asked.

      Avery felt her grandmother’s face get hot. The corners of her eyes got moist and she took a steadying breath before continuing.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to continue with this friendship,” she muttered. “I’ve been thinking of what you’ve been saying the last few weeks, and with her attitude not improving, I can’t handle another group breakdown like I did with my high school friends. But it hurts, because Tori is one of my first friends that I made here. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Well, I already told you that I’m cutting her out. I think if you want peace, you’ll need to do the same,” Felicia said. She didn’t seem upset as she spoke. “If it’s been this long, it probably won’t get any better. I mean, it’s been two months since you spoke to her about Levi. She should be over it by now, but you know that Tori’s pride won’t let her acknowledge what she’s doing. If you want to avoid the negativity, you’ll need to be the one to act.”

      Avery felt her grandmother’s chest tighten as the two walked the remaining distance to their respective classes in silence. She noted how her grandmother’s shoulders slouched as she moved, her eyes down. Avery felt her heart ache for her grandmother.
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        * * *

      

      The bell rang. Chairs scraped against the linoleum as students rushed to leave the room. Erin slowly picked up her binder, slinging her backpack across one shoulder. A heavy knot filled her stomach, almost causing physical pain. Though Avery only experienced the Distortion through her grandmother’s eyes, the pain that Erin felt at that moment caused tears to silently slide down Avery’s cheeks as she lay in the chair.

      Erin slowly made her way towards the student union using a different route than she had earlier with Felicia. Her feet dragged as she walked in a haze, a whirlpool of emotion swirling within. A familiar voice caught Erin’s attention, causing her head to snap up. Ahead of her, Tori walked with Mariah. The two were laughing as they discussed their last lecture.

      Avery’s grandmother’s breath caught in her chest. It had been too long since she’d heard Tori laugh. The sound should’ve made her happy. It didn’t. She stood frozen, causing several people to quickly move around her and earning her a few choice words of frustration. Erin barely acknowledged their presence. As Tori and Mariah neared, Avery felt Erin’s indecision. In a moment of defeat, Erin quickly ducked into the nearest building, watching through the door’s window as her two friends walked by.

      “I’m done,” Erin murmured to herself, tears falling. “I can’t do it anymore.”
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        * * *

      

      Erin tentatively stuck her head into the darkened room. Avery felt the butterflies in her grandmother’s stomach as she walked up to the front desk. A gaunt man with greasy hair tied back in a low ponytail watched the young woman with hungry eyes. Avery recognized that look. She’d been the subject of such a stare at Kettleman’s several times.

      “What can I do for ya, Sweetheart?”

      Avery felt her grandmother fidget as she struggled to respond. Seeing Erin falter, the man smiled. Walking over to Erin, he put his arm around her shoulder and started leading her to the back room. Avery felt Erin’s disgust turn to fear.

      This was wrong. This was not the high that she was expecting. Kettleman was wrong, this was not something that interested her.

      With a sudden jar, the scene melted away and Avery found herself coming back to reality. Her arm was slightly sore and she rubbed where the needle had just been.

      “Avery Jane!” her mother’s voice called out shrilly. “I can’t believe that I found you here! You said you were going to stop.”

      Avery rubbed her temple and looked up at her fuming mother. Kettleman stood behind her, delicately putting away the Distortion equipment. Occasionally, he shot Alexis a glare, shaking his head as he went about his business.

      “Mom, it’s not what you think!” she argued. “This is different.”

      “No, it’s not different, Avery!” Alexis exclaimed. “You’re as bad as those people who use drugs or sniff paint. You’re rotting your brain with this Distortion stuff. Why are you even reviewing your memories? Are you using drugs? Can you not even remember your own short life anymore?”

      Pushing herself out of her chair, Avery silently grabbed her sweatshirt and headed towards the door.

      “Answer me, Avery Jane,” her mother commanded.

      “Mom, I don’t use drugs,” Avery said tiredly. “He’s a friend of mine and he was showing me some new ways to trick your brain into thinking that you’ve lived a more exciting life than you actually have.”

      Alexis pushed the door open, exposing the dank shop to the bright sun. Avery brought her arm up to shield her eyes from the brilliance.

      “That sounds illegal,” Alexis muttered.

      “It’s not,” Avery said quickly. “It takes your dreams and stores them so you can review them later. Haven’t you ever tried to remember a dream?”

      Her mother fell silent as she walked next to her daughter. “I have,” she admitted. “But this is not the right way to go about this. Distortion is for self-reflection, and studying the approved historical figures. It’s not for fun and games.”

      The pair moved down the street without another word. Avery glanced at her mother, noting that Alexis would not look at her. Her mother’s mouth was drawn in a tight line, her brows furrowed as she walked.

      I can’t believe she’s buying this. Hopefully she doesn’t look into the matter further. But how did she find me?

      Avery continued with her mother in silence. The emotional fatigue she normally got from Distortion highs was replaced with a flood of regret, pain and guilt. The sensation left her feeling confused. Apparently, Tori was a close friend of her grandmother’s, but why did she feel so bad about how their friendship ended? It seemed as though it got toxic quickly. Surely, she was justified in her decisions?

      “Avery, where did I go wrong?” Alexis asked quietly.

      “What?”

      “I thought I raised you right. Your father and I worked hard to give you and your brother everything that we could. What did we do wrong? Why did you turn to Distortion highs?”

      Avery looked over at her mother and noticed that her nose was red and tears rolled down her cheeks. Her mother wiped off her face, not noticing whether or not her daughter saw her emotion. The pain that Avery had been feeling doubled as she saw her mother.

      “You and Dad didn’t do anything,” Avery mumbled. “I just needed to experience this part of life on my own. I won’t be doing it again.”

      “That’s what you said last night,” Alexis shot back. “How can I believe you? I’ve never felt like I couldn’t trust you before. Now, I don’t know whether or not I can anymore,” Alexis said, her voice trembling as she spoke. “Do you know what kind of position you’ve put me in?”

      Avery’s voice cracked, pleading for her to understand. “Mom, I promise. I will never do it again.”

      Alexis continued on in silence. Her mother did not shed any more tears, but her nose remained red. Occasionally, Avery heard a sniffle coming from her mother, but pretended to ignore it. She was too busy trying to figure out her own thoughts and emotions.

      Am I a bad person for not trying to comfort Mom? Why can’t I focus on anything? Damn Kettleman for doing this to me. All I wanted was one last hit and instead he screws me over with that.

      Avery stopped as she realized that her mother stood near a car. In the driver seat sat her grandfather. Avery blinked several times, trying to focus her mind in the present.

      “When did Grandpa get here?” she asked.

      “Get in. We’re going home. I’ll finish with you once your grandparents leave,” Alexis replied curtly.

      Avery slid into the car and quietly buckled her belt. Her mother did the same and told her father to head out. Without a word, Frank backed the car out of the parking spot and took off down the street. Eleven o’clock. She’d only been gone for an hour before her mother found her at Kettleman’s.

      The car ride was uncomfortably silent. Avery pulled her hood over her head and rested her elbow on the windowsill. Soft music played on the radio, Grandpa Frank bouncing his head in time with the drums. Alexis looked straight ahead, her arms folded across her chest, and chewed her bottom lip. Avery let out a deep breath as she turned her head to stare out the window.

      When the car arrived at their home, Avery and her family got out and noiselessly entered the house. The sound of the television playing in the family room somehow managed to enhance the awkwardness of the trio’s silence. Frank quickly broke off from his daughter and granddaughter as he went into the kitchen to grab a snack.

      Avery trudged into the dining room and saw her grandmother sitting at the table eating a peach. Erin glanced up as her granddaughter entered the room.

      “Oh, welcome back, Avery,” she said cheerily. “Were you able to get what you needed?”

      Alexis walked in behind her daughter and went to sit in the family room on the couch.

      Avery cracked her knuckles with her thumb, eyes not meeting her grandmother. “For the most part,” she mumbled.

      Erin cut a slice of peach and proffered it to her granddaughter, motioning for her to take a seat at the table. Avery glanced towards her mother before taking a seat and accepting the piece of fruit. Erin cut another slice for herself and smiled as she bit into the sweet snack.

      Struck with sudden inspiration, Avery decided to ask her grandmother a question. “Grandma, what happened with you and Tori?”

      Erin froze, her slice of peach stopping just short of her mouth. “How do you know about Tori?” she asked softly.

      Avery held her breath as she glanced up at her grandmother. “I heard about her from someone in town.” Trying to relax, Avery forced herself to take a deep breath before continuing. Feeling her stomach knot tightly, she decided that since she made it this far, she may as well get it over with. Dropping her eyes, she said, “They made it seem like something happened to your relationship that was your biggest regret.”

      She sat in silence for several long moments, waiting for her grandmother to respond. When she didn’t, Avery raised her eyes and looked at her grandmother’s face. Her heart dropped as she saw pain etched in her grandmother’s usually cheerful face. The eyes that normally sparkled with joy were dim and hollow. Her lips that could almost always be found curled up in a smile were drawn together in a thin line.

      “Tori wasn’t my biggest regret,” Erin finally said. “Although I’m ashamed of my actions surrounding our relationship. It broke my heart, what happened.” Avery opened her mouth to speak, but closed it when her grandmother continued, unprompted. “My biggest regret is that I’ve allowed myself to repeat history, even though nothing good ever came from it.”

      “What do you mean?” Avery whispered.

      “People can be very ugly, Avery,” Erin said, her voice cracked as she spoke. “I first learned that when I was about thirteen. I went to school with two of my closest friends, and through my own doings, allowed myself to be manipulated by one of them. Because of that, my own inner ugliness came out and I ruined a friendship with someone I’d known since we were in first grade. I thought that I’d learned from that experience by the time I entered college, but because of my actions, my friendship with Tori ended with the same outcome.”

      Avery felt her face get hot as she watched her grandmother struggle not to break down. Erin’s eyes were turning red, as was her nose, and moisture rimmed the corners. The half-eaten peach slice now sat on a napkin, forgotten.

      “Tori was like a sister to me,” Erin said softly. “We met during the first month of college. She was my first friend on this new journey in my adult life. Once we met, we were inseparable. She was a joy to be around and we met a bunch of wonderful people together. However, I made the mistake of trying to set her up with her crush. I thought I was helping, but I’m pretty sure I just hurt her feelings. After our talk, she wasn’t quite the same. She was a bit moody, and as graduating seniors, our friend group didn’t want to deal with the negative energy. Or, at least, I thought I didn’t want to. It didn’t help that my friend group from high school was going through a rough patch as well, but it’s no excuse. I should’ve been there for her and helped her during that difficult period.”

      Avery felt tears running down her cheeks as she watched her grandmother relive what must have been a truly devastating period for her. She saw the memories come flooding to the surface of her grandmother’s mind, and instantly regretted bringing up the topic.

      “It was a bomb waiting to explode,” Erin continued. “Hunter had been getting on our nerves for a while with his bragging about petty things. Another girl, new to our group, got upset that a joke didn’t work and decided to start lying about being in a car accident and harassing us. There was unnecessary drama everywhere. I should’ve just stayed out of it. But I didn’t. I wanted to blow off steam, and I used Tori’s pain as a reason to be a colossal jerk. We talk a little now, but it’s not the same. We moved too far apart during the damage.

      “I . . . I’m ashamed to say that I turned to some . . . less than savory ways to cope with my emotions,” Erin continued, her voice dropping so that Avery had to lean in to hear her. “I spent my first summer out of college frequenting the Distortion shops, accessing the Archives, trying to escape reality.”

      Avery gulped. Erin seemed to not notice the reaction.

      “It got so bad, I ended up doing something I truly regretted to get a hit once.” Her eyes stared off into the distance as she recalled the memory. “I traded my virtue for a chance to get high.” She closed her eyes and sighed. “It was the lowest I’d ever been,” Erin continued. “The experience left me feeling unbelievably dirty and I swore that I would never do it again. And I haven’t.”

      “I’m so sorry, Grandma.”

      “Don’t be. Use this as a chance to learn. If I can teach you anything, it’s to not let the words of others, and your emotions, influence your decisions. The combination of those two can really blind you to what is truly best for you.” Wiping her eyes, Erin glanced at the clock on the wall. “Oh, I need to get your grandfather. It’s time to get ready to leave.”

      Erin picked up the last bit of peach and stuffed it into her mouth before pushing herself out of the chair. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand before heading towards the family room in search of her husband. Alone at the table, Avery was struck with another thought.

      “Grandma,” she called out.

      Erin turned around. “Yes, Avery?”

      Dropping her eyes, she found that she couldn’t look at her grandmother anymore. “Nevermind.”

      Avery interlaced her fingers together and stared down at the smooth grain of the table, her face flushed. She felt her nose running as she realized the kind of pain, she put not only her grandmother through, but also her mother. She recognized the same expression on her mother’s face displayed on her grandmother’s.

      Why does it take Grandma’s pain to make me rethink things?

      A warm weight suddenly appeared on her shoulder, startling Avery. Looking up, she saw her grandmother smiling down at her with watery eyes. With a gentle squeeze, Erin stared deeply into Avery’s eyes. In them, Avery saw wisdom.

      “Though I regret what I did, I am proud to say that I never made that mistake again,” she whispered to her granddaughter. “I know that whatever mistakes you’ll make in life, you won’t fall into the same trap that I did. You’ll learn and grow.”

      “Erin, it’s time to head out,” Frank called.

      Erin gave her granddaughter’s shoulder one more squeeze before walking off to hug the rest of her family goodbye.

      Avery could hear her mother wishing her parents a safe journey. They thanked her for her hospitality in return and bade Alexis and her son goodbye. For the first time since the morning, Avery felt a measure of calm wash over her. Her mind still struggled to make sense of all that she’d seen, but after speaking with her grandmother, it was starting to come together.

      “Come out here, Jellybean,” Frank called to Avery.

      Avery smiled at the nickname she hadn’t heard in ages. She rushed out to the driveway to wish her grandparents a pleasant trip. Frank and Erin took turns wrapping Avery in a tight hug before climbing into the van that would take them to the airport. Her grandparents waved goodbye to the family as the vehicle pulled away from the house, and Avery suddenly felt a warmth spread in her stomach, dissolving the knot. It soothed her.

      In the backseat of the van, Avery saw two young girls laughing together. The one on the right turned and looked at Avery. Her breath caught in her throat as she saw her grandmother, just as she looked in the memory at Kettleman’s, glancing back at her. Her grandmother smiled and waved, causing the second girl to turn around. Avery recognized her as Tori. Tori waved to her as well before the girls dissolved into giggles once more.

      Grinning to herself, Avery realized that she would be okay. She would learn from her grandmother’s mistakes. She wouldn’t tear down the ones she loved.

      Or even herself.
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      Cade

      I stood before the elegant array of white and red roses someone had laid upon the glossy white casket, thinking about how stupid I was for not calling my best friend when I had the urge to. I was an idiot for not listening to my gut. I’d wanted to call him, but hadn’t. I knew that uneasy weight in my stomach meant something bad was going to happen. As certain as when I knew the Cowboys weren’t going to make it to the playoffs. If I was paying attention, I would have realized that his texts had gotten shorter, less frequent, less . . . Ethan—until they had stopped altogether. I was too absorbed in my own struggles to check in on him.

      And now he was gone.

      All of him was gone, along with his corny puns, overly dramatic renditions of Shakespeare, and an insatiable obsession with B-rated horror movies. I chuckled, remembering the time Ethan got drunk and jammed out a song about Hamlet on his guitar.

      He didn’t deserve to have his life cut so short.

      The ache in my chest threatened to squeeze the breath from my lungs. I wiped away another errant tear, closed my eyes and tilted my head up to the blazing sun. The summer heat burned skin, but it did nothing to dry the tears.

      That uneasy weight settled in my gut again, filling me with a weary dread.

      Squawk.

      I opened my eyes to see a gray-feathered bird sitting atop Ethan’s casket, flapping its wings as it interrupted my mourning with another irritating caw. “Git,” I hissed as it pecked at the flowers. It ignored me and stabbed its beak at a rose petal. Haughty little asshole.

      “Fuck off, bird,” I hissed again.

      The bird stopped and cocked its head in my direction, staring me down, as if daring me to reach across the casket and bat it away. It cawed again before sticking its beak underneath the floral arrangement.

      The bird soon emerged victorious with a small paper inside its beak. It turned and flew straight at me. My hands came up, protecting my face from the impending attack. It never came. Wind from its wings tussled my brown hair, and I opened my eyes just in time to see its prize fluttering to the ground at my feet.

      As soon as I picked it up, I wished I hadn’t. The small paper was actually a picture of me, Ethan, my sister, and a few other friends standing by a fire, each holding a drink or bottle of alcohol. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t that night, but the memory still hit me like a freight train.

      Six years ago, we’d been sitting with friends around a bonfire as we did most Saturday nights. The moon was high in the sky, and we were still damp from our midnight swim. Ethan had just recovered from his last detox; his face glowed with laughter, freedom. It was one of the few days the creases of worry between his eyebrows were barely noticeable. I had taken a swig from a bottle of whiskey and passed it to him. He stared at the label for a moment despite it being his favorite brand before shaking his head. "Ya know, it'd suck if one day I beat the heroin and ended up dying of cancer or something stupid like that,” he had said. “That’d be my luck.”

      The group laughed it away, Ethan taking a swig of the coppery liquor while my gut twisted like I had suddenly swallowed a stone. The feeling his words would come true sat in my gut with a heavy certainty—the same way déjà vu feels surreal yet inevitable all at once. I silently panicked—I think I even snatched the bottle back; I was so shaken.

      After I calmed down, I brushed off the moment as an anxiety attack. It was soon forgotten amid our usual goofball antics, and the night had passed like any other. We joked around and got drunk before falling asleep beneath stars untouched by the city lights, birds and crickets singing in the distance. I always loved the woods and the fire. They were comforting and just far enough away from the city that it allowed us to forget our shitty lives, if only for a short time.

      Now, I regretted the effort I had put into forgetting that night and wishing I didn’t have these wretched, noxious feelings in my gut. Standing in front of Ethan’s casket proved how wrong I was—and how real that vision was. Even if he called me crazy and chased me out of his life, I should have tried, or begged, or even dragged him to the hospital just like the time I’d dragged him out of the woods and tied him to the chair when he was struggling with detox. I should have trusted that feeling, but it felt so much like my typical anxiety, that I was overthinking and catastrophizing everything like I always did.

      I shoved the photograph into the back pocket of my jeans as more anxiety churned my stomach. I wasn’t sure if it was the same as that night, or if I was just overcome with grief. I looked around the cemetery for a clue, something that could point to the next tragedy, but among the small gathering of people, there was no one I knew.

      Why do I have to feel it right now?

      “There was nothing you could have done,” a raspy voice from behind me said.

      I looked over to see a scruffy man in a worn denim jacket standing beside me. He motioned with his chin to Ethan’s coffin. “It is unfortunate, to look upon another and know the injustice that they will endure. But everything Fate allows has a purpose. The difficulty is in discovering what that purpose might be and how we fit within it.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked the weirdo crashing my best friend’s funeral.

      The man nodded but his eyes did not stray from the coffin or the gray bird, which was now back to crooning atop the glossy wood.

      “Fate is a nihilist who cares not for the plight of humanity. She cuts, ties, and weaves our lives however She sees fit. To meet whatever end She has in mind. Humanity does much the same with their choices, and yet they say they are not so cruel as Fate herself.” The man chuckled. “And then there are people like you, Cade.”

      “People like me?” The fuck?

      The man shoved his hands in his pockets and sighed. He’s gotta be crazy. Yet, at the same time, wasn’t I, for listening to him like he was making any kind of sense? Oddly, though, he had a comforting presence about him. Like a familiar loneliness. After a long pause, the old man continued, “There are those Fate allows within her graces. A select few to know—to see—the grace She has bestowed upon humanity.

      “Let us . . .” The old man looked left, then right. I followed his gaze. A young couple I’d never seen before was weaving their way through the cemetery towards the coffin. I motioned the batshit crazy philosopher away from the funeral setup into the shade of an overhanging willow so the newcomers could pay their respects too.

      A few more strangers had gathered. My heart dropped. Even Ethan’s parents weren’t here. None of my old friends either. The old crew was not exactly the timeliest bunch, but I wondered, and not for the first time, if their lives diverged from each other as mine had. Did they give up on Ethan? Did Ethan think I gave up on him?

      Tears forced their way forward. I did abandon him, didn’t I?

      I looked away to avoid crying and froze.

      Beyond the small area of headstones, a brand-new Honda Civic rolled into view and stopped along the curb. The breath all but punched out of me as I saw who got out. A door slammed shut and I watched the older man come about the front of the car and help my mom to get out of the passenger seat. She took a purse that was probably Gucci—or at least Coach—from the front seat and pulled it over her shoulder. The tepid feeling in my gut erupted into an acidic burn.

      Damnit. I was going to puke.

      I throw my arms up. “Fuck this. I’m leaving.”

      The man grabbed my arm, gentle but firm. “That would not be wise, and you know it.”

      I stared back at the man like he had five heads, but he ignored me to watch the bird who was now hightailing it toward the couple. I had nothing to say to my parents, who could never accept that degradation and violence were not a valid form of currency befitting healthy families. I had nothing to say to my parents. They didn’t belong here. They had ridiculed Ethan, snubbed their nose at him—as if they were better than him. As if domestic violence was somehow more ‘high-class’ than the substance abuse brought on by the treatment of Ethan’s war-related injuries. No one was perfect. Everyone had shit to hide.

      “You don’t know shit, old man. They don’t deserve me.” My heart stammered in my chest as I swallowed down anger. Today was definitely not the day for my parents to bait me into coming home. I scoffed at their audacity. Their not-so-subtle manipulations. I was sick of being a coward, but that didn’t mean I had to play their game.

      “A conversation must still be had. But not for them.” He turned back to me and poked me in the shoulder. “For you.”

      “No, old man. You’re wrong.” I looked at my parents as they made their way toward us.

      Instead of getting angry, the stranger sighed. I forced down another wave of fury sparked by my parents’ presence as the man resumed speaking. “Do you believe in Fate, son?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, as my mother and father stopped a good thirty feet away from where I was standing.

      The man scoffed, then replaced it with a soft smile. “When Fate cast her decrees, I, too, brushed them off. It is something I regret. I suggest you not follow in my middling footsteps, son. Take the hint the universe is giving you.”

      Before I could protest, he held up a finger. “Take a look around you, Cade. There is a truth you are missing . . . and there is a darkness nestled within that truth—like the tiny specks of dirt pressed into a well-loved blanket. Many will hate you for knowing what they cannot.”

      I shivered as the old man spoke, his words hitting too close to home, though I didn’t know yet what they meant. I replayed that night in the forest with Ethan. Despite the shivers reverberating down my spine at this old man’s words, they seemed intentional. Practiced. “And who are you?”

      “A friend.”

      “Pff. I’ve heard that before. Ethan didn’t have friends that quoted Shakespeare.”

      The stranger let out a full-bellied laugh. “Shakespeare? That is a prestigious comparison for such a simple analogy.” The man pointed a gnarled finger at the gray bird who now sat at the edge of the funeral area, right above where my parents had stopped. “You see? Normally, crows gather at funerals and sing hymns to the dying. But that is no normal crow.”

      “No. Crows are black,” I said, again wondering what obscure point this man was trying to make.

      “According to some, the presence of a crow is a bad omen. It is said that if a crow calls three times outside your home, death will take a loved one by dawn. But gray crows are rare. Folklore suggests that they are an omen of a different nature.”

      As the old man spoke, my stomach churned. That feeling of certainty rose again, forming a lump in my throat. Compelled, I glanced around the cemetery. The area surrounding Ethan’s coffin was occupied with what few family and friends his truncated existence had mustered.

      The man’s voice brought me back to the now. “I know I sound like a mad man. I suppose it comes with having lived so long.” He shrugged and leaned back against the willow tree, folding his arms across his chest. An awkward silence fell between us. I looked around at the few people loitering. Whispering.

      “He cared a lot about you,” the stranger said. “But you knew this.”

      “Don’t you think I fucking know that? I was the asshole too busy with classes, work, and—” tears cut off my words as memories of me staring down at my text messages, lying, blowing Ethan off because I was too worried about finding a couch to crash on to notice how sick my best friend had become. “I should’ve at least called,” I admit. “Had to hear about this from his sister.”

      The man nodded. “True, there was much you could have done.” He motioned to the casket. “There is still more you should do.” His words hit with such certainty I didn’t know if I was angry or shocked.

      I clenched my jaw and turned to stare at the ground simply to avoid telling the bastard off in the middle of Ethan’s funeral. Ruining this would only make things worse. I balled my fist against my slacks and took a shuddering breath. When I looked back up to give the old man a piece of my mind, he was focused again on the priest; bible open, mid-prayer, now joined by Ethan’s parents.

      Father Malloy finished and walked up to the casket and began speaking. Ethan’s father moaned, while his mother’s shoulders bobbed up and down in silence. I was too far away to hear the priest's words to Ethan, but a part of me wanted to know what kind of solace he was bestowing upon my best friend—if any at all. Hoping it would quell the trepidation I’d been hiding for the last six months.

      The old man pointed to the priest. “It begins.”
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Ethan

      Ethan leaned over the wooden fence that faced the front yard as he lit another smoke. He should probably stop, but what did it matter now? It wasn’t going to shorten his lifespan any more than the cancer already had. Smoking was something to do. An excuse to step out of the house, take a break from seeing the grief on his son’s face as they both tried to make the best of a shitty situation.

      Docs said he had less than six months to tie up loose ends. He stared down at the letter in his hand, the bruises on his arms and hands from all the needles, and scoffed.

      The envelope was stamped “return to sender.”

      As the front door opened behind him, he crumpled the letter in his hand and tossed it over the fence into grass that should have been mowed a month ago.

      Another man, older and in much better health, stopped beside Ethan and lit up his own cigarette. “Maybe we can call?”

      Ethan shook his head. “I tried, Craig. Number is out of service.”

      “Tried his sister?” Craig asked.

      Ethan deflated. “After how much I stole from her when I lived there? No, she won’t answer the phone.”

      “You could leave a message,” Craig said. “Or I could try talking to him?”

      “Look, man, it doesn’t matter now.” Ethan took another drag of his smoke before putting it out, half-finished. “Nothing does.”

      “It does, Ethan. If it didn’t, you wouldn’t have named him Chris’ godfather.”

      “I was high,” Ethan groaned.

      Craig shook his head, clearly unamused by Ethan’s dismissal. “Whatever, man. I can’t make you call him. Or her, or anyone. It just seemed like it was important to you.”

      Ethan groaned through the stiffness wracking his body as he moved away from the fence. He stared into the distance a bit before he shrugged. “You’ll see him at my funeral.”

      “Don’t talk like that, dude.”

      Ethan didn’t respond, and the two stood in silence. He was tired. Tired of the painful treatments, tired of grieving a life he would never have, tired of the what-ifs and the regrets. Ethan debated picking up the letter and giving it to Craig, but thought, no, my friend doesn’t need another burden.

      Ethan inhaled another drag, finishing his smoke and crushing it beneath a slippered foot. “I miss the piano. Miss my guitar. Used to jam out all the time. Wherever we could find a spot.” Ethan motioned weakly to the window. Craig turned his head and together they watched a young woman building a tower in front of a toddler with brown curly hair. The boy looked like he was waiting to bowl down the wooden blocks. Moments later, he did, clapping his hands, delighting in the destruction of his own efforts.

      Tears streaked down Ethan’s face as he laughed at his son’s delight. “Take good care of him,” Ethan said as he wiped his fingers across his cheek. “Don’t let him grow up like me, okay. Please?”

      “Only the good qualities,” the other man said. “We’ll even get him classically trained, just like you were. He’s gotta be able to play those riffs, just like his daddy.”

      Ethan pointed his finger at the other man. “Don’t let him do any drugs other than pot. Tie him to the chair if you have to.”

      The other man chuckled. “Oh don’t you worry, Ang and I are gonna be asshole parents.”

      “Good, man. That’s good. Let’s go inside, now. I’ve been standing too long; I need to sit down.”

      “It was a long day for you. You gotta be tired.”

      Ethan nodded as Craig opened the front door for them. As Ethan turned to follow his friend, a bird-call pierced the air above his head. Above the fence, hanging out on the low-lying willow branch was a gray-feathered bird. It cocked it’s head in Ethan’s direction before fluttering on its perch.

      Squawk! Squawk!

      Craig shook his head. “Bird’s been there for, like, two weeks straight.”

      Ethan sighed. “It’ll move on soon, like everything else.”
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Death

      I first laid eyes on the gray crow on a particularly solemn night. The creature sat on the windowsill of the Victorian home I was visiting. Rain poured down upon him, nearly drowning out his mournful hymns. The poor thing was incessant, desperate even. He fluttered about, tapping on the glass pane of the bay window.

      Death waited for no man, or so man’s saying went. But neither did Fate, which confuses me to this day. Regardless, I found myself hesitating. There was another, unfamiliar force at play here. It was not Fate, for She urged me forward with her usual impetus. No. This resistance came from another entity altogether.

      Curious, I wandered up the walkway and stopped beside the frantic bird. It ignored me, flailing against the window like it had succumbed to rabid sickness. I inhaled deeply, seeking the tangy scent of disease, but nothing other than the smell of pollen and burnt bread lingered in the air. Odd. The bird did not have the transparent agency of an ethereal being either. The desperate pleading came from a sane and earth-bound mind.

      Was the bird here to impede my objective? Not that it could, though many had tried and failed in that regard.

      As I moved to enter the home and take what I came for, the gray-winged creature turned in my direction. It faltered mid-flight as if it had laid its eyes on a bird of prey, crashing to the grass below the window. When it finally shook itself right, I was able to discern the identity of the strange bird.

      It had been some time since I had encountered a Namegiver.

      Ah, so the gray crow was here because someone was rejecting their namesake. What an unlucky soul to have been chosen by Fate for such a thankless endeavor. Humans called them Seers, Clairvoyants, Shamans—those who were capable of seeing the threads of Fate. It was a special burden for a human to bear; I knew it well. I wondered who inside the home the Namegiver was trying in vain to reach. Peering through the window, I saw a sparsely decorated living room littered with building blocks and stuffed animals in various states of dress. “Do you desire something I can provide, Namegiver?”

      The bird stared at me, frozen. It cawed before taking to the air and circling in front of the large bay window. I knew the sadness the creature must be feeling. I was not numb to the suffering of the living— it was obvious on the faces of every life I took. Lucky were the ones who were given the grace of time. That patience always came from a Seer, but the natural order of things only allowed for so long of an intervention.

      In the end, pity won out, and the distress emanating from the tiny creature forced my hand. I would let him have his moment; he had but few left.

      I hoped the home’s inhabitants would come to their senses soon, but they paid the bird no mind whatsoever. Fate’s patience was wearing thin at my procrastination. Soon I would have to take from them what She demanded.

      On the second day, storms of rain and hail drowned out the Namegiver’s wails. He cawed with such abandon that I nearly risked Fate’s wrath, leaving without my charge.

      On the third day, the sun emerged, chasing away weary clouds, causing the fog to wither and whorl into nothing. By now, the bird had become catatonic, so much so that I was able to pat his fragile head. The act startled him from his reverie.

      I spoke unto him, “My friend, I am sorry, but your efforts are in vain. Whoever you are calling to is not listening.”

      I peered into the bay window of the Victorian, seeing the source of the Namegiver’s desperation. I shook my head. These were always the most difficult souls to take. I glanced at the bird perched on the windowsill and sighed.

      I turned back to the window, speaking to the bird as I studied the infantile occupant sitting inside the living room. “Terrible, isn’t it? How humanity moves with a purpose they do not understand, yet every moment they feel as though they are in complete and utter control, but the moment things go awry, they realize that that control was but a comforting illusion.”

      The gray bird bobbed its head and took flight into the still-gray sky.

      Fate shoved at my back. Urgent. Unyielding.

      One more day.

      It was the most I could offer.
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Cade

      Tap-Tap. Caw.

      Caw. Tap-Tap-Tap. Caw!

      I groaned and reached across the couch to the coffee table, keeping my eyes clenched shut against the burning zeal of morning.

      Caw, caw, caw! Tap-Tap-Tap.

      My fingers landed on a smooth paper surface—the book I was up too late reading last night. I grabbed the paperback and chucked it across my studio apartment. It thundered against the glass of the window, hopefully scaring that damned bird off. Three weeks and the stupid fucker wouldn’t leave me or my window alone.

      I waited to see if the bird’s pestering continued. Silence. I peeled one eye open. The light beckoned, as if it wanted me to be a part of its cheery procession. I buried my head beneath the pillow to avoid it. It was rare for me to have a day off from both work and school. I was determined to take advantage of it.

      Ping.

      “What the ever-loving fuck?” I groaned and shuffled my covers around in search of my cell phone.

      It was a message from Gramps: 5 today?

      I stared at the words and tried to decipher the meaning. I was lucky the message was coherent. Sometimes Gramps missed the buttons, and I got something that was more emoji than English.

      While I was zoning out trying to remember what day today was, another all-too pleasant chime interrupted my ruminations.

      This time it was my buddy Jared. Can you pick up Hennessey from the store tonight?

      Damn it. I gotta stop making promises when I’m too tired (or drunk) to remember them. Since I wasn’t going back to sleep at this point, I got up from the couch and stretched out the aches associated with sleeping on worn-out cushions.

      A party sounded nice if I was being honest with myself. If I bought Jared the bottle he wanted, he’d probably let me stay another night. . .or I could sleep at the party if it was at our spot in the woods. I shot an affirmative back to him and meandered over to the kitchen to make coffee.

      One gritty cup of sludge poured, and two sips later, it hit me. Today was Sunday. I always watched the Patriots games with Gramps. A quick search told me that they were playing at 5pm tonight. Fuck. That’s what his text was about. Now I was going to have to choose.

      I gulped my coffee and considered my options.

      Four hours later, I was back at Jared’s apartment with the bottle of cognac. Jared rushed out of his room, zipping up a gray Carhartt jacket. His hair looked like his little sister had gelled it up again, but at least his jeans were clean. I laughed and passed him a comb I’d found resting on the kitchen counter.

      “Thanks, man. You ready?”

      “Yeah, I—” A sharp pain reverberated in my head, and I suddenly felt out of place. The world spun. I gripped the counter to keep from falling. Waves of anxiety coursed through my guts.

      “You alright, Cade?”

      I closed my eyes. The spinning slowed, the pain fading. As I opened them, I saw concern painted on Jared’s normally jovial face. Amidst the subtle throbbing and anxiety, Gramps’s voice echoed through my mind. His laugh. His silly, nonsensical anecdotes to every problem I had. If the feeling of sadness wasn’t overwhelming, I would’ve smiled.

      “Cade?”

      “I . . . uh . . . I should go see Gramps instead.” My eyes scanned the apartment for my phone—slowly, so as to not upset my precarious posture. “Sorry, but I think I’m gonna cut out. You can take the bottle, dude. I’ve . . . I’m gonna go check on someone, okay.”

      I ignored the confused look Jared shot me and stumbled past him into the living room. Grabbing my cell phone from the coffee table, I sent a text to Gramps confirming our meeting at the usual spot. It wasn’t like he ever made any plans with anyone but me anyways. Knowing how my mother only saw her own father as nothing more than a money pit saddened me, and I instantly felt selfish for blowing him off. I wished choosing between a bed and family wasn’t so hard.

      “I’ll stop by the party later, okay?”

      “Sure thing, dude,” Jared said as he checked himself out in the hallway mirror. He ran his hand through his auburn locks and smiled at his reflection. “And, hey, if you’re going to work, bring us back some of those donuts you make, will ya?”

      

      I made it to the park just before dusk. The game had already started, but Gramps sat as he did every day, on the second bench on the northern path just under a copse of fir.

      “Who do you think is going to win tonight, Cade?” he grumbled. “Patriots or them Cowboys?” I sat down beside him. He chuckled and pulled his red plaid jacket tight around his chest. “Awfully cold out here for May. Maybe I’ll go with the Patriots then.”

      I laughed. “Sure, Gramps. Whatever you say. You’re going to end up owing me another dollar then.” I rubbed my thumb and forefinger together with a smirk.

      His eyes gleamed as he shook his head, chuckling more to himself than anything else. “Audacity’s wasted on the youth.” Gripping the side of the bench, Gramps pushed himself to his feet with a groan.

      He stumbled as he took a step and I jumped up to steady him. “Does Ma know you’re out here without your shoes?”

      Gramps looked down at his brown slippers with tiny tan bows on top. “What? They have rubber soles. It counts!”

      “Right. She’s gonna flip her shit if she finds out you’re wearing those outside again.”

      Gramps scoffed. “That woman can go to hell. Unlike her, they make me happy. Well, let’s go then. I want to see how I win that dollar.” He winked at me.

      I chuckled. “Ha. We’ll see. Them Cowboys been killing it lately.” I looped my arm in his and walked him down the concrete path to his assisted living apartment.

      “You sure you’re happy coming all the way out here to spend your free time with a sick old man like me?”

      “Of course I am, Gramps.” I patted his arm. “Don’t be silly.”

      “Well, as long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      I nodded at the familiar phrase, yet the somber tone made me pause. “I’m . . . well . . .” My thoughts turned to my dismal life. I did have my freedom, and even though it did cost me my financial stability and my first semester of college, I was happier.

      With myself at least.

      I no longer felt like I was being tossed about in an emotional tornado, afraid to make the wrong move lest it fling me out of someone’s good graces. Life wasn’t about bending to approval. Even if it was the one thing I desired. “Yeah, Gramps. I think I am happy.”

      “Good. Life ain’t about getting the things you want.”

      “No?” I said, laughing because I knew where this diatribe went.

      Gramps let the silence linger for a moment, then patted my arm.

      “Well?” I asked, as I always did.

      “Well,” he repeated, looking to the path ahead of us, “That’s a pretty deep subject.”

      I laughed at his token phrase for what must’ve been the thousandth time. “That it is, Gramps.”

      We walked into the night, arm-in-arm.
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Death

      I always hated last rites.

      They were a gift for the living, often to assuage them of their sorrows. Guilt at being left behind and of having left so much unsaid. The priest—Father Malloy—stood in front of us, asserting and assuming the dead were now in a better place, with their God or . . . wherever. No one knew where souls went upon their passing. Neither did I. Fate did not tell me what I did not need to know.

      As the priest wound down his version of a speech I had heard more times than could be reckoned, I tapped the knee of the young man next to me to get his attention and pointed to the couple he had been avoiding. They had taken their seats in the back row across the aisle and, if my visit was to be of any value, I needed him to see the two of them.

      The young man—Cade was his name—looked over my shoulder and frowned before turning back to face the casket. I waited until the priest had finished and the crowd started to disperse before asking him if he was going to extend some form of reconciliation.

      “I’m not going over there.” Cade folded his arms. “I’m done with them.”

      “It’s not because you need to reconcile that I need you to go to them, son. It is because you—”

      “Bullshit. You don’t know me.” Cade’s expression grew darker. This is why I love humans. Full of surprises.

      “Cade?”

      I turned in the direction of the voice to see a young woman with bright blue streaks in her hair standing in the aisle.

      Cade gasped, jumping to his feet. “Sis?”

      An ache flared in my chest as she wrapped her arms around her brother. The gray bird squawked from its perch, wherever it was, echoing in my mind like a taunt. Its cries grew more desperate.

      Cade’s sister was not the person he needed to speak with. It figured that the moment Fate had graced us with Her presence, neither I nor the bird could dislodge the boy from his estranged sister.

      The woman released him from her embrace. “You think I was going to sit back there and not say hello? I saw you staring, asshole.” She smiled. “You gonna come say hi to Mom?”

      The tension in the air spiked. The gray bird squawked again. Louder, more insistent.

      “Look, I don’t want to do this right now, Lauren,” Cade said.

      “I think you should.”

      “And lie about who I am?” Cade snarled. “Like you did? Or did you finally tell them you have a ‘man’s profession’?”

      “Oh, and running away was a better option?”

      “I’m happier!”

      “You’re too much of an idiot to see that’s not at all the case, Cade!”

      At that moment, I stood and laid my arm on Cade’s shoulder. He stiffened as though he'd forgotten I was there. “Let’s hear what your sister came over to say, no?”

      I looked past the crowd and saw the siblings’ parents standing a dozen feet back from the funeral. Cade’s eyes turned in the same direction.

      Lauren leveled a confused stare in my direction, but quickly shook it off and addressed her brother. “Where were you this morning? You didn’t pick up the phone.”

      This was it. I took a step back behind Cade, ready to catch the poor boy if need be.

      “What do you mean? You didn’t leave a message. I figured it wasn’t important.”

      The sister turned back to the parents as they looked on. I could feel their grief from here, but what was done was done. Cade was the only one who had heeded the bird’s call. He had owned the name he was given. He just did not know it yet.

      “Gramps died. They said . . .” she paused to wipe her eyes. “They said he went to bed last night and never woke up.”

      Cade gasped.

      Then . . . I saw it. Sorrow permeated the boy's features as he connected the pieces. The bird. The goodbye. The name he was given.

      “I . . . I just saw him last night. I, uh, he . . . no. Just no.”

      The gray bird squawked again and flew over us. I shook my head and smothered a smile at what was coming.

      Cade yelped. “Ouch. What the fuck?”

      An acorn bounced to the ground. We all looked to the sky, followed the bird as he flew toward Cade’s parents, idly standing outside the funeral gathering.

      Cade’s eyes glazed over, entering the place between—a chasm called awe where every manner of horror and hope resides. The very same place I have dwelled for eternity.

      Cade raised a trembling finger, pointing across the manicured lawn toward his mother. It took a few tries for him to speak, for his words to make peace with what had become truth. Voice raspy, he spoke. "She . . . Ma,” his lips quivered and I knew he had finally figured it out. “There’s gonna be an accident. Fire."

      “What?”

      “I . . . I . . .”

      I watched Cade fight the tears back as the unsolicited realization settled in. He pushed past his sister and ran over to his parents. I looked on in silence as he approached them and was soon engaged in what seemed like a frantic, heated conversation. The mother was red-eyed and grieving, but clearly even more overcome by her son’s ranting.

      I turned my attention back to the sister and offered my hand. “I was a friend of Ethan’s. Nice to meet you.”

      “Holly,” she said, eyes tearing up as they locked onto her manic brother.

      “Nice to meet you both.”

      “Are you sure he’s not crazy?” Holly asked. “He’s . . . maybe he’s drunk or something. Ethan’s death had to have hit him pretty hard. We were all close, back in the day.”

      “Cade told me. Like brothers almost.”

      Holly bowed her head. “Yeah, I wonder if he ever got clean.”

      “Would it matter much to you now?”

      “No,” she said. “I guess not.”

      As she turned away from me to go join her family, the gray bird swooped down toward us. I felt something land in my hair. I reached up and pulled out a crumpled envelope. Addressed, stamped, and a little worse for wear.

      I stared down at the letter for a moment.

      In all caps and pale blue ink was Cade Mastery.

      “Holly?”

      She turned around as I did and I held out the envelope. “Make sure your brother gets this.” She looked at me strangely, but allowed me to press the missive in her palm as an angry shout pierced the quiet area.

      A familiar voice cursed in response.

      The entirety of the small crowd turned toward the mother and son, still in the midst of a disagreement. I stared in their direction realizing what was happening.

      Perhaps there was something to be grateful for today. And I hoped Cade would, one day, embrace the burden he’d been given. The burden of closure, the bestowing of a gift many craved, but few ever received. There would never be any glory found in being right, but there could be peace.

      Holly’s face, full of trepidation and longing, was focused still on the letter she held. I cleared my throat to get her attention on the more important matter at hand. “Be sure to bid your brother goodbye,” I said. “It would break his heart if you do not allow him that before you leave.”

      I pointed Holly in the direction of her family’s impromptu reunion and urged the young woman along. I would give them a few moments.

      It was all Death could allow.
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      If you are hearing this recording, please note that I have rigged this entire town—this entire mountain—to explode. You have exactly thirty–three minutes to get to a safe distance.

      I repeat: This town will explode in exactly thirty–three minutes.

      I have been a distance runner my entire life and thirty–three minutes was the quickest I could get to five miles, which my engineers calculated as the closest possible distance to be safe from the amount of explosives I have deployed.

      Undoubtedly, you have found my marvelous statue. When you entered this cavern, you triggered a trip wire. This trip wire is connected to both a detonation device with a countdown and a switchboard which triggered this recording. The source of this recording is at the base of my statue. It is a custom gramophone I had designed to work with the acoustics in this specific cave so I may tell you a story before you die; I will do so using the medium of spoken word. Proper presentation is everything.

      I thought that this spot, a forgotten cave in a forgotten mountain town in the heart of Arizona, was a proper place for my statue, my gravestone as it were. This town and I are both relics of yesteryear, set to rust as centuries parade over us. Slowly, we will both crumble.

      But in my death, I choose not to rust. I choose to burn, for it is the way I lived my life. I was a man on fire in all of my pursuits, and now I will be in my death. You, whoever you are, are the catalyst for this final chapter. You have activated the special feature I installed on this gravestone—an allegory to reflect the philosophy I employed in my life.

      Self-destruction.

      Look behind you and notice the path, the primitive road that winds down the mountain—no doubt this is the way you came up. It is the only path in or out of this town. I have installed speakers through the five–mile path down the mountain so you can listen to this recording as you frantically run for your life. Coincidentally, this recording—the story I am about to tell you—is exactly thirty–three minutes long. When it is over, the town will explode and you will most likely die.

      Instead of running, you could casually stroll down the path, admiring the green valley and red rocks below. Take in the vast landscape and truly value every breath as it will be one of your last.

      Better yet, you could merely sit down and admire this statue modeled after me. Listen to my tale of greatness and admire the copper I chose for my skin. Marvel at the brass in my boots. It is, after all, the finest artisanship money could buy. I have spared no expense in my final resting place. The craftsman I commissioned wove silver and diamonds into my mustache, which I had him spend extra time sculpting, making sure it jutted out like the horns of a bull, coming to fine points. Take just a moment and notice how it sparkles. Those diamonds in my mustache are worth more than the town you live in; I care not where you are from.

      You have just met a truly self-made man. You should revel in my greatness. Over ten feet tall, I tower over you. Shiver in my shadow.

      But what I really hope for is for you to go and make yourself. If you survive my test then you can afford any life you like. Go. Run towards it.

      I urge you to trek down the primitive road as fast as you can, see if you could outrun a man such as myself. Don’t live the rest of your life listening to another man’s story and gaping at his greatness. Too many in the world already live that way. They merely wait for death and vicariously live through others and their accomplishments.

      Instead, go make a life, one truly your own. Forget the impending death that haunts us all.

      And to help you create your new life, I have given you a gift. Take just one more moment before you leave this cavern to look to the left of the gramophone that is playing this recording. There you should see a leather brown satchel. In this satchel is one million dollars. I doubt you have even seen a one thousand dollar bill and Cleveland’s grand mustache that graces it. Now you have one thousand of them. One for each lifetime it would take you to achieve even a fraction of what I could.

      This bag shouldn’t weigh you down much. Take it now and run down the road. It is the quickest—nay, the only—way towards life.

      Also in this bag—which you should have taken and started running with by now—is a copy of the transcription of this recording.

      If you are reading said transcription, then know the person who originally heard this message has most likely survived and is stinking rich as a result. And to you, dear reader, please continue if you wish to have an account of my sins, my success, and the burning fire that consumed my life.

      But if you are listening to this, then damn man, run as fast as you can!

      

  




The Aristocrat

      I capitalized on the inheritance received from my parent’s death in the truest sense of the word. I used my new-found fortune to secure a line of credit and all-purpose loan from Caldwell and Company. Two million dollars.

      The bank I secured the loan from then failed, as I knew it would. Before the bank defaulted, I made sure I had maxed out the line of credit and invested all the cash I had taken.

      It was obvious the regional branch was going under when I learned about their floating reserves policy. Such an unsustainable business model, it was asking to be taken advantage of. The dolts caused Black Monday a year later. No one bought the debt of my loan; banks were failing around the country at an alarming rate. It was a balance sheet issue, and I noticed people have this same problem—no one understands that their assets are actual liabilities.

      Needless to say, my already substantial inheritance tripled in nine months’ time, and all I had to do was ask for it. At the tender age of nineteen, I already knew life was all about leverage. The more money you have the easier it comes. There is a gravity about wealth, and I was a black hole.

      I bought a coal mine with the cash I had taken. Then I purchased another one. Then a few more. I had a robust cash reserve that was debt free, and cash was king back then, so growth by acquisition seemed as good as a strategy as any. In two years’ time, I had twelve mines.

      Yes, one of those mines is in the mountain you are on right now.

      The real secret to my success came from building housing and municipalities around these mines. “Company towns” as Roosevelt called them. I introduced a closed economy, utilizing a scrip and truck system. It seemed to be a natural extension, not only for the business, but my ethical responsibility. Education and healthcare. Public utilities. Hell, even the police and jail. All of them were my employees, and all under my control. And I, in turn, provided for them. The banking system and convoluted government had failed them. I was their savior.

      I made sure it was my face printed on the money. When I grabbed the first bill, freshly streamed off my own press, I admired my hooked nose silhouette for the first time. I did not just build a company. I built an empire.

      People groveled as I walked the streets. I threw dimes at the children and paid homage to the local women. I made sure the whorehouses were stocked well, often taking the time to perform a thorough due diligence on the women.

      The local bootleggers were allowed to bring the finest liquor into my saloons—and they were not speakeasies—remember the police were employees of mine, Uncle Sam’s policy on alcohol at the time needed not apply here. The workers were free to be distracted by all the debauchery they wanted. It made them complacent. I was the ringmaster of a three-ring circus that made me lots and lots of money. I raised the prices on the town’s addictions and lowered their wages.

      I realized the highest profit margin from my healthcare business, employing a number of surgeons in each town to perform amputations. Coal mining is dangerous work after all. Often, I wouldn’t even have cemeteries, for a number of workers would die in a single mining accident. Cemeteries didn’t offer much of a return on investment, so instead of going underground, the dead would go straight into the furnace that made the concrete. My workers went into the town’s sidewalks, the walls of houses, the bathroom floors. Literally baked in, their ashes like flour into a cake. They gave their life for the foundation of a new economic model of which I was the architect.

      Every asset is a liability. I was responsible for them, these little puppets of commerce. And I made sure to squeeze every drop of blood and coal and death I could out of them.

      A few years later, I became a causality myself. One of policy. Roosevelt and his New Deal. Ford and his Model-T took my workers away, like ants that never returned to their colony. They now worked at his factory. A wheel in Roosevelt’s machine. He stole my business model. Roosevelt soon controlled the people’s debt, and in turn, he controlled them.

      Those who stayed were the worst of the worst. FDR made sure those folks were now allowed equity in their houses. He even gave them loans with no down payments. Government loans, which he owned, of course. I could see it plain as day. The President and his cronies were doing the same thing I was; the only difference was their “company town” was nationwide. The Company Country. He even let everyone drink again with the 21st amendment, keeping the whole country stupid. Roosevelt deserved every ounce of polio he suffered from.

      It was then that I realized I had a balance sheet problem; I was liable to my assets. As my business declined, so did my sanity and health. It was the Great Depression in more ways than one.

      I liquidated what was left of my coal business for a sizable sum and retired at the age of twenty-eight. In an attempt to make myself feel better, I bought several estates in country clubs across the United States, but only spent time at the one in Breckenridge, Colorado. Reflecting back on it, this may have been the most miserable time of my life.

      I began to have dreams. The Dream, really. It was about the fire that took my parents. In a haunted lucidity, I experienced the scenario over and over again. There were a series of different snapshots. Reds and oranges in blocky shapes, as if the wall of fire was made of layers of colored construction paper, slowly moving in the stagnant frames. In the center of the inferno was a black ball, a person in the fetal position. Such an ironic pose for one to die in. My eyes would tear from the smoke. A yell would shake the blocky flames around me. It was my mother. What was she screaming as she burned to death?

      I would awake from the dreadful episode in a cold sweat, my nightshirt clinging to my torso as if I had just gotten out of the pool. A few times, the scent of burning pine and melting flesh would linger in my night quarters. I was sure I brought some of the dream world back with me to this dimension. My past had become my present.

      The Colorado estate was a Victorian I had custom built but always felt uncomfortable in, especially when I was by myself. Every sound seemed to echo off the high ceilings. The creaking of floorboards became as loud as a tree splintering in half. I lost my appetite. The scream from my dreams would sometimes echo in a whisper from an adjacent room. I would rush around the corner to see nothing but the furniture silently staring back at me.

      This phenomenon only happened when I was alone, so I spent most of my waking hours at the clubhouse. The members at these types of establishments are of an absolutely exhausting nature, but their mindless banter was still reprieve from my isolation. They spoke of politics and policies. They cared about fashion and baseball. Caviar and the vintage of wine. I indulged them in their petty conversations; I would do much worse to avoid being alone. The recurring images waiting behind my eyelids at night were a picture show that gripped me in pure terror. If I drank enough alcohol with these dolts, The Dream would become a messy finger painting of black and white, the scream fading to a muffled whisper.

      But more and more, I dreaded the socialites and their cocktail parties. My hate for them was soon insufferable. I found myself ensnared in a circle of deceitful pleasantries. I became a coyote who began to chew his own arm off.

      My behavior turned compulsive—always did I count things in threes and snap my fingers in a counter rhythm when I did so. I started a number of fistfights when people commented on this, especially when I drank whiskey. I attended social engagements uninvited. I commenced familiar relations with a number of the wives and some of the maids. I bought a number of exotic guns and hid them throughout my house. I was intolerable and feared.

      At night, I wandered the streets blind drunk for hours. A few times, I awoke in my neighbors’ lawn, stark naked, my pale ass amongst an acre of a well-manicured lush green. The neighbors would glare at me from their window as they drank fine coffee out of white china. I would sneer back at them like a rabid beast.

      The days drew long, and no manner of debauchery could any longer sate the hunger inside of me. No amount of purchase or human contact could mitigate the dull hours of loneliness that monopolized my mind. I experienced true listlessness. Although I had always considered myself of good constitution, I constantly felt tired and ill.

      After a night of intimate relations, I considered burning a number of the housewives alive. Their satin sheets would go quick, melting on them as they tried to peel it off like a sticky tape. Smoke and ashes and soot and cinders—it is what we all eventually became. But the scream, the same one from my dream. . . . It was their screams I fantasized about.

      Retirement did not suit me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I actively sought out a new opportunity. A challenge. I started my journey at a symposium that focused on advancements in the pharmaceutical industry. I went looking to build another empire, but instead I met the man who would turn me into a god.

      For a native of Tokyo, Dr. Lee was surprisingly well-spoken in English. I struck up a conversation with him during the fifteen-minute concession in between lectures at the exposé. We discussed the macroeconomic implications of the Reciprocal Trade Agreements Act and its outrageous tariffs. Dr. Lee was well-read on the subject, and I was absolutely delighted with the conversation. We soon found ourselves at dinner and then cigars afterwards.

      During our first Belvedere and tonic, he told me he had synthesized a new drug for the Japanese military. Methamphetamine. I then knew the universe brought us together for a reason.

      I ordered us another round of highballs and hand-rolled Nat Sherman’s as he indulged me on my feverish questions. What method did he use to apply the hydrogen chloride and what was his source? Did he realize the industry average profit margin of amphetamines in Japan? What was its fair market value per pound? Did he have any Trans–Pacific supply chain partners? Did he want one? I hung on his every word whilst on the edge of my seat, puffing out smoke from my cigar like a steam engine.

      His research and development efforts were sponsored by a large grant from the Japanese military, with the government having a first right of refusal on distribution they could exercise at their discretion. Dr. Lee also told me that the government had not yet exercised this right, so he had a large amount of methamphetamine he was looking to sell. He wished to do this internationally to avoid detection in his home country.

      I then told him about my family.

      The business my parents ran before their untimely demise was in the nerve syrup industry. We owned and operated twelve wagons across Arizona, back when it was a territory. That was until the anti–narcotic act of 1921. It ruined us. Our prosperous business and all the people we employed were now considered outlaws. We lost almost everything. My parents died the next year.

      After our sixth glass of scotch, but before our third cigar, I proposed to Dr. Lee that I could be his distributor for the amphetamine. I could restart the family business with his product.

      And I did.

      I kept correspondence with Dr. Lee, and after a few months of negotiating, our companies executed a single-serving operating agreement. We entered into a new limited liability corporation, both being equal equity participants in its ownership. The flagship product was a nerve syrup which contained a heavy dose of Dr. Lee's synthetic amphetamine as the primary ingredient. Dr. Lee manufactured the drug in Tokyo, and when he shipped it over the Pacific, I took over.

      Physicians mainly prescribed amphetamines as decongestants. From an ethical perspective, I couldn’t go this route and do business with any of these bureaucratic government bodies. Roosevelt had his tendrils in all of them. It was these organizations that ruined my family. There would not be a third time that government entities were the culprit of my downfall.

      Instead, I vertically integrated all production for the nerve syrup and set up for outbound sales in twelve states. I made sure my product went directly to my customers’ door with no doctor’s orders.

      An aggressive marketing campaign was implemented utilizing newspaper and random telegraphing in the states where I attained licensure for direct to consumer sales and solicitation (Alas, the FTC was one government body I had to grease for this). My target market was a cohort of housewives, aged between 22 and 40 years old who lived in rural areas and had a median household income of $5,000 a year. I found that small towns had the highest density of this demographic—America’s heartland so to speak. That was where I flooded the streets with amphetamine-infused nerve syrup. I would have put it in their water supply if I had the means.

      I recruited my sales force from local high schools or universities when available. There was no capital outlay for any kind of sales training. There was no need. After a well-meaning, handsome young boy showed up and gave a housewife her first complimentary spoonful, the product sold itself. They just needed a little taste . . . daresay on both accounts—for I speculate that many a young man discovered their manhood on such sales calls with these wives. I certainly know I did when I was younger.

      But an efficient means of production and an effective sales force can only get a business so far. A good product is the cornerstone of capitalism; otherwise, a company is all flash and no smash. My marketing platform was not built around medical flimflammery, for the bold proclamations were true. The nerve syrup really worked! The effects were immediate. Dr. Lee was truly a master of his craft.

      It cured all that vexed the housewife. No longer did the drag of the day and its existential dread plague her. The inability to choose and prepare the correct meal for her husband vanished upon consumption of the elixir—that woman knew exactly what she was cooking for her man after just a spoonful. No longer did monotonous housework seem so meaningless. Cleaning the carpet became a means in itself. It became the center of her universe.

      I made sure it was my face on the bottles I sold. I fantasized about my customers and how they would adore my hooked nose silhouette with such zeal. I had become their god.

      Drug addiction possesses a certain inertia to it. It wasn’t long until I had entire towns filled with fanatic customers demanding more. I was curing more than their hysteria—for I do not subscribe to altruistic philosophies. I was curing my own madness by growing this business. I began to jog in the mornings and rejoined a boxing gym. I wrote poetry at night. I formally courted women. But most importantly, The Dream disappeared. No longer did the realm of sleep terrorize me. The haunting scream of my subconscious faded to a distant, forgotten murmur in the dark caverns of my mind, and my desire to burn down the world around me subsided.

      I drove top line revenue growth through record sales, which surpassed our forecasted budget by three-fold. After a year we realized a triple-digit profit margin. Dr. Lee was consistent with the quality and quantity of product he would ship. I expanded into new territories. Roosevelt and his bureaucrats were too incompetent for my nimble business model. Never would they catch me. Never.

      But all assets are liabilities, so I made sure to rig all of my production plants with dynamite. If I was ever found out, I could destroy the evidence at a moment’s notice. And the workers. And myself. I would not be left alone, not again. I was a god who desired companionship. The enlightenment I sold across the country made the factory worker more productive, it kept the household scrubbed to a sparkle. My nerve syrup sculpted America’s labor force and their psychology, making them fit to operate in the efficiencies of capitalism. I was the hand that turned the crank that moved the wheels of our nation. I was a true patriot. No one would dare stop me.

      Most importantly, I would not let The Dream return. I was convinced that if this business failed, my slumber would again be haunted with images of fire. It would be the end of me. At the end of the day, life and business are very similar, for we are all in search of an exit strategy and none of us are getting out of here alive.

      By the way, how is your run going?
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        * * *

      

      One day, Dr. Lee vanished like a ghost. His correspondence had always been timely—he was a very meticulous man—but I hadn’t heard back from him in a month. He hadn’t shipped any of his amphetamine in three weeks. I realized price elasticity to my product as demand increased on the dwindling supply, but the benefits would be inconsequential compared to revenues realized on a long-term strategy. I was due to run out of syrup in a week’s time. My customers needed my product.

      Arrangements were made to take the next flight from San Francisco to Tokyo. I would find Dr. Lee myself. I made the decision to hire a private investigator. The man’s name was Mungazi and he met me right when I exited the DC-3 airliner that flew me across the Pacific.

      “Mr. Mackelbury,” he said in a practiced but uneven English. “The pleasure, of our acquaintance, is mine.”

      Mungazi was a short man with broad shoulders and good posture. He did not afford me the American pleasantries of a handshake or a smile, yet instead he maintained an impressive eye contact as he bowed. The man broiled with a peculiar, palatable intensity. I liked the cut of this Mungazi’s jib right away.

      I craned my neck and rotated my shoulders. “After the flight I was just on, yes, the pleasure is surely yours. I am just happy to be off of the steel monstrosity.” I lit a Lucky unfiltered and offered him one from my pack.

      Mungazi raised a hand to his white jacket and pulled out a hard case. “I have my own brand, thank you.” He nodded politely.

      “Ah, I’ll swap you one for one. Let me sample the local wares here, eh?” I took the cigarette out of my mouth and extended it to him, waiting for him to acquiesce.

      Mungazi smiled with another, smaller bow. “Gladly.”

      “Cross-pollination. Now we are talking.” I took the cigarette that was wrapped in dark paper and smelled of spice when I lit it. Tasted like it too. “A friend of a friend tells me you’re the best.”

      Mungazi inhaled and nodded at the cigarette I gave him with approval. “For the services you require. Yes. It is I who is best.”

      “You find people who can’t be found. Ghosts.”

      “Yes,” Mungazi said through a veil of smoke. “Ghosts.”

      I sized him up a bit more. “What makes you the best?”

      “Already, I have found your ghost.” His eyes were steady.

      A scream echoed in my head, the smell of burning flesh filled my nostrils. I winced and dropped my cigarette.

      “Mr. Macklebury, are you ok?”

      I waved him off and picked up my cigarette. “Why yes, yes, yes.” I snapped my fingers in an odd, yet familiar, counter rhythm when I said this. I shook my head side to side, hoping I could physically shake the remnants of the scream out of my ears. I exhaled slowly.

      “Please.” Mungazi turned sideways, revealing a car I recognized immediately.

      With another deep breath, I tried to control the manic thoughts beginning to ping pong around my head. I focused on the car instead.

      “A 1939 Jaguar SS100 convertible.” I took a long pull off the cigarette. “I have two of these at my Tucson Estate.” I took another drag of his spiced cigarette and looked up at Mt. Fuji in contemplation. “Not that I have ever been to that particular estate, but I hear it is nice.”

      “You own house you have never been to?” Mungazi raised his eyebrows.

      I nodded and hopped over the door, into the convertible. “That’s right,” I said with the cigarette between my teeth. “And I’ll tell you what, Mungazi, you find me Dr. Lee, you can have the damned house and the maid that comes with it, eh?”

      “Dr. Lee in Nanjng.” Mungazi started the car.

      “China’s capital?” I asked.

      “Correct. Japan’s military, you tell me he working with, taken him prisoner there.”

      “Prisoner?”

      Mungazi nodded.

      “Damn, man. I just got to Tokyo. Now I have to go to China?”

      The man ignored my frustrated question as he started the car. Not once did his eyes deviate from the airstrip he drove us on. I digested everything he told me while savoring the cigarette, which possessed a particular property. It was windproof. I admired how it burned bright and true despite the wind from the open car. I found myself relating to this particular brand of cigarette. The fire inside of me, my desire to run my business, would not be extinguished either. I, Rufus T. Macklebury, would find a way to prevail.

      Finally, I asked, “If Dr. Lee was working with your military, why would they take him prisoner?”

      “That, I do not know. This, know this, Japan mobilized against China. Three days ago, invasion.”

      “This just got more complicated.” I flicked my cigarette out of the car, the wind from our car ride taking it, pushing back behind us. “Good thing one of those suitcases I brought has a Thompson machine gun and a variety of handguns.” I would take on Japan’s whole army to save my business. I turned towards Mungazi. “Are you a good shot?”

      “Yes, I am, but . . .” Mungazi looked over at me. “I trained in the art of ninjutsu, mother. Father, Ronin, masterless samurai. Those weapons you brought, guns, not necessary. I have other instruments, more effective methods.” He slowed the car to a stop in front of a Japanese transport carrier that I later found out was called an L2D3. It was the largest plane I had ever seen. “I have arranged passage. Military liner.”

      I exited the vehicle and patted him on the shoulder. “Damn, man. We are off to a good start.”

      Mungazi opened the trunk and handed me a set of folded clothing.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Your disguise.”
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        * * *

      

      I dreamt The Dream on the flight to Nanjing. Blocky shapes of fire consumed all that was around me. I smelled burning flesh as my mother screamed. The world shook. I awoke screaming in the cargo hold of the plane. Mungazi rushed to my side, silencing me with a hand over my mouth lest I blow our cover and alert the crew of the stowaways on their liner.

      I felt ill for the remaining duration of the flight. I became nauseous and vomited when the plane landed in China’s capital. We dressed in the uniforms of Japanese soldiers Mungazi had procured. I was not sure how convincing my disguise was though. I certainly didn’t look Japanese, and the uniform was a size too small, even though it was the largest one manufactured.

      Once changed, we set forth into the city of Nanjing. Even I was shocked by what I laid my eyes upon. It seems inappropriate and unnecessary to tell you the gruesome details that happen during a siege, so I will intentionally omit them, but please understand this tragedy has been referred to “The Rape of Nanjing,” for an appropriate reason. An estimated 300,000 people died during Japanese occupation of the city.

      Nanjing had been sacked and the city lay in shambles. There were no security checkpoints, everything decimated to fiery chaos. On the streets, Japanese troops lingered like flies on a carcass.

      I didn’t remember much of our trip to the hotel, and I was unsure if it was because I repressed the horrific images of the siege into a part of my mind I wish not to venture to, or if it was due to the fact that my vigor suffered from the dream I had on the flight over. Mungazi had to carry me a portion of the way, my arm slung around his shoulder as I limped alongside him like a wounded soldier.

      Mungazi, who was fluent in Chinese, had rented us a hotel room prior to our arrival. I can only imagine the impression we made on the Chinese staff—a Japanese soldier, speaking Chinese, paying for a hotel room as his army sieged their city and a sickly-looking American in a Japanese uniform. Furthermore, we paid in American dollars. They must have thought we were either insane or possessed a very strange sense of humor.

      When we arrived at the penthouse, I collapsed myself on a large chair. I rested for an hour, in which time I drank several glasses of whiskey. I felt better after a moment and made my way to the floor-to-ceiling window in the room. The city below was illuminated by buildings set ablaze. The fire beckoned me, as it always did.

      I now realize I have viewed all of the tragedies in my life from a similar vantage point, figuratively speaking.

      I finished my whiskey tumbler and turned from the city skyline.

      The Japanese military uniform was a woolen military great coat worn over a heavily starched service dress of slacks and a cotton button up. It felt uncomfortable, stiff, and as I mentioned earlier it was a size too small. I readjusted the vest with its brass buttons. I felt the need to do something, anything, instead of staying in this room.

      “This doesn’t suite, nor suit, suits me well,” I told Mungazi. “I am off to procure provisions, mainly whiskey and mustache wax. Perhaps even a hooker.”

      I waved off Mungazi’s protest to not leave alone and jogged down the many flights of stairs.

      I marched through the corpse-covered streets, sipping whiskey straight from the bottle until it was finished, tripping over bodies and talking to myself. I felt my mind fill with mania. I snapped my fingers three times as my left eye twitched involuntarily.

      It was cold on the streets, the red December sun pierced through the haze that hung over the city. The buildings were dismal and brooding, many burnt to ash and lifeless. The grey walls seemed forgotten; already this city had become a remnant of what it was, just as I was to become. There were dead bodies everywhere, the fetid stench excruciating.

      I was drunk. My blurred vision could not focus on one thing for more than a moment. It was as if one leg was longer than the other when I walked. I realized I had circled the same block a few times now. It was cold outside yet I was sweating. Exhaustion took me, like wading through cement slowly drying. I decided to lay down, to rest my eyes—if only just for a moment—until the world stopped spinning.
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        * * *

      

      A kick to my stomach woke me. A barrage of rifle barrels, many of them with gleaming bayonets attached, were pointed directly at my eyes, neck and groin. On the other side of these bolt action rifles were a group of Japanese soldiers. It was afternoon now, how long had I been asleep for? Thank god it was dreamless, the whiskey worked.

      The soldiers spoke to each other quickly, moving like insects, twitchy and spastic in their movements. One of them in the back pushed his way to the front of the line. He yelled something to his comrades, which silenced them. He reached into his military great coat and pulled out a bottle.

      Imagine my surprise when I realized it was a bottle of nerve syrup with my picture on the label.

      My entourage of Japanese soldiers escorted me a few blocks east. I was not sure if I was a prisoner or a celebrity in their eyes, perhaps I was something in between, but I was certainly sure that they had all consumed copious amounts of methamphetamine. Traveling amongst the atrocities these soldiers had recently practiced against the Chinese people, I made it a point to walk with a steady gait and refrain from any sudden movements lest I become the victim of such violence myself.

      We approached an unscathed hotel in the midst of the slaughtered city. The entrance had been transformed into a bunker, walled with sandbags that had large caliber machine guns mounted on top of them.

      Inside, the hotel lobby was tastefully done with carpet and upholstered in a rich red velvet. The ceiling was three stories high, ornamented in gold coffering that curved into bulbous domes with intricate mosaic glass designs. Engaged columns embedded into the walls gave the structure a particularly sturdy feel to it.

      In the middle of the hotel lobby, under the light of a fine brass crystal chandelier, Dr. Lee sat on a circular couch. He casually sipped from a tea cup and nodded with a warm grin.

      “Well, well,” I said as we approached him. “As I live and breathe.”

      The group of Japanese soldiers that escorted me stopped walking. I continued forward to Dr. Lee as he continued his pleasant smile while taking another sip of his drink. He wore a fine double-breasted pinstripe blazer and vest with pleated trousers that were tailored down to a cuff. His two-toned classic oxford wingtips were polished and shone brightly.

      Next to Dr. Lee sat a woman wearing a red shimmering evening gown with a deep v-neck cut. Her beauty was a thing to behold, porcelain skin with eyes of jade. She wore her hair up high with elegant curls of shiny black. I could smell her sweetly scented perfume as I approached.

      In front of Dr. Lee and the beautiful woman, on the large Calcutta marble table, was the corpse of a young boy who had been eviscerated. Next to the body was a plate of what must have been the young boy’s insides.

      Dr. Lee brought the teacup away from his lips, wiping his thin mustache with a white napkin as he smiled at me. The napkin had a red stain on it. In his teacup was a thick, red liquid. They were drinking the boy’s blood.

      “Rufus, I trust your flight was well?” Dr. Lee adjusted his monocle.

      The corpse on the table stared into me, the boy’s dead eyes eliciting a voice in my head: Get out! Get out!

      Naturally, I took another step forward and lit my pipe. “The flights were shit. And you went dark on me. We have orders to fill stateside. Now just what gives, man? Are you backing out of our business arrangement?”

      “Do you see? He has no fear,” Dr. Lee’s companion said to him. She leaned forward, studying me like a cat might a mouse. “This is a perfect man to bear witness to our summoning. This is a man of action with no regret. A perfect man. He has come to watch our Awakening.”

      I turned to address the woman. Her beauty caused a moment of hesitation. “Do you talk about me as if I am not here?”

      Her jade eyes bored into me. She took a sip from her own teacup. I felt a tightness in my lungs. “You do not fear the death around you?” she asked.

      “I fear nothing. This is certainly not the first corpse I have seen. I have burned entire families and baked them into the towns I have built.” I looked down at the corpse. “But just what in the hell is going on here?”

      Dr. Lee put down his teacup next to the plate of gore and turned towards her. “Do you not recognize this man?”

      Her face dropped as she looked back at me. “This is the Nerve Syrup American! I knew he would come. I heard the song of his Shinigami just last night.”

      Dr. Lee nodded.

      “Yes, it is I, the Nerve Syrup American,” I mocked. “But I will not be a ‘nerve syrup anything’ for much longer if you don’t continue in the shipping of your supplies. And another thing, you are feeding these soldiers our product? They are all high as an air balloon. It is pure insanity outside.”

      “We have only given the syrup to those in our Order. The Order of the Golden Dawn,” the woman said. “A small subset of soldiers. The chosen ones who will summon the Shinigami and steal power from the dead.”

      “Excuse my inquiry, but just who the hell are you, and why do you keep talking such nonsense?”

      “This is Red Moon. High priestess of the Order of the Golden Dawn,” Dr. Lee answered.

      She nodded. “Your spirit is strong. You have had a powerful ghost following you for some time.”

      I held up my hand to silence her. “I will not pretend to understand what you are saying. Nor will I feign interest in your blathering.” I turned to Dr. Lee with an exhale that cooled my nerves. He continued to regard me with an inquisitive stare and pleasant smile. “Dr. Lee, we have a business to run. Now, it seems apparent to me that the Japanese government exercised the first right of refusal on their distribution rights, but what margin are you realizing? Perhaps we need to renegotiate our operating agreement?”

      “The matters of men and their money are so inconsequential,” Red Moon said.

      “And the matters of women doubly so!” I snapped back at her. “Especially those who dance on a corpse for attention. Now be a good girl and shut up while the men have a conversation.”

      She turned to Dr. Lee. “I knew he would come. And the timing is perfect! This is our medicine man. He is a Shaman. It is his economic formula that fueled us during this siege. His nerve syrup gave our soldiers the strength to do what must be done. It is him and his ghost who will give us our spiritual awakening.”

      “I am not particularly fond of being referenced in conversations as if I am not present,” I said. “This cryptic banter is growing boring, and you are clearly high on the syrup yourself, dear.” I took another step towards Dr. Lee. “None of this bodes well with me at all. Do you not wish to continue in your contractual obligations? Or do you wish to continue . . .” I looked around the room, the soldiers surrounding the exit, the corpse on the table in front of me, “doing whatever the hell it is that you are doing here in China.”

      Dr. Lee put his teacup down, it was empty now. “After tonight, I will resume our business arrangements.”

      I took a few puffs of my pipe in contemplation and sized him up. “At the same price contracts we have in place? With the same quantity?”

      He nodded. “Yes. And I will be increasing production. You will need you to expand your distribution network.”

      Yes. Now this was going the way I wanted. He just told a shark with an insatiable appetite to eat more fish. “By how much?” I asked.

      “However much I need to take over the world.”

      

  




The Arsonist

      I spent the rest of the afternoon sleeping in a room Dr. Lee provided for me at the hotel. It was a dreamless sleep in a womb of euphoria. By far, the best sleep I ever had. I was assured that my business would grow. I got what I came for.

      The accommodations at the hotel were more than satisfactory, with a firm bed and hot shower. I had coffee and sandwiches after my nap. I trimmed my toenails. I stretched for twenty minutes and did a number of pushups. I even had a moment to give my mustache a good and proper wax. A soldier dropped off a suit, which fit me like a glove. Outside was the rape and murder of an entire city, but I had never felt so good in all my life.

      The nerve syrup would flow. That was all that mattered. Dr. Lee sought world domination, which meant more markets for me to expand into. I sat and mused with a tumbler of whiskey until a knock on my hotel room door beckoned me out of my chair. It was Dr. Lee.

      I followed him down the hallway and inquired further into our long-term strategy and just exactly what he was involved in. Dr. Lee indulged me, answering my questions with no lack of detail.

      The Order of the Golden Dawn was an international society; they had secret temples in countries around the world. Red Moon had founded the temple in Tokyo and vowed to fight the evil in this dimension by harnessing the powers of the afterlife, specifically demons. This is what they aimed to do tonight. Summon a demon, capture it, and harness its power by drinking its blood.

      In the lobby we found high priestess Red Moon with two warriors wearing feudal samurai armor. She wore the same shimmering red dress, and Dr. Lee also wore the same suit, but they both soon covered themselves with large black robes the samurai guards gave them. The samurai donned large cloaks over their armor. Red Moon and Dr. Lee put on masks that looked like Japanese demons. Both of the samurai already wore these fanged masks, their alert eyes the only sign they were actually alive; their stare pierced into me like a katana. The guards opened the door, and I followed Dr. Lee and Red Moon outside. The night’s air chill sent a shiver through me.

      The hotel was on a small hill with a large portico in front and steps on either side descending down to the ruined street. The elevated portico hosted a raised platform, looking over a large gathering of members of the Order of the Golden Dawn. If I had to hazard a guess, I would speculate a number of three hundred of them in total, all wearing robes and masks similar to what Dr. Lee and Red Moon wore.

      I felt like a piece on a chessboard and Dr. Lee and Red Moon were king and queen, respectively. The two heavily armored guards wearing the traditional samurai armor stood behind us. These knights seemed to possess a unique dexterity, similar to how a knight moves on a chessboard. Flanked to our sides were two machine guns turrets surrounded by sandbag towers. These were the rooks. I supposed that made me the bishop. The holy man. The shaman in the words of Red Moon.

      We stared out over a sea of our pawns.

      “This is the Order of the Golden Dawn,” Dr. Lee told me over the cheers of the soldiers. “Our meeting, you and I, was of no accident.”

      “Is that right,” I said with my pipe in my mouth. I continued looking over the soldiers—no, the cultists. Their numerous torches resembled a lake of fire.

      “Yes, that is right,” he said. “It was Red Moon who first found you. She has . . . powers.”

      Red Moon removed her mask and smiled at me. I did not smile back.

      Dr. Lee continued. “We sent spies to find you. I read about you in the American newspapers. The Aristocrat of Arizona, that was your nickname, no?”

      I nodded.

      “At first, we wanted to harvest your Shinigami, kill you when you moved to Colorado. But as I learned about your family and their nerve syrup industry, I saw a man of great success who came from great tragedy. A man who could build me an empire and give me the money I needed and perfect a strategy to administer the drug I synthesized. So I decided to come and meet you.”

      I turned to him, raising an eyebrow.

      “Notice how it was I who struck up our conversation at the symposium where we met?”

      I thought back on the event so many years ago and realized he was correct.

      “It was then I who suggested we go for dinner?”

      “Just what are you getting at?” I snapped. “And what is this business of you wanting to kill me. I thought you wanted me to help you rule the world?”

      “You have done a great service for our order. You have funded our endeavor and given us the medicine we needed for strength. But your true asset is your soul. It always has been. It is how Red Moon first found you. She heard the twisted ghost following you, your Shinigami.”

      “It is as if you have an army of them following you,” Red Moon said.

      Do you remember how I mentioned all assets are liabilities? I had no idea this applied to the spiritual realm as well.

      “Just what in the hell are you talking about? Don’t play coy with me. Come clean now before we go fisticuffs and you get your comeuppance. I don’t like any of this one bit.”

      Dr. Lee shook his head, fire glinting off the silver demon mask he wore. “No, Rufus. This is my endeavor. You were an integral part, but your value has expired.”

      “So, you think of me as a cog in your wheel? A mere pawn?” I turned square toward him, gritting my teeth. “We had a deal. You need me.”

      His even eyes stared into mine. “No, not anymore. I will take your product, your business, and implement it throughout the world.”

      It struck me then that this bastard was no different than Roosevelt in trying to take my business model and exploit it. The “company town” turned “company country.” Dr. Lee was taking it to a global scale.

      Dr. Lee said, “I think of you as a necessary sacrifice to further my own quest.”

      I took my pipe out of my mouth and pointed the end of it at him. “You listen here, Lee. If this is your idea of a joke, I am not finding it funny.” I put my pipe back in my mouth, took off my jacket and rolled up the sleeves of my cotton button down. “But if you want to go fisticuffs, I will fight you and this entire goddamned insane army of yours. I give you fair warning, good sir, I am an accomplished boxer. Let us have a go of it, like men. Marquess of Queensbeery Rules. You got my goat, alright, my dander right up in a fury!”

      I yearned for the Thompson machine gun I left in the room with Mungazi.

      Dr. Lee made a motion to the two samurai behind me. They grabbed me by my arms. I broke their grip with a quick turn and threw a right hook. My fist connected with the iron-plated facemask of a samurai, and I was sure I broke my hand. Still, in desperation, I continued my strikes. I screamed and yelled and kicked and cried out as the armored brutes overpowered me to the ground and bound my hands behind my back. The sea of pawns cheered as their bishop was turned a prisoner in front of them.

      Red Moon leaned down towards me, her eyes glistening in the fire’s light. “Now, we will harvest your Shinigami.”

      I could not believe what I was hearing. “Just what the hell is a Shinigami?” I spit blood from my mouth.

      She stood up. “Shinigami are spirits that shepherd our souls to the other side. Think of it as a type of grim reaper. A grim reaper that follows you your entire life.”

      “To put it in your terms,” Dr. Lee Chimed in. “They perform a spiritual due diligence of sorts on those they follow. Those that are most evil attract the strongest of the spirits.”

      “Your Shinigami is strong. Strongest this world has ever seen,” Red Moon said.

      “What atrocities have I committed? I have done nothing but build business.”

      Red Moon turned toward the crowd, a sea of pawns. “I don’t know, nor do I care, but it is your Shinigami who will lead us to world domination. You? You will die. When we kill you, it will come to harvest your soul. Instead, we will harvest it. The hunter will become the hunted. We will put the Shinigami’s blood in our nerve syrup and give it to our soldiers. They will become invincible.”

      “Yes.” Dr. Lee paced in front of me. “Our clan has committed unthinkable atrocities over the last week. Our own Shinigami have grown strong. We will harvest them and use their power, too. But yours? With yours we will rule the world.”

      Red Moon moved to the edge of the portico and looked down at the crowd, her voice sounding much deeper and not of her own, and in a strange language unlike anything I had ever heard. Dr. Lee stood frozen, enamored with the crazed woman. Me? I sat guarded by one of the Samurai, hands bound.

      “Bear witness to the crossover!” Red Moon raised her hands in the air, the loose sleeves of her robes revealing arms covered in traditional Japanese tattoos, the Oni mask she wore reflecting the fire around us. She began to sing.

      Hooded and robbed, the cult members chanted in a counter melody to Red Moon’s yelling. The death chant shared a madness, which hung in the air like a delusional fever. It gripped everyone within the large corridor of ruined buildings. With my hands still bound behind my back, I snapped my fingers in three’s. It was as if I knew this song. This was the melody of my madness. At least it was the same time signature, of this I am sure.

      A sea of torches lit the ravaged road. I felt more helpless than I ever have in my life. Amidst their chanting, a familiar voice spoke over my shoulder.

      “I brought your Thompson submachine gun and pistols.”

      “Mungazi!” I whispered, looking back at the voice. Mungazi was dressed as one of the samurai. Dr. Lee and Red Moon continued their attention towards their demented song. “You and your disguises, you beautiful bastard. A regular expert in deception you are. Here to break me out and save the day?”

      “What you say is correct.”

      I thought back to just a moment ago when the samurai had wrestled me down. “You are a scrappy ‘lil man, you know that? What was that, a Judo throw? But I assure you that one on one with a pair of boxing gloves, I would best you.”

      “Should we discuss our abilities in martial arts, or do you wish rescue?”

      “Fair enough. What’s the plan, chap?”

      “I cut you free, and you drink a flask of your nerve syrup.”

      “What?” I whispered through the side of my mouth. “What would I want to do with that poison? Don’t you see what it has done to these fools?” I reflected back on the nation I poisoned back home. Had I created my own cult there?

      “Nerve syrup, never try?” Mungazi asked.

      “Why of course not. At least not this new batch that Dr. Lee makes. Last time I had any kind of amphetamine, I killed my parents and burned my house to the ground.” I blinked a few times in realization of what I had just said. “I was just fifteen years old.” I swallowed down the rising bile of emotion. That would have to wait.

      “Agent of destruction. Not creation as you think. But you were only a boy, now you are man. Redemption.”

      “Mungazi, what are you, my biographer? Break me out of here.”

      “I am student of not only human nature, but of the universe. We must fight fire with fire. To kill demon, you must become demon.”

      “Fight fire with fire.” I studied the river of torches. “An apt analogy, my good man.” I turned towards him. “But just how do you plan on breaking me out?”

      “Diversion.” He grunted. “Promise me, take syrup when cut loose. Become a demon to kill your demon.”

      “I get it, demons killing demons or whatever.” I turned forward, eyes on Dr. Lee who faced the frenzy of his minions and thought about taking the nerve syrup. “I suppose a good salesman believes in his product.”
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        * * *

      

      Detonations shook the ruins around us. Explosions of ivory phosphorus torched the cultists down in the crowd below. To this day, I take comfort in picturing their flesh burning down to bone. I venture that Mungazi’s explosions killed well over half of The Order of the Golden Dawn. He had rigged most of the area around the hotel with explosives. The world shook.

      The noise and trembling of the ground caused a storm of panic. The cultists closest to the stairs sprinted toward the hotel entrance. A perpetual whoosh of robes swirled around me like a violent storm playing with drapes.

      Mungazi cut me free. I soon had a flask shoved in my face, the sugary sweetness slid down my throat with the viscosity of warm honey. It tasted of rosewater. My eyes bulged as I jumped to my feet. I looked at the veins bulging in my forearms and my mind went to a black place. The only way out of this darkness was to burn. Burn it all.

      The nerve syrup worked!

      Three cultists grabbed me, one around my neck and two on either arm.

      With a wave of Mungazi’s arm, three shuriken flew. His aim was true. The metal throwing stars buried themselves in the necks and faces of the three cultists who held me. They dropped to the floor like slaughtered sheep.

      Mungazi flipped open his robe and revealed my Thompson machine gun and two Colt 1911 pistols.

      “Yes!” I yelled over the chaos around us.

      Mungazi removed his samurai helmet and armor. Underneath, he was dressed in fine dapper clothing, his hair perfectly quaffed and mustache waxed. “Damn, man,” I said. “I like your style. Now, are we to make a mess of these bastards before they destroy my business?”

      “Yes.” Mungazi unsheathed an exotic-looking sword. Behind him was a group of cultists running towards us.

      “Out of the way!” I pushed Mungazi to the side and stepped forward, pointing my gun towards them. The automatic weapon produced a rapid succession of white-hot flashes as it shouted out rounds. They ripped through the cultist’s robes and mulched the flesh underneath as if it were dank topsoil. One of the cultists’ heads burst like a dropped melon.

      I aimed the muzzle flashes at a gaggle of cultists, keeping my finger on the trigger. I nearly ripped one in half at close range.

      Mungazi made his way towards a machine gun turret. Two more cultists rushed him. He held them back with strikes both fast and fierce. Although not as effective as boxing, the orient has an exotic way of fighting I have always enjoyed.

      The Thompson clicked, the magazine empty. Instead of reloading, I threw the machine gun down, took my two Colt 1911’s, and aimed for the cultists flurrying about like roaches exposed to sunlight. Mungazi had taken over one of the machine gun turrets and mowed down a robust column as they tried to enter the hotel. The cultists scattered into the ruined city.

      A large group ran past a cluster of oil barrels that seemed out of place at the base of the stairs below us. It must have been an explosive device that Mungazi rigged. For some reason it had not detonated. “Mungazi!” I waved my arms at him as his machine gun continued to shoot down the retreating men. He noticed me and ceased fire. I pointed to the barrels. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Mungazi smiled and aimed his large gun at the barrels. Squeezing down on the trigger the machine barked a bright muzzle flash.

      Being the marksman he was, Mungazi connected with his target. The explosion was magnificent. It gleamed in my irises. Below was a true inferno. Everything was on fire. Glowing scarlet-amber danced around me as I smiled with euphoric mania.

      A man jumped up onto the platform and grabbed me around my neck. I crouched down, bending over and throwing him down the steps. He rolled into the flames. I ran after him and put my boot on his chest. He screamed and shook as the fire consumed the starched uniform he wore. The smell. Oh the smell. It was that of The Dream. I laughed with wide, wet eyes, seemingly impervious as the flames licked the fabric away from legs, leaving red blisters in their stead.

      All around me a ghastly firestorm raged. I shot into the blaze at random, laughing and screaming and crying until I was out of ammunition. A glance at Mungazi told me he needed to reload as well.

      I walked up the stairs, trying to catch my breath, in search of another clip for the 1911, or at least another weapon.

      Red Moon approached. Her beauty caused me to hesitate, something familiar about the look in her jade eyes, like exotic jewels. The katana she held shimmered like the red dress I knew she wore underneath her robes. She closed the distance with a forward somersault and kicked the pistol out of my hand. I was dumbfounded. Her eyes had hypnotized me like a serpent’s stare. She swung the sword at me: slicing, stabbing, and cutting. I barely was able to dodge her attacks. I eventually fell on my backside. She towered above, holding the sword with both hands over her head, ready to slash down at me.

      She was going to kill me. The Shinigami would harvest my soul. I closed my eyes and saw my mother dying, the image from The Dream—a small black dot in a raging fire like a ball of opium burning in the midst of a pipe.

      Clang.

      I opened my eyes. Mungazi had intercepted the killing blow with his own samurai sword. His other hand made a quick circular motion, clanking open a butterfly knife with a twirl. He stabbed her in the ribs. Red Moon wheezed, stumbling backward. The samurai sword over her head shook as blood frothed over her lips. With a spinning back kick, Mungazi sent her flying into the flames.

      I took in the scene in front of me. Dr. Lee had vanished. It was just me and Mungazi. We had defeated an army and saved my business. I would give Mungazi my house in Tucson as promised. We would become fast friends, reminiscing on this adventure as we aged. No, we would create new adventures together. I would follow through with Dr. Lee’s plan myself. World domination. Was that not the ultimate goal? World domination?

      I stood and admired the crumbling, burning city around me. I would become an emperor of more than a few mountains. I would rule the world! The nerve syrup would flow through every vein and mind alike!

      I felt light headed. I became cold all over. The excitement was too much.

      Looking down I realized the tip of a blade exposed itself through my stomach. Did it happen during the explosion? No, someone stabbed me in the back. I don’t attest to being a man of medicine, but I knew this wound was fatal.

      Behind me, Dr. Lee laughed. He had stabbed me in the back both in a literal and figurative sense.

      It was then that my Shinigami appeared.
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        * * *

      

      A familiar face from my past scowled at me, though the flesh had melted off of it. The tendons tensed, her underbite smile comprised four small tusks; two on the top and two on the bottom. It took me more than a moment to place, but when I did true fear took me. You see, it was my mother. It was her face. She wheezed as she approached. Her breath the scent of soured milk.

      Mother had come back for me, to harvest the soul she created, the soul that killed her. Her restless spirit was my Shinigami.

      Behind her was an army. Shadows on the walls of fire morphed into blocky figures. Twisted samurai. Their armor was large and flat with over-exaggerated helmets reminiscent of a horned beetle. I recognized the faces of warriors. They were those who had died in my company town, those I had exploited. They were the ghosts of my old workers who I had burned and built my town with. Fear grabbed at my shoulders and shoved the breath from my lungs.

      Shinigami. An army of them. They all had come for me.

      “Mother . . .”

      She responded with a lullaby. Yes, mother began to sing. It was the same song Red Moon had sung during the ritual. The same glitchy, rhythmic tone that urged me to snap my fingers in three’s during my manic episodes. The song I hummed when I was alone and fantasized about burning the world.

      The samurai Shinigami joined in the song with strange, distorted, notes of intense melancholy. The ghosts moved like a series of still frames in rhythm with their song. They looked as if created by the same artist who drew my dreams. Images of black cardboard paper against a fire-red sky flooded my vision. They moved in sequential snapshots. I counted each movement as I snapped my fingers in time with them.

      One. Two.

      Three.

      Each Shinigami moved to a corpse.

      Through the crown of the head, they pulled the spirits from the dead cultists. The ghosts stabbed the souls with exotic melee weapons. I reveled at the Shinigami as they slaughtered the souls of men around me. They were harvesting the energy, the evil.

      Meanwhile mother stared into my eyes, freezing me in place. She put her hand atop of my head, still singing the song of the Shinigami. I sang it with her at the top of my lungs. I had never sung so loud in my life.

      She pulled the soul from my body. Slowly.

      A low groan graveled through the cosmos and flooded my ears, covering my brain in a thick sludge of fear and sadness and insanity. The noises. Oh god, the haunting drone. A baritone reverberated in the center of my being.

      The universe shook. The haunted sky burned around us. It all turned to tones and shades that were not of this world. They were colors of which I had never seen before, colors that do not exist here. Haunting, disgusting colors. A dark god had painted the sky with a twisted palette. The thought of it chills me to this very day.

      I saw myself outside of my body. An out-of-body experience is the correct term I believe. I had collapsed to my knees. Mother removed her hand at the crown of my head. I ignited into flames.

      My mother screamed. It was not the scream that haunted my dream. It was cackle, a maniacal laughter that echoed in my mind as my body burnt to death in front of her.

      A revelation took hold as I saw all of this happen from above my wrangling body. This was The Dream. The recurring nightmare I had done all in life to avoid. It was my death. I was cursed to always know it. The small black ball in the middle, the person dying in fetal position, that was me. I had always thought it was my parents. No. Although I had killed them, it was not that cursed event of my past which plagued my dreams. It was my own future death haunting me my entire life.

      I have since realized that all men are haunted by death. You, whoever you are, running down the hill, you are haunted by death more than anyone right now! There is no greater demon in the world, nor a more foreboding existential quandary, than us being aware of the fact that one day we will die. For you, it is today. Take comfort in knowing that.

      By the way, you have four minutes left.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke in an American hospital, covered in burns, shackled to the metal frame as if I were some common criminal. I swore I would kill Mungazi, or whoever saved me from the fiery inferno. And what of my soul? Did I still possess it?

      For a number of weeks, the doctors did not acknowledge any of my questions. How did I come back stateside? What happened to Mungazi? What of my business? What happened to Dr. Lee? Did he keep his end of the bargain?

      I was willing to overlook the small misunderstanding we had in China as long as my business would continue to grow. Did my warehouses receive any shipments from Japan? What about China? How did my quarterly income statement fare?

      During the skin grafts and salves and changing of bandages and bedpans and horrible hospital food and liberal applications of bag balm, they ignored my inquiries. I was furious. Why was I bound by restraints?

      Eventually, they told me the truth.

      I was not found in China. They said I had tried to burn my house down. Amphetamine-induced psychosis is what the doctors called my condition. I had had a delusion—a psychotic episode invoked from overconsumption of nerve syrup.

      Apparently, the fire department came to my house when a neighbor called to complain of a rapid succession of gunshots and noticed smoke coming from my attic. When the fire department arrived, they found me wandering around stark naked and badly burnt. I had a machine gun and was pacing back and forth in a room full of empty nerve syrup bottles. I had lit the second story of my old Victorian on fire. The Thompson machine gun I held had no more ammunition in it. Still, I clicked the trigger at them. When they tried to talk, I wrestled and fought them, biting one of the responder’s ears off in my rage.

      The doctors and investigators who came into my room over the next few months contested that I had never left for Japan or China, saying I had never even started a nerve syrup business in the first place. Mungazi was not real, nor was Dr. Lee. I had spent the last few years only consuming over the counter amphetamines in quantities that should have killed me. In a way, it did.

      In my time in Nanjing—imagined or not—I have seen men strapped to walls and shot point blank with anti-tank guns, and a line of prisoners who awaited their turn. I saw mass graves. Gang rape followed by death. Sons forced on their mothers while their fathers watched. I saw the Shinigami harvest the souls of evil men. Yet nothing disturbed me as much as my own failure, my own wasted potential.

      I thought I was an emperor. A god. It turns out, after I achieved my initial success in the coal mining industry I became nothing more than an aristocrat, an arsonist. I had always been these things—nothing more, nothing less. I am a spoiled brat who likes to play with fire.

      Sadly, this is my story, my fate, as I have corrupted my mind and memories alike due to my overconsumption of nerve syrup. The opportunity to do something with myself after my initial success—that is the true causality herein this story.

      I am still one of the richest men in the country, nay, the world, yet I am bound to an institution for the foreseeable future after confessing to the murder of both my parents, of which I am sure I committed. At the time of this recording, I am still awaiting sentencing. My life is over, my fortune is worth nothing without an able body, mind, and freedom to do something with it.

      I thought perhaps I could help others not waste their life as I have wasted mine, perhaps I can be a catalyst to another. My goal now is to motivate my fellow man to reach their full potential. Perhaps Mungazi was right, redemption is possible.

      You see, I am not certain the story I told you during your run was real at all, but make no mistake I believe every word of it. The reality of my story is really of no consequence at all, it is only your perception of it that matters to me.

      For example, did you know that there are no explosives on this damned mountain?

      Let that soak in for a moment’s time. You are going to survive. I apologize for what may seem like a cruel joke, but in consolation know the money you carry, that is real.

      You are now a millionaire.

      That is the truth. And although my tale may be false, as I am most likely insane, the fact of the matter is this: You have just had the best run of your life. You have physically and emotionally purged yourself in the last half hour. I envy the way you must feel right now—at this exact moment. You have a renewed zeal. A lust for life. The realization that you are going to survive, after pushing yourself to your limits. Whoever you are, you are about to have the greatest day of your life. The crisp mountain air has never tasted as good as it does right now. Heave it into your lungs, good sir, you earned every bit of it. How you must feel!

      In order to make someone truly want something, you must tell them they can’t have it. It is a counterintuitive sales tactic I have found to be very successful. The intention of this exercise was to alter your perception by using such a tactic. A newfound appreciation for life is what I hope you have achieved during our time together. That, my dear friend, is the real gift you received today. Do not squander another day, for every moment is a privilege.

      Now take this new-found fortune—and I am not referring to the bag of cash you carry—and go make something of yourself.
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By Cristina Romero

        

      

    

    
      “But, I love you,” he said as I tried to shut the door. “Please tell me what I did, why this isn’t working for you. I can change.”

      His words were drowned out by the slamming of the door. I bolted it and slid down to the floor. I couldn’t do this anymore, I couldn’t take his calling me over and over again, first trying to sweet talk me into taking him back and then ranting about how I didn’t love him, and I was a good-for-nothing whore. I had enough of the drama. He was taking up all my emotional energy. I realized that I needed to deal with this now and finally get him to realize it was never going to happen, his fantasy life with me. I stood up and cautiously opened the door. He barged in like a frenzied bear and we ended up in the kitchen, talking things out, him finally convincing me to at least give him a second chance.

      A few days later I realized I hadn’t heard from him. No calls, no emails, no texts, nothing on my social network pages. It felt surreal, this peace, like it was only borrowed and before I knew it, it would come crashing down around me.

      I sat in my house, on edge, waiting to hear from him, suddenly wondering what he was doing and who with, if it wasn’t me. Was he not thinking about me anymore? Wasn’t that what I’d wanted? This fear that he’d done something to hurt himself began to eat away at me. That if he had, that I’d been the reason for it. I couldn’t understand this emptiness I felt, this hole he’d left by not continuing to contact me. Maybe he was testing me, seeing if I really meant what I’d said about second chances. I needed to see if he was all right. I wouldn’t have to talk to him, he wouldn’t even have to know I was there. I just wanted to make sure he was okay.

      What I found was heartbreaking and infuriating. He had found himself a new girl. I tried to control my rage, to just watch from afar, but I couldn’t do it. I rushed him outside the little family-owned restaurant and confronted him, not really caring what anyone said about me.

      “I thought you loved me!” I yelled before I was even close enough for him to hear me, but he did hear me. He turned around and for a split second I didn’t recognize him. I began to feel the heat of embarrassment on my face but then it was him again. I continued on my tirade.

      “Look, lady, I don’t know you. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” His voice shook, and I knew he was lying. How dare he deny his feelings for me, after I had finally accepted them.

      “Don’t play that game with me, I know you love me,” I insisted. Out of the corner of my eye I could see a crowd forming around us. I didn’t want to be ogled at.

      “You know where to find me when you come to your senses!” I hurried away, noticing a few people had their phones out, ready to call, or perhaps already calling, the police.

      When I got home, I was shaking. I couldn’t believe what I’d just done. What was happening to me? I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself but I only gagged.

      There was a sickly sweet smell of something rotting. I walked into the kitchen to make sure I hadn’t left any food out or forgotten to wash the dishes. Nothing. Maybe some unfortunate mouse had died in my walls. Great. I shuddered as I thought of the poor thing, dead, all alone, behind a wall.

      I tossed and turned all night, waiting for him to call me, to show up at the house. But nothing happened, and it made me upset that he hadn’t even had the decency to call me, to let me know he wasn’t coming. By that night, I decided to go out looking for him again. This time I really would only look.

      It didn’t take me long to find him. I just went to the bar he frequented and there he was, with another woman. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, after everything he’d gone through to be with me and now here he was, just turning his back on us.

      I waited for them to leave and followed. I almost lost them on the road, trying to avoid being seen. When their car turned into an apartment parking lot, I thought for sure I’d lost them. I gripped the steering wheel so hard my knuckles cracked and the dull ache turned into numbness. I should have known he’d go running to the first warm body for comfort. Uncontrollable anger began to take over my senses and I was able to hold it back enough to park and walk back to the parking lot they’d driven into. I needed to concentrate and make sure this was what I thought it was.

      I could see his car from the safety of the darkness. The windows were fogged up and I had to cover my mouth with my hand as I could imagine what was going on in there. I was glad it was dark. I could watch from the shadows without being found out. I caught a glimpse of his profile and for a moment it didn’t look like him, but I knew it was him. It had to be. I rushed back to my car, anger and jealousy eating away at me. All I could think about was how he had betrayed his love for me.

      He had said it would be for always, that there was no one else for him. The numerous voice mails, e-mails, and love letters only served to confirm what he shouted at me outside my window. I had rejected him, after letting him in and allowing him to share my life for a few months, I had just hung him out to dry. I could see that now. I could see how much he loved me, and I had begun to believe him until now.

      I drove home in a daze, not quite sure what I was supposed to be feeling.

      As soon as I walked through the front door of my house, the smell hit me hard. It hadn’t been this bad just last night. I knew it had to be a rat not a mouse, not with the smell as bad as it was. Great, I was going to have to call someone out to check. The thought of having a little dead body entombed in my house gave me the creeps.

      I walked through the house to the kitchen where the smell was worse than anywhere else in the house. I could see that. I mean the dishes hadn’t been done and there were numerous take-out containers strewn about. The sink had been empty last night. Hadn’t it? I wondered as I stood frozen.

      A seedling of a thought tried to push into my consciousness and I plucked it away before it had time to flower. I looked down at the sink and sighed, wondering if I’d ever have the energy or time to actually wash the dishes. Maybe I should just throw them out.

      It was barely light out and I was standing outside the apartment building where I’d followed Sam and his whore. How had I gotten here? I looked around, hoping to find some clue as to how I’d arrived there. I didn’t see my car. The wind cut through me and I glanced down at myself to see that I was in my pajamas. Not even my flannel ones. I looked up in time to see Sam staring out the window. I smiled and waved. He tentatively waved back, a confused look on his face. It threw me off. I wondered if it really was him. It had to be.

      “Hey! You thought you could just find someone else and I wouldn’t find out?” I yelled at him, rage suddenly coursing through my veins. That got a reaction out of him. He disappeared from the window. A few minutes later he was standing a few feet away from me. He didn’t look like Sam.

      “I think you have me confused with someone else.” He seemed concerned.

      “You’re trying to pretend you don’t know me now?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “I’m not pretending. Please leave. I saw you here last night. If you don’t leave I’ll have to call the police.” His face shimmered and it wasn’t Sam.

      It. Wasn’t. Sam.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      I swallowed my embarrassment and slowly shook my head. “Oh my God! I’m so sorry!” I took a couple of steps back before turning around and running away.

      I ran all the way home, trying to ignore the looks from the people that I ran past. I hadn’t run that fast or that far in years, I was out of shape and out of breath. I didn’t even have to open the door, I had just left it open when I’d left. When had I done that? I felt my grip on reality slipping. I closed my eyes and the door, taking a deep breath and instantly wishing I hadn’t. The smell was way worse than before. I gagged as I scrambled through the house. I was determined to find the cause of the smell. As I was walking past my phone, I glanced at my answering machine and noticed the little red light blinking up at me. A message. My heart nearly stopped as I wondered if it was from Sam. I reached out, my hand shaking, and pressed the button.

      “Hey Ash, this is me. Your sister? I was just checking in on you. It’s been almost a week. Last time we talked you were worried about Sam, that he’d turned into a crazy stalker guy. You haven’t called me back since, now I’m worried. If I don’t hear back from you, I’m coming over.”

      I stared at the answering machine, not quite understanding her. Sam? A crazy stalker guy? I needed to call her back, find out what she was talking about.

      A hazy picture of an angry face popped into my mind, a screaming match and then darkness. I held my head in my hands as I dropped onto the floor. The putrid smell was stronger down here and brought up bile.

      Flashes of a night a week ago, of indescribable terror and then relief, swam to the forefront of my mind. The truth teetered on the edge of my sanity. I tried to stop it, but in the end, it was useless. The night came rushing back, all the fear I’d felt, the taste of terror lingering in my mouth.

      He had pushed his way into what had once been our home and tried to force me to acknowledge feelings I did not have for him.

      “I know you love me! I can see it in your eyes, I know it. Why can’t you just admit it?” His plea had fallen on deaf ears as I tried to put the kitchen table between us. I wasn’t sure what he was capable of anymore.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t love you. I told you that already! How many times do you want to hear it?” I had screamed at him, trying to break him out of his delusion. It only seemed to make it worse.

      “Ash, c’mon, you’re lying. I know you love me. I know I’m the only one that can make you moan the way you do. Really, who else is going to have you? Have you looked at yourself?” He smirked at me from across the table.

      I shook my head, not wanting to believe what he was saying. My self-esteem had been battered by his demeaning words all through our relationship. Who else was going to have me? That had been the one question I had asked myself repeatedly, the one question that had held me back from breaking up with him.

      “Oh, so you did find some sucker to leech off of. That’s why you kicked me out. Who is it? Why do you like him more than me?” The heartbreak in his voice almost made me relent, but I saw him sidling around the kitchen table with amazing quickness. “Let’s see how he likes you when I’m through with you,” he snarled as he lunged at me.

      I watched my hand act on its own as it reached for the carving knife on the counter. His fingers grabbed my arm and swung me around to face him, and that’s when it happened.

      The knife plunged into the softness of his belly.

      At first, he didn’t even seem to notice what had happened. He took a couple of steps towards me and wobbled. He looked down at himself, and seeing the knife embedded to the handle in his body, he took a step back. He stared at me, his eyes begging for an explanation, and I lost it. I yelled and lunged at him, tearing the knife from his body and ramming it back in, again and again until he fell on the floor with me on top of him.

      The sudden stillness of the kitchen was broken only by the ticking of the refrigerator. It was as if nothing had happened. And that’s what I believed until now. The lump by the door wasn’t dirty laundry or garbage.

      It was a man. Everything slowly went dark, like a dimming of the lights in a theatre, and I was swallowed up by a comforting silence.

      My sister was crying. I could hear her sniffling and I slowly opened my eyes. She was sitting on the floor next to me, holding my hand.

      “What happened?” she asked, pointedly staring at the smelly lump by the back door.

      I just shook my head. I couldn’t answer her, I still wasn’t sure. The memory of what I’d done to Sam was still fresh, but I didn’t want to believe it. If that was Sam, lying on the ground by the door, then who was the man I had followed? Who had I stalked? What else had I done?

      “Did he hurt you?” my sister asked.

      I could see the concern in her eyes, the corners of her eyes wrinkling in thought. I figured I should at least answer her, put her out of her misery. “Not physically anyway, although . . . I think he would have,” I said. I shuddered at the memory of the look in his eyes as he had rounded the kitchen table coming after me. He would have.

      “I’m glad it was him and not you,” my sister said as she stood up and headed toward my phone. I closed my eyes and let the quiet of the dark overtake me again.

      There were sirens. I opened my eyes and the first thing I noticed was that I wasn’t at home anymore. It looked like the apartment building I had followed Sam to the night before. My throat felt raw and there were people gathered around. I shook my head and tried to remember what I had done. There was a big black nothing. My sister was the last person I remembered seeing. Where was she?

      “Miss,” the officer addressed me.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, spying Sam watching me from the window of one of the apartments. But wasn’t Sam dead on my kitchen floor? I closed my eyes as I fought to remember what was going on.

      “That’s what we want to know.” He seemed nice enough.

      “What am I doing here?” I asked, hoping someone would tell me.

      “You don’t know?”

      “I remember my sister at my house . . .” I drifted off because what could I really tell him?

      “Where is that?”

      I hesitated to tell him my address, I wasn’t sure why. I had a dim memory of my sister on the phone and then nothing. I could feel something wasn’t right, that I had done something.

      “Miss?” he asked, breaking me out of my shocked trance.

      I told him the address and watched his expression change from pity to concern. I knew I’d done something I would regret once I found out what it was.

      “Come with me,” he said as he led me back to his police car.

      “Is my sister dead?” I asked. I shuddered as I heard my voice. It was flat and emotionless. I wasn’t sure what was going on. Was I dreaming?

      “No.”

      “Good.” I meant it. Whatever I’d done, I was sorry. I glanced towards Sam’s apartment and saw him watching me. I wondered if I was going to be arrested and if he would come see me in jail. I felt a smile tug at my lips as I could see what he meant now, about loving me forever.
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By Mileva Anastasiadou

        

      

    

    
      I swear the day Dad died was the day I grew up, as if I ran out of youth, or better, as if my youth was violently stolen. Not because I miss Dad and all, I’d never been his princess or had the kind of relationship girls are supposed to have with dads; I know full well Dad wasn’t a person anyone would miss. I only miss him cuz he did the job instead of me.

      The job is legal, but like many unethical jobs, it’s still bad and everyone knew that Dad took advantage of people. Mom would roll her eyes, claiming that’s what everyone does. It isn’t unethical or anything, she'd say, since we pay people and they’re grateful. Those people would starve if it wasn’t for us, she’d claim.

      I’d say that, in a perfect world, our job would be useless, cuz there wouldn’t be starving people.

      Good thing we don’t live in a perfect world, cuz we would be the ones starving then, she’d reply.

      That makes sense if you’re my mom, yet it doesn’t make sense at all if you’re an even slightly logical person.
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        * * *

      

      Ever since Dad died, I’ve been stuck. Mom says I’ll get used to it, cuz it’s a good job which makes good money, yet it’s already been a year and I still feel trapped.

      Sure, I found Alex and love, but I’d pleasantly exchange Alex for my old life, should I have the chance, and Alex knows I would and that makes him sad, although he knows well that I’ll never have the chance, so his disappointment doesn’t make sense at all. There are so many things that don’t make sense lately and Mom says that’s part of growing up, yet I don’t understand; shouldn’t life make more sense with time?
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        * * *

      

      Mom doesn’t like Alex either. She says I should aim higher. He’s a good customer, I tell her, which is a good argument against him, she claims. He’s either starving or a burglar, and she’s not sure which is worse. That’s how I met him; I mean, if Dad hadn’t died and all, we’d never have met.

      He had brought some expensive jewelry two days after Dad’s funeral, when I took over the business and was still at a loss. He searched for Dad the moment he walked in, and I feigned confidence, like I knew what I was doing. Mom told me to swallow my doubt, until I don’t have to pretend anymore. That’s what your dad would do, she said. I’m not Dad and I don’t ever want to be him. I’m not good at pretending. Alex saw that and realized I didn’t have a clue.

      Mom took me to a therapist who said I suffer from depression, probably triggered by Dad’s passing.

      I mentioned that I didn’t like the business I inherited, but he didn’t pay attention in the beginning. He explained that not enjoying my work routine was a typical sign of my condition. I claimed it wasn’t a sign, but a cause, and he rolled his eyes, like Mom usually does. Like he knew better and my words were of no importance.

      Then Mom said she realized that it’s a tough job for a girl and I was offended and that’s why I tried harder to imitate Dad and prove to Mom I could do it. This doesn’t make sense either—trying hard to prove something I don’t want to prove sounds like a contradiction, like wishing I’d never met the person I claim I’m in love with.
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        * * *

      

      It’s always dark when customers arrive. We’re open all day long, yet most customers prefer darker hours, as if they feel awkward or ashamed stepping in and it’s my job to make them feel at home, like it took them too long to make up their mind and come to me for help.

      If they step in, they definitely need the money.

      So, my job isn’t that hard. Like the mythical Sirens, I lure with comforting words to give away whatever is dear and valuable to them, to surrender those items and feel at ease.

      Some bring their own stuff, but some stuff is stolen. The burglars are the most confident customers, I’ve noticed. It’s not their stuff they’re saying goodbye to. They’re not sentimentally attached and so they have nothing to lose.

      I inspect the items, value them and suggest a price. They’ll be safe here, I tell the customers and I keep their items for a day. Maybe two.

      Then I sell them at a better price, for I know people are not in a position to come back and get their most precious possessions. They never do.
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        * * *

      

      Alex brought jewelry in from time to time, before we fell in love. In the beginning he said the items belonged to his folks and I believed him. He made up a story about his folks, about how sick they were and how they had no money; about how they needed medicines, which were expensive, and about how hard he worked to help, but he still couldn’t afford to meet their basic needs, so he came to me for cash to buy food and medicine.

      It wasn’t totally a lie, he later confessed. His parents weren’t sick, but that didn’t matter much, and they ran out of jewels at some point, and he had to do something.

      So, he started stealing stuff. Mom says he should have found a decent job, but I know well there aren’t many decent jobs available.

      Well, Mom says, stealing isn’t a solution, which is true of course, yet the way she says it, feels like she thinks Alex doesn’t deserve a life if he can’t afford it. That doesn’t make sense either, like many other things.

      Anyway, Alex says he wants to be a writer and I believe he must be good at storytelling, considering the lies he fed me about his supposedly sick parents.

      No really, he says, there are thousands of stories bursting inside of me, waiting to be unleashed.

      Like vomit? I ask.

      He nods and vomits another story about his undying love and how he’d do anything for me.

      And I mostly believe him, considering what he’s done for his folks. This guy would do anything for his people, I think. At the expense of others, Mom reminds me, which I find strange, considering what we do, without even the alibi of starvation.

      Mom rolls her eyes again like I talk nonsense. It’s not like I admire Alex, though. I mean, I don’t like people who’d literally do anything for their people. I’d rather live in a world where you shouldn’t have to choose between your people and others, in a world where all people had their needs met.

      That doesn’t make sense, Mom says, although, the way I see it, that’s the one thing that makes perfect sense.
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        * * *

      

      When Dad died, they named a street after him. That doesn’t even begin to make sense, cuz Dad did a bad job, taking advantage of people in need.

      People will surely remember him though. He made sure of it, buying his way into eternity by doing charities from time to time, not because he cared, but only as an exchange for the things he did. I think Dad had a plan, only he didn’t have time to complete it.

      You see, death doesn’t come with an appointment. Death comes when you least expect it.

      Dad must have thought that sooner or later, he’d give to society what he had taken from it. That’s probably what kept him going. And sane. Otherwise, he couldn’t have done the job.

      I think all of us have an adjective in mind by which we’d like to see our picture in the dictionary. I still haven’t figured out mine, but visionary must have been my dad’s preferred adjective.

      He didn’t have time to complete the plan, yet strangely enough, people seem to appreciate his offer and are willing to consider him as a visionary. He could have kept all the money for us, Mom says.

      I say bad people humanely die, yet they live on, like zombies, buying their way into eternity. People buy their way into immortality. We name streets and hospitals after them. The filthiest of people live on in this city, years after their death, my dad among them, while decent people are gone and forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      At night I dream I’m a scientist, and I find the gene of humility, hiding behind the gene of arrogance that shouts—I’m here, find me first!—but I choose to ignore it and don’t mention it at all. But other scientists come to kill me, along with the humble gene, and then I wake up in cold sweat, short of breath, and Alex wakes up too and hugs me.

      You were a Siren? he asks. And I tell him he misheard but I realize he’s right; I’m a Siren, but a good one, for I don’t fool people like I normally do, I only choose the proper truth.

      He then tries to calm me down. He has read about mindfulness and all, cuz he can’t handle the emotions this world evokes either and that helps, he swears.

      So he taught me the STOP skill; stop, take a step back, observe, proceed mindfully. He didn’t need to. Songs had already told me about it. At first the Primitives warned me. To not go too fast. But I didn’t believe it, the song was so fast-paced I thought it ironic. Then the Rolling Stones convinced me time was on my side. So, I patiently wait for everything to make sense.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We do have a plan, Alex and I, and we slowly, mindfully, proceed. We want out, that’s for sure, so we’ve decided to rob a bank.

      Robbing is bad, Alex says, and I have to remind him he’s the one stealing stuff from people. He frowns like I don’t understand. Like I don’t know how it feels to be poor. I have to admit he’s right, I don’t have the slightest idea.

      Stealing is the last resort, he claims, you can’t correct a bad thing doing something worse. That’s where I disagree though; robbing a bank is innocent, compared to what he does.

      It’s not happening tomorrow but it will happen. It wouldn’t be a plan if we were impulsive. For now, we take walks. We walk out of our comfort zone, but only a little distance. Too far away triggers anxiety, yet too close puts us in default mode, like everything is familiar and old and sickening and nothing ever happens, which sounds comforting and safe and good sometimes, only it isn’t life at all. It isn’t the life we want.

      It’s getting dark now and I see another customer walking in. And I hear the emergency sirens from afar and I feel like I live in the movie The Crow, it’s devil’s night and the world is bad out there, but there’s still love and hope and kindness. And I think of Pearl Jam then, and their song about some different kind of Sirens, and I imagine nothing bad has happened, it’s only the Sirens calling me away, not into death and oblivion, but into a better world, where everything makes sense.
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      Blue eyes stare ahead, unblinking. They appear to be focused on a point on the wall, but they aren’t really looking at anything. The man to whom the eyes belong sits motionless in a chair, like a statue. Were it not for the rise and fall of his chest with each breath, one might mistake him for a corpse. Although, this corpse spoke.

      His speech is quiet, the under-the-breath kind. It’s also rapid, resembling that of an auctioneer. There’s a rhythm to it. The words are almost a chant, like a priest reciting a memorized prayer. But the contents are nonsensical. If one could hear what the man said, it wouldn’t make any sense. Not to anyone. Not to anyone except Stan.

      Stan is a disheveled mess. His greasy black hair is uncombed and unwashed. He’s dressed in layers, despite the fact that it’s summertime. His clothes are wrinkled and mismatched. A three-day stubble grows on his oily face. He wears no deodorant, his sweaty pits offending anyone who gets too near. The thirty-two-year-old man slowly rocks back and forth in his chair as he talks to himself.

      “I don’t know why the devil . . . I lost that book. . . . Little Grays . . . and then I told him . . . and then he said, ‘Fuck you, Stan . . .’”

      One of the psychiatric techs approaches Stan.

      “What do you want, Moby?” Stan asks. The younger man with glasses reminds him of “Moby,” a 1990’s techno musician. He remembers seeing the music on the radio back when he lived on the outside.

      “You okay there, Stan?” asks Moby.

      Stan glances up at the tech, a creepy grin forming on his lips. “The Little Grays know what you did. They told me.”

      “I see. And what did they say I did?”

      “You know. That thing you do. That disgusting, perverted thing.”

      Moby laughs. He sits down in a chair across from Stan. “Let’s do some reality-testing. What’s more likely? That little gray aliens are talking to you though mental telepathy? Or that you have schizophrenia and have been refusing your meds again?”

      Stan shakes his head. “The Little Grays always use telepathy. Everyone knows that. Don’t you watch movies, Moby?”

      “Stan, don’t you know the doctor has asked the judge to force you to take meds? If the judge agrees, you won’t have a choice anymore.”

      “I won’t be here to take them. Little Grays’ll get me out.”

      The psych tech nods, stands up, and pats Stan on the shoulder. “Good talk.”

      Stan watches him walk away to the back of the dayroom, and then resumes his self-talk, or what the doctor tells him is called “responding to internal stimuli.”

      Moments later, another patient plops into the chair across from Stan. He’s a short, chubby kid, about twenty years old, wearing headphones and looking for a song on an MP3 player.

      “Why’d they have to take my phone?” he says to himself. “These MP3 players are shit.”

      “You said it, buddy,” says a fellow patient sitting in a chair next to him. “They take our phones, but let the staff keep theirs. It ain’t fair.”

      “I’m not your buddy, Greg,” the young man replies without looking up.

      Greg shrugs and returns his attention to his own MP3 player.

      Stan stops his rocking and looks up at the youth across from him. The kid is neither looking at Stan nor talking to him. Stan’s blank expression shifts. His eyes narrow as he stares hard at the young man with the MP3 player. “You better shut the fuck up about me, Anthony.”

      The youth casts a wide-eyed look at Stan.

      “I know you’re talking about me.”

      “You’re crazy,” says Anthony. “I didn’t say shit about you. I’m listening to my songs, man.”

      “Stop telling the devil what I’m doing. I know you and he are in cahoots.”

      “Shut up, fool. I ain’t talking to you.” Anthony shakes his head and resumes focusing on his music.

      Stan smiles. “I know you and Satan are lovers. In fact, he told me he fucked you last night.”

      Anthony looks up from his MP3 player and scowls in his direction. “You better shut the fuck up before I pound your face in.” He sticks his pointer finger out in warning.

      Stan rises from his seat with a speed of which belies his previously placid appearance. He shakes his fist at the young man. “You wanna fight then, motherfucker? Let’s go.”

      Anthony looks up at the scowling man with a start. He leans back in his chair, trying to put distance between himself and Stan. “Man, I didn’t say nothing to you. Sit back down.”

      Moby sighs as the raised voices reach his ears. He looks up from his newspaper, puts it down, and stands up. These two are gonna fight again, aren’t they? Behind the nurse’s station, a nurse glances up from her computer and cringes.

      Stan lunges for his young cohort. Anthony tries to run, but it’s too late. Stan grabs him by his shirt collar, yanking him towards him before his fist connects with the kid’s face.

      Moby curses, lurching up from his chair and running over to Stan. Previously quiet patients look up from the TV, now more interested in the real-life drama unfolding in front of them. As soon as Moby reaches Stan, he grabs Stan by his shirt collar and pulls him to the floor.

      The nurse stands up. “Call a Code Gray!”

      A second tech arrives and helps his counterpart keep Stan from getting back up. They each secure an arm, attempting to hold him down.

      A third staff member arrives moments later. Speaking into his radio, he calls the code for security backup. “Code Gray, Desert Rose East dayroom! Code Gray, Desert Rose East dayroom!”

      Anthony sits on the floor holding his nose, blood dripping from it.

      Stan is on the floor, too, but lying on his stomach. The two psych techs hold him down, each grabbing an arm with both hands. The third tech then grabs Stan’s legs in a tight hold to keep him from kicking.

      A nurse arrives to help Anthony with his bloody nose.

      As chaos mounts in the psych unit dayroom, a female patient decides to enter the fray. She struts up to the two techs restraining Stan. “You better leave him the fuck alone.”

      “Tina, you need to move away,” Moby replies. “This doesn’t concern you.”

      “Like hell, it doesn’t,” she says, hands on her hips and an angry scowl on her face. “That’s my friend you have on the ground.”

      Stan struggles against the techs’ hold on him. “You’ll be sorry. . . . little grays . . . not liking how you’re treating me.”

      The nurse tending to Anthony sits in the chair right next to him. She holds a piece of gauze to his nose. “Hold this in place,” she tells him before getting up and approaching Tina with a placating gesture. “Tina, we just don’t want you to get hurt.” She attempts to put a hand on the angry patient.

      “Get off me!” Tina yells and jerks away.

      The nurse steps back.

      The tense situation is interrupted by a loud sound coming over the PA system. Like someone dialing an old touch-tone phone.

      “It’s the Code Gray tone,” comments Greg. “We’re about to get sent to our rooms.”

      The voice of the hospital operator then blares through the speakers. “Attention all units. We have a Code Gray on Desert Rose East. Dayroom. Attention all units. We have a Code Gray on Desert Rose East. Dayroom.”

      Security and extra staff burst through the door to the unit. Several of the additional psych staff assist in restraining Stan, a couple others go to take care of the belligerent Tina, and a few more help clear the dayroom of all the other patients.

      Not long after, another nurse arrives with two syringes in hand, each topped with a long hypodermic needle. Getting down on the floor, she pulls down Stan’s pants just enough to expose a tiny corner of butt cheek. She administers each shot quickly. Ativan to relax him, and Seroquel to calm the voices.

      As soon as the medication has been given, the nurse steps away and the techs pull Stan to his feet. At this point, he has stopped fighting. Physically, at least.

      “Don’t take me to seclusion,” Stan pleads.

      “Sorry, buddy,” replies Moby. “You know we gotta put you there until you’re safe again.”

      Moby, another tech, and two security officers escort Stan to seclusion.

      They soon enter the seclusion area’s anteroom. In it are two seclusion rooms, side by side. Both empty. A single chair sits in front of one of the rooms.

      Dragging Stan into the room on the left, they get him up against the back wall. Security still holds his arms securely.

      “If we let go of you now, are you going to start swinging at us?” Moby asks.

      Stan shakes his head, sobs threatening to send tears down his cheeks.

      Moby nods to the others assisting in the hold. They simultaneously let go and take a step back. True to his word, Stan does nothing. He stands limply in the spot where he was left, a blank look on his face. Moby and the other men slowly back out of the room. A tech locks the door behind them, leaving Stan alone in the tiny room with hard-padded walls. A light just above the door handle changes from red to green, indicating the magnetic lock has been activated.

      The room is silent for a short while until Stan suddenly snaps back to life. He charges the door. “Let me the fuck outta here!” He pounds the glass with his fists.

      “Not until you calm down,” says Moby.

      Stan screams and beats on the seclusion room door. “Come on, Moby! Let me out!”

      “You just hit someone. You’re not coming out of there until you’re safe. Now go lay down and let the medication take effect,” says Moby.

      The nurse enters the anteroom. “What time was he locked?”

      “Just now,” replies Moby. He pulls out his phone and checks the time. “17:15.”

      “I’ll go get the order,” says the nurse. She jots the time down on a form, hands the clipboard to Moby, and then leaves the room. The security officers follow.

      Stan is amped up, the adrenaline still surging through his veins. He paces the room. “Little Grays, Little Grays, get me outta here.” He looks out through the seclusion room window. Moby and a tech that looks like Liam Neeson stand, talking to each other. “I’m in over my head, Little Grays. I need extraction.”

      He continues to pace back and forth inside the tiny padded room. The anger has left him, the injections now starting to take effect. His mind has slowed, though he still retains a lot of nervous energy.

      Outside the seclusion room, Moby and Liam discuss what just happened. Liam is a younger man, brand-new to the field. He’s taller, with a full head of black hair, but cut short.

      “Dude, what the fuck happened?” asks Liam.

      Moby shrugs. “Stan lost his shit and attacked Anthony.”

      “Yeah, I saw that, but why? Stan was just sitting there. Did Anthony provoke him?”

      “Not that I could tell.”

      “Not at all?”

      “There’s always a reason, but unless Stan can tell us later what it was, we’ll never know. He could have been responding to voices telling him to hurt Anthony again. Or he might have thought Anthony was a threat somehow, got scared, and tried to fight back.” Moby shrugged. “It’s impossible to say.”

      “Dude, he’s crazy.”

      “It’s psychosis. You and I might get ideas about the world that are unrealistic, but Stan and others who suffer from schizophrenia completely lose touch with reality. It’s like their dreams become real for them. They can’t tell the difference anymore from what’s real and what’s the dream.”

      Liam shakes his head in disbelief.

      “I’ve seen patients go from zero to sixty, just like that.” Moby snaps his fingers. “Work here long enough, you’ll see more of that, too.” Liam remains speechless. Moby cocks his head in the young man’s direction. “Hey, can you hang out for a minute. I gotta use the loo.”

      “In lieu of what?” asks Liam, chuckling at the very British word.

      “In lieu of me peeing my pants. I’ll be right back.” Moby leaves the seclusion area.

      Liam seats down in the chair and settles in with a game on his phone.

      Back behind the locked door, Stan continues to pace, his movements getting slower. His eyes grow heavy. He starts to nod off, but a wave of energy and alertness wakes him. His head springs up, eyes growing wide at the odd vibration. “Yes, I hear you Little Grays. Transmission received.” He looks out the little window in the door to see Moby and Liam chatting about something. No doubt him. Now was his chance. “I’m ready, Little Grays.”

      Moments later, a low, rumbling sound emanates from the outside. Stan looks around, trying to locate its source. It seems to be coming from everywhere around him. A subtle hum resonates throughout his body.

      Liam notices it, too. He looks up and stares at Stan through the little window in the door. Stan stares back. After a moment, he looks away.

      Stan turns his attention to the back wall of the seclusion room. It is shimmering like a mirage. It starts out as just a tiny point, but quickly grows to encompass the entire wall. The padded wall now resembles a TV screen with a poor-quality image. It’s pixelated, little dots the same beige color as the wall, jumping up and down at great speed.

      Oscillating wildly, he thinks, remembering a favorite song of his youth.

      He then receives a new transmission. “Step through the wall? Are you sure, little Grays?” He hesitates a moment. “Okay.”

      Stan approaches the wall with caution. He reaches out and lays a hand on it. His whole arm vibrates, as though he has touched a railroad track with a train speeding down it. He yanks his hand away. “Are you sure this is safe, Little Grays?” After a moment, he responds to the voices in his head. “Okay.”

      With that, Stan closes his eyes and takes a step towards the wall. His feet tingle as he watches them disappear into the black and white madness. Another step and he is through. The shimmering stops, and the seclusion room resumes its normal appearance.

      Outside, Liam is playing a game on his phone and has not noticed anything amiss. After a moment, he puts down his phone, and looks into the window to check on the patient. “What the . . .?” He stands up and opens the door. “Where’d he go?”

      Rushing to the door of the anteroom, he peeks out to find Moby returning from the bathroom. “Dude, get back here.”

      The tech cocks his head, giving Liam a confused look. Liam shakes his head and rushes back to the room which previously held the patient Stan.

      “He’s gone, dude. Look.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Go look in there.”

      “Dude, seriously? I don’t have time for pranks.”

      “It’s not a prank, go look in there,” Liam said, his tone frantic.

      Moby sighs and shakes his head, but does as he’s asked.

      Nothing. The room is empty.

      “What the fuck?” Moby grabs his keys and unlocks the door.

      “Shouldn’t we call for back-up?” Liam asks him.

      “You’re my back-up. Just in case he—”

      The door opens and both techs walk in. The seclusion room is empty. They frantically look all around, even up at the ceiling.

      “What the fuck?” says Liam, running his hands through his hair. “How could he be gone?”
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        * * *

      

      Blue eyes stare ahead, unblinking. Reflected in Stan’s pupils is an image of a small, hairless head, with pale gray skin and unusually large black eyes. The Little Grays stare back at him.

      Stan finally speaks. “Thank you, Little Grays. I’m eternally grateful to you for getting me out of there. I am at your service.”

      In his head, Stan hears the response.

      “YES, WE KNOW YOU ARE.”
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      The apocalypse implies the end, but nobody expected we would live through it. I was nine when the arms race began, just a snot who couldn’t work a fishing pole without tangling the line. The first mention I can recall about the war started with Russia. Anchors on our television spoke about our jets flying over their skies, tanks treading across their soil. It didn’t all happen fast. At first, the war was something mentioned on television and in bars, until it came to our doorstep—the east coast of America taken overnight.

      The distant memory of our elementary school principal pulling us into the cafeteria comes to mind. Tears ran from the eyes of teachers and parents surrounding us, which added to our horror. We were only in the fourth grade. She asked us to gather our hands in prayer, which would not have been acceptable under any other circumstances, given the separation of church and state. I will never forget what life had been like before, lest none of us survivors should. I vividly remember seeing terror in their eyes as they huddled together on the linoleum floor. I tried to console them, unlike any of my classmates.

      My mother’s attempts to comfort me fell on deaf ears. “Craig, don’t worry,” she’d say. “It will be over soon.”

      The day the missiles started, the power went out first. Thunderous crashing, buildings collapsing. My mother had been watching the news in the kitchen and I had walked in for breakfast, catching a glimpse of some of the horror before it stopped working. Nobody told me it would never work again.

      When I walked outside, brilliant flashes sundered the horizon. The vibrant explosions rendered the world silent. Cars stopped driving in the middle of the street like they had all simultaneously broken down. Nobody took the time to explain an electromagnetic pulse to a child—all of our electronics were disabled by our enemies, all at once. Loud helicopters flew overhead, and sometimes men with guns would yell at us. It seemed no matter where we were, it was always the wrong place.

      I had to adjust to the silence. Boston was eerie without the sound of traffic, construction, or people’s chatter. The streets were empty. Everyone hid in their homes. In stores, cars. Whatever meager protection they could find.

      Around that time, my uncle Al went into hiding. He told my mother he wasn’t going to fight this war. He said he’d fought plenty as an army man and he wanted to stay home to protect us. Al called this war unwinnable. When they came knocking on his door, he’d already slid into the bunker.

      I’d overheard all of this—my parents’ frantic and confused—but didn’t know what to think of any of it.

      After the missile fire ceased, a convoy came down our street, gathering all the men old enough to fight. My father was one of those men. He had tears in his eyes, sitting in the back of that military truck, sandwiched between equally terrified civilians-turned-soldiers. An assault rifle looked foreign to him, and he looked strange holding it.

      They even took Mr. Sawyer, the older man with gray hair and the bum knee. Without any hesitation, they slapped a rifle in his hands, even though they had to hoist him into the back of the truck. Families lined the streets, crying and begging for their men to be returned to them.

      Shortly after the military came for my father, more planes swarmed the sky. This time, they didn’t drop missiles. Instead, canisters with poisonous gas plummeted to the ground. I saw them falling, but didn’t know what they were. Al knew. I didn’t know what type of gas, but I knew the gas burned through people’s skin.

      We were almost in my uncle’s bunker when one of the canisters burst. Instinctively, I covered my face with my hands and, luckily, we were far enough away to only get some of the blast. The backs of my hands burned. If I’d been wearing short sleeves the entirety of my arms would have been singed. The pain seared. My skin bubbled. It took a minute for me to realize all the shrieking came from my own mouth.

      Tucked inside the bunker, surrounded by canned goods and bottled water, my mother tended to my burns. She poured water on them, which soothed the burn. There was a first aid kit in the bunker, and she wrapped my hands after cleaning them with peroxide. That caused more screaming. Somehow, she and my brother had escaped the attack unscathed.

      Among the stacks of canned food and bottles of water were books. My eyes only touched them between waves of agony. I couldn’t look down at my hands. I couldn’t stand the sight of them, disfigured as they were. But I did wonder, why books?

      Still, to this day, I have nasty scars on the back of my hands. They aren’t pleasant to look at and rough to the touch, but I walked away with my life, which is more than I can say for billions of others.

      My uncle Al must have spent his retirement and money building this bunker. I think he knew something we didn’t. Perhaps he knew the upcoming war was inevitable. He was a good man, generous and sweet. It was this courtesy that saved our lives and we were all grateful for that.

      Naivety led me to think the walls of the bunker were impenetrable. We were safe from missiles and gunfire, but we weren’t safe from the gas. We had been in the bunker for three hours when we knew something was wrong. The bunker was underground, so we needed a ventilation system. The ventilation system wasn’t airtight, which is how the gas snuck inside, only detectable to my brother’s nose.

      “What’s that smell?” he’d asked innocently before slumping over.

      Al used his last breath to save my life. I tried to protest, pushing the gas mask away, but he wouldn’t allow it. “Craig, I love you. Don’t take this mask off until you see someone else without one.”

      I lived by those words long after the chemicals killed my brother, my mother, and my uncle. Turning my head from them wasn’t enough. Their choking seemed even louder than the bombs. The inside of the gas mask filled with tears in the first hour I wore it.

      The radio said the enemy had been dropping several types of poisons on us as one of its final transmissions. There was nothing we could do. There was only one gas mask.

      I stayed in the bunker with them for a long time, too afraid to climb to the surface. I’d dragged them all into a tight corner, out of sight. I covered their bodies with a shaggy little quilt and tried not to think about them. From then on, I sat with my back turned away from them.

      Supposedly, the inside of the bunker was stocked with enough canned goods to last a family of four for a year. I was by myself. I wasn’t sure that would be enough, so I rationed what I had. Anything that didn’t come from a can made me sick. Violent spouts of vomiting and diarrhea occurred often. At points I thought I was going to die. The food was unpleasant, and I missed my mother’s cooking.

      I missed my mother more than anything in the world.

      With nothing else to entertain me, I took to the books. A lot of them were too advanced for me given I was only nine when it started but I learned to read better. I spent a fair amount of time trying to figure out what certain words meant, especially some of the grownup words. One thing Al forgot to pack was a dictionary.

      Days, weeks, possibly months went by.

      I sat in the bunker.

      I could eat canned food, but I didn’t know how much to eat and taking off the mask still horrified me, so I pushed myself not to for long periods of time. My stomach ached every day, and I weighed practically nothing when I finally decided to go to the surface.

      I spent a lot of time talking to myself. A habit I’ve yet to outgrow.

      The explosions kept me awake. My uncle had a watch—my only connection to the outside world. Even though I couldn’t see outside, I knew what time it was.

      Randomly I’d had a quarter inside my pocket. I played this game where I would spin the coin on a shelf and catch it between my fingers. It wasn’t the most exciting game on the planet, but it was one way to combat the mind-numbing boredom. During this time, I consumed every book on the shelf.

      I kept a close eye on my uncle’s watch, wondering how long I had been underground. I used the empty cans to build a wall, further hiding their bodies. Judging by the empty food containers, it was probably several months.

      One morning, the bombings stopped. A penetrating silence broke the perpetual hum of booms. There had been breaks in the noise before, but never silence, an unmistakable quiet. I had become accustomed to the noise, and I was confused without it.

      Several times I walked up to the hatch and pressed my ear to the door, listening outside, hopeful. I wanted to hear people, even if they were screaming. I wanted to hear something, anything. Most of all, I wanted to know I wasn’t alone. Fear of being alone outweighed the fear of dying in the bunker. I couldn’t imagine living the rest of my existence as the last person on the planet.

      When I finally gathered the courage to open the door, I did so with tears in my eyes. I thought there might be someone outside waiting for me, possibly with a gun. I couldn’t let that thought stop me. I forced myself up to the hatch, again.

      Placing one hand on the wheel to the hatch, I thought deeply about what could be outside. I wondered if there were other survivors. Judging by the all the bombings, I wasn’t hopeful. The door moaned as I turned the lock. Before opening it, I took a giant breath. The respirators whirred at the end of my vision. Whatever remained outside, good or bad, was my new reality. 

      With all my weight pushed against the hatch, I forced the door open.

      The skyline was decimated.

      The familiar buildings I had been in and around all my life, destroyed.

      As far as my eyes could see, the city skyline didn’t exist anymore.

      My uncle's modest house had been reduced to a pile of splintered wood and ash. Remnants of my neighborhood lay charred and decomposing around me. Leveled.

      I looked for other survivors, hopeful. Maybe we were not the only ones with a bunker. I wished they’d come out, if they existed at all.

      Above me lie thick, dark clouds, blocking the sun. The second thing I noticed after the decimated world, the weather. I didn’t know what month or what year it happened to be, but I had a strong suspicion either something had changed drastically or it was winter.

      Down the street, all the neighbor's houses were simply gone. The broken pavement protruded from the streets. There were divots as big as busses. Mailboxes were scattered, some of them unrecognizable. Cars littered the streets in crushed chunks of metal.

      The silence was deafening. Never in my life had I heard nothing. There wasn’t even wind blowing through the trees because there weren’t any trees. I’d never truly known how it felt to be alone. In the bunker, I was allowed to dream. Now? Now those dreams were crushed.

      Atrophied muscles rendered me weak, tiring easily.

      I could never forget my first day above ground. I had to be careful where to put my feet because of the charred bodies littering any surface that had managed to stay intact. Scattered across the remaining streets were limbs, bodies of those who didn’t get out in time. Their skin was covered in bubbles from the gaseous fumes. Other parts were burned, like the back of my hands, but worse. Their faces blistered.

      Hot, acidic bile filled my mouth. I remember vomiting until I passed out from the shock.
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        * * *

      

      Five years have gone by, and I know they are out there. I can see them sneaking amidst the shadows, afraid to come forth. I hear them whispering, perhaps afraid to be heard. I see signs of them, fresh tracks in the snow, empty cans of food half-buried beneath the ash. I don’t know why they haven’t come to me. In these desperate times, I could use a friend. If I had the strength, I would run to them or call.

      The New England winters seem so much worse when you spend nine hours a day outside, scavenging. I didn’t know someone could get to that level of cold, where the tears froze to my cheeks. At times, I thought my pee would freeze midstream.

      I had to collect my winter apparel in pieces, freezing in the meantime. The snow outfit didn’t come together in one season. I had to dig through mountains of snow and scavenge through demolished department stores. Even when I was finished, my boots didn’t match.

      Five years have gone by, and so much has changed.

      Everything is gnarled and destroyed. I wish the trees would start coming back so I’d have something pleasant to look at. The greenery that survived looks sick. The sprouting ones look just as ill. I haven’t been brave enough to remove the mask, holding my uncle's advice at heart. I won’t remove the mask until I see someone else without one, even if that never happens. The masks filters, like all the other supplies, are scarce, so I hope it’s soon.

      Every morning I hear something. It takes me a couple of tries to determine if the noise is a bird. Cawing, if that’s what you want to call it.

      Its cries are weak and pitiful. It does come as a relief to know I’m not alone. I consider looking for the bird, but don’t think I can help it even if I find it.

      In those five years, I have traveled but never stray far from the bunker. I don’t want to wander too far in case war breaks out once more, though I can’t imagine why it would. I don’t think whoever sent those missiles is around to command anymore strikes.

      On the outskirts of town is a department store, reduced to nothing. I spend an entire day pawing through the rubble, searching for things I could keep. I have precious few cans left. I need to find more food.

      Among the many things undamaged is a fishing pole. I grab it and tell myself I’ll learn how. I also find a box of fishing line buried deep in the wreckage.
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        * * *

      

      My family has the burial site they deserve now, and I am proud. It had taken me a long time to find a shovel, but I did, and I put them to rest. Periodically, I return to their graves to mourn.

      I have been fishing off the Boston harbor for months now, hoping something will bite. Even a single nibble would alleviate some of the loneliness.

      I don’t have worms, but I did find a can of sardines, which I assume will work. If a fish is as hungry as I am, maybe it will eat anything, too. I’d be lying if I say I used all the sardines as bait.

      Every day, same time, I find myself at the harbor, looking off into the distance, hoping to see a boat. My stomach rumbles and aches everyday. I could use a friend. It’s been so long since I’ve heard someone speak. I miss the subtle chatter of a restaurant and the cheers from little league games. I even miss my mother nagging me to pick up my socks. I’d give anything to find someone else, anyone.

      I try my best to make my supplies last. The pain in my stomach has outlasted the rumbling and the weakness in my legs. My legs are thinner than I can ever recall them being, and nearly every bone is visible.

      I scream into the void but nothing echoes back. This land is barren. Devoid. Someone must be out there. I’ve seen their footprints gather in the ash. I try to follow them, but the wind always blows them clean.

      Time passes and, eventually, I become a drifter, not relying on the bunker for shelter as much. The elements have taken a toll on my body, but the bunker haunts me. I sleep outside. The summers are tough, but the winters nearly kill me.

      The waters crashing against the shore soothes me more than even my mother's voice. I can’t remember it anymore.

      It, like many other things, is gone. Of my family’s faces, only their desiccated remains persist in my mind’s eye. All I have to hold onto is my memories and their makeshift grave. No pictures survived. Seared in my mind is the image of her body lying on the floor of the bunker, cold and pale, staring up at me with a face stricken in terror. I remember closing her eyes with shaking fingers.

      I long for a companion, a friend. Someone to share the apocalypse with, as selfish as it sounds. I think about it a lot, especially sitting on the docks, losing time as I stare into the murky waters below.

      We thought the water was polluted before the war, but it wasn’t anything like now. Oil from boats has floated on the top. Fish and other creatures, all dead, bob in the water. The coast is a winding graveyard, collecting the dead in the tide.

      Among the things I find scavenging the city is a wrench, some bottled water, and money. I get a chuckle out of seeing that last bit. Still, I tuck it into my thick jacket. I can use it as toilet paper if need be.

      I also find a bag of chips, stale, nearly inedible. I suffer through eating them though and try to recall what they’d tasted like fresh.

      One day, I see a small boat coming down the river. I can’t believe it. I leap from my position on the dock and nearly jump in the water and try to swim to it. But the water is far too disgusting. There is no knowing what will happen if I do.

      When the boat comes close to the shore, I try to holler. It comes out a croak. Onboard is a man . . . but not. In the captain's chair sits a skeleton in a sailor’s hat. I can’t help but laugh hysterically. The laughter didn’t last long before disappointment set in.

      I collapse on the dock, staring out at the boat as it makes its way out of sight. I would have given everything I had for someone to be aboard. Tears linger in the corner of my eye as I slam the pole down several times in desperate frustration.

      A voice interrupts my whimpering. “You ever catch anything in there?” 

      I drop the pole and turned around, mouth agape. It has been so long since I saw another person. Another person alive.

      I try to speak, try to force words, but they freeze in my throat. Hearing someone else in this desolate world seems impossible. I guess a part of me hadn’t lost hope.

      Standing on the wharf behind me is a young woman, close in age to myself. She has flowing black hair, a satchel laying against her hip and a dirty green sweater. She smiles, exposing rotting teeth. Half of her face is seared.

      She’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

      My mouth is still open, and I have yet to speak when she drops down on the wharf beside me. “What’s with the mask?” she asks, and I feel silly for having worn it for so long.

      My hands reach to the mask, but I stop. I can feel them quivering. I yank it off, and it clatters onto the wooden planks. I breathe my first breath outside the mask and she watches me curiously. “I . . . I didn’t know there was anyone else. I didn’t know if the chemicals would kill me.” My voice is rusty from disuse. It sounds like creaking hinges.

      “I’m Brandi,” she says, extending a hand.

      “Craig,” I say, taking her hand gently.

      “Well, Craig, have you ever pulled a fish out of here?” She points to the water. “And if you have, can you eat them?”

      The murky water is questionable. At best. I hadn’t been fishing for food, not exactly. I had been fishing to kill time.

      “I haven’t caught anything,” I admit.

      She looks at me, smiling, exposing her yellow and black teeth. “May I?” She reaches for the pole. She kicks her feet off the side of the dock, the most careless girl in the world. Brandi’s smile is intoxicating, and I can’t fight one off myself.

      “Yeah, sure.” I pass the pole and watch as she reels in the line.

      She casts deep into the water with a mighty swing. The bobber plops loudly, creating ripples. “I survived by climbing into a cement mixer,” she says. “Nobody would have thought of it. Between the cement and the steel, I was completely safe from the explosions and the chemicals, for the most part.” She reaches a hand to her face, touching the rough patch of scarred flesh. 

      I gaze up at the burned side of her face, considering if I hadn’t worn the mask would I look like that too? “I survived in my uncle’s bunker.” I lift my hands and show her the backs of them, exposing my burns. If I hadn’t been wearing long sleeves, I probably would have more scars. “Are there more of you out there?”

      “I’m alone, but there are people. I’ve come across a couple. Most of the people remaining are . . . sick. Very sick. I found an older woman about five miles from here, she was in a bad way. I think, if she could’ve found a gun, she’d have killed herself. I offered to help her, but she turned me down.”

      “How have you made it this far?” I ask.

      “I found a couple of buildings up north full of food. I found a warehouse almost completely intact. Inside was all kinds of canned goods. I stayed there; I don’t know, maybe a year before the food disappeared. I ate most of it, but I suspect there were thieves living nearby. I wouldn’t have tried to stop them. I wasn’t hoarding all the food to myself. If they were hungry, all they had to do was say so. Hell, I would have delivered if they asked.”

      “Is there anything left?” I ask, hopeful.

      Brandi shook her head. “I don’t think so. I packed what I could, and there wasn’t any left beyond that.”

      A sudden tug comes from the pole. She jumps, looks into the water, and asks me what it could be. I don’t have the slightest idea. Once I had a false alarm, the bobber slipped off and the line tangled in weeds.

      She clutches the pole, reeling in the line. I watch, my heart racing, waiting to see. The pole bends, nearly touching the water, a good three feet below the dock. Thinking the pole is going to break, I reach for it, but Brandi continues to reel, watching the line jolt from one side to the other.

      There’s no mistaking it. This isn’t a patch of weeds. Whatever is in the water is alive. The line lurches forward, almost taking Brandi with it. I wrap my arms around her waist and hold on, using all my strength to keep her steady.

      It is a long struggle, but eventually she reels in a catfish. Its whiskers are long, nearly a foot, but I look into its eyes and realize there is no fight left in it. It’s sick too.

      “Do you suppose we can eat it?” she asks, looking at the head, just barely peeking out of the water. She clutches the line with one hand, keeping the fish’s head elevated.

      “Let it go.”

      Brandi reaches down and seizes the monster. She pries the hook from its flesh and sees something in its eyes, something even I hadn’t seen. “I think it might be the last one,” she says. “He looks lonely.”

      Brandi takes the hook from its mouth, wriggling it free after several attempts. She shrugs and leans over to deposit the fish back in the decaying water. Standing, she reaches out and grabs my hand. She clutches me tight and we watch as the catfish swims away, slowly.

      “I don’t have much,” Brandi says, sliding her bag closer. She opens the satchel and lays out some food. Most of it is junk food, candy and such. “There were a couple of vending machines along the way,” she admits with a chuckle.

      “It’s better than nothing.” I smile.

      For a few hours we sit together on the dock, hand in hand, watching as the sun tries to punch a hole through the grey clouds above. Streaks of light break through and bright orange rays descend from the heavens, giving me hope. While the sun is nestling down for the night, we speak of the world as it had been and as it might be. We start planning our future. It feels good to have a moment of normalcy. It feels better not to be alone.
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      Thank you for reading!

      We hope you enjoyed our stories. If you have a moment, please rate this book on Amazon or Goodreads.

      Inked in Gray would like to thank everyone who participated in the First Stain anthology contest. It was a pleasure to read everyone’s stories.

      A special thanks goes to our contest judge, Val Serdy of Egg and Feather Editing, who graciously read and provided feedback on every story submitted to the contest. She has been a valuable mentor and friend of Inked since our inception, and I cannot thank her enough for all of her support and encouragement throughout the preparation of this release. Check out Val at www.eggandfeather.com

      Another note of gratitude goes to our cover designer, Dean Cole. He was amazing to work with and ever so patient with us through all the tweaks and changes it took to make the perfect cover. Definitely check him out on Twitter (@DeanColeWriter).

      Finally, none of this would have been possible without you, our readers. Thank you for giving this book a read.

      Kindest Regards,

      Dakota Rayne
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