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By Paul Worthington

When the giant, luminescent, blue hand
reached out of the starry sky, | was neither
surprised, nor afraid. As it descended toward
me, | watched it with a sort of detached
curiosity, as Gabriel used to watch Gwen and me
from the sun-drenched safety of his window
seat, licking his paws in idle unconcern while we
fretted about bills, the weather, and of course,
Katie.

| was aware that twenty, ten, five, even
one year ago, | would have been astounded by
such a sight, maybe even to the point of not
believing my eyes: Everything | held to be true,
about reality, about science, about the laws of
nature, would have been thrown into question.
My internalized expectations of what could
happen in the world, logically and intuitively,
based on what had and had not occurred across
all of the written and postulated past of the earth
would have been shattered; and |, faced with the
abyss of destroyed belief, would have had to
decide whether to accept or not accept this new
reality--and | may not have been able to accept
it.

Would have, may have, could have,
should have; the point was moot, | had already
come to the point in my life of not believing
anything. | didn’t care--about anything; and not
caring, | couldn’t believe. | realized in the
moment of the hand’s appearance that
something outside of the mundanity of day to
day life was happening in the world--the world |
was no longer part of and had no desire to be a
part of--but | had no emotional reaction to it at
all.

When it placed a brilliant, glowing,
multicolored, impossibly beautiful orb I judged
to be about the size of a small car at the edge of
the bare limestone cliff across the river from the
precipice on which | sat, | watched with a dim
awareness of the cultural, social, philosophical,
religious, and scientific significance of this
phenomenon, this “occurrence;” but | didn’t
move to tell anyone about it, nor did | plan to. |
watched the hand withdraw into the night sky,
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continued my midnight reverie until my eyelids
began to sag, and then went home. | do think |
said, “That’s interesting,” at some point, and |
must admit that even that first night, the three-
mile hike home over hilly, uneven ground was
the least difficult for my 60-year old body that it
had been in years; but if a younger me had been
there with me, | think he would have been quite
taken aback by my absolute calmness in the face
of this wonder.

Nevertheless, the next day, | was
fidgety. Reading the paper, | saw the words, but
| didn't absorb them; when | finished an article,
| couldn’t remember what | had read. | watched
TV, but the images of the programs blurred past
my eyes, the stories and dialogue left behind in a
sort of netherworld of unobserved reality. |
didn’t taste my breakfast, or my lunch; | didn’t
even bother eating a supper. | paid my electric
bill, then couldn’t remember if I'd signed the
check, or even made it out to the right company.
My mind kept going back to the previous night's
incident. Not so much to the giant blue hand,
really--its existence remained unimpressive to
me, apparently--as to the colorful object it had
placed on the cliff. Whatever | was doing,
whatever | was thinking about, wherever | went,
the image of that beautiful spheroid glowing in
the chilly night kept impressing itself upon my
mind--and impressing itself with more than just
its brightness and shape and otherworldly color.

Let me explain: livasbeautiful, as |
have said, extremely, exquisitely, beautiful, the
simple image of it; and perhaps that physical
beauty alone would have been enough to
preoccupy my mind; but there was something
more about it than that, another quality that lent
it a power | couldn’t quite name. | hadn’t
perceived this extra quality the night before, but
the more | thought about the thing, the more |
remembered its dancing colors, it seemed to me
that it had exuded what | will call a sort of
positiveness. In retrospect, it seemed to me that
simply to look upon it had made me feel
warmer, and not just physically warmer, but
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spiritually--as if | were with Gwen again, sitting,
talking, doing, loving. It had emanated good
will. 1t had been put here, | found myself
thinking, upon this world full of hate and death
and blood and ugliness, by some superior
intelligence, some alien or god, to radiate
goodness outward from it, to exert positive
energy upon the earth--or at the very least to
exist as this one thing of beauty in our savage,
ugly world.

Surely, | decided, I'm projecting my
own wishes upon it. | must have had some
dream of hope last night, | said to myself, which
mixed in my brain with the inexplicability of the
incident, to color my memory with roses.
Nevertheless, | couldn’t shake the feeling that
the thing, this orb, was much, much more than
beautiful; and so, rather than continue walking
around like a zombie indefinitely, | decided to
return to my precipice of reverie, my “isle of
solitude,” as Katie called it, tucked above the
river amidst a thicket of spruce trees, for the
second day in a row, this time before darkness
fell.

This time, the orb’s power was
unmistakable. Its presence was even more
impressive than | remembered. From my
vantage point across the chasm from it, it looked
like a hollow glass casing a little wider than
circular, like an eyeball, in which swam a beauty
that | can only call divine. Colors, and not reall
even colors, they were so much sharper and
more real than any earthly color--undiluted reds
and greens and purples and blues and yellows,
and browns and oranges that made “real” colors,
that is, the colors of the visible spectrum, seem
but dirty shadows--swam around within the
“eyeball,” merging and dividing in a
mesmerizing dance. The striations of the facing
rock, the reds and oranges and yellows of the
autumn oaks and maples and birches, and the
sun-happy, web-laced blue spruces, indeed the
sky itself, seemed drab and unremarkable by
comparison. Shimmering images not quite seen,
of mountains and faces and sunsets and
cathedrals and deserts and rivers and babies and
flocks of doves seemed to lurk behind the
colors, their essences mixing and overlapping
into a beautiful confluence of essences that made
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you, or me at least, feel warm inside, and good
about humanity. Gazing across the river, | could
almost think that we were all going to be okay,
that humanity wasn’t going to self-destruct.
Poverty; war; starvation; corruption; murder; the
embrace of ignorance; the neglect of the
disabled and the elderly; racism, sectionalism,
nationalism; maybe these things could be
overcome, after all. Probably not, but maybe,
just maybe.

The next day, | scoured the newspaper
for any mention of my find, | listened in the
coffee shop where | often breakfasted for any
talk of it, | watched the news, | watched the
paths into the woods; and nowhere could | find
any evidence that anyone besides me had seen it.
It seemed strange, aye, almost unbelievable, that
even if nobody had ventured far enough off the
beaten path any time during the past couple days
to see the orb itself, that a great glowing hand
could descend from the sky and not be noticed;
but such seemed to be the case.

If others had seen it, they, too, were
keeping it to themselves--for that’s just what |
had decided to do: keep it to myself. It wasn't
really a conscious decision, but it was absolute.
| wanted the thing for myself, | didn’t want it
sullied by the audience of anyone else, any
ignorant news reporter, or hunter, or some stupid
kid who didn’t understand its beauty. | had told
no one about it, and | didn’t plan to, not even
Katie or her husband, Hugh. In the back of my
mind, | knew that sooner or later, somebody
would see it and report it, and the news networks
would swarm into our peaceful woods like
maggots, or else some government
representatives would come out and take it
away. For that matter, even as depressed as |
was, | knew that eventually my scientific
curiosity would return to me, and |, myself,
would go investigate the thing, if no-one else
had yet; but for now, | wanted to bask alone in
its beauty.

For the next two or three weeks, as
autumn descended, tearing the leaves from the
trees, and pulling colder and colder air down
from Canada, | made the long trek out to my isle
every day. Most often, | went in the afternoon,
after I'd taken care of mundane everyday tasks
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such as cleaning the house, buying groceries,
taking care of the yard, doing laundry, or

running errands for Mrs. Kirkemeyer, the old,

old widow who lived in the cabin next door; but
sometimes, | began my journey early in the
morning, in the fog and the frost, taking my

lunch along. Those were grand days: | stayed
upon my precipice, or within the cloak of the
surrounding trees, all day long, gazing across the
river upon the orb, enjoying its presence,
appreciating its beauty, meditating, listening to
my heart beat out the simple joy of living | had
thought had left me altogether but which

returned as long as | was in the umbra of the orb,
drawing an indistinct but hopeful path to the
future.

Over the course of these weeks, the orb
became like unto a friend to me. I'd sit there
and talk to it, as if it were Gwen. The way it
reflected off the moving water of the river
below, and danced off the trees and the leaves
and the branches and the night sky, a muted and
understated but impossibly beautiful thing,
reminded me of Gwen in the world, how she had
walked resolutely through life, calm, quiet, and
unchangeable, making everyone, especially me,
seem a more beautiful person merely by smiling
at us, by accepting our faults, by being beautiful
herself. Going to my precipice was the best part
of my day, whether | spent all day there, or just
the evening, just as being with Gwen, whether
we were traveling, working, talking, eating
breakfast, playing with Katie, even fighting, had
always been the most fulfilling part of my day.

For now, | did not question the orb’s
existence, | just appreciated it...| who had
always questioned everything, absolutely
everything, to the chagrin of Gwen.

| never questioned her, though, not
really. | questioned her methods of doing
things, of raising Katie, for example, and |
guestioned her intelligence, her wisdom, her
coordination, her ability to do anything
smoothly and gracefully, but | never, | don't
think, questioned her worth, or her love, or her
humanity, and | think she realized that. | hope.
Maybe | should have told her, instead of letting
it be understood, | don’'t know.
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As | said, | told no one about the thing,
or how it got there; and in fact | had told no one
that | had retreated this late in the year to my
summer cabin in Minnesota, but one day, Katie
tracked me down. She knew my place; | had
taken her there, often, as a girl, and the twosof u
had gone there together several times in the
silent gray days after Gwen had withered away.

I had been away from home a couple
months, starting at the one-year anniversary of
Gwen’s death; and Katie was probably getting a
little concerned about my absence. | heard her
coming; | heard footsteps approaching me one
unseasonably warm afternoon, as | sat upon my
precipice, munching on some dried bananas |
had brought along as a snack; and somehow |
knew it was Katie even before | looked. An
unconscious recognition of a familiar gait, |
suppose; or maybe simply the knowledge that
she would get worried about me at about the
two-month mark, and come searching.

She sat down next to me. She was a
little out of breath. | glanced sidelong at hart b
didn’t say anything. She was wearing the wool
coat she kept here at the cabin, but | could tell
she was just beginning to swell; she’'d told me |
was going to be a grandfather a day or two
before I'd left; and now she could prove it.

She sat beside me in silence probably
for five full minutes before she spoke.

“It's beautiful,” she said, at length. |
looked at her; she looked like a little girl, to me
though she was thirty. If you've ever had a
daughter, you'll know what | mean; she knew as
much of the world as | did, perhaps more, and |
knew that, but she was still a little girl. Shesha
blue eyes, though her mother’s and mine were
both brown. Her hair was as dark as the river,
and her expression was sincere.

“It's your mother,” | told her.

If she was surprised by the comparison,
she didn’t say so. Instead, after another full
minute of silence, she said, “I know.”

“A hand reached from the heavens and
set it there.”
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She giggled at that, but it seemed more a
giggle of belief than of disbelief, as of someone
being released from a secret.

After another minute or two of silence,
she said, “Hugh could probably climb that rock
face, if you asked him to.”

| shrugged. Another minute passed, and
| said, “No need.” She nodded, but didn’t say
anything. | offered her some banana chips,
which she accepted.

Another minute, and | asked, “See the
strata? In the rock?”

“Of course. To quote a wise man, it
tells a story. A geologic story spanning millions
of years.”

| smiled. “What if we could build a cliff
like that, that reflected human history, rather
than the history of the earth? What color would
oppression be? And slaughter? How about
child abuse or corporate corruption?”

She disregarded my question, instead
asking one of her own. “When you look in the
mirror, Dad, what do you see?”

| thought about it for the span of
perhaps twenty heartbeats, then answered, “An
aging man whose creativity has run dry.”

“Really? | readBlood of the Moonand
it seemed pretty creative to me. | don’t know
why you never did the second draft. You write
truthfully about life. No affectations, you
know.”

“l wrote that before your mom died.
Creating is bringing into being something that
didn’t exist before. Since the world is darkness,
metaphorically speaking, creating is, thus, light;
and since the only light | ever possessed was the
reflection off your mother, | cannot write
anymore. Not really. | could churn out some
drivel, I'm sure.”

She took my hand, and watched the orb
with me for awhile, enjoying the cold bright air,
until at length saying, “A lot of people are afraid
to be creative, because they try to illuminate the
entire darkness, and it just eats up their light.
Mom, she just drew one thin little line, she said.
She said like you, when you write a book.” She
waited for me to reply, and when | didn’t, added,
“l think you're still creative.”
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Katie didn'’t tell anyone about the orb,
though she stayed with me after that, along with
Hugh. (He's a cartoonist, and isn’t stuck to any
one location. He can mail in his work from
anywhere.) Nevertheless, in the weeks that
followed, other people began to frequent the
cliff, mainly youngsters at first, for it was a
tough trip for older people. Who first saw the
orb and reported it, | don’t know, | would guess
a kid; but within a few days of Katie’s arrival,
our isle of solitude, and the forest itself, a few
hundred feet in both directions, became a
thoroughfare.

| arrived early one evening, anticipating
my daily peaceful discussion with the orb, or
Gwen, and instead found a group of about
twenty or twenty-five of what | judged to be
college kids milling about. One of them said,
excitedly, “Hey old fella, take a look at this!”
and thereafter | was rarely alone.

At first, | was annoyed at the company.
As | said before, | had wanted the thing for
myself; and in fact over the month or so I'd
being coming out to talk to it alone, | had begun
to think of it as mine. But it had a similar effec
on everyone who beheld it as it did on me. It
spread positiveness into them, good will. They
could be jerks all day long, but there, in its tigh
they were friendly, companionable, even
interesting.

Everyone admired it, everyone talked to
it, to each other, to me, telling each other about
their lives, their hopes, their dreams; everyone
listened with interest if not belief to my story of
how a hand had reached out of the sky and put it
there on the cliff, everyone laughed together;
everyone felt a kinship with each other, a
common humanity, a shared happiness. Soon
enough, my old place was like a coffee shop, the
“place to be.” People came there for dinner;
others brought books or magazines; couples
came just to hold hands; sometimes even whole
families came, and while mommy and daddy sat
and admired the orb, the kids ran around and
played. It was not uncommon for forty or fifty
people to be present in the evenings.

Strangely, nobody crossed the river or
tried to scale the opposing cliff, to examine it.
Even when first the local television networks
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and then the national news did stories about it,
nobody actually went across and looked at the
thing up close, no scientist, no reporter, no
government agent, no curious youngster,
nobody. As | have said, it exerted a power upon
people, to a certain extent. It made them
appreciate it, it made them not want to despoil
it--and though everybody was curious about it,
I'm sure, the desire to keep it beautiful was more
powerful, | think. Its physical, but more
importantly, spiritual beauty, protected it--at
least for the time being.

As | have said, | knew that at some point
someone who was more curious than
appreciative would venture the dangerous climb
up the opposing precipice, and investigate the
“eyeball,” indeed, | knew that | would myself,
eventually; but the cold still day in late
November when someone finally did, | was a
little shocked. Not shocked in the sense of being
surprised; more like, say you jump into a
swimming pool; you know it's going to be cold,
and yet you and your body still react with a sort
of shock when you actually hit the water.

Early that evening, as | made my daily
trek to my little paradise, knowledgeable of and
somewhat troubled by, the fact that with copious
snow and bitter temperatures inevitable soon, the
path down would become impassable, | met four
very dejected explorers returning: Two young
men, a young woman, and an older man of about
45, All of them were dressed warmly but
without bulky coats, and carried ropes and
climbing hooks.

Before | could ask, one of the young
men, said, “It's a hoax! It's nothing!” and the
others nodded. The three looked sad, really, or
disappointed; the older guy looked like he might
cry. The one who had spoken looked angry,
very angry. He looked like he was ready to
search out and kill whoever had dared perpetrate
this hoax, as he called it, on him. In his eyes, |
could see the very reflection of violence, blood,
hatred, bigotry, war, scorn, religious disvalue of
individuality, the division of society into classes
and so on, all the things I'd been meditating on
since Gwen died, all the things the orb itself
combated, in spirit.
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“Take it easy,” | told them, moving
quickly on. Immediately upon hearing the
younger man’s analysis, | had become anxious
about the orb, and | didn't want to spend any
more time talking to these strangers.

“Sorry about this, buddy,” | heard the
older man said, “I know you thought there was
something special about that thing. Hell, we all
did!” He said something else, but | was beyond
clear earshot of him by then.

Katie was waiting for me on my
precipice, my former Isle of Solitude. | saw her
about the same time | noticed the orb was gone.
She was bundled up, complete with an orange
scarf that covered half her face, but | could see
she was crying.

“Some people climbed the rock,” she
informed me, before | could ask her what |
already knew, what was the matter. “A couple
boys, you know, college-age probably, and a
couple older men and a woman. They had ropes
and hooks and all that. They went over there,
and | think they destroyed it. They told
everyone it was a hoax, and everybody left.
They, the climbers, | mean, stayed and talked for
awhile. They were a little tired, | think.”

| patted her on the head, like | used to
when she was a child, when she was upset.

“You probably ought not to come out
here for awhile,” | told her, sitting down beside
her on the cold rock, “You should probably take
your walks on level ground, until after the
baby’s born.” She was getting along in size.

She did not reply.

The night was cold, but not icy. Our
breath swam in the moonlight, but even without
a stocking cap, | was not uncomfortable. The
uphill trek from home had demanded enough of
my heart to force warm blood into my ears and
hands; and even after resting awhile, the
pleasurable burning sensation that comes into
the ears and toes and fingers when the body’s
warmth, aided by vigorous activity, wars with
the outside cold, remained.

We sat there for what could have been
five minutes or an hour, looking wistfully across
the chasm at the now-lonely ledge where the orb
had dwelt these past few weeks. | thought, and |
think | can safely say that Katie agreed with me,
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that we should honor the presumably destroyed
orb as we might a deceased loved one, with at
least a few moments of silent reverence. We
had compared the thing to Gwen, after all.

After our silent eulogy had dragged on

long enough, | announced, “Well, |
guess I'd better go have a look.”

Katie smiled. She has appreciated my
dry sense of humor since before she was old
enough to grasp subtlety. She knew as well as |
did that even if | had borrowed the grappling
hooks from the disappointed adventurers I'd met
on the way out, | could no sooner climb that
rock face than I could fly to the moon.

| sat there a little longer, readying
myself, but at length grunted myself to my feet
and began shuffling off towards the surrounding
pines. Katie asked, “Where're you going, Dad?”

Looking at her over my shoulder, | said,
“l told you, I'm going over there. I've been
wondering about that thing for two months!”

She frowned, puzzled.

“I can handle it,” | assured her.

“Ah,” she said, recognition coming into
her face, “You know a secret way.” Indeed |
did. I'd been coming to this area of the woods,
of the river, for over fifty years, and knew alkth
nooks and hidden paths and rocky crevices that
almost nobody else did. The “secret way”
would add at least an extra mile and a half to my
day’s walking, and depended on the river being
low, but it would get me to the ledge without
need of wings or grappling hooks.

She hoisted herself to her feet, and made

as if to join me.

“You'd better stay behind, “I told her,
“The way gets a little rough in a couple spots.”

She snorted. “If a sixty-year old
grandpa can handle it, | think | can.”

And she was right: By the time we
crested the final rise of our roundabout “secret”
path, my ears and fingertips and lungs were
stinging a bit from the cold, and my feet hurt
something fierce from having stepped on so
many rocks and roots; and I'm sure Katie was
hurting as well, what with the extra thirty
pounds or so she was carrying; but we both
made it without undue difficulty.
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When we got there, | said, “Ah,” and
Katie laughed, the merry echoing laugh of
discovery.

=&K&

The next day, | began a story. Katie
says | write “truthfully” about life, but this one
isn’'t about life at all, it's about the reflectiarf
life. Literally: You see, when Katie and |
surmounted the ledge that evening, the ledge
which had supported the beautiful orb that had
had sustained my spirit through the dark of
November, the only things we saw there, spread
haphazardly atop the ancient striated rock, were
the broken shards of a mirror.

o’o
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By Karina L. Fabian

“Oh, God, please, please don’t die!”

| held her broken body in my arms
and tried desperately to remember first aid,
but I couldn’t seem to get past “check for
breathing.” She was breathing, sort of;
every couple of breaths, she’d cough up
blood. The middle of the night, on this
damn dark highway, there was no help for
miles around. A part of my mind kept
saying | should go back to my rig, get on the
CB, call for help, but the rest of me was
frozen, caught up in a myriad of emotions:
panic, guilt, fear, that bizarre hunger-lust as
| smelled her blood.

Even as | cried and begged her to
live, | could feel my canines growing. God,
| hated being a vampire!

It was a moonless summer night,
almost 5 years to the day since I'd been
turned. That had been a practical joke on
the vampire’s part; she’d heard Michael
Longcor’s song about a “Truck Driving
Vampire” and thought it'd be cute to fly into
my cab and latch onto my jugular. Anyway,
after 5 years, you start to adjust, you know?
Even try to find some fun in your nosferatu
abilities. That's what I'd been doing,
drivin’ my overnight run on a lampless
highway, headlights off, trusting to my
heightened night vision and singing
“Midnight Cowboy.” The song had ended,
I'd looked down to rewind the tape, when
all-of-a-sudden there’d been a scream and
squeal of brakes, my rig had done a horrible
sideways lurch. I'd hit the brakes. I'd heard
glass breaking and metal screaming.

I'd shoved open my door—I was
fine, thanks to my vampire state—and run
around to the other side. There was this
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Mustang Convertible half-shoved under my
rig. I'd already drug it half a block before
my truck skid to a halt. The driver had been
draped over her dashboard, no seatbelt. God
only knows why she hadn’t flown through
the windshield and smashed into the trailer.

Did she even see me? | looked at my
black cab and trailer. She didn’'t see me. |
cursed the darkness, my own stupidity. Like
some kind of idiot, | brushed back her blond
hair, dabbed at the bleeding cuts on her face.
| am an idiot. “Please don’t die!”

| had cleared away the glass--my
cuts were already healing--and had pulled
her out, only remembering afterwards that
you're not supposed to do that. Now she
lay, rag-doll limp, in my arms, coughing
blood. That happened on those was late-
night war movies when someone punctures
a lung. Did she puncture a lung? Did | do
that pulling her out? Or did it happen when
she smashed into me?

She looked so young, maybe 17.
What was she doing out here at this time of
night? All alone, so young, her blood so
fresh—

| was getting dizzy, kind of drunk
with shock and desire. It wasn't like the
kind of desire you surmise from those
Dracula movies. It was more like waving a
steak at a wild animal. You know, more
feral.

Feral. That was the word sheed
when she’d tried to explain turning to me.

“Don’t believe all the folklore about
us vampires,” shid said as we sat drinking
in some sleazy bar on the bad side of New
Orleans. It was an hour or so after she’'d
bitten me, in bat form, for the first time. I'd
come to with my head on the steering wheel,
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and my cab wrapped around some huge old
tree. Naturally, the trooper didn’t believe
my story, thought | was DUI. As | pulled
out my wallet to give him my license, this
note dropped out, just a picture of a bat, the
words “Questions? Meet me at,” and an
address. So there | was drinking white
wine—sherefused to let me have a
beer—with this striking lady dressed in
black, with white lace, and wearing heavy
dark make-up. Yeah, it's a cliché, but she
seemed to go for that stuff.

“Some of it is true,” shd remarked
as she took a sip of wine. She was being all
conversational. Me, | was humoring her,
hoping she’d let something slip that | could
use to sue her for repairs to my rig. “The
aversion to sunlight, the budding canines...
You'll find out as time goes on. The blood,
well, it's like alcohol. There is fine
champagne, and there is”--she curled her
lip--“beer. You would probably be satisfied
with eating your hamburgers blood rare.”

She’d been right, too. Until now.
Hunger was starting to win over panic as |
fought to remember what my too-long-ago
Red Cross class had said about internal
bleeding. Get help. | had to get help. But
who?

| couldn’t call the state troopers; ol’
Smokey would want to hold me for
guestioning, probably in the morning. | still
have a scar on my hand from when a beam
of sunlight came through a crack in the
curtain in that hotel where sdeurned me.
| would not survive a sunrise in a jail cell.
No, local authorities were out.

Unless... Were there any
hereabouts who were turned, too? I'd met
one or two troopers who’d been bit. It
wasn’t easy for them, keeping a job like
that, but a few managed. I'd always just
bump into them by accident, usually on the
wrong side of a speeding ticket, when
they'd laugh in my face after I'd try a little
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nosferatu mind-control. How would I find
one now?

Damn, if | only had one of those
wireless Internet things. The only thing
shéd left me after turning me was a
message scrawled on the mirror in lipstick:
a web site and a password. There’s just
about everything a vampire could need on
the site, from survival tips to chat rooms to
e-mail addresses of doctors searching for a
cure and who'll give you doctor’s orders to
get out of daytime activities—something
that’s come in handy when I've had to go to
court over alimony and such. Anybody can
add information; I've got a regular column
on the best all-night diners and gotten a few
folks connected with trucking firms that hire
for night-shifts only, no questions asked.
Maybe someone there would know a local
who would help. But I didn’t have a
connection, didn’t even have a stupid cell
phone to call one of my nosfer’ buddies. I--
we--were alone.

| could go for help. | couldn’t
transform like others could--never tried, it
just weirds me out too much--but with my
vampire strength, | could pull her car out,
drive to the nearest town--it's what? 20
miles or so away? | could find a phone, call
itin. | could--

| couldn’t. She’d die before help got
back. Besides, | couldn’'t leave her alone.

I'd been alone so much. It stinks,
even when you're alive. | hadn’t noticed it
as much when | was young and first starting
out. I'd loved the long hauls, just me and
the road. Then the nights in hotels or in the
sleeper of my cab started getting old. Then
came the day | saw JoAnn, leanin’ against a
hot red car. Hot was the word. Hot engine
spewing steam; hot pants making me steam.
| couldn’t stop fast enough. |took her the
200 miles to her new job, wasn’t even on
my route. Started finding routes to take me
near her, then found a job hauling gas

Page 8



around to local stations. Bought her a ring,
said “l do.” Little house--even the darn
white picket fence, felt like |1 was livin’

some romantic country song. Then, just like
a song, job goes bad, things get sour, she
changes the locks, and I'm doing scab jobs
for UPS to pay alimony. Then, if that
wasn’t enough, some damn vamp decides
it's funny to make a truck-driving vampire.

Now, I'm kneeling on the highway,
praying over some stranger-girl whose
going to be dead thanks to this truck-driving
vampire, and | don’t even know if God'll
listen to me anymore.

“You can't die. Just hold on, honey,
I'll think of something!”

I'll put her in my cab, drive her to
the hospital or a hotel or somewhere they
can get her help. It can’t be any worse than
leaving her, right? Then I'll just use a little
mind-control so they forget me.

Who was | kidding? | never was
very good at that, as my driving record will
show, and what if there was more than one
person around? Even if | could make them
all forget me, it'd take too long. Besides,
it's one thing to forget a common garden-
variety speeder; it's another to forget a guy
carrying in a girl who’s all hurt and
bleeding. All that blood.

All that blood...

Oh, my teeth hurt. | was salivatin’,
getting really heady. All that blood... I'd
never bitten a human, but now, oh...

| could turn her.

| could bite her, three times--that
myth was true--and save her.

How long did | have? | remember
shehad said you had to take your time with
turning. “It's not like Thanksgiving, where
you glut yourself then sit like a bloated
whale in front of the t.v.” she’'d said. “It's a
feast of the senses, all of them. You need to
feel your victim, smell him, savor his taste,
open yourself to him as you take him within
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you. After each experience, there must be
time for the hunger, the need to build again.
This isn’t a matter of feeding; there’s a
synergy, an intertwining of essence. A
turning cannot be rushed.”

| didn’t know if shed said all that
because it was true or to get me hot, to lure
me to her hotel room. How much mind
control had she done on me? It probably
wouldn’t have taken much. She was pretty,
in a Gothic sort of way, and I'd been so
lonely--

| don’t have time to think about that!
Think back to the turning. How long had it
been between the second and third bites?

The young girl stirred slightly in my
arms. Was it shock? Fear? She’d never
opened her eyes. Did she somehow know
what | was, anyway?

“It's 0.k., honey. I'll take care of
you. | promise.”

| would, too. No way I'd screw her
like shed screwed me, leaving me with the
curtains drawn and that cryptic note on the
mirror. God, what a shock those first weeks
had been, until I'd found an all-night truck
stop that had computers you could rent time
on and I'd found others like me. No, I'd
take care of this little lady from the start,
teach her about her new life, take her with
me on hauls until she’d learned enough and
was ready to go on her own. Who knows?
I'm an o.k.-lookin’ guy and | won'’t get any
older. Maybe she’d stick around awhile.
Maybe....

I'd have to get some dirt from here,
put it in the cab for her. Then I'd take her
somewhere, probably someplace isolated.
She’d panic at first. |1did. I'd make her
understand, sure | could. Then we’d figure
out what we’d tell her parents. If we told
her parents. | haven'’t told nobody, just
keep makin’ excuses, moving on when
someone gets too nosy. Haven't been home
in five years, even missed grandma’s
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funeral. Went to the gravesite by night, but
no one knew. Mom’s still angry. And
JoAnn—she thinks | hate her, the way |
keep doin’ stuff through a lawyer, never
wantin’ to see her face-to-face.

“Have you got family? A
boyfriend? Honey, what do you want me to
do?”

Her shuddering’s stopped. She ain’t
going to make it. God, she ain’t going to
make it.

| licked my lips, cut my tongue on
my teeth. She wouldn’t be the same, but
she’d be alive, in a way. That was better
than dying, wasn't it?

Wasn't it?or
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By Greg Lee

With her eyes closed, her fingers
curled into fists, and her jaw clamp
tight, Jamie tried to concentrate on her
breathing. Her senses absorbed the
environment around her. She felt the
wisps of air tickle her cheeks, and she
heard the sighs of the forest as the
leaves danced. As romantic and
nostalgic the setting was, all of those
things right now were just mild
annoyances--she wasn't enjoying this
naturething one bit. All she could think
about was that it smelled like a pine-
freshener inside of an air-cab with the
added flavor of horse dung somewhere
nearby.

Nature wasn't her thing. In fact, she
hated it. The unpredictability, the chaos-
-nature was pure madness. Her
breathing was shallow, jagged gasps and
she couldn’t help but shiver. Iron bars
closed in around her chest, constricting
her lungs and launching her heart on a
roller coaster ride. It was her grade-A,
typical panic attack, no doubt about it.

“Open your eyes,” a small voice said
inside her head, like an intercom
implanted next to her ear drum. She
shook her head, gritted her teeth, and her
fists tightened. She felt like a little girl
afraid to fly on the air-bus on her first
day of school. “Come on, now,” the
voice coaxed. “Just baby steps. Open
your eyes.”

She wanted to do it. She really did.
After all, that was why she was here.

First she tried the left eye, with a
small, tiny peek. The world in front of
her, in all its glory, was displayed like
patches of stained glass. It was a jigsaw
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puzzle of forest greens and dried browns
mixed with golden, burning pillars of
sunlight that punched through the forest
canopy. Through her squinting eye, her
imagination immediately kicked into
overdrive against her will. Spiders,
bears, bugs, forest fires, mad men with
chainsaws, and monsters with tentacles
for nose-hairs--everything she had
learned to laugh at on the holoscreen
was now a very real possibility. Outside
of her controlled, bug-and-monster free
environment, anything was possible.
Her heart leapt forward and raced. She
yearned for the concrete jungle of her
home, the city in the dome she had lived
in for all of her life. She desperately
wished to see fifty-foot tall, anorexic
models and flashy movie advertisements
dance above the street-life back home
through holo-projectors.

The voice inside her head detected
her duress. “Easy now. Just take it easy.
Go ahead and open both eyes. Take it all
in.”

Eventually, she did as she was told.
The brilliance of the forest and the
nature around her was overwhelming.
She found herself struggling for air, like
she was being pulled down into a watery
abyss. She resisted the urge to claw at
her own collar.

“Focus,” the voice thundered.
“Concentrate on the task at hand. The
more you concentrate, the harder you
try, the sooner this ordeal will be over
with. Then you can go home.”

Even though she felt like she was
suffocating, Jamie couldn’t help but
blush. She felt like a little kid being
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scolded by her mother about the
boogeyman. Logical reasoning seemed
sohypocritical, especially when you
weren't the one drowning. But, if she
could just get through this, if she could
just concentrate, she could get back to
the safety of the city. Then it would be
all over, and she could get on with her
life. Maybe a better life. She forced her
fingers to outstretch. She felt the locked
breath inside her lungs loosen.

“Good, Jamie. That's it.” She could
almost sense that the voice was smiling.
“Now, take a look around you. good
look.” He emphasized the wogbod
like it was a sexy, foreign word.

Blinking several more times, Jamie
allowed her eyes to roam. She found
herself in the middle of an old dirt road.
The smell of dried, dusty earth
suggested that it hasn't rained for
several days. Thick, lush trees lined the
road like valley walls, and the growth of
the forest floor was so dense that it was
difficult to see anything past fifty yards.
Directly in front of her, the wall of green
and brown had been scarred with a dirt
driveway, like it had been slashed out
with a massive razor. Up ahead, she
could barely make out a silhouette in the
haze of brush--an outline of a cottage in
the distance. Before her was a lone
mailbox, caked in brown rust.

The mailbox had a tinge of irony to
it. “That reminds me of an old video
game | found on Realm once...” she
whispered.

“Focus,” the voice snapped.

“Sorry. What am | suppose to do?”
Jamie asked, her voice croaked as if she
hadn’t used it in ages.

“Open the mailbox,” the voice said.
“Get the items inside. And do what you
must” This time, the voice emphasized
the wordmustwith a theatrical boom,
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like the deep and dramatic voice that did
all of those cool movie trailers.

She repeated the instructions to
herself slowly, verbatim, to remind
herself of its simplicityJust open the
mail box...Jamie thought. She took a
deep breath and started forward.

“But be warned,” the voice said
again with that theatrical flare. “Once
you open the mailbox, the test will
begin, and I can no longer help you.”

“W-What?” she gasped, retreating a
step. “What do you mean?”

“That mailbox is your starting point.
Get to the end of this test, and you will
pass. Remember to concentrate.
Remember to focus. Overcome your
fear.”

She felt her stomach boil with
butterflies, like they had all been dosed
in kerosene and lit on fire. The thought
of being alone was almost unbearable,
even if her companion was an imaginary
voice inside her head. “And... what if |
refuse?” Jamie tried to say bravely, but
heard her own feeble voice shake and
quiver.

“Then you can stay here as long as
you like. Forever, even,” the voice
seemed to speak with a nhonchalant
shrug. “But you'll never get to leave
until you take that first step.”

Jamie looked at the old mailbox
again, perched on top of an even older,
rotted piece of wood, and shivered. She
hugged herself from the cold breeze that
became too unbearable to ignore.

“You can do it,” the voice
whispered. It was compassionate. The
voice had faith in her. “Baby steps.”

The voice’s confidence did help
some. After several deep breaths, Jamie
closed her eyes, and forced herself
forward. Some of the butterflies died,
even though her fingertips still felt
numb. She reached out to touch the
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handle of the mailbox, felt the outer
layer of paint peal at her fingertips, and
slowly pulled the door open.

Inside was a small mag-light, like
the popular ones the federal agents used
on the holoscreen, with a clicker on its
base. Underneath it was an envelope,
unsealed. When she turned it on its side,
a tiny, silver key fell into the palm of
her hand--an antique with two buck
teeth.

“What am | suppose to do with
this?” Jamie asked.

The voice didn’t answer her. It was
gone. The world around her answered
instead with a monumental shift.

The moment the cool steel of the key
touched her palm, the test began. The
golden bars of sunlight faded to a hazy
grey, and the soothing sounds of the
sighing leaves vanished. Within a few
terrifying heartbeats, the tranquil--yet
still frightening--forest became as silent
as a graveyard. The lush green and
brown shifted to nighttime’s ominous
black and white. Jamie found herself in
a dead forest, forsaken even of crickets,
in pale moonlight that barely managed
to pierce the canopy above. Add a
sinister laugh and the deep howl of a
werewolf and Jamie would have felt like
the poor sap that died in the first five
minutes.

Her heartbeat quickened, and when
she swallowed it felt like a desert
resided in her throat. The morph
happened so fast. Too fast. Like a light
switch. She wasn’t ready yet.

“N-Now what?” she whimpered. She
felt the steel bars wrap around her chest
again, and her abdomen and legs started
to prick all over with icy needles. Her
panic attack was returning.

The sound of something large,
something menacing, answered her
qguestion in the brush behind her. Tree
limbs cracked like bones and heavy
footfalls thundered along the dry forest
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floor. The impossible amount of snaps
and crunches that accompanied each
footfall gave Jamie a horribly vague

idea of how large the creature was as it
stomped towards her. The footfalls were
less than a hundred yards away, and the
echo that followed was as frightening as
the source. It raced towards her.

Jamie ran. Surprised that she hadn’t
died of fright right there on the dusty
path, Jamie found herself running faster
than she ever thought she could run
before, stumbling on uneven ground.
With all of the needles in her legs, she
was amazed that she was able to move
at all, let alone sprint and fly. The wall
of trees and bony limbs rushed past her
in a shadowy blur as she navigated the
windy road, her arms flailing as chaotic
as her legs.

After the second bend in the road,
the silhouette of the cottage
materialized. The old, ancient single-
story cottage was almost as frightening
to see as the sounds behind her were to
hear. The front windows were boarded
up like duct tape over the empty cavity
of an eye socket, and the entire cottage
appeared to have an unhealthy lean to
the left. On the disintegrating porch
were the remains of a rocking chair that
probably hadn’t seen varnish for as long
as Jamie had lived. Hundreds of
monstrous vines jutted out of the
cottage’s foundation, like tentacles.
They climbed the cottage’s sides and
engulfed it, as if they were trying to drag
it down towards hell.

Jamie considered running past the
cottage, disappearing deeper into the
woods, but quickly reconsidered when
she saw the subtle but ominous glow
behind it. It was a warm, campfire-
orange radiance not far from the
perimeter of trees, and it continued all
around in a circle. Like a ring of fire. It
cast long and hideous shadows that
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looked like strands of a spider’s web in
the front yard.

“I'm supposed to go forward,” she
whispered, trying to reassure herself.
But most of her courage had fled when
the voice had abandoned her. She was
exhausted, and on the verge of
collapsing; the steel bars clamped so
tight that it was almost impossible to
breath. She felt her knees wobble, and
her vision blurred as she fought for
breath. Any moment and she would
black out, a mere few feet from the front
door.

No! an inner voice shouted. It wasn’t
her companion’s voice, but her own.
You must focus! You mustn’t give up!
She reminded herself that the voice had
indeed said that it was possible to
succeed. Sheoulddo this.

But it felt like her heart was going to
burst, if the tightness in her lungs didn’t
suffocate her first. She looked down at
her feet--the purple jumper she wore and
her white tennis shoes distant and
unfamiliar--and forced one foot forward.
It shook with uncertainty. Then, she
planted it into the ground like the stake
of a signpost. She then moved the other,
her body rocking unsteadily. Even
though the steel clamps around her chest
would not give in, she found that she
somehow still had the strength to move-
-even if it was at a crawl.

The thunderous booms behind her
sounded as if they would break the tree
line at any moment. She tried not to
think about it, or the horrid orange glow
that beset her, and continued to work her
feet. One step... then the other. When
she finally hit the porch of the cottage,
she threw herself forward and landed on
her hands and knees. Her héagimped
against the door, and she was amazed
that it didn’t fall off its hinges.

Scrambling to get upright, she
fumbled the key away from the
flashlight, fearful that if she dropped
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either one it would disappear into the
cracks of the patio. Her heart pounded
so rapidly that she could barely hear or
concentrate on anything else. She
jammed the key into the keyhole,
forcing it in hard with her palm. She
heard a metalliclick; the door knob
twirled. When her imagination triggered
on all of the horrible possibilities that
might exist on the other side, the steel
bars clamped down even harder on her
chest, like an old vise with a steel screw
and twist-bar. But before her anxiety
could completely overwhelm her, she
tossed herself through the door with a
dramatic lunge and gasp. She blindly
mule-kicked the door behind her, and it
made a loualap as it shut.

Before her imagination could again
work against her with bizarre
concoctions, she snapped both eyes
open and took in the whole room. Lit by
dim candlelight, the cottage was a
disappointing one-room house. A small
wood stove with a tiny sink resided in
the corner beside the opposite door, and
the walls were covered with decorative
quilts that had so many holes they
looked like bullet-riddled flags. All of
the windows were either shattered or
covered with a layer of dirt. Next to a
hearth, which looked like the only semi-
stable structure of the cottage, was a
hideously mold-covered bearskin and
what appeared to be a slightly healthier
twin of the rocking chair out on the
porch. Only after she had absorbed the
entire room did she realize what actually
sat in that chair.

Originally, she had mistaken the
corpse for one of the quilts that hung on
the wall. There was so little left that it
looked like a piece of fabric tossed
across the lap of the chair. Then she
realized that it wasn’t a holey quilt at
all, but a dress--a faded, purple jumper.
What she had mistaken for extra pieces
of wood near the cross bars on the chair
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were actually bones that dangled out the
bottom of the jumper. A matching pair

of white tennis shoes sat on the floor
beneath the dangling skeleton’s feet--the
body had deteriorated so much that the
shoes had slipped off. A similar pair of
bony arms rested peacefully on the
armrests. When Jamie saw the skull,
crooked and looked as if it would shap
off of the neck at any moment, her blood
froze. Matted, short brown hair fell from
the scalp in an even-layered hair cut.
Just like Jamie’s.

The purple jumper. The white shoes.
It was her, years from now.

Seconds later, after she had vomited
on the already-stained bearskin rug, she
steadied herself with her hands on her
knees. This was no parlor trick, no
illusion of the mind, or with holograms.
Everything that had happened was real,
straight out of a B-rated horror flick.

And Jamie was going to die. She tried to
spit to get the taste of bile out of her
mouth, but she shiver so uncontrollably
she couldn’t even manage that.

Dropping to her knees, she hugged
herself against the ice water that ran
through her veins. She found herself
waiting to die.

“Oh god...” she moaned.

Focus. Concentrate. You can do this,
a small voice whispered inside her mind.
Again, it wasn’t her companion.

Then the patio outside creaked so
loud it sounded like a torturous moan.
She wished she had the strength to
scream.

Don't give up. Have courage. Don'’t
let your anxiety beat you.

“I-l... don’t... want to die,” she
whispered in short, exhausted breaths.
“l... don’t want... to fail.”

She sat on her knees as if in prayer,
her eyes searched for a solution. There
had to be a way. A way to survive.

Her eyes scrambled from the corpse
in the chair, the back door with the

Samsara 13 -- The Faith That Endureth

orange glow--which seemed even
stronger than before--and then back to
the hearth.

The hearth.

Although it had the traditional
ash pan, grill, and small stack of wood
to accompany its decor, the black hearth
had no wall in its backing. Where the
chimney should have been was a black
void.

A secret exit?

The iron bars lifted from her chest,
and hope flowed through her so
thoroughly that it felt as if a shot of
adrenaline had just punched through her
veins. She dashed forward from her
knees like a track-star, screaming, just
as she heard the front door splinter open
from the monster’s kick. She didn’'t dare
look at the creature or her dead body in
the corner. Ducking forward, Jamie
disappeared into the hearth. She
thumbed the flashlight on.

It was a long and deep tunnel, barely
tall enough for a child to run through,
but Jamie managed to sprint on all fours.
Her beam of light danced as she
struggled forward. Although she
scrambled with all of her might, she
felt... different. Even though her
breathing was ragged, and she cried out
as she ran like a little child, she felt her
heart pounding with exhilaration--not
just fear. The iron bars were losing
strength fast. She was no longer
paralyzed. She didn't know how, but she
was doing it. She was going to win. The
thrill of victory was so enthralling, so
amazing, that she realized now that she
had never really felt it before.

The tunnel behind the house slanted
downward, forcing her to stumble and
slide as she ran. All around her smelled
like damp earth, like a freshly dug
tunnel too deep and too close to an
underground spring. Behind her, she
heard the monster scraping along the
walls and floor as well. If she could just
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outrun him, if she could just escape,
surely that would be enough. She did
not know where it came from, but now
she had the courage to run. Now, she

had the courage to beat her own anxiety.

It hadn’t been her own fear of death--it
had been her desire to succeed. She
desperately wanted to succeed, and that
was what gave her strength.

Up ahead, at the end of the tunnel,
was a light, so bright and powerful that
Jamie knew that she had reached the
end. An exit. Finally, she could go
home. She hungered for the steel city.

Almost in the light, within a few
mere steps, Jamie tossed the flashlight
aside and leapt forward to victory. She

expected the world to end. She expected

to see the friendly walls of buildings and
the metropolis. She expected relief.
Instead, she found herself on the dirt-
covered floor of a small alcove carved
into the end of the tunnel.

It was the size of a small room, with
nothing more than a light bulb that
dangled from the ceiling at the end of a
flimsy wire. Two wooden tables, that
looked like they had been stolen from a
park, book-ended the wall beside the
tunnel’s opening. Set out carefully on
top of the table like a surgeon’s tools
was the collection of a psychotic
murderer. Butcher knives, corkscrews,
hatches, ice picks, hammers,
screwdrivers, and a chainsaw were all
makeshift items from a tool shed. All
were covered with dry, brownish blood.
There were no exits. She was trapped at
the end of the maze.

The steel bars return to her chest and

the air expelled from her lungs as if she
had just been kicked in the chest. She
dropped to the ground, her blood ran
cold, and she gripped herself in such a
strong and fierce hug that she thought
she was having a heart attack.

“No,” she cried, tears flowing down
her cheeks. She was so close. So close
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to the exit and winning. She thought that
when she had not given up in the cabin,
not surrendered to her own fear, she had
conquered her anxiety. She thought that
she had earned her courage, earned her
freedom. She thought that she had
passed the test. Instead, she had just run
into the monster’s lair. Just like a bad
movie.

On her knees, Jamie turned back
towards the entrance, unable to breath,
her eyes red with tears. The monster
slowly emerged from the tunnel before
her, a mismatched body with over-
zealous arms sewn onto the shoulders,
bloody legs covered with veins, and a
horrid torso to match. Wearing a
gardener’s overalls and a plastic mask
slick with blood, he was the exact cliché
monster that fit with this awful world. In
his hands, he cradled a massive
chainsaw, its blade twice the length of
Jamie’s arm. With the simple flick of a
switch, the monster turned it on. It
roared with a ferocious scream, and a
spout of steam exited the side like
smoke from the devil’s nostril.

Jamie was ashamed. Ashamed that
she had failed. Ashamed that she had
finally given up. But most of all,
ashamed that she was about to die as the
worthless, pointless victim in this low-
budget horror flick. She tried to gasped
one last time for air, but was unable to.
She felt herself on the fringe of blacking
out, fainting.

It's not over yetshe told herself.
You are to face your fear. You are to
become courageous, proud, and
instinctive.

She shook her head. “I don’t know
how,” she cried.

Everything up until now was
nothing--just a set-up. This is the real
test. Right nowthe voice said.
Everything up to this point was to instill
fear. Now you must face it.
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The monster took a slow, ominous
step forward. He took a practice swing
with his chainsaw. It roared through the
air with a high pitched whine.

Face your fear.

“My fear...” she whispered. “I don’t
want to be afraid. Not anymore...”

Face him. Face all of your fears.

Jamie opened her eyes slowly, and
took a long, deep breath. She forced air
into her lungs with all of her might, and
the iron bars around her chest eased. She
didn’t want to die. She didn’t want to
fail. She wanted to succeed--more now
than ever before in her life. With that
simple, but rather silly, realization, she
found herself able to move once again.

Rising slowly, Jamie tested her
wobbling legs. “I can do this. | can be
strong,” she told herself out loud. And
with every syllable she spoke, her legs
steadied themselves.

The monster looked at her with a
curious gaze, his milky-white eyes
confused.

“I... will... win,” she said, this time
not a whisper. She walked over to the
closest table. She picked a matching
chainsaw, and lifted it up with surprise
ease. The numbness in her fingertips
subsided as they touched the smooth
grip.

The monster’s head tilted sideways,
dumbfounded. “Huh?” the monster
spoke.

She thumbed the ignition’s safety
latch off, and depressed the trigger. A
grin cracked her face as her chainsaw
howled to life. The monster’s eyes
widened, this time with horror, and his
own chainsaw fell to the ground beside
him. The chain twirled to a halt with a
metallic clang.

| will not fail. I cannot fail. Not
anymore. Not ever again.

Jamie raced forward; her legs
functioned like an athlete’s on
command. Her blood was no longer
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cold, her hands and legs no longer
tingled with icy numbness. She felt...
alive. More alive now than ever before
in her whole life. As long as she could
remember, everything from scholarly
tests to violent confrontations with
bullies, Jamie had always been afraid.
She had always run away.

But not anymore. Now, it was her
turn to take charge. Noshewould
succeed.

Just as she thrust the chainsaw
forward, the monster vanished, fading in
color like a silly cartoon ghost.

“Awww...” Jamie said, disappointed.
The test was finished. The four
surrounding walls and the wooden
benches followed suit, and faded away
to reveal a world of infinite white. No
texture. No details. Nothing. She stood
alone in an empty world, and the
chainsaw hummed to a stop. When she
dropped that too, it also vanished.

She had done it. Finally. And all it
had taken was a virtual environment, a
psychotic serial killer, and the sight of
her own decaying body.

Jamie took one last, deep breath. It
felt so rewarding, the air intoxicated her.
She was free. She closed her eyes, tilted
back her head, and felt weightless. The
chills in her veins now ran with
revitalizing heat. She had never felt this
good, this confident. Not ever in her
whole life.

When she opened her eyes again,
she found herself back in the
comfortable leather chair in the
BetterSoft office. In a small, private
room with a glass door, she felt the
uplink cable detach from the back of her
neck and retract into the base of the
chair like a snake. In a room of
compound-plastic walls and
contemporary furniture, Jamie’s
attention was pulled up towards the
large holoscreen on the wall.
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Congratulations Jamie Kinder!

You have just passed Courage and
Confidence 101.

Your government-psychological
portfolio has been updated with this
certification.

You are now eligible for Class C3
Employment.

The last line blinked:

For all of your personal upgrades,
attributes and needs, think BetterSoft!

As she left, she waived to the
receptionist. Jamie felt like a new
woman. She felt like she could take on
the whole world. She had lived with
such unbelievable anxiety for all of her
life--always nervous, always self-
doubting. The doctors had labeled her
anxiety with a class F threat, and she
had been forced to live with it for so
long. Unable to apply for decent jobs.
Unable to apply for a decent life. Now
she was eligible for a better...
everything Maybe she would apply for
internships on an off-world settlement.

Walking through BetterSoft’s lobby,
Jamie stepped out onto the street with
the biggest smile she’d ever had the
courage to bear. However, she failed to
notice a massive grav-bus. Only when
the bus struck her did she see the yellow
and brown strips that said “School-Bus”
and the flashing red lights that
accompanied any vehicle’s landing. The
collision was so fierce that the
windshield of the bus cracked--a spider-
web marking the point-of-impact--and
her body was thrown through the air
over twenty feet. She felt her arms and
legs bend with such force that they
broke before she hit the ground.

A tangled mess, she gasped for
breath, her eyes wide open and clear.
She had seen it all, witnessed the entire
accident, and it was horrifying. She saw
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herself, twisted in an unnatural position,
her hair matted and slick with blood,
and her arms outstretched like a doll
discarded in the recyclers. She
screamed; an impossibility since she
knew that her chest had collapsed.

Then she sat up, springing out of the
leather chair like a jack-in-the-box.
Back in the private training room,
surrounded by compound-plastic walls
and retro furniture, Jamie felt a small
wire detach itself from the base of her
neck. She was covered in sweat. She had
seen her own death; she Hall it.

Fighting back the urge to vomit, she
looked up at the holoscreen just as it
came to life.

Congratulations Jamie Kinder!

You have just passed Courage and
Confidence 101.

Your government-psychological
portfolio has been updated with this
certification.

You are now eligible for Class C3
Employment.

Blinking below was the message:

BetterSoft reminds you that with
your newly acquired upgrade
comes the responsibility of
properly measuring risk. You
should compliment your recent
upgrade with strong
observational skills.

BetterSoft now offers a new,
promotional attribute course in
risk measurement and
observational assessment. This
course is 16,500 credits, and will
earn you the Working Class rank
of D35.

Do you accept?
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A small panel next to the armrest
slowly elevated itself. The smooth
plastic surface snapped awake like the
holoscreen with the simple buttons
“yes” and “no.” It blinked impatiently.

With a shaky hand, Jamie slowly
pressed the “yes” button. Her breathing
was ragged and the cold sweat on her
brow made her shiver. Jamie hugged
herself from the chills.

She felt the uplink cable snake
its way back up her neck, and insert
itself. The office of BetterSoft vanishcr
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By Khadine D. Kubal

| have to go to the bathroom
again. My jeans, already snug from the
several pounds I've gained lately, feel
like they're digging into my bladder. |
unbutton them with one hand and this
brings me a slight relief, although 1 still
feel the need to go urinate. But | have to
hold it because I'm on the phone with
my mother and it wouldn't be very
polite of me to interrupt her when she’s
telling me that my father has just died.

“Do you want me to buy you a
ticket so you can come home for the
funeral?” she asks between sobs.

Maybe if | unzip my pants Il
feel better.

“Mom, | have to work. | can't
take a few days off just like that.”

There’s silence on the other line.
From my living room in Los Angeles |
can imagine my mother perfectly. She
must be standing in her kitchen by the
refrigerator, a glass of water with lots of
ice in one perfectly manicured hand, the
other sprawled across her chest as if my
words had caused permanent damage to
her heart. Her classic martyr pose.

The one she used to cause me endless
guilt trips throughout my adolescence.

| can almost see the pained look
in her face. Although she has been
crying from the moment she got on the
phone with me twenty minutes ago, |
know her makeup is still immaculate.
Thank God for waterproof mascara.

“Are you telling me your boss
isn't going to let you come to your
father’s funeral?” she finally asks.

Even though | knew the question
was coming | still haven't prepared an
answer. | hear her taking a big gulp of
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her water and it reminds me of my full
bladder. Images of the toilet fill my
mind. | take a deep breath.

“It's not just the work,” | being,
struggling to lower my pants down to
my ankles.

“He’s your father.”

The room is cold, and the breeze
that tickles my legs makes me shudder.

“I haven't seen him or talked to
him in years.”

My whole body begins to
tremble. The room is too cold. Maybe |
should put my pants back on. | get them
up to my hips before my mother
responds.

“Even more reason for you to
come.”

| release my hold on my jeans
and reach out a hand to grab my pack of
cigarettes. My mother is breathing hard
on the other line, waiting for my answer,
but | take my time striking a match and
watching the flickering flame come
close to the cigarette that dangles
between my lips. The same brand of
cigarette my mother has smoked for
twenty-five years and that | began
stealing from her purse at the age of
fifteen. | take a long drag and feel the
poisonous smoke swirling through my
lungs. | feel a reproach on the tip of my
mother’s tongue.

Didn't you tell me you were
going to quit?

Now is not the time, Mom.

“You have to show your
respect,” she finally says.

| feel a chuckle coming up my
throat before | have a chance to exhale. |
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cough a few times before | can answer
her. My voice sounds raspy.

“I'' go to church and light a
candle for him.”

“That’s not enough. You have to
show your respect.”

“Respect for whom?” | ask,
resuming the struggle to get my pants
back up. The smoke from the cigarette
dangling from my lips goes up my nose,
making it very difficult for me to
breathe.

“For your father, who else!”

My bladder is so full that it is
now impossible to zip my pants up
again. | better just leave them like that.

“Mom, he’s dead. | doubt very
much whether he’s going to care if |
show up at his funeral or not.”

My mother gasps in shock and
immediately starts sobbing. Her crying
sounds like soft hiccups.

“You're an ungrateful,
disrespectful daughter!” she cries. “He’s
your family!”

| push my cigarette onto the
ashtray with more force than necessary,
scattering ashes all over the coffee table.

“Damn it,” | mutter, more to the
ashes than to my mother, although I let
her interpret it any way she wants. |
wipe the ashes off with my sleeve before
| continue.

“You didn’t consider the fact
that he was family when you didn'’t
invite him to my wedding.”

The relapse of hiccupping sobs |
expect does not come. My mother
remains in stony silence for a second,
and the voice that answers me is hard
and tense.

“You remember what happened
the night of your senior prom,” she says
simply.

The humiliation | felt ten years
ago floods back to me, intact. | rub my
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forehead with one hand as though trying
to erase the memory from my head.

“Well, do you?”

“How can | forget?” | snap back.
“He was so drunk he tried to crash the
party and when he was finally kicked
out he couldn’t figure out how to drive
off the hotel’s circular driveway.”

| can still see my friends’
laughing, taunting faces floating before
me.

“He was going around and
around for almost half an hour.”

| think | catch a trace of
amusement in my mother’s voice and
feel a sharp, sudden pain in my stomach.
| wonder if it is the painful memory that
caused it. Perhaps it's my bladder,
slowly disintegrating.

“I was too embarrassed to go to
the after-party.”

| never forgave him.

“And you were the one who
didn't want to invite him to your
wedding,” my mother says softly.

| sigh and nod silently as | reach
again for my pack of cigarettes. She’s
right. When | visited my father to tell
him | was engaged he answered with an
“Umpf!” and returned to watching his
television show. | hadn't seen him for
several years before that day, and that
was the last time | saw him, sitting in
the living room of his broken-down
apartment, more involved in the
wrestling match he was watching than in
the fact that his only child was getting
married.

“ don’'t think he would have
been too interested in coming anyway,”
| say, feeling the old hatred blackening
my heart. My stomach muscles tighten.

“He was sick,” my mother says.
“He wasn’t well in the head.”

“Don’t defend him!”
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| hear the click of a lighter on the
other side of the line.

Didn't you tell me you were
going to quit too, Mom?

Don’t bother me with that right
now.

| better just join her and have
one of my own.

As | take a drag | realize that the
low cough | thought | heard on the other
line is really a soft chuckle. | ask my
mother what she’s laughing at.

“I was remembering that
Christmas when | worked the night shift
and | asked your father if he could wrap
the presents and put them under the tree
for you.”

| feel a thin smile forming in my
lips despite myself.

“He drank himself into oblivion
before | even fell asleep that night.”

“And when you woke up in the
morning you thought Santa had
forgotten to come to our house.”

“Dad said Santa had written him
a note telling him he’d be coming the
next day.”

“He felt so bad he went and
bought you twice as many presents and
put them under the tree on the twenty-
sixth.”

“‘“And he played with me all
day.”

| let out a laugh. It makes my
belly sound like a water bag.

That was three years before the
divorce. Before my father could no
longer go a single day without downing
a bottle of scotch. Those were the happy
times.

My mother seems to have read
my thoughts.

“You know, he really was a very
nice man. Before.”

| feel the water in my belly
traveling up towards my mouth and
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getting stuck in my throat. |1 can't
breathe very well all of a sudden.

“I don’t remember much of the
before.”

My mother and | are silent for a
very long time.

=&K&

| can't stand sitting down
anymore. The pain my bladder is
causing me is so bad that | think if I
stand up it will make me feel better, but
when | try it | feel worse. Dizzy, too.
Instead of sitting back down on the
couch I lie on the carpet next to it. | feel
only a very slight relief.

“You should have seen him
towards the end,” my mother tells me.
“His hair was so thin, so white. And he
was so, so bony. Almost decrepit.”

That image doesn’t fit in my
mind. My father always looked the same
to me. A man of uncertain age, with the
few hairs left on his head badly dyed an
unnatural black, a great, round hard
belly which caused me to ask him if he
was pregnant when | was six years old,
and small, beetle-like black eyes. He
always possessed a sort of superhuman
strength that allowed him to climb up to
the top of the mango trees in his
neighbor’s backyard, even when he was
well into his fifties. | cannot imagine
him as the frail little man my mother is
describing, confined to a hospital bed,
his dying mind permanently fixed on his
days in the Army.

“The only thing he talked about
was the war. Of his days in Vietnam.”

“But he never really saw any
war,” | remind her softly. “He never left
the base.”

“In his mind he did. In his mind
he was a hero.”
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In his mind...in his mind he was
a stellar husband, never giving a thought
to the fact that he gambled and drank
away all the family finances, making my
mother have to take a midnight shift at a
factory to try to keep us afloat. In his
mind he was a great father who couldn’t
understand why | chose to estrange
myself from him, conveniently
forgetting the fact that he never
remembered any of my birthdays after
the divorce. In his mind family was the
most important thing in the world
although he never sent us any money
after my mother left him, never really
made much of an effort to see me or
visit with me.

In his mind it never occurred to
him that | hated him.

The water that was stuck in my
throat goes up my nose and onto my
eyes, streaming down my face.

“He did love you, you know,”
my mother half-whispers. “He asked
about you constantly while in the
hospital.”

A hot stream of liquid flows
between my legs and soaks the carpet
underneath me. I'm drowning and
melting at the same time, water coming
out of every orifice in my body. My
chest is tight with shame and pain, and |
am soaked with tears, with urine, with
regret, with hate for that man who never
wanted to be part of my life until it was
too late, with hatred for myself for
perhaps not trying hard enough to be a
part of his, with anger at my mother for
reminding me that | still feel love for
him.

“Buy me a ticket,” | manage to
say before | hang up the phone.

| run to the bathroom, take off
my wet jeans, and sit on the toilet,
clutching my stomach. | sit there until
there’s nothing left in my bladder, until
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no more tears come out of my eyes.
Until I am, once again, empt,"
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By Donaya Hammond

The three girls hadn't dared to go
through the streets — human bonfires
were the least worrisome things out
there — for more than a month, but their
water stores ran out, and the only source
of water was the Crag River, north of
the city. The water wasn't clean, but
they had finally learned how to boil
water over the fireplace, and would have
to sanitize it all that way. Joy had a large
wooden cart that her mother had once
used in the garden. They filled it up with
buckets and bottles, and the three of
them tied ropes to it and dragged it
along.

Two miles in, and they were
getting cranky. "When will this end?"

Ty moaned.

"Don't look at me, I'm the one
who said we should take the car. There's
no reason that it shouldn't work. The
sun's always there," Art said. Canyonar
had run out of oil a hundred years ago,
and everyone had been forced to
develop nuclear and solar-powered
technology. Unfortunately, many houses
were still depending on nuclear power
for electricity, and the plant had shut
down. Meanwhile the solar powered
houses had mysteriously lost their
panels. People assumed that looters took
them, but what used could that be to a
starving teen?

"I told you again and again, none
of us can drive, and we'd kill someone
trying," Joy said.

Art stopped pulling. "It would
put some of them out of their misery.
And right now I'm in misery!"

"Easy, easy," Joy said, "don't let
the heat get to you. | know it's not hot,
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but it's obviously hot to you, or else
you're a hothead.”

Ty caught a familiar face in the
corner of her eye and dropped her bit of
rope. She had a club in her hand, and
she could handle herself for a few
minutes, right? She had to see who this
was. "Girls, I'm just going to check on
something," she said, not knowing if
they would here, since they were busy
arguing.

She thought that she had seen an
old friend of hers, Luciarchen, whom
she had met during winter Study camp,
a two-week program for students
looking to learn memory-enhancing
techniques. It had been an altogether
dreary experience, with her getting
picked on the entire time and stuck with
all of her group's chores because she
actually wanted to analyze and question
what she learned rather than parroting it
all. Everyone was cruel to her except for
Luce, the kindest and gentlest person
she'd ever known. She was a beauty as
well, with long, silky black hair and a
refined face. They had exchanged phone
numbers and had often chatted, but she
had heard nothing of Luce since the
Fever.

The alley was strewn with
garbage and human refuse, stinking,
smothering, and altogether vile. There
were even a bunch of fallen YAP flyers.
Luce couldn't be here! She was above
such things, Ty thought. But there she
was, seated on a blanket, dressed in
filthy rags, and coughing. She was
skeletal, but so was everyone else.

"Luciarchen, it's me," Ty said,
extending her hands towards her. "Are
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you okay? | know it's been a while since
we talked, but...Luce? It's
Tylianvornika."

Luce had a dreamy smile on her
face, even though it was smeared with
mud. "I...know...who...you...are..." she
said, caressing each word and tasting it
with delight every time it came out of
her mouth.

"Luce, you're acting funny," Ty
thought of something that might cause
this, but pushed it out. Luce would never
do such a thing. "If you're hungry, my
friends and | can take you to our house.
Remember how I told you about Art and
Joy? We could live together. | just didn't
know where you were."

"Don't...need...food...this...is...ev
erything...love...peace...joy...I'm...meltin
g... melting," she laughed, and her eyes
rolled backwards in her sockets. One of
her hands scrabbled for an object on the
ground that turned out to be a walkie-
talkie. "She's...here..."

“Luce, don't tell me you're high!"
"Melt" was the most common street
drug in Canyonar. It took the form of an
edible, greenish powder, and gave users
euphoria and improved senses, at the
expense of addiction, brain damage, and
potential starvation, as they forgot to
eat. Ty's high school had been riddled
with users, but not Luce. Ty refused to
accept it.

"You...really...should...try...some

"No!" Ty fell to her knees and
shook Luce by the shoulders. "You are
going to stay with me, and be healthy!
You can't do this to me!" She began to
cry and dropped her club, hugging the
unresisting Luciarchen, and sobbing into
her chest. After several minutes she
said, "You are not going to ruin your
life."

"No, she won't, but she might
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ruin yours," a voice replied,
accompanying a hard hand on her
shoulder. "Now don't move."

"I never like it when people say
that." Ty jerked upwards and kicked
behind her, spinning around. Three boys
and one girl had snuck up on her, and
the girl was the one from the burning
library. They were in red-and-yellow
uniforms that sported the YAP torch
insignia. One was currently folded up
from her kick. After taking the scene in,
Ty tried to run away, but another of the
boys punched her in the stomach, and
she herself crumpled to the ground. Two
boys jumped on top of her, one on her
legs and one on her torso, keeping her
pressed down.

As she writhed futilely,
screaming her lungs out but knowing the
city was full of too many screams for
this to be noticed, she saw the third boy
hand Luciarchen a clear plastic bucket
full of green powder. "Here you go.
Thanks for doing business with us."”

Luciarchen giggled.
"Ty...looks...funny..."

Ty shook her head in disbelief.
"You sold me! You sold me for drugs!
You turned me over to these bastards.
Luce, what happened to you?"

The boy kneeling on her chest
rolled his eyes. "Get with the program
and quit whining, you little twerp: it's
freakin' life."

The other one asked the girl,
"Can we knock her out now?"

She popped the bubblegum she
was chewing. "Be my guest. Oh, and
you can do anything you want while
she's out."

They all snickered at that. Ty
would have felt apprehension and fear
clench her throat, but right now her
heart was being ripped in two with
Luciarchen's betrayal. She was almost
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glad to feel the blow to her head and the
sudden stop — anything to end that grief.

When she woke up, she was
lying on the floor in a gray prison cell. It
was complete with steel bars and an
equally cold steel toilet. They must have
commandeered the city jail, she thought,
distantly, the musings floating up by
themselves as she shied away from
considering her position. Body check
first. Her head ached horribly, and she
reached up to touch the bruise. Arms
and legs — those were stiff and sore, as
was her back. What did they do to her?
More importantly, what were they going
to do to her?

What with various insecurities, it
took her a moment to realize that there
was someone else in the room. A guard
stood quivering in the corner, two
handguns pointed at her. "I'm not going
to let you do anything to me, you hear?"

Ty sat up, painfully. "Ow. Now,
to start with, what could I, unarmed,
bruised, and captive, do to you, and to
finish with, am | allowed to ask where |
am and what people plan to do with
me?"

He lowered the pistols. "This
better not be a trick. I'm not saying
anything."

"Suit yourself." She scanned his
features, pretending for a moment that
police still existed and police lineups
were something that might require her to
recognize him. The boy was about a
year or so older than her, with
noticeably light pinkish skin and still
lighter brown hair and eyes. He
resembled a Leparthian more than a
Canyonarrian, and she wondered if he
was an immigrant. His nose was fairly
flat, as well, though attractive in a way
that Ty would have admired if he hadn't
been part of the glorified gang that had
kidnapped her. What stuck out most,
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though, was that he looked like he had
been actually eating actual food, rather
than licking crumbs like everyone else.
Hot jealousy rose in Ty's chest.

He seemed to be even more
discomfited by her gaze, and perhaps it
was for revenge that he said, "Your
clothes are on inside out.”

Ty looked down, and as the
implications of this sunk in, she calmly
stood up, turned around, and banged her
head against the wall.
"No...no...no...no...no...no...NO!"

The guard cleared his throat.
"Um..."

"No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no!"
For every "no" she hit her head, wishing
she could knock herself unconscious.

"Girl? Hello? I'm not supposed
to let you injure yourself."

Ty tried to wither him with a
look, but her lips were quivering and she
was afraid that she was going to cry. "So
how are you going to stop me? Threaten
to hurt me? I think I'm going to get hurt
anyway, and unless your bosses are
startlingly incompetent, it'll be more
than | can stand. My current mindset is
about as awful as it can possibly get,
except that | know that in an hour or so
it will be even worse. What degradation
were you planning on? Do you want to
rape me when I'm awake, for a change,
or is that too scary?"

He shook his head violently. "I
didn't do it. See, if you keep hitting your
head, I'm going to have to tie you up."”

"What with?"

"Um...this is why they said not
to talk! They said you would play mind
games and try to draw us in. I'm not
being taken in!"

"That will be enough, 567," a
female voice said dryly. "There will be
enough pain to come." Ty saw that two
burly, eighteen year old boys dressed in
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surplus yellow-green army fatigues
accompanied her. They unlocked the
door to the cell and gripped her firmly
by the upper arms, down the long, long
walk to the interrogation room.

She didn't count the sessions and
how many times this repeated. The
lighting was always the same: blinding.
The questions were always the same,
and numbered four only: Where are
your friends? Where are those books?
What are you planning on doing with
them? Will you join our wondrous
cause?

No. Punch. No. Slap. No. Kick.
No. Twist. No. Bite. No. Punch. No no
no no.

When she had reached a certain
level of bruises, black eyes, and bloody
noses, they went for a sharper approach.
Both boys and girls did the honors,
some as young as twelve. She at first
cried to see people she had known from
school among her interrogators, then she
cried about Luciarchen, and then she
cried because they were making bruises
on top of bruises. They didn't let her
sleep, waking her up every two hours.
They didn't give her food or water. She
resorted to licking up her own blood just
to have something to wet her throat. Her
clothes were ripped and stained, and her
wrists and ankles developed chafes from
the ropes that tied her down.

They had an endless supply of
small pocketknives. It required no skill.
They asked one of the questions, then,
when the answer was no, which was the
only word that managed to make it out
of her dried, cracked lips, they drew the
blade in a long, thin slash on her bare
skin. When they ran out of skin on her
face, arms, and legs, they stripped her
and cut there.

"No." Cut. "No." Cut. "No."

Slash, slash, slap. "No." Cut. "No." Cut.
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On and on the monotony
continued. Ty was struck by how boring
constant pain, with no variation, really
was. Then she regretted thinking that,
for they tried torture of a different kind,
the sort that involved more of a:

"No! Please no! Get your hands
off me! I'm not that kind of girl!"

"Well, you are now..."

"Do you have any sisters? Did
you have a mother? You had to have
had a mother. What would she think of
you doing something like this?"

"My mother died from the
decadence of people like you! Now keep
still"

As blood loss made her faint
several times and weakened her overall,
tying her down was no longer necessary.
Ty lost track of time, forgot what
sunlight looked like, for they kept her in
darkened rooms, and lost all orientation
and drive except for the single word: no.

The guard began to carry her to
these sessions, threatening horrible
things if she told anyone that he had
helped her. She nodded mutely.

Most of the questioning was
done with just a few people, but twice it
was in some sort of auditorium, with
hundreds of people watching her
scream, and listening to a calm young
woman holding a knife explain why it
was important to become desensitized to
violence. It was the sheer callousness of
it all that horrified her. Why had death
and chaos formed so many monsters
when she and her friends had clung to
morals? Or were they just morals of a
different kind?

She lied about the whereabouts
of Joy's house twice, and both times
they crushed one of her fingers with a
brick.

She couldn't see properly
anymore, for her eyes were crusted with
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blood that had run down from her
forehead, and she was too weak to
scratch it off. Her hands were slippery
anyway. They would take her away in
an hour or two, she knew with blank
despair, and she knew she would lie
again, which would give her some
respite, but they would crush her entire
hand this time. If she could have killed
herself in that moment, she would have.

Ty? Ty? Do you hear me?

Ty curled up in a ball and
sobbedWhere have you been?

| am so sorry, Ty. We freaked out
so much that we couldn't think clearly
enough to send thoughts for a while, and
then there was so much interference that
we couldn't get through.

Which one are you?

This is Joy. Art is sleeping. She's
been coming up with a strategy to save
you, and has been practicing her
fighting, and she's all worn out.

She's all worn out? What about
me? I'll send you a picture of what |
look like...

AHH! Ty, we've got to get you
out of there! Do you know where you
are?

The prison, the city prison. See
my mental map?

| see it. We're coming, okay?
Hang on.

Easy for you to say. Joy, I'm
scared that I'm going to tell them. | can't
stand it.

You just have to wait a little
while longer. Be patient. We're coming.
| know you'll help, it's just

waiting until you can come...

Ty's voice was coarse from thirst
and long weeping. She lay in a fetal
position on the floor, doing her best to
think of nothing as the harsh fluorescent
lights beat into her skin. "How long do |
have?"
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The guard, who was reading a
magazine, stared at her. "For what? |
mean...be quiet. Right."

"Enough with the empty threats,
please. I'm beyond everything you could
do. How long is it?" she got on her
hands and knees and coughed hard,
spitting out some blood as she did,
"How long until they take me away
again?"

"To question you? | have no
idea." He turned the magazine sideways
and unfolded the photograph, the subject
matter of which Ty was pretty sure she
knew. It was the sort of magazine that
teenage boys stole from their fathers'
hidden stash in the coat closet.

Despite the pain, despite the
hunger and exhaustion, despite not
knowing what she was doing, Ty slowly
crept towards the boy. He backed away
from her as if she carried the Fever.
"Look at me," she whispered.

"Huh?"

"If you're going to throw your lot
in with a gang — that’s what you are, you
know, no party, just a glorified gang —
and kidnap and murder and rape, have
the guts to look at what you've done!
Have the courage to look in the face of
an innocent girl with scars and broken
bones, dying the death of a million cuts
over days and days — "

He slapped her. "Stop it!"

She didn't bother putting her
hand to her cheek. What was one more
bruise? "Coward."

A mixed group of boys and girls
came laughing to the cell. They were all
dressed in their fiery uniforms, though
the girls had altered the shirts to make
them into halter tops and the boys had
rigged their pants low enough to show
boxers of varying designs, and several
of them had what looked like liquor
bottles. "Hey, Riquaniuvant, having fun
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with your little doll there?" a boy asked.
Rig bowed his head in
embarrassment. "Please, guys, leave me
alone."
"000000...500 scary," a girl
taunted him, and they all tittered.
Another girl, who seemed
attached at the hip to a boyfriend, added,
"When some sniveling prisoner calls
you a coward, that has to be a low.
Especially if it's Tylianvornika. Hey,
Tylianvornika, can you talk? Or did they
knock all your teeth out?"

Of all the horrors Ty had come
across since her capture, this was the
worst. The girl was lItalirens, who had
used to blackmail Ty into doing her
homework back when school still
existed. She had always possessed a
special artistry in knowing Ty's weak
points. And to see her now, when she
was in such a state...Ty turned around,
crawled back to the far side of the cell,
and faced the wall.

"l guess that answers it,"
Italirens said. "You should know that
Riquaniuvant is perfect for you. He's
from Leparth, you know. He was on
vacation when the Fever hit. You're
equally loser-like, which is just the
cutest things | ever saw, and | think the
‘groveling wounded' look is what those
palies go for. Toodles."

Riqg grabbed the arm of the
nearest person through the bars. "Wait!
You can't leave me here with her! I've
been watching her since she came, and
it's someone else's turn! Please!"

The other boy cocked his head.
"I thought that you wanted to serve the
Party."

"Look, just because my skin is
white doesn't mean I'm not worth
anything! I'm sick of just standing here,
and she really creeps me out."
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"What's there to scare you? Just
a girl. A very pathetic girl, | might add.
Now, we have important things to do,
like get high." They left, the girls
mockingly blowing kisses at him.

"l hate them!" Rig banged his
fist against the bars. "You could never
comprehend how much | hate them."

Ty was sufficiently incensed by
that accusation that she couldn't do
anything but make a weak gurgling
noise. She hadn't heard anything from
her friends since her last interrogation,
though they had been there throughout,
comforting her in her ordeal. It was the
only thing that had kept her from
revealing their location. Her fear now
was that something had happened, and
they weren't coming after all. She was
already teetering on the brink of despair
about this, and now she had to listen to
the whining of a pale, self-absorbed,
walking testosterone factory.

"Just because I'm Leparthian!
Just because I'm a junior member! Just
because they gave me the job of
babysitting YOU." Riq sighed and knelt
down beside Ty, looking her over. "I
suppose you were right about one thing
though. | guess | am a coward, to listen
to what they say."

"Your graciousness is the
amazement of our nation,” Ty
murmured.

"What?"

"l was saying something that
would have made you slap me."

To Ty's surprise, Rig chuckled at
this. "I'm actually a little sorry about
that. Which doesn't make sense, because
you deserve to be hurt for contesting the
might of the YAP. But you shouldn't
have been punished for contesting my
might. Can | make it up to you? Short of
disobeying orders?"

Another argument for Ty's
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theory that boys were weirder than any
magic phonomena, Ty thought.
"Water..."

"If you promise not to tell
anyone. If you do I'll do twice what |
said I'd do to you for telling that | was
carrying you."

That sentence made very little
sense to Ty, especially in her current
state, but she nodded to keep him happy.
She watched Riq look around,
cautiously unlock the door, step out, and
quickly lock it again behind him. She
wished that she could sleep...

Ty?

Art? Joy? Who is this?

This is Joy. Art is going in.
Expect her to come.

Oh, thank the mountains. Make
sure she does it right, okay?

| can't talk long, Ty, and | can't
promise you anything. We're going to do
our best.

Then the thoughts of hope, as
welcoming as the glimpse of a blue sky,
vanished from Ty's mind. Riq shortly
appeared with a full thermos. He placed
it on the floor next to Ty. "Here you go.
From here on | owe you nothing, okay?"

Ty tried to lift it, and tears stung
her eyes when she realized that she
couldn't. "Too heavy..."

"Sheesh. If you're faking, I'm
gonna cream you. Here." Rig held the
thermos to her mouth and tipped it
slightly, so she could drink the precious
liquid.

With a throat now lubricated and
smooth, Ty said, "Thank you...sir."

"Sir, huh? Trying to grease me?
It's been a long time since I've heard
someone call me that —*

Suddenly a radio crackled and
shouted, "Sir! Sir! She's taken down our
outer forces! We can't shoot her down!
ALL UNITS MOBILIZE, AND, LIKE,
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GET READY! INTRUDER ALERT!
TEENAGE, KINDA HOT, AND
TOTALLY DANGEROUS. OH,
YEAH, IT'S A GIRL."

Another voice came on. "That
was the least professional alert | have
ever heard."

"WELL, YOU SUPPOSE YOU
COULD DO BETTER, HUH? Wait, is
this thing on? SHE'S HERE! AHHH!"

Ty smiled for the first time in
what felt like years. It was just like Art
to do a heroic dash — as long as she
didn't get herself killed, that is.
Somehow she didn't feel that she would.
The Author was protecting her. Wait,
who was the Author? That thought had
come in unknowingly. Maybe it meant
the author of that book that gave them
the mystical powers. Since then
thoughts like that had popped up in her
head without her consent.

It was not time for idle thinking.
Rig panicked, grabbed Ty, and sat on
the floor with an arm around her waist
and a gun pointed at her head. "If that's a
friend of yours, she's not going to want
me to hurt you."

Ty swallowed. "You have it
planned out well."

Ty! Ty! This is great! The bullets
aren't hitting me at all. Where are you?

Art?

Yeah!
I'mgettingsuchanadrenalinehighthisisgr
eat!

You said that. I'm being held
hostage. How do you plan to deal with
that?

"Like this!" a defiant voice
glowing with cheer shouted out. Riq
drew his breath in sharply and pressed
the barrel of the pistol into Ty's skull.
"lllegitimus non carbonundrum!
ILLEGITEMI, HERE | AM!"

Art zoomed into Ty's view fast
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enough to create a breeze. She was
followed by at least a dozen amateur
YAP soldiers, all of whom were
frantically firing at her to no effect. The
bullets flew until they struck a golden
haze that emanated from Art's body,
then fell to the floor. Her only weapon
was her long, unicorn-design sword, and
she wasn't even using it for lethal
purposes. She flicked Rig's hands with it
and made him drop his gun, then
slammed him on the head.

"Ty, be a sweetie and get his
keys so | can get you out. What did they
do to you? You look horrible." One boy
tried charging at Art, but the force field
made him look like he was punching a
stone wall. Art didn't even seem to
notice.

"I'm so glad you're here." Ty
scrabbled around for the keys with
shaking fingers and handed them to Art,
using up the last dribbles of her strength.

Art opened up the cell. Someone
rushed at Ty, to try to take her hostage
again, but Art knocked him out, too.
"C'mon. Do you want me to kill the
guard? Did he hurt you at all? If he had
anything to do with those scars, | will
kill him."

Two phrases wrestled one
another in Ty's throat, both trying to be
the one she spoke first. Should it be,
"Yes, he's of no use or benefit to
anyone, and he hurt me," or, "A drink of
water"? A drink of water, a touch of

human decency, a chance at redemption.

What should it be?

Yet, to Ty's astonishment, she
found herself uttering a third phrase:
"We take him with us."

"What?" Art asked.

"What?" Ty asked whoever was
putting these things in her brain.

"That's what | asked you."

"She just won't die!" someone
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shouted.

Art rolled her eyes. "l wasn't
talking to you. Is this like a prophecy or
something?"

Ty tried to stand up, but couldn't.
"I don't think | can walk, Art. | don't
know where these things are coming
from. Someone's using my brain as an
answering machine, and | don't like it.
But | think we have to take him with
us."

"Well, you were right the last
two times," Art said.

A hot light filled Ty's eyes, and
she could no longer see or think. She
heard her own voice speak both deep
and high, feminine and masculine, and
knew that she was going to faint again.
"Allies come in many forms, at many
times."

As she lost consciousness, Ty
thought, "Finally, something to enjoy."

Ty knew that being rescued was
too good to be true. She wasn't
conscious enough to open her eyes yet,
but she could feel terrible stings burning
her in every inch of skin, worse than the
pain in her broken fingers. It was as if
someone had covered her in honey and
placed her on a hill of volcano ants. This
was by far the worst pain that she had
experienced after the endless days of
guestioning.

"For the love of the Canyons,"
she shrieked, "I'll tell you where they
are! I'll tell you everything!"

Someone pressed her down, and
a girl's voice said, "My goodness, Ty, if
you're this easy to push over, they must
be really bad at hurting people. It doesn't
look like it, though. You look awful.
Now hold still, please."

"What?"

"I'm wounded, Ty. You don't
recognize your favorite Joyanna? |
didn't recognize you, but that's not the
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point."

Another needle of fire stabbed
Taylor in the leg. "Can you let go of my
arms so | can wipe the blood off? | can't
see."

The firm pressure went away.
"Ew, your eyes are all crusty? Poor Ty.
You look...I don't want to freak you out,
but you look...scary. I'm scared now.
Are you okay? Of course you're not
okay. My life, my life, my life. Is your
brain working fine?"

When Ty managed to open her
eyelids, the first thing she saw was Joy
with a bottle of antiseptic. The sight of
safety was almost too much for her.
"Oh, Joy..." Ty whispered, sinking back
into the russet cushions. Was everything
going to be all right again? She looked
down and saw that Joy hadn't done
anything about her wretched clothes.
They had once been covered in black
and green swirls, but now looked like it
had been dragged across all three
continents, including all the
slaughterhouses. Her fingers were in
splints, though, and Joy had done a
professional job.

Joy saw Ty looking at that, and
resumed dabbing at her legs. "It was
weird, like a voice in my head was
telling me how to fix your fingers. I'll do
a little healing ritual on you later. I'm
sorry if the disinfecting hurts, but we
don't want you getting gangrene. You
might already have it. Ahh!"

"Calm down, and thank you.
What do | look like? Wait, don't answer
that. The cuts go past what you can see,
though,” Ty said.

"How far?"

"Everywhere."

"You mean..."

"Yes, | mean everywhere."

Joy cursed loudly. "l am so
going to seriously hurt that guy we
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captured. Are you sure that you're okay?
Art's taping him up right now."

Ty remembered Rig with a
shock. She also remembered her own
passing out, and wondered how they got
away. There would be time to ask that,
though. First she wanted to feast her
eyes on familiarity. The living room
looked as though nothing had changed.
Branches she had stacked up weeks ago
to feed the fireplace were still in tidy
piles. Art's sword with the unicorn
carving and Joy's magnum were lying
on the mantelpiece, ready in case some
starving teens tried to steal their food
again. The wall was covered with
photographs of the three girls, with
blank spaces here and there where the
portraits of Joy's parents had hung
before the Fever. The reminder had been
too painful for her.

"Ow!" yelled Riq, bringing Ty
back to the issues at hand.

Swiveling her head around and
ignoring Joy's commands to keep still,
Ty saw that Art had merely taken the
duct tape off his mouth as he sat, tied to
a chair. "You're such a crybaby," Art
scolded him. "You and your friends cut
Ty up for reasons that we still don't
know, and you scream at a little tug? We
won't have to spend too much time
torturing you if you have that much fear
of pain. Now, Joy, should we put bleach
in his eyes?"

Rig squeaked, and Joy scratched
her head. "I don't think so," Joy said.
"Pistol-whipping, | think, would be
more effective. Or flogging. | have a
whip, you know. It's prettiful. My
boyfriend used to snap it really well. |
miss him." Her boyfriend had been the
son of a Leparthian diplomat, and was
pulled out of the country at the
beginning of the epidemic.

"Some twisted girl you are,
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keeping a whip," Art replied over her
shoulder, then sticking her face an inch
from RiqQ's. "Boy, you are going to tell
us everything you know about what the
YAP is doing, and why you hurt Ty.
And you will feel very sorry that you

did it long before the end."

"l am sorry," he whispered. His
face was turning gray.

"Ahem," Ty said, trying to get
attention.

"We could shove pins up your
fingernails," Art continued, her face
hard and cold. "We could also pull all
your hair out, or we could cut your
fingers off, or we could..."

"Art!" Ty exclaimed. "We're not
going to torture him."

Art dropped her bad-cop
invective, running over to squeeze Ty in
bear hug. "Ty, you're conscious. Yay!
I'm so happy! I'm sorry you missed the
chase, though. We spent the last day
practicing driving, and Joy turned out to
be the better driver, so she did that. It
was really hard dragging two people, but
| got this surge of adrenaline and
somehow | did it. You and the guard
were slung over each shoulder."

"That's great, but..."

"My barrier started to flicker
before we were out, and | nearly got hit
a couple times, but we made it to the
car. They had cars too, but none of them
could drive any better than we could!
They were crashing into each other all
the time, almost into us too, but Joy said
something and she started to glow,
literally glow, all gold and white. A
huge black dust storm came up behind
us, and none of the other cars followed
us after that. | think they really did all
crash.”

"Art..."

"The boy there, do you know his
name? | don't get why you told me to
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take him, but he could be useful, so |
suppose that could be the reason.”

"Um, you're touching bruises,"
Ty said.

Art sprang away and bowed
several times. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I'm
just enthusiastic.”

"l can tell. How long was |
captured?" Ty asked.

Joy and Art both looked
uncomfortable. "We're really sorry it
took so long," Joy said. "It was a day
before we got a signal from you, and
another day before you gave us a mental
map of the prison, because you didn't
have enough time alone to concentrate
until then. Then we had to practice
driving, like Art said, plus fighting and
other skills, whatever mine are called,
and we had to come up with the plan. So
it was four days total."

Ty felt a conflict of love for her
friend's efforts and anger at their
prolonging her suffering. She tried not
to show this, but some of her inner
monologue must be making it into Joy's
mind, for Joy's face was deeply
apologetic. Art had started drawing
skulls and crossbows on Rig's hands in
black marker, despite his repetition of,
"Hey, stop that."

"It's kind of fun having someone
tied up,” Art said. "I don't mind not
hurting him if you're against it, Ty, but
I'd like to know why. Fall in love with
him while you were there?"

"Hardly,"” Ty snorted. "It's
nothing personal at all. First, nobody
deserves to go through what I've been
through — ow, Joy, can't you put on
something to take away the sting?
Second, he gave me a drink of water
when | asked for one, and I'm not going
to let anyone maim someone with a
spark of decency. Finally, the same part
of my brain that's getting prophecies and
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instructions is saying that we shouldn't
harm him. His name's Riquaniuvant, by
the way. From Leparth, right?"

Joy clapped her hands. "Like my
boyfriend! Did you ever meet
lIfasteron? 1I? Tall, pale skin, brown
hair and eyes, likes whips?"

Rig shook his head. "No. What
are you three planning to do to me?"

"That's the problem," Ty said.
"We don't know. We would like you to
tell us things about the YAP, though,
and | have no problem with not feeding
you until you do."

"They'll come," he said, lips
quivering. "They'll come, and if | say
anything, they'll do worse to me than
what they did to you. Are you the
leader? Are there more of you?"

Art and Joy started laughing. Joy
actually doubled up and lay on the floor,
giggling helplessly for two minutes.

"Um, girls?" Ty asked.

"Yay. Sorry. We wouldn't expect
you to be all humor-y after serious
trauma. It's just that we thought the
same thing at the same time. He thinks
we're a gang, too. Joy got this mental
picture of us in trench coats and
sunglasses, riding motorcycles, and she
sent it to me." Art bobbed up and down
on the balls of her feet. "Basically any
excuse for mirth is good.”

Riqg looked from person to
person, his mouth wide open. "Are you
saying that you do...magic?"

"No questions till you give some
answers, pal," Art said.

Joy giggled again. "Good tough
voice. I'm sure he'll be wetting himself
in no time."

"Joy, don't be crude," Ty said. "I
suppose we'll have to go to a different
room to sterilize the rest of my cuts?"

"No. We'll just blindfold him. |
don't want to move you any more than
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we have to. When we're getting to lack-
of-underwear, we can leave, and you
can do it yourself. You've been
humiliated enough." Joy patted Ty's
non-injured hand. "We love you, Ty. It's
going to be okay."

"You're always the one who says
that,” Ty said, smiling as much as she
could with her damaged mouth.

"It's what I'm good at."

The day passed fairly quietly,
even with Riq whining about how bored
he was and all the girls telling him to
shut up, or they would do something
that would occupy him. After Ty was
cleaned up, Joy started trying to bend
spoons with her mind and do out-of-
body travel, using a book on ancient
magic from the library. Ty watched her,
feeling warm and safe and trying not to
think about anything, especially not
what they were going to do with their
captive. Art read about ancient warfare
and sharpened her sword.

When Ty first looked at herself
in the mirror — she couldn't stand up by
herself, but her friends supported her —
she cried. She looked like something
that had crawled out of the underworld.
Ugly purple and black bruises seemed to
be eating up her skin, and the long
slashes crisscrossing her face and limbs
looked like cracks in a desolate, dry,
baked land, empty of life and hope.
They were black and crumbly as the
remains of cremated corpses. Both her
eyes were swollen and had blue rings
around them, and much of her hair was
gone. So were several of her teeth.
There were brown streaks of dried blood
in petrified streams down her cheeks.
When she parted her bangs she saw that
a name had been sliced into her
forehead, the obscene letters clear.

"I'm a monster,"” she gasped out
between her sobs. Her two friends
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sandwiched her in a hug, and they stood
silent as her tears fell.

Art and Joy had advised Ty to
eat as much as she wanted for once,
after four days of hunger. She felt
nauseous, though, and had to force it
down. Joy told Ty about her thought of
starting a garden, with maybe some sort
of spell to keep people from stealing
their produce, one of the ones that she
was trying out. It would be nice to have
some fresh food. They had vitamin
tablets to prevent scurvy, but nothing in
the girls' stores could be remotely
described as juicy.

After they ate, Art brought a
glass fish tank over to the couch. It was
upside down and held two rats and
several pink babies. "l read how to tell
their sex," she explained, "and | thought
that instead of catching them all of the
time we could get one male and one
female. Then we could raise lots of rats.
It saves a lot of running around and
general sweatiness and humiliation.
They eat bark, I've found."

"You're eating rats?" Riq asked;
sounding disgusted. He'd stopped
annoying them for a while after Ty had
seen her reflection. He may have felt a
little guilt. Ty certainly hoped so.

Art took her sword off the
mantelpiece and held it so the edge
delicately touched his throat. "Are you
saying that we're savages?"

"You're not going to do anything
to me,"” Riq said.

"No, we're just not going to
torture you. That doesn't mean we won't
do anything to you," Art said.

"At the YAP we get three meals
a day," he bragged. "That's all."

When Riq had to go to the
bathroom, Art untied him and led him
over to the toilet pit at swordpoint. He
had to keep his hands up. "I'm going to
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follow you in there, too," she said.

"Gee, don't you people have
some decency?" Riq protested.

Ty raised her hand as if she were
in school again. "Excuse me, what did
you say?"

"Never mind."

That night Ty couldn't sleep,
afraid that if she shut her eyes someone
would come and hurt her. The shadows
all seemed to be wielding knives. She
listened to her friends breathe
peacefully, and it was as if Luciarchen
were in the room. "Why did you sell
me?" she asked the air. "I don't want to
live in a world where people like you do
things like that." Luciarchen never
answered. Ty imagined her starving
happily, staring into the empty air and
breathing in color until she died. Then
Ty slid out of the couch and crawled
over to Rig, who was gagged for the
night. He was awake.

Ty prodded him a bit. "Hey!

Rig!"

He opened his eyes. "Mmm?"

"I don't want to wake Joy or Art.
That's their names, you know. You
might as well learn them. | really need
to talk to someone."”

"Mmmm!"

"Yeah, | know that you can't
answer back. We don't want you
bothering us, and I'd like to be the one to
talk, this time. Something besides 'no'. |
don't expect you to understand, or even
pity me a shred, because you obviously
think of me as something pathetic and
inhuman, or else you would have never
watched others to this to me." Ty sidled
up to his legs, for she was cold in more
ways than one.

"I feel...dirty. Broken," she
continued. "Like I'm a glass prism that's
been splintered into a thousand pieces,
and picked up some dust on the way. Art
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and Joy are gluing me back together, but
there are cracks, and there always will
be. I'm not clear anymore, and there are
no colors. It's all dull and broken.

Broken broken broken. You people
broke me. Do you hear me? Not beyond
repair. | think I'll function. But you took

a normal girl, and ripped my name
away, and gave me what's written on my
forehead. That's who | am now, because
that is how you have treated me."

Rig shook his head, but Ty
reached up and held it still. "Don't deny
it. Take away my dignity, but don't deny
that you did it. Boys! The YAP is little
boys and girls, scared and hurt and
lashing out at the innocent. That's really
why | won't let them do to you what you
did to me. | need to be able to prove that
I'm better. | need to show you that I'm
still a crystal, not dirt, even if I'm
cracked. And I'm hoping that, if we treat
you well, you might someday appreciate
it."

Ty was silent for a moment, then
pulled Art's dagger out from her sleeve.
"Or we could just go for simple
vengeance."

Rig's eyes widened, and he
squirmed violently.

"l didn't let them hurt you
because | want to do it myself," she
whispered. "I hope the blood comes out
of the carpet.”

Yet as she drew the blade to his
skin, she began to feel dizzy. The room
vomited her out of equilibrium, and
screams filled her ears. Everything
flashed from red to black to blue.
Someone, someone male, but an adult,
not Rig's teenage voice, shouted,
"MERCY!" She did not see Rig there
anymore, but her own dead father bound
to the chair, as pale and weak as he had
been in his last days of illness.

Ty fainted, and her friends found
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her there in the morning.

"All right, all right, I'll tell you
one thing about the YAP, okay? One
thing, and can | please have something
to eat?" Riq pleaded.

"Fine," Art said. "One meal per
one bit of information. So, why did they
want to know where we and the books
were?"

"Can | have something that's not
arat?" he asked.

"Don't push it,” Joy said. "Even
though you seem to have some sort of
protection that makes us unable to hurt
you, that doesn't mean you can put on
airs."

Art grinned. "One rat coming
up." She went over to the class case and
there were several loud squeaks. "Ow! It
bit me!"

While Art struggled with that,

Ty pushed herself out of the couch and
tried to stand. She toppled over and fell
to the ground. "I hope you're guilty,
Rig," she said, her voice muffled by the
carpet.

Riqg looked as if someone had
pinched him. "The goal of the YAP is to
build a new society and bring order out
of chaos. We must destroy all remnants
of the old society, so that the events that
led to this chaos may never happen
again.” It sounded like a rote
memorization.

"But that's crazy!" Joy said,
shaking him. "Say it isn't true, say it isn't
true!"

"W-w-what's wr-wr-wrong w-w-
ith th-th-that? C-c-can y-y-you st-st-stop
sh-sh-shaking me?"

Joy stopped. "Don't you see, silly
boy, that we need to know what the
mistakes of the past were before we can
avoid repeating them? Besides, you're
destroying things that you have no
comprehension of. Have you ever even
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read a book?"

"For school, yeah."

She rolled her eyes. "l mean a
real book. One you read because you
want to read it."

"Never. They're a waste of time."

"Eeek!"

Everyone turned to look at Art,
who had blood on her hands. "Sorry. It
was the Squeak of Doom."

Skinning and cleaning the rat —
she killed the father, because the mother
needed to raise her offspring — was a
messy, smelly business, and probably
not very hygienic either. Art had to play
it strictly by ear. The skin ended up
being sliced into ribbons and the guts
squished all around the place in a way
that would have made Joy's mother faint
if she were still alive. To the starving
girls it smelled wonderful as it roasted
among the coals in the fireplace, though.
Art sprinkled it with edible dandelion
bits by way of seasoning.

Since Art had done the dirty
work and Ty was still intent on figuring
out how to walk when she had lost that
much blood, it was Joy's job to feed Riq.
He didn't complain about the thinness of
the rodent nor because was a rodent, so
they knew that he was almost as hungry
as they were. Afterwards Joy selected a
book from the basement and sat down in
front of their captive.

"I think it's time for some re-
education," she declared. "This is 'The
Cry of the Curelom’, one of the most
thrilling adventure stories known to
Canyonnarian literature. It's been out of
print for fifty years, and has been passed
down in my family as an heirloom.

Now, 'A thousand times as far as

Leparth and a thousand times longer ago
than the age of the dragons, a young boy
grew up in a simple country village..."

Now, Riq rolled his eyes at this
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and made a big show of yawning, but as
the pages went by, he began to lean
forward to catch the words. When the
hero fell into a nest of ferocious
Cureloms Riq gasped, and when the
hero's beloved died, Riq sniffed. When
Joy's voice grew hoarse Art took over,
and when Art was tired she handed the
book to Ty, who had a particular gift for
doing voices and whispering at just the
right moments.

At the end of the day Ty asked,
"So, what do you think?"

"Bo-ring," Riq said.

Joy sighed. "l guess some people
won't see magic when it's turning their
nose purple. Dead loss. Good night,
girls. I'm going to sleep."

"Wait," Riq said.

"What?" Joy asked.

"Can you please read me another
one tomorrow?"

The girls smiled at one another,
fellow conspirators in making someone
love books.

The next day, they read him a
hard-hitting detective story. He didn't
expect the ending, when it turned out to
be the detective who did it. The day
after that, it was a historical account of
the Herring Wars, fought over fishing
rights, of all things. Then poetry. Then
science fiction. Then realistic drama.
Then adventure again. Then philosophy.
Then a play. Caught up in the spirit of
the thing, the girls actually put on a
makeshift play. Ty was able to walk
again by then, though she only managed
it in short bursts. It was convenient in
that only two characters were onstage at
the time, so the third girl could hold the
script in her hands and telepathically
give the other two their lines.

"I'd clap but I don't have hands,"
Rig said.

The day after that, Joy decided
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that if they were ever going to have a
garden, they needed to start planting
now. She'd found the seeds in a chest in
the basement. They were mostly
flowers, but there were enough
vegetables to be worth the effort.

"Wait, aren't you going to read
me something today?" Riq asked.

"Sorry, we're going to be busy,"
Art said, pulling the shovel out of the
closet.

"You can't just leave me here!

I'll die of boredom."

"We'll remember you at your
funeral," Art said.

He squirmed in agony. "Please!
I'll tell you more about the YAP. The
leader's name is Vedstilfirem. He's
eighteen. | can draw you a picture of
him."

"Our lives do not revolve around
you," Ty said, putting on work gloves.

"Wait — if | help you, you'll
finish faster, right?" He smiled at his
bright idea.

At first they turned him down,
but then Joy remembered that they had a
pair of handcuffs, and Art was more
than a match for Riq if he made a break
for it. It was awkward for Art and Rig to
try to garden while handcuffed to each
other, but Ty thought to her friends that
if they made him feel like part of the
team, he actually might be interested in
becoming part of the team. That was
what the Author wanted, any way. She
could feel it.

They ended up being very dirty,
tired, and sweaty, but they had a sense
of accomplishment. After a conference
the girls decided that Rig's obvious
interest in their ideals and his
cooperation entitled him to be allowed
to sleep horizontally that night.
Accordingly, they handcuffed him to the
bar on the underside of the couch, with a
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pillow, blanket, and stern warning to not
try anything just because he was a boy
and they were girls.

That evening they had what
passed for a friendly conversation.

"So you three can do magic."

Rig said, lounging as best he could with
one hand handcuffed behind his back.
He was leaning his back to the sofa. Ty
realized that he looked kind of good
with the dirt on his face. It made him
appear rugged and mature.

Wait, this was a YAPer she was
thinking about. A cowardly,
complaining YAPer. She shook her head
to clear her mind before Art or Joy
could pick the thought up.

"We have some power," Joy
said. "We'd like to hear your story first,
though."

"I'm starting to believe that you
could protect me if the YAP found out
that | told," Rig explained. "I saw Art
practice fighting, and she's fast. Ty
seems to be having something outside of
what we can see guiding her. And you
healed Ty. It was amazing."

Joy blushed. "Not really. | just
made the bruises and the sting go away."

"I'm still going to be scarred for
life," Ty pointed out.

"Don't worry, Ty, you're still
gorgeous," Art comforted her, giving
her a pat on the back.

Ty chuckled grimly. "We can do
some things, but as you can see, we still
get hurt. I can understand if you're
reluctant to join us, especially if the
YAP really mattered to you."

Rig shook his head vehemently.
"They all look down on me there. You
heard them. I'm always the butt of every
joke, and I'm treated second-class
because of my nationality. | just joined
with them because they offered some
structure. Food and water and heat, too."
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"But nobody has electricity," Art
said. "Someone cut all the power and
stole all the solar panels.”

"Well, that was kind of us." He
looked embarrassed.

"What?" Art asked. "First you
burn books, then you cut power?"

"The leadership wanted the YAP
to be the only source of comfort, and so
we made sure that no one else could be
comfortable. There are big gardens
outside the YAP, and a deer herd too.
We all take turns feeding the animals
and weeding and harvesting the plants.
The food is sort of boring, but there's
enough to stop your stomach from
growling. | really thought that it was the
best way to go. They were rebuilding
civilization."

"Until you saw me," Ty said.

"At first you were an enemy,
someone who wanted chaos," Riq said.
"They told us all about the people who
wanted chaos, who wanted the sex and
drugs and looting, even though it was
killing you. | thought that was all you
were."

"Until you saw us," Ty said.

"Exactly. You have friends. You
three are tightly together, and all you
want to do is live and preserve
civilization. You were kind to me — after
the first day, anyway — and you showed
me that books and history are actually
kind of cool.” Rig scratched his head. "
still don't know you well enough to spill
all I know, because I'm scared you'll kill
me after I'm not useful anymore. Don't
say anything. | know what you're going
to say. It's nothing personal. I'd be like
that for anyone.”

"We understand,” Joy said.
"How about you decide in the
morning?"

Art warned, "If | feel anyone
touching me tonight, you're going to get
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it."

"l understand,” Rig said,
subdued.

That night Ty was able to fall
asleep quickly because of her tiredness,
but that didn't mean that she slept well.
There were still hundreds of knives all
around, and they were wielded not by
YAP members, but by Luciarchen, Art,
Joy, and Ty's parents. It didn't matter
how much she begged them to
remember and love her. All they did was
slash. She looked at herself in the mirror
and she had no face, only raw redness
with two staring eyeballs. She screamed
and cried but didn't wake up.

Someone was holding her gently,
rubbing her back and whispering in her
ear. "Tylianvornika, it's okay. Nobody's
going to hurt you again. You'll be all
right.”

"Daddy?" Ty was eight years
old, staring up at her father and waiting
for him to pick her up. Why wouldn't
he?

She was watching the garbage
truck drive away, with her father's
corpse in it. Her dead mother was at her
feet. She was alone, all alone, so alone...

But someone warm and strong
and male was holding her close. She
could hear his heart beat in unison with
her own. "That's right. Your daddy loves
you. I'm sorry for everything. I'm sorry |
let them hurt you. I'm sorry you had to
suffer and that | was so wrong. | don't
care what scars you have. You're so
beautiful."

Ty snuggled against the warm
chest. "Daddy."

“I love you, Ty. Whatever bad
stuff I did, and however you want to
hurt me, I love you. | love you." He
kissed her on the cheek.

She never told Art and Joy what
had happened that night, for she was
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afraid that it had been a fevered dream.
Even worse, it might really have been
her father, come back from the dead.
Even worse, it might have been
someone else.

Days passed. They all stopped
gardening after dark, in case someone
might attack them. To fill in the
evenings the girls would talk quietly or
play Board-for-Boredom, which was a
game that required you to either
embezzle or sleep your way up the
fictional corporate latter. It was a neat
microcosm of Canyonnarian morality.
Riqg, however, buried himself in stacks
of moldy, yellow books, making a little
fort high enough to rise above his head
when he was seated. He read by
candlelight. There he methodically read
the books in a downward spiral, starting
at noon and moving clockwise. If
someone moved one of the books out of
place he would wail and moan until they
put him back.

On that day, Riq came up the
stairs with a dazed expression. "Girls..."
You have a crush on hjrdioy

was thinking.

It's in your inner monologuArt
added.

Ty protestedNo, no. Okay, he's
cute, but I'm the tortured party here.

Very kinky...

Okay, who thought that?
Someone's bra string is going to be
snapped in the middle of the nigfily
realized they were being rude by leaving
Riqg out of the conversation. She asked
Rig in a friendly tone, "Have a good
read?"

"Are some of your books magic
books?"

Art stood up. "Of course not.
You're not going to get any more
answers from us until you spill
everything else you've got in your
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precious brain. And have you been
messing with Ty's mind? | saw you
looking at her." She grabbed him by the
shirt collar. "Have you been looking at
Ty?"

Yes, yes, | realize that you all are
a close-knit group of sister-power. I'm a
total idiot, but that doesn't mean that I'm
a total...never mind. Anyway, | think
there can't be any secrets between us
now.

Who's thinking that?

Who's thinking that?

| wasn't.

Rig?

You guessed it. | seem to be
stuck with you girls now.

But how?

A book read me, and | was found
fit...to do what I'm not sure...but, hey,
this is every boy's dream, right?
Reading girls' minds?

The baby rats had grown old
enough for the teens to eat except for
one male and female. Art flatly refused
to skin and clean five rats by herself, so
everyone prepared their own with one
left over for whoever finished quickest,
in an effort to make this a contest. Joy
turned green and had go to her room and
lie down, thereby being disqualified
from the game. The remaining three
worked on newspapers spread across the
living room floor.

Ty worked methodically, if
awkwardly. The gray skin was refusing
to tear off in one piece. She was glad
that they had to do this, though, because
the awkward silence after Rig's
revelation had been too much to bear.
They were letting him take his time and
explain everything at his own pace. "It's
ironic that we're spilling real guts just as
you're spilling metaphorical guts," she
said.

Rig's hands were covered in
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blood, and his rat was in about five
pieces, but his face was set with the
determination that only comes when a
person has eaten about two handfuls of
food a day for two weeks. "I'm still...I
don't know. It's a real, like, whoa, psych,
altogether world-upside-down and
sideways. You'd think that everything
would be so clear to me now, but I'm
just more confused, and now I'm guilty
too."

"Well, you kinda deserve it," Art
said. Her rat was still whole, and she
slid her knife up its belly in a graceful,
clean cut. She had scratched a mosquito
bite on her face and now there were red
stains on her right cheek. "However, you
get extra points now that the book
obviously thinks that you deserve to
work with us as well. Or whoever wrote
the book. Somebody likes you,
anyway."

The sun was drooping down in
exhaustion from a long day of gazing
upon death, which could wear out any
celestial body. They were lighting only
one candle a night, now, to save them
up, and the fire was the only source of
warmth. Darkness was as pressing a
deadline as their school assignments had
once been. "It's nice to think that there's
a higher power and purpose,” Riq said.
"My mom won a raffle, you see, and the
prize was round-trip tickets to
Canyonar. We hadn't traveled for years
because my father wasn't paying child
support and money was tight, so we
were really excited. Teachers in Leparth
really don't care if you skip for weeks at
atime."

"Our teachers never cared
either," Ty said. Nor had they cared that
time a boy had beaten her up and stolen
her model House of the Future for
Technology class. Nor had they cared
when Art twisted her ankle in Sport, nor
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when five students put their gum in
Joy's hair. She wished she could live in
a world free of apathy, but she'd settle
for one where she wouldn't be handling
rodent entrails.

Rig must have been reading her
mind, for he whispered, "I'm sorry."
Then he spoke louder, saying, "Anyway,
Mom was one of the first adults to come
down with the Fever, and the embassy
wouldn't send us home when the
airplane turned us down. They offered to
just take me home, but, well, how could
| leave Mom to die? | don't know much
about right and wrong, but I think that
definitely counts for something bad. By
the time they officially closed the
border, she was dead, and | was
marooned here with no one | knew."

"So you joined the YAP because
you didn't know what else to do?" Art
asked.

"Basically. | didn't have any
supplies or anything, and though I'm a
pretty decent hand-and-knife street
fighter, those hordes of maniacal teens
were way overload. | survived for five
days on my own, and then a gang had
me cornered in an alley over an apple.
Just an apple! They were going to kill
me for a piece of fruit!" In his intense
narrative he sliced his rat too quickly,
and the blood spurted onto Ty's shirt.

Ty looked down, saw it and
smelled it, and the room seemed to
sway. Voices filled her mindscar girl,
have you had enough? Let's make her
cry. What is that thing? That looks
horrible. Amazing how much blood in
one skinny little crybaby. Tell us! Tell
us! Scar girl, the scars are forever.
You'll never get away. Neveshe
dropped the rat and clutched her hands
to her ears and rocked back and forth.
"Never, never, never...oh, blood on my
shirt...Art, Joy, HELP!" Her voice

Page 46



turned into a shriek by the last word.

"Canyons, Ty, I'm sorry!" Riq
implored. "Please, don't be so scared.”
Forgetting the red on his own hands, he
tried to gently put her hands back by her
sides.

Ty screamed, an animal cry that
sounded like a rabbit in a trap, and ran
to the bathroom. Her body trembled as
she scrubbed her hands, then her shirt,
splashing water all over it. Eventually
she was overwhelmed and sank to the
floor and curled up in a fetal position,
shivering and sobbing.

Joy appeared at her side almost
instantaneously, stroking her hair. "Ty,
Ty, can you hear me? It's me, Joy. |
don't have blood on my hands."

"Blood..." Ty whimpered, tears
practically bursting from her face in
their desperation to relieve the pressure
inside her head.

"It's not your blood, Ty, honey.
Honey, look at me. C'mon, look at me."

Ty curled up tighter and shook
her head.

Joy covered Ty's head with her
hands. "Author of the book, whoever
you are, Ty needs help. We took her
away from the torture, but the torture is
still inside her. She never deserved this,
any more than any of us deserve all that
has happened. | know this healing is
never one hundred percent, but whatever
you can give me, give me. Please. Ty
needs help. She can't live life this
fragile. Make her strong. Such is our
need, and as such may it be done."

A warm glow spread from the
top of Ty's head to the rest of her body,
filling her aching chest. The world grew
solid and steady, and she could think.
She sat up and squeezed Joy in her arms
tight enough for them to feel each
other's ribs. Joy held her and they
rocked back and forth. "I'm so weak,"

Samsara 13 -- The Faith That Endureth

Ty whispered.

"No, you're not. You're the
strongest person | know," Joy said.

"You're the strongest person |
know," Ty replied.

"Really? Even more than Art?"

"You're strong in different ways.
Art defends me and you heal me."

"You guide us, Ty. You're the
leader here. You're the morality. We
can't have you breaking down."

"The mortality morality," Ty
said.

Joy giggled. "Nice play on words
there. Fatality causality.”

"Banality abnormality."”

"Speci-al-ity."

"That's a stretch.”

Art leaned against the
doorframe. "I slapped Riqg. Do you want
me to hurt him some more?"

Ty shook her head. "l wish you
hadn't. I'm a time bomb. He just
happened to be the one who flicked on
the lighter.”

Riqg called out, "Can — can — can
| see her?"

"I think you've done enough
damage for one night," Art yelled.

"Don't hit me again, please..."
Riq said.

"No one's hitting you," Ty said.
"It was an honest mistake. I'm the one
who's exploding. Let's just go into the
living room, start a fire, have dinner,
and Riq can tell us everything he knows
about the YAP."

"Are you sure that you'll be
okay?" Joy asked, feeling Ty's forehead.
"You're icy cold."

Ty took the hand off, squeezed
it, and looked into Joy's eyes. Their
minds met for one moment of calm and
peace, drawing inner strength from one
another. They knew that this was a
different world they lived in now — one
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where a girl had to recover fast.

Riq technically won the race of
rat skinning, even though his rat didn't
have any pieces left as large as his
thumb, but he gave the extra rat to Ty in
mute apology. He didn't dare talk to her
after that, and Ty wasn't sure what to
say, so he just addressed the company at
large.

There was plenty to tell. As the
fire crackled and the food, wrapped in
tinfoil, roasted in the flames, Riq related
his tale of shame. The YAP agenda was,
to put it briefly, complete obliteration of
all the past generations, finishing the
work that the plague had begun. The
theory was that the plague was a direct
effect of misguided incompetence of all
the adults, who should have come up
with a vaccine faster, should have
stopped the Fever from spreading,
should have had better medical care, etc.
Leparth and other nations had been
equally in the wrong for not providing
any aid or amnesty. The three girls
agreed that this was true, but they didn't
understand why this lead to wanting to
burn books and torture innocent teens.

Since the YAP placed the blame
for this holocaust on the adults, Riq
explained, they wanted to prevent any of
the knowledge of the past from being
remembered, to keep this from ever
happening again. This meant history and
literature had to perish for the good of
The People.

"The thing | notice about every
political party that's tried serving The
People,” Joy commented, "is that they
don't care about the lowercase person.
Somehow The People is considered
worth destroying hundreds or thousands
of real people, all for the sake of this
People that we don't even know exists.
Have you seen The People anywhere?"

"I've seen The Ape," Art replied.

Samsara 13 -- The Faith That Endureth

"Remember that bully in second year?"

Ty and Joy nodded, smiling
slightly.

In any case, Riqg continued, with
many "like"s and "so"s and "kinda"s
interspersed with his narrative, they
were going to great lengths to either Kill
or enlist at least every teen in the city,
preferably enlist. To make joining them
seem more welcome, they sabotaged
power, electricity, and solar panels so
that only the YAP would have access to
modern conveniences. There were two
main headquarters, one at the prison
where they had tortured Ty, and one at
the Cragfik University campus. Kids
lived there communally, taking turns
with different kinds of labor. Not only
did they grow, raise, harvest, slaughter,
and cook their own food, and not only
did they burn down buildings and gather
recruits, but they had classes in combat,
guestioning opposition, and basic
survival skills. With hundreds of teens
and their talents at the YAP's disposal,
the YAP was able to find at least five or
six members who could teach the skills
that they were looking for.

When it came to Ty's role in all
this, Riq grew very quiet and would not
look at her. She had not only been a
prisoner, but she had been an object
lesson in how much one should be
dedicated to the YAP. Also, the pent-up
rage and aggression among so many
feral adolescents needed an outlet, and
she had been the perfect one. She had
been lucky that many of the YAPers
knew her and her friends and knew their
talents and intelligence, which would
have made her a valuable agent if they
could persuade her to join. That was the
only reason why she had not been
injured to the point of being crippled.

"Thank the oceans for small
favors," Ty said in sarcasm, rubbing the
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scars on her forearm.

The YAP's major goal was
invading Leparth and spreading the
Fever to all the adults, then molding the
survivors into a new society, with
theoretical peace and love and fluffy
bunnies following afterward, with no
history or literature to take them back to
the past.

"They did not say fluffy
bunnies,” Riq said.

"l was creatively embellishing,"
Joy replied, meekly. She sat up. "Do we
know how they intend to invade
Leparth? Like, what direction?"

Riqg scratched his head. "If you
get me a map, | think | can show you.
I'm not good with Canyonnarian
geography.” It took about half an hour
of searching to find a national road map.
They unrolled it on the floor and Riq
drew a line with thick red marker to
show the YAP's route. "Up northwest, a
convoy of trucks, vans, any cars they
can borrow or steal will head towards
Wyld. When the roads end they will
march through Snow Cone Can-Forest,
through the wilderness until they reach
the Leparthian border. The border guard
is the least vigilant there, the leaders
say, because they don't think any of us
have the resources to make it through
the dangerous territory."

Art frowned. "Isn't that where
dragons have last been sighted?"

Ty nodded. "Cureloms, too. | bet
the YAP is hoping that they're extinct.
No one knows for sure."

"They are extinct," Joy said,
then, "...I think."

"So what do you girls plan to
do? | am at your service," Riq said.

"Ty?" Art asked.

"Ty?" Joy asked.

Ty felt herself blushing and she
turned away, holding her head in her
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arms. "l don't want to be the one to
make these decisions. I'm the crazy,
possessed one, remember?"

"We trust you," Joy said.

"Well, I don't trust me!”

"Then what does the Author
say?" Rig asked.

Ty's hands started to tremble,
and the shivers spread up her arms. Her
head bobbed and weaved like she had
ants in her hair. Her legs started flailing,
and she fell backwards, kicking and
quivering and crying softly.
"Light...candles...light...light...candles....

Joy held Ty in her arms. "It's
okay, Ty. Stop doing this. We don't need
to know now. Go easy on yourself...Art,
help me here! | can feel her vibrating!"

Art waved her hands around. "
don't know what to do. Is she scared,
cold, what?"

“Light the candles...oh please
Daddy please..." Ty mourned.

"Author, Higher Power,
Whatever You Are, help Ty!" Joy
squeezed Ty tightly. "Help her!"

"RIQ!" Ty shouted. "RIQ
LIGHT THE CANDLES! RIQ!"

Art glared at Rig. "What did you
do to her now?"

"What did | do to her now?" Riq
was equally mystified, but he ran
downstairs. "Where do we keep the
candles?"

"Candles, candles, candles," Ty
chanted, faster and faster.

"Found them!" Riq called out.

"She's having hysterics," Joy
said. "Lie down, Ty."

Ty wrestled herself free from her
friend, and then grabbed the red marker.
She drew a circle on the carpet around
herself, threw the marker away, and
hugged her knees to her chest.
"Candles..."
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Riqg hurried up to her and placed
ten candles around her on the circle.
"Calm down, Ty. This is scaring me."

"What do you think it's like for
me?" Ty asked frantically. "Light. Light.
Light the candles. I'm not saying this.
I'm not a puppet! I'm not a pen! I'm not
a prophet! Stop looking at me and light
the freakin' candles!"

Art backed away. "O-kay then.
This is weird."

Riq flicked a lighter and lit the
candles one by one. "Don't catch on
fire," he said.

As the circle of flame formed
around Ty, she stood up, still shaking.
"Adults! Adults gone, adults lost, and
adults dead! We need to be adults here.
We cannot remain children, but we are
children. Help us!" The fire grew until
there was a single flame that was
burning Ty, yet she felt no heat. It was
cold and brave, like the shock of
washing your face with ice water at the
beginning of a new day.

As the others watched, the
orange flame molded into a form of a
man superimposed on Ty's body. The
voice was quiet and hushed, but piercing
and layered atop Ty's own. The other
three moved to the edges of the room.

"I have come to you now as a
messenger," the voice said. "Do not be
afraid.”

"That's kind of hard," Art said.

"I am on your side. No, you are
on mine. A battle is coming. You shall
take whatever provisions you can and go
into the wilderness. You will find aid
there, and you will reach the border
before your enemies do. You must warn
Leparth of the coming invasion."

"How dare you treat Ty that
way?" Joy shouted. "She's not your
mannequin to be manipulated! Give us
our friend back!"
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"You are all young and
frightened, and | forgive you for your
ignorance.” The being was not angry or
sad. He — Ty supposed it would be a he
—didn't need such things. Not to say that
the words were without emotion. Is it
possible to be stern and gentle at the
same time? It must be. Her shivering
had stopped now. She tried to tell her
friends that she was all right, but her
mouth kept moving in different
directions.

"What's my place in all this?"
Riq asked.

"You are to repay your debt to
the prophet, my son. You will serve
these girls in their mission. Ty is
suffering greatly for my sake, but | will
keep her safe and reward her in the end.
All of you will be rewarded well. Do
you have further questions?"

Art swallowed. "Will we die?"

"All mortals die, my daughter.
Death is not something to fear. | am
with you." The flames began to die
down.

"Wait!" Joy said. "Who are you,
anyway? Why us? Why the plague?
Were you responsible for that? Are you
an all-powerful being? Are you God?"

The fiery figure turned into a
bonfire, which shrank into a campfire,
which settled back into the candles. As
if someone was blowing them out, the
candles extinguished one by one. Ty
was on her hands and knees, kneeling
like she was before a throne. She was
crying.

"Oh, Ty!" Joy rushed forward to
hug her, but Ty stood up and held up a
hand.

"I feel a little drained," she
murmured. "I'm going to go look at the
stars for a while. We shall pack
tomorrow and set off for Wyld."

"You can't go out alone and

Page 50



unarmed,” Art said. "Take my sword."

"Thank you," Ty said. Her scars
throbbed. Oddly enough, she felt more
at peace than she had for years. When
she crept into the living room that night
and slid into her sleeping bag, she found
jasmine on her piIIow.”’
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By Mark Jacob

“Shouldn’t you wake them up?”
Margot asks me.

“What's the point?” | ask back.
“They’d only be disappointed by how it
all turned out.”

“You should, I think,” she
persists.

We're sitting at our little table,
whispering to each other. No panic, just
resignation. Toast and resignation. The
rest of the world is running for the hills,
or hunkered down in basements full of
canned goods, or digging its fingernails
into the soft skin of its face and
screaming in anguish, but Margot and |
are waiting the end of the Earth in our
own way, in the breakfast nook at 8200
Lowell Street, enjoying apple butter on
toast, and coffee with chicory.

“You should wake them,” she
says. “They may not have much time,
but it's some. It's better than nothing.”

“If I go, that’s less time I'll have
with you.”

“No, I'll come too,” she says,
and a smile takes hold, “just to make
sure you don’t have sex with any of
them.”

“Them” are the sleepers, the
people who were frozen half a century
ago, cryonically preserved in silver
capsules at the place where | work, Ice
Industries. The company name is an
anachronism — the clients aren’t frozen
anymore. Long ago we figured out how
to thaw them and regrow their bodies,
and then how to keep them asleep and
virtually un-aging in a chemical vapor
bath until they were claimed by relatives
and friends.
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Only their heads were preserved,
with the assumption that the rest of their
bodies could be regrown, and indeed
that was a good guess from™Dentury
visionaries. That’s exactly what we do:
build brand new bodies off of their
heads. They look rather funny — the
elderly head atop an infant’s body — and
so we leave them asleep in the chem.
Bath until their bodies have gone
through puberty, and we do as much
work on the heads as we can, cleaning
up any traces of the diseases that killed
them and performing youth-mimicking
touch —ups on their faces. Still, there are
limits to science, and we can always tell
the “icees” from the normally aging
people.

Back when cryonic preservation
began, in the last century, the skeptics
said the whole idea was like trying to
turn hamburger back into a cow. But
the scientists somehow go that double
cheeseburger to moo. By the time |
joined Ice Industries, we were weaning
the patients off ice and ioto the chem.
Bath. We lost a few, the ones who'd
first been put in the deep chill, who
suffered from freezer burn. Bu the bulk
of them could be brought back to a
living sate, their bodies regrown, to
enjoy a decade or two of bonus life. But
only a decade or two, because an
inherent fatigue besets all humans. It's
something we haven't yet overcome.
Some of the greedier icees want a third
go-round when their bodies give out a
second time, but it doesn’t seem to
work. Every person, and every human
hope, wears out in time.
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Margot and | walk a half-mile to
Ice Industries. There are car wrecks and
trash all over the road. People litter
when they're desperate, apparently.

“How many people are still in
the chem. Baths, you think?” she asks.

“Twenty-six exactly,” | say.
“Twenty-six policy problems.”

That’s what my boss calls them
— policy problems. They're the
unclaimed icees, ripe and ready, looking
like athletic twenty-year-olds after a
good night’s sleep. But despite message
after message, no friend or relative has
come for them.

And so they wait, because we no
longer send them into the world on their
own. A few years ago, there was a pilot
program that went horribly wrong. We
handled them like they used to treat ex-
cons, giving them a couple hundred
bucks and a new suit and a train ticket to
the big city, and off they went. But one
unaccompanied ice was found dead in a
restaurant, chocked to death on a chili-
cheese burrito, his fifteenth in an hour,
according to the wait staff. Another
died of sex — OD’d in an uptown
whorehouse in a two-day, drug-inspired
orgy.

But now, when the end of the
world seems as close as sweat, as urgent
as a dream, we have no fear of burritos,
or of whorehouses. The world seems
certain to expire in the coming hours, so
why not wake them up, as Margot
suggests? Why not set them free?

Joey the watchman is at the
plant’s gate when we arrive. All the rest
of the staff has fled, but people like Joey
have a superior sense of duty, or no
family to die with He opens the gate,
give me the eye scan and lets Margot
sing in, then tips his cap to us and closes
the gate behind us.

We awaken only five of the icees
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at first. Any more, | tell Margot, and we
wouldn’t be able to handle them if they
panicked when we told them about the
imminent apocalypse.

To be fair, or lazy, we choose the
five closest to the transition room.
Margot ad | spray them off and carry
them into the room, one at a time, and
let them drink up the fresh normal air —
the aging air, as some of the scientists
call it. There are three women and tow
men. Their hair is gone, of course. We
lay them on couches and admire how
healthy they look. Our world has a cure
for everything except stupidity, which is
why the icees look so good, and why the
whole world is dying around them.

We don’t bother with clothes.

To make them comfortable, we shed our
own. Margot always wanted us to be
nudists, to declare “freedom from
textiles,” but it never seemed right until
now.

We lay them on the couches and
slowly help them wake up. We whisper
guestions to them. We read their names
off their IDs and see whether their eyes
perk up. The icees have funny
memories. They don’t remember
presidents or countries or math. But
they recall their parents and Christmas
morning and the birthdays of their
children.

Margot and | are going by
instinct here. Ice Industries has a person
assigned to ease the sleepers’ waking,
but that person has fled with the others.

We start making breakfast.
Despite the feeding tubes, the icees
always have a special kind of hunger
after half a century asleep. Margot finds
some bacon saved for these kinds of
transitions, and she fires it on the old-
fashioned stove, which has been kept for
the same purpose. She flips a switch
labeled “smells,” and other aromas from

Page 53



fifty years ago are emitted artificially —
roses, gasoline, sugary breakfast cereal,
coffee.

Margot keeps whispering “ouch”
when the bacon grease pops onto her
bare skin. She’s thin and gray-haired
and beautiful. She makes a good nudist.

The bacon’s aroma fully
awakens the icees, and they come to the
table for a meal that also includes
watermelon, toast and tomato juice.

“My name is Rich and my wife
here is Margot,” | tell them.

“You've been asleep for about
fifty years,” Margot says. “What's it
feel like?”

“Ticklish,” says the taller of the
two men.

“We want to explain to you,
right up front,” I tell them, “that the rest
of the cryonic experts have left, and
there’s no time to find your family and
friends because the world is about to
come to an end. A nuclear war is
expected to break out at any moment,
destroying all of the Earth.”

The icees keep eating, and the
tall man reaches for more watermelon.
I’'m not sure they understand what I'm
saying.

“The crisis between East and
West has come to a head,” | tell the,
“with warning from both sides that
they're starting their nuclear clocks, and
if their ultimatums aren’t met — and they
aren't — the explosions will start in days,
or hours. Then two days ago, the news
went off the air, and the police
disappeared, and the streets go all
crowded and then they suddenly weren’t
anymore, like everyone got where they
were going or just went back home to
hide.”

“And yesterday evening,”

Margot adds, “a bizarre purple filled the
sky to the far north, and everyone
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figured the war had begun and would
soon come this way. And so we’re just
waiting for it to happen.”

“Are we East or West?” one of
the women asks.

“We're West,” Margot says.

“Surely we can do something
about it,” the shorter man says,
expressing an attitude that’s as quaint as
freshly baked cornbread, as old
fashioned as typewriters and
newspapers.

“We're pretty darn sure the
world is about to end,” | tell him. “And
it could happen before I finish this
sentence.”

“We don’'t have much time,”
Margot says. “So what do you all want
to do?”

None of them have any ideas.
They eat more watermelon.

All five of them are from the
United States around the year 2000. So
after breakfast | show them an ancient
video of a television game show,
“Jeopardy!” and they smile fondly but
can’t answer any of the questions. Then
we get out a dusty board game called
Twister, in which people place their
hands and feet in color-coded places,
crouching and leaning into each other in
odd configurations. The men and
women start rubbing against each other,
their instincts taking over.

We go outside and lay down in
the lawn, which hasn’'t been watered for
days because the staff fled, and we bask
in the sun. Margot offers sunscreen to
the icees, but they don’t want it.

And then they began to have sex
on the lawn —in pairs at first, but then in
a general clump. Margot fetches Joey
the watchman, and he plunges into the
pile, as his reward for loyal service.

“Apparently everyone’s frozen
parts have thawed sufficiently,” Margot
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tells me.

The scene inspires Margot and
me to have sex with each other within
yards and sight of the others, but by
ourselves. And when everyone has had
enough, Margot grabs a garden hose and
sprays a fine clean rain on them. and we
all lie there, broiling in the stained
sunshine, its rays tinted purple from
yesterday’s nuclear fallout, which must
be headed this way, like a cop with a
warrant.

Joey the watchman lies next to
me. All the icees seem drugged with
sex, but Joey is alert and reflective. “I
was kind of surprised that you came
back,” he tells me.

“Why’s that?” | ask.

“Thought you'd have gone off
with the rest of them.”

“The science staff, you mean?”

“Yeah, them.”

“I don’t know where they went.”

“In giant capsules, is what |
heard. Buried under the earth
somewhere with their families. Chem-
bathed so they’ll sleep and won't age,
and they'll wake up in a few decades
when the radiation dies down.”

“No shit? | hadn’t heard that.”

“Cleaning lady told me.”

First | wonder if it's true, and
then | wonder why they didn’t invite
me. There certainly are colleagues
who’d try something like that, who'd
seek a surgical scientific fix for a
pandemic of insanity. But the logistics
seem impossible. How far down would
be safe? And how would they keep the
air and nourishment systems going for
so long? It's a cleaning-lady rumor. I'm
glad they didn’t invite me.

Margot and I, still lying on the
grass, look into each other’s face and
stroke each other’s eyebrows. What's
taking so long for the missiles to arrive?
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Now’s as good a time as any. We're
baked by the sun. We’re done.

And then it happens. The flashes
dance across the horizon, heading this
way. We will survive, as ash, as carbon,
to be reclaimed and reconvened with the
ash of Joey’s sign-in sheet and the video
of “Jeopardy!” and those silly buried
capsules with scientists inside. We will
come back in the new and robust
combinations, as unimaginable gifts to
whatever consciousness triumphs. But
there will never be this again. Never
this water on this grass, never this sweat
on this breast. Never this bacon and this
watermelon, and never ever this Margot.

.’.
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In some shoes, and in some not!
Until | dream we have none, just us!
My guess is you wear flats, but then,
We are overcome by the dashing:

Our children, and those of the public.

This is where we go: to the Bank,
The Supermarket, and the Post Office.
Through frigid months, and summer;

In some dresses, and in some not!
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Because you are epic, and fragile,
| can feel you in detergents. And,
in some poetry | can wager; and

in some not at all.

Now is the season for images:

Flashes of stadium light on tired leaves.

You know it is just a game.

This autumn shot to the head.

| know it is just a game until

Crying wind vanishes from rain.

v
You know
that |
know you!
A cup
of black coffee
it is not your garden
| beg you, and
| beg your pardon.
Pardon me?

Samsara 13 -- The Faith That Endureth

Page 58



(o

Missy began out of a sum of
Unthing, she thought, coughed up by the
worst flag’s laugh. From the get-go,
jetting thumbs, dovetailing mindware so
it snowballed the awakening fields out
of their philogenetic repertoire,
mirroring Imelmann loops & than
stalling still, which buzzed the Unthigns
into a discombobulating panic the most,
seemed to be her proclivity. “It's bad, |
know, but its as far as | can tell, my only
virtue’, she felt her sailing wings signal.
“She waslike the Raven, some Unthigns
pooled to calm the othering of the
others, “holding down a favored crow,
defying its assemblage, until an
estranged morph jogged newar”. Her
butterfly hands had, unbelievably to the
Uns, broken away from their osmotic
scaffolding, become detached from all
topologies & holons pin-pointed in their
wildly immediate focus.

“We conjured her exactly”
waved the Great Curved Flow, “What
went down?” A surging ripple leaped a
kniving: “The wind swirled too nicely
through the jerry-rigged channels & |
knotted no light even peaked a dim over
our long vanishing rows of though
blossom” “& too”, a rolling humped, “if
her whims tickle to form the exogenous
telepresences?” “Not more than a swoon
of nows away, either” sloshed in a dip.
“Hibernating in those potential walnuts
we imaged, damn!” cupped a swell. “&
what will event when they believe again
in the divine object?” bubbled up a
foaming. “we’ll be cut up, violated
forever!” ooped a splash. “Now, now,
don’t be whipped up by these little
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By H.D. Moe

mental breezes”, The Big Curve
gellingly interrupted, “When a
happening shapes we’ll golem it, like we
always do. Our occasions of lapping
will zoimbie any pretending thing that
has the audacity to feel an encompassing
edge.” “Yet, why do we continue to
mouth these events into possible
omnivorous delusions?” “Now she’s
losing her loyalty to us by operative
second.” “This could be the start of an
individuation plague.” “Now she’s
turning upon her now as a self-choosing
everything!” kissed together an
explosion of wavelets. Missy wheeled
above the maelstrom bellybutton
tucking in all around her in a funneling
cone. “There she is, flying the air into
differing shapes.” “Like a blind envelop
to be opened by who knows.” Two
white tips peaked. Within the calm
middle of the avalanche & volcanic
eruption hourglassing its yuga
gyroscope inside & outside her between,
Missy grooved in & out of whatever
swam within her swimming, depending
upon whether it was frightening or not.
A transparent loving godmother would
suddenly become an opaque colossal
desert spider eyeing her as its latest
prey.

Every happening unglued her
gravity & must in turn form her
attractive & escaping direction, she
ruminated. Betwixt the open smile &
the devilish tooth-flashing grin,
cinnamon bear angels nested in the tree
crotch she flew through now, chased by
the bicycling spheres of the mystical
one, the seas’ dogged waves barking at
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her wing tips for her icorus blood.
Missy could feel as surd neutrality, a
clear agnostic Gnosis, “no flow or one
would ever be able to put a word or fang
on, for as soon as even a thought
attempted to label this as a thusness it
poofed like the popped wind of a
bubble”, she waverly flexed in her
motioning notions. “Every smoking
whisper I'm mirroring up my imaginary
chimney pipe didn’'t reverse Old Saint
Nick inot a burglar of myths’, she also
noticed. For though, toying with her
tortured Unthing toys would only
mothball her ina an nostalgic heart not
her own now, to them her flaming wrote
a message in the nightsky: “Glancing
around me here & nowhere, you
fuzzywuzzies of immediate tomorrows
will always inform me where not to go”.
At that, all the Unthings in her vicinity
seemed to vanish in the clearing that
was trailing & leading her. The shiny
dust layering Missy’s immense monarch
hands, as she alighted upon the rising
radiant forehead of the blossoming sun,
dostoevskied off its tiny windows
powdering the updrafts & lulls with
such a blending of bands, like an
uncurved vague rainbow, the horizon
line of sky, land & water couldn’t be
distinguished & no thing, she knew,
would ever lose its looking back.

o’o
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By W.C. Long

Clarence repeatedly squeezed his
right forearm down to his wrist to
increase the circulation of blood to his
hand. The small knot on the back of his
hand had swollen during the night into a
large, aching protuberance raised three
inches above the bones. He applied
rubbing-alcohol to relieve the soreness,
but the effect was brief. His fingers
began to tremble as the blood began to
clot under the swelling, increasing the
pressure, causing a heated throbbing.
The pain grew unbearable in the densely
humid evening. For a while, he
achieved a mild degree of ease by taking
slow, deep breaths to distance his mind
from the anguish. His peace ended
abruptly when someone’s voice
projected through the screen door at the
other end of the room.

“Clarence, you feel better?”

Startled, Clarence jerked his head up
toward the door and saw the obscured
figure of this friend, O.D., standing up
close to the screen.

“No,” said Clarence, “it’s gotten
worse.”

“I walked past here last evening, and
| swear that | heard you moaning.”
Exasperated, Clarence peered at O.D.
through the screen; he continued
massaging his wrist and replied:

“I try to keep quiet, if | can.”

“I know the heat is killing you,
cooped up all day and night. Have you
been to the doctor yet?”

Clarence did not answer. His nerves
were on edge. He was trying to calm
himself down and prevent the misery of
an on-coming headache.

“Clarence?” O.D. inquired.
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Clarence remained silent, slowly
dipping his hand in and out of the pail of
alcohol.

“Clarence!”

“No, I have not!” exclaimed
Clarence. “He’s not a doctor! He's a
killer! A drunken, fumbling killer! He
did nothing for Nycee, not for the
coughing, the bleeding—nothing! ‘A
man of medicine.” People are better off
when the earth was the center of the
universe instead of a spit bubble blown
by an impish child. He killed her! With
ignorance and a flask! He should be in
jaill Why is he loose?”

Clarence’s voice strained with the
tension of outrage and the agony of his
physical pain.

O.D. stood silent, gazing through the
screen door at Clarence’s hazy figure
hunched over the pail. He had
wondered how much Clarence had
actually healed since the death of his
wife, six months ago. His anguish was
evident in his anger, and his wounds
were deep and festering.

After a long moment, O.D.
commiserated with Clarence. “You're
still grieving hard...I'm sorry for
you...but you can’t work the pain away.
You have been working like a machine,
unconscious of pain, from one job to the
next, all day long, pounding out metal as
if you were programmed then turned on.
Look at your hand! You strained
yourself!”

“I know,” said Clarence.

“Well, you know what you can do. |
told you last week.”

“And | told you, | don’t believe in
voodoo.”

Page 61



O.D. smiled, “It's not voodoo. It
an old, natural root remedy.”

“I've heard stories of secluded old
folks working roots on people. Terrible!
People gone bind, limbs shrinking,
running from ghosts, consulting spirits,
loosing their minds. Terrible!”

“All good can be all evil, by some
people, who act out in spite or with a
grudge, but my aunt—she can help
you.”

Clarence’s hand began to pound like
a frantic heart. The swelling seemed to
grow with each throbbing beat. The
pain prevented any further discussion.
Clarence simply nodded in compliance.
O.D. quickly opened the screen door
and rushed into the room. He
attentively aided Clarence to his feet and
helped him walk through the doorway
onto the porch. They stepped down the
pebbled walkway and across the sun-
scorched yellow grass by the splintered
wooden fence. They continued in the
twilight for over a mile down a dry,
reddish clay road until the came upon a
small log cabin with a rusty tin roof.
O.D. pushed open the heavy log door
and led Clarence through the narrow
entrance.

Once inside, Clarence immediately
smelled the pungent odor of marsh slush
and burning tar and another keen yet
unfamiliar stench, all poorly masked by
faint sandalwood incense.

Miser(e)e was seated in a small
rocker in the center of the front room.
She was a short lady in early old age
with sale and pepper hair tied back by a
piece of red cloth. She wore numerous
rows of motley beads around her neck
and hug crescent-shaped earrings. She
welcomed the two men.

“Come on in and sit down. | see you
brought him.”

“At last,” replied O.D.

S
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“I hear you've been ailing,

Clarence.” Clarence nodded. Miser(e)e
leaned her head forward to examine his
hand. “Wonder why it's swollen up so.
Let’s hope it's not the worst. We'll find
out anyway.”

She reached behind her rocker and
pulled up a low, wooden stool and
placed it in front of Clarence. She, then,
told O.D. to retrieve the tall pot on the
cook stove and set it on top of the stool.

“I made the water scalding hot after
O.D. left here today. It’s still next to
hot. You'll have to stand it.” Clarence
hesitated. “Go ahead, and put your hand
down in the water.”

Clarence reluctantly forced his
swollen, trembling hand into the
uncomfortably warm water. Then,
Miser(e)e opened the homemade cloth
pouch. She pinched between her fingers
about a teaspoon of the ground, green
powder inside the pouch. She paused
for a moment then hurriedly cast the
powder into the water. Instantly, an
acrid vapor rose up and formed into
mushroom clouds of smoke, causing
Clarence and O.D. to cough
violently—but not Miser(e)e.

In a short while, the smoke
dissipated, and the two men took deep
rinsing breaths. Clarence had
unknowingly pulled is hand out of the
water because of the stinging fumes of
the vapor. When his eyes cleared, he
looked at Miser(e)e, who was staring
blankly at his hand. Clarence held his
hand close to his face.

“It's green. My hand is green,” he
observed. “Nothing’s changed,”
shaking his deformed hand at Miser(e)e,
“but it's green.”

From the fingernalils to the wrist, his
hand was stained a penetrating olive
green, and the large swollen knot was
horribly lopsided and lumpy. “What
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you have done!” Clarence cried. “Look
at it! What have you done!”

“Well, we know it's not the worst.

No body cast a spell on you.”

“What? This was a root test? You
crazy woman!”

“It's not the worst,” replied
Miser(e)e.

Clarence wore a look of confused
anger as he stood gazing at Miser(e)e.
Then, all at once, he turned and pulled
open the door with his left hand and
rushed out into the humid evening.
O.D. started to follow him, but
Miser(e)e shook her head. O.D. simply
closed the door behind his friend.

Clarence trotted down the murky
clay road embedded between thick,
shadowing rows of trees where a
gibbous moon hung low in the east. He
had advanced only a few hundred feet
when, like a tranquilized animal, his
bodily coordination collapsed. He jolted
and stumbled, teetering off balance, then
constricting knots tightened and locked
his legs, clotting the blood and cutting
off circulation. His entire anatomy
froze limp. He flopped down to his
knees with his arms dangling at his
sides, then his shoulders and jaw
dropped and slammed into the hard clay
road. He saw a group of ominous
shadows converging on him before he
shot out of consciousness.

Many hours later, Clarence woke up
lying face down on the road. He felt
strangely weak, and, when he opened
his eyes, he saw the horribly deformed
hand trembling under the moon. The
swelling was larger and the clogged
lumps within it had spread to his fingers
and thumb, and the pain was intense, not
agonizing but a deep rinsing ache.
Clarence pulled himself up, shaking and
panting from exhaustion. He was
sweaty, and his clothes were snagged
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and disheveled, and his shoes were
caked with marsh mud. He looked
himself over but, still groggy, did not
linger on his appearance. He looked up
and realized that he was on the edge of
his land, and he slowly walked by the
shadowy fence and through the gray
yard up to the porch. He ripped open
the screen door and went straight to the
back room and wrapped his hand in a
thin piece of linen cloth. Then, wearily,
he lay down on the bed with his sore
hand and with the pangs of frustration
and betrayal. Fatigued and distraught,
he plunged into the eye of a torrential
sleep.

Clarence saw flashes of Miseree
rocking in her chair. He saw the blunt
back of the head of a hatchet striking
downward and the dragging of a heavy
sack-like object through a thicket of
underbrush in the woods. The sack was
camouflaged by shadows,
then—suddenly—a struggle, then rage
and the sound of hectic breathing and
the sight of red bulging eyes and a
mouth trying to squeeze out a word. The
eyes were full of desperation, gazing at
something terrible and unmerciful.

In the early morning, six sturdy
knocks on the screen door rocked
Clarence out of sleep. He was still tired
and weary from a disturbed night. After
rubbing his eyes, he immediately
noticed the improvement in his hand.
The huge swelling and its bulky lumps
had vanished, and the bulging veins
were reduced to normal size, and the
pain was gone. The only visibly
abnormal feature was the color—a
persistent olive green. He scanned his
fingers and the back of his hand as if
vaguely aware that something was
missing. He was neither surprised nor
contented, or even wholly conscious, but
still threatened by the awful visions in

Page 63



the dream.

“Clarence!” said the man outside the
screen door.

Clarence stiffly raised his head to
peer into the font room through the
screen and saw the vague silhouette of a
man wearing a Stetson. Like a
sleepwalker, Clarence mechanically
stood up and rhythmically stepped into
the front room toward the door, staring
straight through the screen. The man at
the door was Sheriff Willard with two
deputies standing behind him on the
porch steps. As Clarence drew closer to
the door, the Sheriff slowly moved back
toward his deputies.

Clarence exchanged
acknowledgements with the Sheriff.

“Sheriff.”

“Clarence.”

The two men looked suspiciously
through the screen at one another.

“Why don’t you come out the house,
Clarence,” said the Sheriff.

Clarence cautiously pushed open the
door and stood in front of the Sheriff.
Together, the three lawmen immediately
spotted the green hand.

“What have you been doing,
Clarence?” asked the Sheriff.

Looking down at his hand, Clarence
replied, “Nothing.”

“Why don’t you come into town
with us?”

“Now?” asked Clarence. The
Sheriff nodded, and the four men
proceeded into the patrol car which
slowly departed down the hard clay
road. As they were driving, Clarence
heard the tow deputies mentioning
something that they had seen.

“I never head of anything like this in
Little Bridge,” said the first deputy.

“Me neither,” replied the other.

“Did you that look?”

“Yeah, terrified.”
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Once in town, the car turned onto
Blake Street and parked behind the
county morgue. The four men entered
through the back door, and, instantly,
Clarence smelled the stale, greasy
stench of marsh mire. A body lay
covered under an extending light bulb in
the center of the room. The coroner was
rinsing a towel in a large sink. The
Sheriff motioned to the coroner who
then turned off the faucet and left the
room through the other door.

“Who is that?” asked Clarence,
eyeing the sheeted corpse.

“Well, Ernest Peen was out duck
hunting early yesterday morning and
found “him” in the marsh near the edge
of the wooed,” said the Sheriff.

“Yesterday? What's the day,” asked
Clarence.

“Friday,” replied the Sheriff.

“What?...Yesterday was
Wednesday!”

“No, today is Friday, Clarence.”

Clarence realized that he had slept
for nearly thirty hours.

“Do you want to tell us something
about your hand, Clarence?” asked the
Sheriff.

Clarence quickly said, “No!”
Disappointed, the Sheriff slowly pulled
the sheet off the pungent corpse,
revealing the terrified gaze of the town
doctor, Roland Brock.

Clarence shivered in cold terror,
arrested by desperation in the doctor’'s
frozen eyes—the eyes in the dream,
pleading for mercy—the nightmare was
real. “Those eyes!” he thought. Unable
to move, he watched as a look of
vengeance rushed over the face of the
corpse—in the red bulging eyes and in
the open mouth with the tongue pressed
behind the two front teeth in effort to
pronounce his killer's name.

“A lot of people heard you in town
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periodically cursing Dr. Brock over the
past few months. Some people say that
you even threatened to torture and kill
him for not saving Nycee’s Life, but that
grudge is on you, Clarence. You were
the one who beat Nycee half-blind. You
were the one who beat those odd marks
and bruises onto her body; God only
knows what you were hitting her with. |
don’t know what made you think she
was running after Dr. Brock. Your
twisted jealousy finally got the better of
you.”

Clarence stood trembling yet frozen.
He heard the Sheriff’s voice, but he was
unable to respond.

“Look at his neck Clarence,” said
the Sheriff.

After a long while, Clarence finally
dragged his eyes down to the neck of
Dr. Brock and shuddered at the sight of
an olive green handprint wrapped
around the doctor’s jugular.

“Coroner can't explain it, some kind
of dye,” said the Sheriff. “He found
fingerprints, though. You see! They're
perfectly clear in the dye.”

Between misery and disbelief,
Clarence remembered what he had
blotted out of his mind—he did kill Dr.
Brock. He had pummeled and strangled
him in the marsh. It was that
night—before he had awakened
disheveled on the clay road and after
Miseree and dyed his hand green. It was
the old woman’s revenge—she was
Nycee’s great-aunt. Clarence gazed at
his green hand, silently dispossessing it,
amputating the blame, exonerating
himself from its deed and his guilt.

“It was the root woman,” he
explained, “that old witch down the
road. She fixed it. She sent her minion
to fetch me, then she put the roots on
me. She’s a witch... right down the
road. She lives in a cabin and meets
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with the devil. He gave her the power to
possess me. She did it! She put the
roots on me! The old witch! She did it!
She did it!

Clarence was seized by the tow
deputies and promptly escorted through
the back door. The coroner re-entered
the room and turned to Sheriff Willard.

“You never can tell, can you, Luke?!
He asked. The Sheriff shook his head
while gazing down at Dr. Brock’s body.
The coroner circled the table and
dragged the long white sheet back over
the corpse.

“He was good young man at one
time. What happened? Why?”
implored the coroner.

“Depends on what you believe,”
began the Sheriff, “there are
stories...Before Clarence was born, his
mother Athena, was known for being
reckless. She once stabbed the mailman
in the shoulder claiming that was
opening her letters. She got off with a
fine, but, some say, that wasn’t the real
reason she stabbed him. There was
always something going with her.
Anyway, about twenty-eight years ago,
she got into a dispute with Miserre over
something, and they supposedly had a
root war. There were all kinds of crazy
goings-on: boiling animal parts, fire in
the woods late at night, poisonous
vapor; they even tried contaminating
each others water and food. Athena
supposedly threw lye in the ace of a man
by accident; she thought that he was
Miserre coming through the back door
to hit her with something.”

“Yes, | heard about that,” the
coroner recalled. “It was Mr.
Tucker—he went blind.”

“I don’t know how long the feud
went on,” the Sheriff continued, “but
eventually, they say, Miseree put a curse
on Athena, who was pregnant with
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Clarence at the time. Now, | don’t know
how it happened, be it Miseree’s roots
on what, but all Athena’s teeth fell
out...and most of her hair. Form then
on, she just walk around shaking and
mumbling to herself. When Clarence
was born, Athena’s mother got custody,
and Athena was sent south to be cared-
for by other relatives. Now, some
people would make something out of
Miseree’s curse on Athena while she
was carrying Clarence.”

“You don’t think something was put
in him do you?” queried the coroner.

“Free will or fate?” said the Sheriff,
as if questioning the coroner’s
resumption. “You’re asking the wrong
man, Kent. The evidence in this case
will soon be a matter of record. Now, if
you're asking me for reasons “Why?”
beyond misguided jealousy or madness,
it happened. Then, | don't know...but
I'll tell you something, I've learned over
years to always stop with fact.”

The Sheriff then exited the room
through the back door.

Within two weeks, the green
complexion of Clarence’s hand faded
away, but Clarence, in turn, became a
mute. He was deemed criminally insane
and sentenced to life in the mental
hospital in Petersburg, Virginia. He
remained silent and virtually motionless
for many years. The county records
indicated that at the time of his death he
was nearly one hundred and twenty

years old.
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By Craig Saunders

George shut the door, careful not to
slam it, which Mary always chided him
about when she had one of her heads.
She always had one of her heads these
days.

Quietly, as if afraid of waking a
bear, he put his keys down on the table
beside the door.

He needn’t have worried.

“Hi honey,”

“Hi babe, I'm home,” he called out,
somewhat redundantly. She sounded like
she was in the kitchen. She was always in
the kitchen when he came home. He liked it.
It made the house feel somehow homely,
him coming in from work and calling out
that he was home, pointlessly, as she always
heard him closing the front door, no matter
how quietly he did it, her sitting at the
kitchen table, waiting for him.

She never had dinner ready, but
then nobody is perfect. He didn’t mind
cooking dinner. She was always grateful,
and he had always been the better cook.

Walking through the house,
touching objects as he went — he didn't like
to leave his hands free, so he touched
furniture as he walked through the house —
the Welsh dresser, with Mary’s collection of
crockery (never used), the large mirror in
which he checked the straightness of his tie
(after Mary had checked it) and where there
was no furniture or hangings he made do
with doorframes.

His favourite part of the day was
when he turned the corner of the last door,
and Mary was sitting there, looking at him
expectantly. Then he didn’t need to touch
things anymore. It made him feel safe. He
knew it was just anxiety, and that she was
his anchor, stopping him from working
himself into a state, floating on stormy seas,
but it didn’t matter. She was there, he felt
safe. It was all he needed to know.

He smiled at her and kissed her on
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the cheek.

“How was your day, then? Tell me
all about it.”

“How's your head?”

“Fine, darling. I'm having a good
day today.”

“That’s good. Shall | put the kettle
on?”

“That would be nice. Now tell me
about your day.”

“OK, but | don’'t want you to get too
excited,” George said, as he filled the kettle
from the sink tap, watching the level. It
wouldn't do to get water over the edge. He
was always worried about excess water
leaking into the electrics and shorting out a
fuse. It was summer now, but Mary always
hated it in the winter when the power went
out. George had to admit, too, that since
they had moved to their new house he was a
little afraid of the dark. There were no street
lights, and he'd put up motion sensitive
lights around the house, but when there was
a power cut it was pitch black. It played his
anxiety up and that made Mary nervous. No,
careful in all things, George would not short
the electrics, even if it was a glorious
summer evening.

Mary just smiled at him. “I'm not
some Victorian lady, you know, prone to
fainting at the drop of a hat.”

“Well, it's exciting news.”

“Now you've built it up it had better
be good.”

The kettle was bubbling gently in
the background, and the birds were singing
in the trees outside, the leafy trees
protecting them from the intrusive stares of
their neighbours with their summer growth.
In the winter they would have to pull the
blinds. George didn't like the thought of
people looking into the house. He liked his
privacy when he was at home. Sometimes
he liked to sit at the kitchen table in his
pyjamas, and he didn't want the neighbours
to think he was a slob.
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“It is good news. Are you ready for
it?”

“Oh, George, just spit it out would
you?” said Mary, playfully. He could tell
she wasn't really annoyed. She only got
angry when she had one of her heads, and
he had known as soon as he got home that
she was having a good day today.

“Alright, Alright, I'm just building
up to it, you know, like a verbal fanfare.”

“Consider the fanfare redundant,
sweetheart. Now tell me, before | kick you
in the shin.”

George laughed. He knew he could
rely on Mary to make him feel light.

“I got promoted today!”

“Oh, George, that's wonderful
news!” exclaimed Mary. “Come and give
me a celebratory kiss.”

“Now Mary, | don’t know if you've

got the clearance necessary to kiss the Head

of Appropriations.”

“Give me a kiss or suffer my
wrath!”

George laughed again. He liked the
sound of it. It was a mover’s laugh, an easy
laugh, confident and ripe.

He kissed her on the lips, wrapping
his arms around her. Eventually, when he
broke away, she said, “Somehow | feel
special, being kissed by such a powerful
man.”

“Now, Mary, don't let it go to your
head. It's not like I'm a VP yet. | don't get a
company car or anything, but | do get to
travel more, and they give me a car
allowance. I'm thinking | might buy a new
car anyway.”

“Oh, George, that would be
wonderful. If we get a new car, perhaps you
could take me away.”

“Now, darling, you know travelling
brings on one of your heads.”

“But I'd so love to see the coast.”

“Well, we'll think about it.” The
kettle had boiled. “For now, let's have a cup
of tea to celebrate.”

“Can’t we stretch to champagne?”

“Well, a cup of tea first, I'm
gasping, then maybe | might just have
brought something home with me for a
special night.”

“You didn’t!!”

“I did! | didn’t want to spoil the
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surprise, so | left it in the porch. I'll put it in
the fridge in a minute. We can have a little
tipple after dinner.”

“You rogue! You've been stringing
me along ever since you got home.”

“I'm entitled to a bit of drama now
and then, aren't I?”

Mary just laughed. “I suppose you
are, my handsome man. I'm so proud of
you, George. You've really worked hard for
this. It's somehow made all the late nights,
all those sleepless nights, worth it. It must
be nice to be rewarded.”

“I do feel like | deserve it. | don’t
want to sound too big headed though.”

“You don't sound big headed at all.
You sound like a man whao's proud of their
achievement. You're worth it, darling.”

“My, Mary, well thank you for
saying so,” said George, leaning back in his
chair with his hands behind his head. His
contented pose.

“Don’t go getting comfortable.
You're still making the tea.”

“Alright, woman, let me gloat a
little.” He sighed.

Mary was silent for a minute.

“Gloat over. Now, tea.”

George grumbled good-naturedly
and got up, his knees cracking. He wasn't as
young as he used to be. He'd spent the best
part of his early years chasing promotion
within the company. He was comfortable
there. He would never risk trying for a new
job, not with his anxiety. Instead of moving
on to newer pastures, and perhaps making
more money, he had scrimped and saved
during the lean years, and made do. Now he
could afford a new cooker, a new fridge.
Maybe some air conditioning to keep the
heat away during the summer months. A
new television would be nice. One of those
flat screen things wouldn'’t be too far of a
stretch when he got his bonus. Perhaps one
that hung from the wall.

He made the tea while Mary waited,
and thought about dinner. There were steaks
in the fridge. He didn’t know if steak went
with champagne. He was more used to
eating nibbles at work do’s than having
champagne with meals. He didn’t think it
would matter. Mary would think she was
the queen, getting champagne with her
meal. It would be good enough.
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He put the tea down on the table in
front of Mary, for which she thanked him.

“I'm just going out to the porch to
get the champagne. I'll get it chilled and we
can have some with dinner.”

“Oh, are we posh? That'll be
lovely.”

“Won't be a minute.”

George walked to the porch. He felt
better now. The anxiety had faded, and he
didn’t feel the need to be in touch with
everything as he passed. It wasn’t going
anywhere. He wouldn't lose the house if he
didn’t touch it. Everything was going to be
fine. He would have enough money, Mary
was with him, and they were alone together.
Nobody would come round and spoil it for
him. Just the two of them. It was perfect.

He shut the door quietly,
champagne in hand, and returned the
kitchen, hands resolutely away from the
walls and the furniture. He saw marks there,
where his hands had touched them before.
Dust lay on top of the Welsh Dresser, and
covered the face of the mirror. Mary hadn’t
been doing the cleaning lately. He would
have to do it himself. But he didn't like to
change things, and he was getting used to
the dust. It was just something else that
became habit, and he knew instinctively if
he changed it, it would play him up. He
couldn’t do that.

Returning to the kitchen, he saw
Mary hadn’t touched her tea.

George felt his anxiety returning.

“| feel one of my heads coming on,”
she said.

His head was swimming. Suddenly
he felt like the carpet was pulled from
underneath him, that he was standing on
ball bearings, or at sea. His vision wavered
for a moment and his heart started racing.

“I'll...1...I'"ll put some dinner on,
then.”

“What's the matter, George? You
look quiet pale.”

“Nothing, darling. | just feel a bit
faint.”

“Come and sit down. It'll pass.
Tonight’'s a good night. Let’s not let
anything spoil it.”

She was right, of course. It didn’t
matter that she hadn’t drunk her tea. He
didn’t know why such an inconsequential
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thing would set him off.

“I'm fine now, really. Do you want
some tablets for your head?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“I'll just get them.” George went to
the pantry, where the medicine tin was kept,
and took out two tablets. He noticed there
weren’'t many left. He would have to go to
the pharmacy soon, and pick up her
prescription. The tin rasped as he replaced it
on the shelf, and that old familiarity made
him calmer, somehow. He felt strong
enough to walk again. His legs felt solid.
Nothing to worry about.

Breathing deeply, counting his
breaths as his doctor had told him to do, he
returned to the table and placed some tablets
before Mary.

“Do you want some water?”
“l can take them with my tea, thank
you.”

“OK.” He waited for a moment,
watching her. Then he waited some more.
No conversation passed, and for a moment
he thought she must have forgotten.
Sometimes she forgot to take her pills,
usually when she had one of her heads.
Perhaps this was one of those times.

Gently, he touched her arm.

"Why don’t you take your pills,
darling? You know they make you feel
better.”

“Yes, | will.”

After another minute of silence had
passed, George found himself getting angry
at her. She wouldn’t do what was good for
her. Why wouldn't she take her pills?

“I'll put dinner on,” he said, for
something to say.

“I'm not really hungry anymore,”
she said. “Sorry darling, but when I've got
one of my heads | can't really eat.”

Well, then, take your pills and it
will go away. They always work.

He was getting worked up again. He
tried counting. It usually worked, but the
feeling, of slipping, was stronger now.
There was a strange smell in the air. Perhaps
she hadn’'t washed today.

“Please take your pills.”

She just sat, silently. “You know |
can’t, George.”

It was stronger now. The feeling.

He turned to the cupboard above the kettle
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and took out the teabags. One by one, he
took each out and began counting. One,
two, three...the sickness in his stomach and
the palpitations of his heart did not ease.

“Don’t be angry with me, George.
You know why | can’t take my pills. You
understand. Tell me you understand.”

That smell was there again. And
smelling it, he understood. The feeling
passed, and with it the understanding. His
heartbeat slowed. His legs felt stronger.

Then, he was fine.

“Well, I'll make some dinner for
myself then, dearest. You don't have to eat
if you don’t want to.”

“Thank you, George. There's a
reason why | love you. You're such a kind
man. And so successful.”

George smiled, and kissed her on
the cheek. “You're such a sweet talker. |
love you.”

Perhaps it was her breath that
smelled. It would be just like her to forget to
brush her teeth, especially these days.

But then what were some bad
odours between man and wife? He put it to
one side. Sometimes she smelled bad, but
then that was to be expected. In the heat, for
some reason he didn’t understand, she
smelled...well, almost rotten. Still, she
couldn’t manage to bathe when she had one
of her heads. It didn't matter to him. He
loved her anyway.

Sometimes, love is all about
overlooking the little things.

.’.
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By Rick McQuiston

| have witnesses many miracles in
my life; many births, many deaths, many
sunrises, many sunsets. Far too many most
people would say and | would be inclined to
agree. | know God himself would also
agree and | know that Lucifer would
undoubtedly disagree. For you see, | have
dealt with the fallen angel. | was foolish
enough to strike a deal with it. Of course
that was long ago, perhaps as far back as a
few hundred million years ago, | have sort
of lost track.

| recall that it was around the late
twentieth century. | was an arrogant,
conceded, greedy man who possessed all of
the moral traits that people detest and avoid.
That did not deter me however from reaping
many rewards in life. | grew wealthy from
shrewd business deals, | had a succession of
mistresses, | even practiced, on one from or
another, many different religions which is
what eventually was my undoing.

It was Satanism that appealed to
me most. Now | did not sacrifice anybody
or wear the stereotypical robes or cavort in
the middle of the night in graveyards. What
| was mainly interested in was discovering
if there was actually a Satan and if so,
summoning him.

It was a stormy summer evening as
I recall when my investigative worship
transcended from the abstract to the
concrete. The ten foot tall creature stood in
the center of the chalk pentagram in my
study.

“Who hath summoned thou?” it
boomed.

My knees were barely able to
sustain my weight. “I ...1 called you forth,”
| stuttered.

It fixed it loathsome gaze on me
and seemed to be analyzing its situation.
Then it spoke with in a much softer tone.

“I have been watching you for
guite some time. | believe we can reach an
agreement beneficial to us both.”
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My eyes were following the
vermin that scampered across its body. |
decided to play my hand.

“What, the usual bargain? My soul
in exchange for three wishes?” | surprised
myself with my courage.

It tilted its huge deformed head to
one side. “You have been hearing too many
fictitious stories about me,” it said. “l do
not desire souls. Hell is run by the power of
the living not the dead.”

“How could living people be use
for you,” | asked.

It sighed deeply then sat its retched
bulk on the floor not more than five feet
from where | stood. “When people are dead
they cannot feel pain,” it reasoned. “The
cannot breed hatred or jealousy. They are
incapable of wallowing in loneliness or
despair. All these joyous things can only be
felt or created by the living. Itis my job to
make sure they are always in existence.”

| must admit the thing’s words
relaxed me in an undeniably superficial
way.

“So all you would require of me is
to be evil throughout my life?”

“Precisely.”
“But what about after | die?” | questioned,
not really wanting an answer.

It rested its scabrous head on a
talon. “Your soul would eventually drift
down to me to be placed with other of your
ilk.”

“I knew it,” | cried. “Well. How
many wishes do | get?”

“I can grant but one wish.”

“Fine,” | said with confidence. “I agree to
your bargain. And for my one wish...l wish
to live forever!”

A hint of a smile stretched across
the thing's face. “Done!” it screeched and
then vanished in a cloud of oily black
smoke.

We were both winners | reasoned
with myself. Lucifer would get the pain and
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suffering | caused and | would live forever
so it would never obtain my soul. However,
it took me only a few days to realize the
mistake I'd made. What if my body
deteriorated over time? | would live forever
al right but in the rotting shell of a body. |
set out to summon Lucifer once again.

“I appreciate you're concern over
our agreement,” it said. “But you need not
worry. | like you. | adjusted the terms to
allow you to keep your present physical
condition intact...forever.” It smiled,
forcing me to take a few steps back to
escape its breath. “Now woe be to you
should thy summon me once again.” |
nodded vigorously as it disappeared into
smoke yet again.

The next twenty or so years of my
life were spent amassing as much money
and power as | could, not caring who | hurt
along the way. Friends were watered down
to yes men and business associates and |
completely alienated what little family | had
left. | felt this was what life was all about.

My satisfaction with my success
lasted another thirty years after that. At that
point is when | started to become truly
bored, unsatisfied, unfulfilled. | witnessed
people die around me constantly, their
bodies growing old and frail and eventually
succumbing to various maladies. But not
me. | remained youthful and healthy, but
also depressed and lonely. | was able to
divert some of the attention to my peculiar
good fortune by staying out of public view
almost to the point of being a recluse. It
was my new life and | had to live with it.

It was after the visit of seventy-five
fifty-five A.D. that mankind started to
degenerate. The aliens came in peace but
were killed by religious extremists. No one
knew their bodies would release spores into
the atmosphere that would eventually wipe
out every living thing on the planet...except
me of course. It took a couple of decades
but by seventy-five eighty-three | was the
lone occupant on the planet.

Eons passed with no regard for my
situation. | found myself drifting in and out
of insanity, spending most of my time
praying for death. But death would not
come; it turned a deaf ear on my pleas,
denying me its merciful embrace.

| began to travel, venturing further
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than | ever would have in a normal life.
Few areas on the globe escaped my
attention and within a couple dozen years |
had explored virtually all this uninhabited
sphere had to offer.

Boredom was my worst enemy,
only occasionally loosening its grip on me
and only just long enough to make its
reemergence all the more painful and
obvious. | tried suicide many times but
after experiencing the pain involved without
the desired end result | quickly abandoned
any further attempts. Part of me did not
want to die anyways. The consequences of
losing my soul dot Lucifer were matched
only by the agony | endured by continuing
to live.

Loneliness was always present as
well. One being completely alone day after
day was beyond description. Human beings
need interaction with other human beings or
at the very least with other living creatures.
| learned this basic and obvious fact much
too late however.

But | never was really alone, |
always had him with me, Lucifer, forever
mocking my sanity and continually enticing
me to attempt suicide again so it would reap
the pain | would endure; as if | wasn't
supplying it with enough already.

So now her | sit watching the sun
swell into a read giant star and writing in
my journal pitiful and pathetic words. |
speculate that Mercury and Venus have
already been destroyed and now it is the
Earth’s turn. The temperature has got to be
somewhere around one hundred and fifty
degrees give or take and it's getting quite
hard to breathe but | have the utmost faith
that won't finish me off; if there’s one thing
I've become convinced of, it's his power.

The astronomers seemed to be
wrong, it hasn't taken billions of years for
the sun to explode, of course they've all
been dead for millions of years so | suppose
it doesn’t matter much now.

| can't help but wonder however,
what will happen to me when the Sun gets
here. Will | be scattered into a million tiny
particles, each aware and able to feel pain?
Or will 1 simply cease to exist much like
before | was born, a non-entity, void of
existence.

Lucifer certainly got the best end of
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the deal. He's enjoyed countless centuries
of anguish form me with hardly no end in
sight.  Loneliness, fear, despair, hatred,
remorse, I've supplied them all in
abundance. | have been a virtual reservoir
for all of Hell's needs and requirements.
I can only hope that | will finally

die when the Earth is swallowed by the sun.
If not...God, if only had one more wish.

."
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By Roy Haymond

He thought it was a dog, but it was
only a fly on this nose and it took a minute
to figure out that he was sleeping on the
floor. The head, the burn in the belly, the
cat dung taste in his mouth and the dry
tongue. H knew he was drunk, but he didn’t
know where he was. He wanted to sleep
some more, but he know he wasn't
supposed to. He lifted his head from the
floor and thought better of it: the buzzing
and the throbbing and the pain in the belly.

Bits of last night came back to him
as he tried to remember the hell-raising, the
things he would have to admit and
apologize for, or lie about.

He needed to look around some
more. A wood floor and a dirty, worn-out
orange and blue rug. An iron bedstead that
was part black and part gold-colored.
Unpainted walls with pictures. It was
coming back now! This was Lil's room
over the café. The picture of Jesus right
next to Elvis and the picture postcards
tacked to the beams. And the mirror over
the wash stand.

Oh, it was coming back. Last night.
Sarah Sue had the money from Welfare. He
was supposed to buy something for Sunday
dinner with it.

- Sarah Sue. | been such a son of a
bitch to you. And you been so sick!

He got to his knees and he had to
fight nausea. He had one shoe on and he
started looking for the other.

There were two people on the bed.

- How come?

There was Lil, all right, but there
was a man with her.

- | had that part of the bed myself
last night! Where is that damned shoe?

He looked under the bed and his
head hurt. The shoe was under the other
side of the bed, under the man.

- Maybe there is one drink left in
the bottle.

He couldn’t spot the bottle as he
crawled around the bed and put his shoe on
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without bothering to tie it. He paused a
long minute getting the courage to stand.
The place smelled like smoke and urine and
whiskey. He wanted to puke.

Finally, he stood and staggered to
the door.

- | wonder what time it is.

The room had now window, but
enough light came from somewhere to tell it
was daylight.

One more look at the dad-looking
couple. Lil had on a slip and a brassiere that
didn't cover too much, and he knew she
wouldn’t have pants on. The man had on
brown boxer shorts and a torn rib-
undershirt. There was no cover on them and
they both snored loudly.

- Cigarettes?

There was a pack of Camels on the
washstand. A clock was there, too. He
staggered over and got the pack. The clock
wasn'’t running.

He tried to strike a match, but the
noise was so loud he thought he might wake
up Lil and the man. He got to the door
again and squeezed the knob. He cringed at
the crack of the rusty hinges.

Don't wake up! | don’'t want no
trouble. | got to go.

The door led to an outside landing
and a flight of stairs leading down to an
unpaved alley by the café. The sin hit him
in the face and his head whirled. He braced
himself against the wall and let it go:
supper, boiled peanuts, beer, whiskey, right
there on the steps. He wretched and snorted
and gasped.

- Can’t be much more. | ain’t had
that much.

He put his hand in his pocket and
found two crumpled bills.

- Least | ain’t spent it all. Oh, Sarah
Sue...

He would see the sun down the
alley.

- It's still early. Maybe | can sneak
in before Sarah Sue wakes up.
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He treaded the steps by sliding his
backside against the wall — he didn't trust
the banister.

When he reached the ground below
the steps, he braced up and tried to navigate
on shaky legs. The belly still burned and
the head still pulsed.

- Maybe | can light a cigarette
now...

He tried and failed — his hand was
too shaky and he quickly used up this
matches.

He went straight from the bottom of
the stairs and he then realized this would
lead him to Main Street. Without stopping,
he turned on his heels and went the other
way. Then he remembered it was Sunday.

- They won’t be nobody on Main
Street today!

He stopped for a moment and
almost turned around again.

- It's as close one way as the other.
I’'m so mixed up. | want to lay down.

He resumed his stagger away from
Main Street and at the end of the alley he
stepped up onto a narrow sidewalk. The sun
was right ton him and it almost made him
puke again.

He had two blocks to go down
Clark Street. He passed Lil's Café where he
had started all the foolishness last night.

This block of Clark Street was for
trash, the poor folks, white and black. Next
to Lil's was the shoe repair shop where he
bought his second-hand shoes, then the
grocery store that sold feed and fertilizer
and the prices were higher but there was
credit when one had a job.

Then there was the only store in
town that sold really cheap clothes. Next
was the ice cream parlor.

This morning all the places were
dead, only paper cups and bags and bottle
caps and pieces of stale popcorn and cones
of melted ice cream, a few dogs and lots of
flies. And this didn't help his belly.

The next block of Clark Street was
easier: clean, green yards and all-white
houses. He could remember when the
richest people in town lived here, before the
trash moved so close and the rich people
started building brick houses by the
swimming pool. But it was still nice here
and the fresh air helped him walk straighter

Samsara 13 -- The Faith That Endureth

and faster until he crossed the street and
turned left on? Byrd Street.

Byrd Street wasn't paved and there
was no side walk, but there were no mud
holes. All the yards were of the same length
and all had picket fences that had once been
white but were now dingy and with many of
the pickets missing.

The first three of the yards had
some flowers. Then the Smiths. Filthy
people. Everything in the yard: beer
bottles, tin cans, even an old slop jar.

I must look like hell!

He did. The khaki pants and the
shirt that had been white were baggy on him
even before he'd slept in them; and there
was grime all over. The untied brown shoes
had paint stains on them, and one sock was
missing. He'd last shaved day-before-
yesterday, and this made his gaunt, irritated
face show many more than his twenty-eight
years.

| ought to clean up some for Sarah.
Wish | had a comb.

His hair, grown over his ears and
collar since his last haircut, was matted, and
a wide spring stood up in back.

Theirs was the fifth house. There
was no gate. Some flowers in the yard
bloomed; others looked like dirty weeds;
more were in tin cans on the narrow porch.

She ought not to mess with them
none. Too weak.

There was a spigot by the side of
the house. When he bent down to get a
drink, the shock made him wretch. He
managed to splash his face and he dried it
with his shirtsleeve.

He had to go in by the front door —
Sarah Sue always latched the back door.

If she’s asleep, I'm gonna get on the
settee and get some sleep myself. She
won’'t know how long | been there. But she
don’t sleep much no more. She’ll be up. |
know she will. What am | gonna tell her?

He could lie, but had told her all the
lies before. He could say he was sorry, but
she knew he would do it again.

I’'m a son of a bitch, Sarah Sue. A
no-good son of a bitch!

He was always a son of a bitch to
Sarah Sue. He quit jobs and drank and
whored around...but he didn’t do that last
thing too much since Sarah Sue got sick.
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That was the part that hurt, the part
about the woman. And Sarah Sue always
knew when there was a woman.

- Dammit, Sarah Sue, when you
quite sleeping with me...

But she was so weak he couldn’t
expect her to...

O, Sarah Sue

- Monday I'll go to work. Mr.
Howard will take me back. And maybe we
can get something to make you well.

He almost cried. He had told Sarah
Sue all this before. He had told her he was
sorry. He had made up lies about where he
had been.

He tiptoed up the plank steps which
led to the high front porch. The steps
creaked.

- Be asleep, Sarah Sue; I'm sorry.

On the near-rotten porch each step
brought a rattling sound from the tin cans
that held the plants.

- | didn't mean it, Sarah Sue. |
didn’t mean it.

He turned the nail which was used
for ad doorknob.

- | ought to go off and never come
back.

He twisted the nail and eased the
front door open, tiptoed inside, turning as he
did, and faced the door as he closed out the
morning light.

He turned around and looked
straight at Sarah Sue. Her eyes were closed
and she was in her rocking chair. She had
an old quilt spread over her, tucked in
around her legs, covering her arms and
hiding her neck. She rocked several times
and then opened her eyes on him. Even in
the almost dark room he could see that her
face had an ash color and that she was
sicker. She closed her eyes and rocked.

“Sarah Sue, you feeling all right?
You ought to be in bed. You can’t get nor
rest in that chair. You won’'t never get well
if you don’'t mind.”

Her eyes were closed and she was
still rocking.

“I'm sorry | was so late coming in.
Sarah Sue. | didn't mean to stay out so
late...l was thinking: you ought to get out
some. You need the sun more than sitting
in that chair all the time...l think I'm going
back with Mr. Howard Monday. We need
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to move away from here.. | know it's hard
on you Sarah Sue, But I'm going to do
better. Your'll see!”

Her eyes were open and she stared
at him, through him.

- | said al this before. She’s so bad
sick. I'm such a son of a bitch.

He wasn't sure if he fell or if he had
just goteen to his knees; but there he was
before her, crying.

“I'm a no-good son of a bitch — |
always been one! | try to change, | swear |
did!”

He hugged her knees and buried his
face in her lap, whimpering, “If you'll try
one more time, Sarah Sue, I'll try harder
than | ever did before. [I'll work and I'll
give you the money..don't never trust me
with money no more, Sarah Sue! | ain’'t no
good, but | want to do right. | know I drink
and | can't hold it..I know I'm a fool to
mess with it...Sarah Sue, they wasn’t no
woman, | swear it!” Just drinking. [I'll wait
till you get well. | don’'t want no other
woman..You believe me, Sarah Sue? Try
one more time and I'll try harder. | swear
this time!” Sarah Sue? Sarah Sue? You
gonna try to believe me?”

He stood up and looked into her
stony stare. He put a hand on her face and
recoiled.

“Sarah Sue? Don’t die now..not

o’o

now..
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