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Foreword

Sailing Forward

Dean Wesley Smith

 

 

Starting year two. 

Wow, that’s amazing. We’ve done six regular volumes of Fiction River and one special edition. And now, with Fiction River: Fantasy Adrift, we start into the second year.

We had a very, very successful first year with Fiction River. So many publishers only manage one or two anthologies a year. WMG Publishing managed seven major anthologies in one year in this series, with varied lead editors for each one. 

Just managing to get that many volumes out is a complete success.

But the first year also succeeded in other ways. The volumes pretty much paid their own way, and the readers and reviewers loved them. All seven volumes are still out there for sale. (So if you missed one or two volumes, you can still get them in paper or electronic or audio editions from your favorite booksellers.)

Also, keep in mind that subscriptions for this coming year are available on FictionRiver.com so you don’t miss an upcoming volume.

We even have the third year planned, but to be honest, that seems as far off right now as this volume did eighteen months ago when we started this idea with a successful Kickstarter project.

Right now we’re focused on year two.

Along the way a lot of people (and I do mean a lot of people) helped with the first year of volumes. 

Not only did we list all the supporters in each volume from the Kickstarter who helped us get started, but the crew at WMG Publishing were amazing and worked tirelessly to get the seven volumes out. I want to specially thank three of them as we start this second full year:

Allyson Longueira, the publisher of WMG Publishing, who shepherded each project to completion and also did the fantastic covers and layout. 

Jerimy Colbert, who kept wrestling all the website and subscription problems to the ground, helping anyone who missed an issue get it. 

And Jane Kennedy, WMG Publishing’s audio director, who did a fantastic job recording each volume. Considering how diverse the stories were and how many recording artists she had to work with, that’s amazing. 

And mostly I want to thank you, the readers, who encouraged us to keep going by buying these volumes of original fiction. Thank you.

So here we are with another volume of great stories for you to read. 

All of us associated with Fiction River are happy to welcome you to another year. We really can’t believe we got here, to be honest.

So starting off this second year, Hugo and World Fantasy Award winning editor Kristine Kathryn Rusch pulls fantastic stories from a varied list of professional writers. Somehow, she found original stories that not only were on topic, but needed a good home.

So in essence, these were fantasy stories adrift in more ways than one. She talks about that in her introduction.

I am very pleased to do the forward to the first volume of the second year in Fiction River. 

Fiction River is a project of which we are very, very proud.

And now the project continues into the future. Thanks for sticking with us.

Fiction River flows into year two.

Join us for the ride and the great fiction.

 

—Dean Wesley Smith

Lincoln City, Oregon

November 30, 2013




 

 

 

 

Introduction

Stories on Demand

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

 

I’m editing this volume of Fiction River, Fantasy Adrift, because I fell in love. I read some stories at one of the workshops WMG Publishing puts on at the Oregon Coast every year, and I knew I had to have these stories. In fact, I knew I would fight to the death for them.

I haven’t had that feeling since I edited The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction years ago. I would see stories at conventions or at workshops I was teaching, and I would demand that a writer send me that piece. 

I don’t usually demand. I try to be fair. It is the writer’s career, after all, and they can choose who to mail their stories to (or not to mail them at all). Sometimes I try to be altruistic and tell writers that they would be better served if they send their stories to another magazine with a long-term reputation.

In the past year, I’ve recommended that writers from the workshops send stories to magazines as diverse as Asimov’s, Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine, The New Yorker, Esquire, McSweeney’s, and so many others. Sometimes those editors even agree with me and buy the stories that I think belong in their magazines. It does my heart proud, because those writers are getting huge exposure, lots of new readers, and a great deal of attention.

When I edited F&SF, I knew I had one of those magazines. With a circulation in the tens of thousands, the magazine helped writers find a new audience. When we started Fiction River in 2013, we had our wonderful Kickstarter supporters (thank you!) and the hope of attracting lots of new readers.

As I write this, we’re getting a lot of new readers. At the moment, Fiction River doesn’t have the circulation that F&SF had when I was editing (not that F&SF these days has that circulation either), but we’re growing.

Fantasy Adrift marks the beginning of our second year of publication. Even though we publish diverse stories from every genre we can think of, readers have turned into subscribers and are joining us on this journey in larger numbers than we expected to have by now.

I can be a little less altruistic now. And I feel comfortable enough to demand a story. The writer still has to choose to let me have it for whatever Fiction River volume I’m editing. 

Fortunately for me, every author in this volume chose to have their stories here.

Even though I decided almost a year ago to edit a completely fantasy volume, don’t expect a narrow focus here. I have no ability to focus narrowly on any genre.

The stories in Fantasy Adrift run the gamut. We have two historical fantasies, a few urban fantasies, some riffs on legends and fairy tales, some writers who’ve developed their own mythology, and some stories that whisper fantasy rather than scream it. The tone of the volume goes from humor to horrific, from romantic to bleak. 

If you read the stories in order, I’ve eased you through the mood changes. If you read out of order, you’re on your own. 

What I can promise you is what we promise with every edition of Fiction River: Great stories, well told.

I love the stories here. I hope you will as well.

 

—Kristine Kathryn Rusch

Lincoln City, Oregon

November 29, 2013




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “Legacy”

 

 

We start Fantasy Adrift with a historical fantasy. Set in Atlanta more than thirty years ago, “Legacy” captures the feeling of dread that suffused the city at that time. This story, delicate and powerful, is one of the most memorable pieces I read in the past year.

“Legacy” also marks the return of Irette Y. Patterson to our pages. She appeared in the very first volume of Fiction River, Unnatural Worlds. She writes fantasy, science fiction, and romance. Since we publish all three here, we can only hope she’ll grace us with more of her wonderful fiction.




 

 

 

 

Legacy

Irette Y. Patterson

 

 

It was the jangling of keys that clued me in that he was leaving. The television news was on and I was sitting in front of it, fibers from the shaggy orange rug against my thighs poking through my pajamas. I normally would not have been able to hear the keys over the droning of the news that had been my companion, but I could that day. I knew exactly when my dad had taken the keys off the rack and was planning on heading out without me.

Man, back then, I swore he could protect me against anything. When you’re ten years old, your dad looks tall even if he is only really five-five. He was still in his work clothes that evening. They were leftovers from the last few years and like everything from the 70s, they were just a bit too much. In the case of the brown slacks and neutral button-down shirt, it was way too much polyester. His black hair was an afro, not the current style kept low and the moustache reached right below his lips like someone from a western.

“I’m going out to grab a pizza for dinner. I’ll be right back,” he said.

I unfolded myself from my place and headed to stand next to him at the door, reaching for my sneakers that Mom insisted we keep by the door so we didn’t track dirt inside.

“Ready,” I said.

“No, Mouse, uh, I mean Angie.” Waves of power shimmered from him like heat from asphalt in the hot Georgia sun. “You stay here with Mom and Gramma. You’ll be fine,” he said. “Gramma’s here.”

I took a look at my grandmother on the black pleather sofa sitting just to the right of the tear where pale yellow stuffing peaked out. My dad had used some liquid leather thing he’d bought off a TV commercial to repair it. It didn’t work.

Gramma reminded me of an oversized stuffed bear with her ankles so swollen they had to be wrapped. She was visiting us in Atlanta for some doctor appointments. Her hands gripped her dark wood cane and she smelled of Ben Gay and dimestore rose lotion. Even when we lived back in Green Path, South Carolina with the rest of the family, I’d avoided her. Besides, she wasn’t staying with us to visit. We were just a cheap place to stay for her doctor appointments.

I shook my head, trying to clear the fuzziness as if the motion would clear away the magical influence my dad had rolled out toward me. Gramma could not protect me. And she wasn’t safe. Just like this house wasn’t safe. 

We’d moved here in the spring right after my tenth birthday party. At first, the family thought that I was just a late bloomer. At least that’s what my aunts and uncles told my parents while not quite meeting their eyes. 

The tenth birthday was the cutoff. No one had ever developed abilities after their tenth birthday. There were cases, though, where it came on the day of your birth. That’s why my party was held, not on a Friday afternoon or the weekend when it was convenient, but at 3:22 pm on a Wednesday on the exact date and as close to the exact time of my birth as was possible. 

I stood at the head of the battered oak table at Gramma’s house that we used for holiday meals. My parents stood on my right. The long oak table was filled with aunts, uncles and cousins seated along both sides and some stood spilling into the formal parlor off to the right. Gramma stood in the doorway of the kitchen on the far side of the table closest to the front door. The round cake frosted with buttercream and “Happy Birthday Angie” piped in yellow on the top sat before me. Ten lit candles sunk into the cake in a circle. 

I closed my eyes. 

Please let me be like everyone else. I don’t want to be Mouse. I don’t want to be Mouse. 

Then I opened my eyes and with one big breath they all went out—wisps of smoke from them. Pairs of dark brown eyes stared at me from along the length of the table, waiting for me to finish. Sounds of breathing peeking through the silence. 

I concentrated on the candles, seeing the flames flash back to life in my mind. My cousin Armanda who was a couple of years older than me and with a world of more experience had told me to just concentrate and the candles would light again. It had happened for her. It was going to happen for me. I decided I would open my eyes when I heard the pop of the lit candles and cheering.

Except nothing happened in those few seconds.

I concentrated harder, my head aching and flashes of light popped behind my eyes. A thread of rose lotion laced with Ben Gay made its way to my nose. It grew stronger with each dead stop of the cane against the hard wood floors. It stopped as pressure gripped my shoulder.

“Mouse,” my grandmother had said. It was an announcement. No magical ability in me that anyone could tell. 

We were gone inside two months to Little Five Points, an Atlanta inner city neighborhood popular with the counterculture types meaning that bars sat a couple of streets over and the rent was cheap. Atlanta was the New South, Dad had said, with opportunities for Black people. It was a place where I’d be normal, where I would fit in. My parents had heard tell of the stories, of course, the two child murders from the last summer. That was last summer, though. Everything was supposed to be ok now. 

If my parents had asked me before we moved, I would have told them the haze still covered Atlanta, shading the dogwood trees and azaleas gray like God had forgotten to clean the windows of the city. The killer’s silence between the previous year and this one just meant that the murders had stopped for a bit, not forever.

Outside, the thunderstorm picked up just like the weatherman warned. The pine trees thrashed in the wind swatting the house. Mom had had to delay the planting of the red rose plant she’d bought to place next to the garage because of how fast the storm blew in. That rose was the one plant she’d gotten permission to put in the ground. We’d always had red roses in the yard in South Carolina so that we could pick them fresh come Mother’s Day to wear on our dresses to church to signify that our mothers were alive. An aunt or a cousin would come around to gather rose hips to make tea when someone got sick to their stomach. 

This place? Concrete and asphalt were dead. You couldn’t take energy from it. You couldn’t conjure healing from the red clay. I guess it didn’t matter because we didn’t do that kind of thing anymore.

I knew one thing, though. I would not be left behind. “I’ll go with you.”

Dad sighed and then sat on his haunches. The power waves coming from him now were thicker like the hair grease my mom used to plait my hair. “You can’t be like this,” he said. “You’ve got to be a big girl.”

The television droned on and then I noticed Dad was watching the screen behind me. I turned to look at it. Individual rectangle pictures of black boys against neutral backgrounds filled the screen. They looked like they were taken at picture day at school. They were older than me, about Armanda’s age. According to the news lady with the clipped voice and a straight line instead of a smile, another body had been found. Like the others, there were no clues and no leads. 

Dad turned me around to look at him.

“Listen,” he said, “you can’t be scared all the time. What do you do when you’re outside at recess in school?”

That was simple. “Stick to the teacher.”

He shook his head. “You can’t let those things scare you. You’re going to be fine right here in the house.”

The house creaked. It was an old house with old house noises and issues. 

He stood up. I reached out and held the edge of his shirt sleeve. 

“Cleo,” he called out.

“Yeah,” my mom answered from the kitchen.

“Come on, we’ll go pick up the pizza together.”

Oh. OK. That was good. Two parents were definitely better than one. Whatever monster was out there killing kids couldn’t get past both of them.

I nodded. The television news program signed off with trumpet music. That meant it was 7 pm. The sun was starting to set and it would be completely dark in another hour. I’d paid attention to things like that. The rule was to be in the house by the time the street lights buzzed on. But as the terror gripped the city and the curfew was instituted, the only thing you could hear now were not any kids rushing to get home but drunks stumbling back to their cars from the bars a couple of streets over. That and crickets chirping outside.

My mom walked around the corner, each step causing a groan from the hardwood floors. She had her all-weather coat in her hand in navy blue, her favorite color, but she hadn’t brought my coat along with her. Then again, I would just be staying in the car so I guess it really didn’t matter if I went out in my pajamas.

Dad said, “We’ll be back.”

“Huh?”

“You’re going to stay here with Gramma.”

“I’m not going with you?” I looked to my mom but she wasn’t saying anything. Looks like this would be a united front.

“Angie,” Mom said, “Gramma will protect you.” 

I looked over there at the lump sitting on the couch. Not likely. I didn’t even think that she liked me.

“You’ll be safe,” Dad said. “See.” He reached out to the light switch under the rack where the keys were usually hung and flipped it. “We’ll turn on all the lights. Criminals, bad people, they don’t like the light. They’ll stay away.”

They were really going to go. I held onto his sleeve. “I don’t want pizza. You don’t have to go.”

“It’s OK,” he said. And with that they left out the front door and then to the driveway to where the gold Mazda GLC hatchback was parked, the car Dad used to go to work.

The wind started to pick up. The neighborhoods were so old and trees had grown so big that sometimes the roots would break out the concrete on the sidewalk.

The world where you could see everything in the daylight transformed at night into a place where you couldn’t see beyond the trees that whipped into the house as the sky growled at you.

The warning tone sounded on the television drawing my attention. 

IT IS 7 PM. DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOUR CHILDREN ARE?

The question was if I knew where my parents were. I didn’t. They’d left me there alone.

If we’d stayed in South Carolina, I would have been able to run over to my aunt and uncle’s house just over the crest. My parents probably would have dropped me off and I’d be eating strawberry pie and talking to Aunt Lou about her massive collection of costume jewelry. Junk she had called it. 

A game show came on after the news. With their noises and cheers, they irritated me, but at least they were better than the wind. It was these times that I realized that the house was just particle board. There was nothing to stop anyone from coming in and doing anything to you. A house was not protection. People were protection and my people were gone.

Gramma had moved some. She was a creature in and of herself with a crocheted pink shawl, her feet bandaged and her hair covered. Gramma always had something on her head. Usually a tiny piece of fabric that had to be pinned down on top of her head with the gray curls sticking out. The only time I would see her with her head uncovered was at her funeral.

I headed to my bedroom. The house was small even with the attention that had been made to expand it. The front room was the living room with the television and then that led to the dining room to the right which we hardly ever used. Around the side of the house was the long kitchen that held the kitchen table. The kitchen didn’t have a lot of width, but mostly length and the room led out to the back yard. The bedrooms were off the hallway behind that big room that was the living room. It was a compact house. 

My room was decorated in sunny colors as Mom called them. The dresser was white decorated with gold trim and the bedroom bedspread was yellow with ruffles along the edges. Mom had found a good deal at the outlet store for the yellow blackout shades with scalloped edges and fringe at the end that was supposed to block out the sun.

The brooch sat stuffed in the bottom of my underwear drawer. It was a starburst pattern but to me it looked like a blue glass dahlia. And certainly nothing a ten-year old girl would be wearing. It looked more like a brooch the church ladies would wear. The brooch was royal blue so that they would probably have paired it with their whites after Easter with blue shoes and a blue bag to match.

My Aunt Lou had given it to me the day we left for Atlanta. The shimmer of magic clung to it. I’d taken to carrying it with me to school. Having it on my counter made it easy to grab on the way out the door whenever one of the parents weren’t with me. I didn’t know how long the protection spell my aunt had cast on it would last, but I planned on making use of it as long as I could. 

I hid the brooch in the drawer after I saw Gramma turning it over in her hands, mumbling something, when I came home from the grocery store with my mom a couple of days ago. If she lost it, it would be gone forever so I hid it in a place where not just anyone would be able to pick it up and touch it. 

I looked at the phone sitting on the nightstand and wanted to call Aunt Lou, but weighed the consequences. My parents would not be happy with the long-distance phone charges all just to say that I was scared of a thunderstorm.

It wouldn’t take long for them to come back with the pizza. Maybe thirty minutes? The room already was getting stuffy from the humidity of the storm. I’d have to turn on the fan in the main room. So, I had a thirty-minute problem. Just wait this out. I pinned the brooch to my pajama shirt and looked down it. It was so heavy that it sagged and pulled the shirt down a little. I ran my fingers along its ridges. This was the most I could get from Aunt Lou for now.

I went back to the living room. 

“You’re fine with me, Mouse,” Gramma said as I went back into the room. She had moved and she was facing toward me. 

I kept my mouth shut but shied away from her, edging around the room against the ridges of the wood paneling toward the windows. Mom liked the windows and the front side of the house was full of them. Gramma wanted to be able to look out from the La-Z-Boy recliner that sat off near the side right in arm’s length of the bookcase. The sofa was butted up right against the windows. I never did understand why she wanted to look out over the asphalt or see the occasional drunk staggering toward his car.

“Come sit here,” Gramma said. “We can make the time go faster until your parents get back.”

But I hung back. You know that kindly grandmother that folks talk about? I didn’t have that kind of relationship with my grandmother. My hand went over my brooch and then sat down next to her, her scent of Ben Gay and convenience store rose lotion stifling my nose.

“Can I open a window?” I asked

“It’s windy and gusty out there. You don’t want the water to get in the house.”

“Just a little bit?” 

“OK,” she said and then she patted me on the head. My hair was still in French braids one on each side so my mom didn’t have to do my hair that much, just once every two or three days. “but be careful.”

I nodded and then reached behind us, opened the latch and shoved the window open. A bedraggled soul was walking along the sidewalk in front of the house. Probably someone from the bar up the street. It was hard to tell with the sheets of rain pouring down. 

The air circulated in the room. “That is better,” she said.

That guy on the sidewalk. There was just something about him I didn’t like. “Gramma, can we turn off the porch lights?”

“Keep them on,” she said. The game show “Tic Tac Dough” was on. I glanced at the clock. Just twenty-five minutes left.

The cool air came into the room, but with it also came the pin drops of rain against my neck. Gramma hugged me to her shoulders. She might have been fluffy, but she was brittle and held me lightly. I pulled away as much as I could so that I could breathe.

The doorbell rang. I looked out and saw it was that same soaked soul I’d seen walking on the sidewalk, now standing on our porch. Which meant that he had gotten from the street to the porch and walked up the steps. I could see him clearly now underneath the porch lights. His bald head contained beads of rain. His white t-shirt was soaked, pressed against his skin. The studded leather jacket and the scuffed combat boots labeled him as a regular to the neighborhood, but the type of person I hadn’t gotten used to seeing yet. My old world had been full of plaid shirts and denim overalls.

Gramma released my shoulders, pulling herself up with her cane.

“Don’t answer it,” I said.

“It’s OK,” she said. Then she ran her fingers along the brooch. “It’s all right.” She took her cane and she hobbled the few steps to the door. I fingered the brooch and stood right there behind her.

“Was just wondering if I could use your phone,” he said and then he looked down at me. I shrunk further away. I didn’t like him. The images of those dead boys came back to me and then the rationalizations began. They were boys. They were found in other parts of the city, further west. They were away from people and they were alone. I was not alone.

But none of that made any sense to me right now and I felt little protection except for the brooch from my Aunt Lou who wasn’t the strongest in the family and a woman whose powers were draining.

If we were back home—

The truth, though, is that we weren’t. We were here in this world of concrete and steel and even though I was a mouse, a person without power in her family, I felt the difference. I knew magic even if I didn’t wield it. It had a certain feeling to it, a shimmer, a warmth that had been the underlying tone of my life now ripped away.

So that on a Friday night I was facing a stranger who could kill both of us in the twenty minutes it would take for my parents to come back home.

“You’re welcome to ride out the storm on the porch,” Gramma said. “Or I can call someone for you, but you cannot come in.”

She took a step back and pushed me in front of her gripping her fingers into my shoulders to hold me steady. I shrunk back against her skirts, the open door let all the power of the storm rush through the door. 

He reached out to us, his hand stopping at the doorsill. Where his hand stopped, energy waves formed circles around it like when you throw a rock in a pond. He tried again and again it was stopped.

Gramma nodded. “You had best be on your way,” she said. “If you need me to call someone I still would be happy to do it.”

He already backed off the porch stumbling and then down the stairs.

She patted my shoulders. When she spoke her breath held the regular stink of someone twelve hours from their last brushing. “I think we can still catch the end of Tic Tac Dough.”

I blinked watching him go. She had already hobbled around me and sat on the couch.

She left me standing there. I watched until the man made it to the sidewalk where he started running.

“We aren’t supposed to use magic here.”

“I’m not leaving my grandbaby here unprotected. So the house is warded. It only keeps those out who you don’t allow in and only at the door. Anyone can come up to the porch. We want to be able to get the mail. You don’t think I really came here to see a doctor, did you?”

“You didn’t?”

She sighed, settling into the couch. “I don’t see where they can do anything else for me that the folks back home can’t,” is all she said. “And don’t tell your parents, but I also bumped up the protection spell on that brooch you carry around so much. Your Aunt Louisa didn’t know you’d like it that much but I figured you’d look for something to remind you of home.”

But I’m just a Mouse—a mute—a normal. “But I would know the magic was around. Mom and Dad would know.”

“They don’t know everything,” she said. “It’s subtle. You appreciate the subtleties as you get older, Mouse, and you’ll learn how to pick up on them. That’s what I would have taught you if you grew up at home when I knew for sure what you were going to be.”

She took my hands in hers. “You have magic. Everyone does. You just have a subtle source of magic that it took me a while to get used to seeing. You knew enough to protect yourself didn’t you? You’ll learn. You’ll grow it in this strange world. This Big Town.” She sighed. “But I guess you do have a better chance here.”

She turned to the television. 

I took my place next to her on the couch. The contestant Bob was taking his turn at the Xs and Os. I scooted so that my pajama legs touched the skirt of her day dress and laid my head on her shoulder. We rode out the storm together.




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “Shaman”

 

 

For more than a decade now, I have adored the work of Leslie Claire Walker. Her work has appeared in a variety of magazines, from Electric Velocipede to Fantasy Magazine. Other anthologies have snapped up her stories as well. You can find a lot of her work in e-format, including her wonderful novel, Skin and Bone. 

She writes that a week in Peru inspired “Shaman.” She fell in love with the country, but also saw its darkness. She shares both here.




 

 

 

 

Shaman

Leslie Claire Walker

 

 

Dad stepped into the doorway of the doctor’s consultation room. Newly grown-in, prematurely gray hair. Blue blazer. White dress shirt. Jeans and loafers. No socks. January Friday casual for the office where he should be lawyering for wrongly convicted felons under, you know, normal circumstances. Whatever that word meant anymore. He hadn’t worked since his diagnosis a year ago. The firm made an excuse. Laid him off.

He slipped his fists into his jean pockets and pushed down, which shoved his shoulders up close to his ears. Still, his eyes shone. Bright brown with hope. A little sarcastic humor. He glanced over to where I sat in the waiting area and grinned as he disappeared inside.

Everything’s gonna be all right. He wanted me to believe that. He wanted to believe it himself.

I sat in the cheap vinyl chair, one leg tucked under me and one black boot scuffing the tile. I thumbed through a fashion mag because the office didn’t have anything better to read. Which was torture, but better than watching the courtroom reality show on the screen bolted to the wall or staring at said wall or listening to the phone conversation of the old woman in the corner. Besides, her bright green sweater made my eyes hurt and I overheard her saying something nasty about sick people. Not just any sick people, either. People like my father.

I thought about Vince, the guy at school who I’d been crushing on for two whole days and his amazing hazel eyes. And how my best friend Amber had a plan to uncover whether he liked me, too. And the likelihood that the zit forming on my chin could be stopped by will alone.

But then Dad shuffled out of the consultation, hands fisted in his hair. His eyes looked a lot redder than when he’d gone in. And I figured out in that moment that hope was a lie they fed you to keep you in line.

The doc had told him there was nothing more they could do. His options were

a) more chemo, which was not designed for this disease but they were using it anyway because they had nothing else to offer, and maybe it would give him a few more weeks to live;

b) no more chemo, with fewer weeks and hospice care at the end; or

c) stick a gun in his mouth.

He deserved better than that. He wasn’t the only one.

This particular disease had a name I refused to say out loud, although every syllable haunted my dreams. It started in the bones. It affected the blood. It made its victims weak. They couldn’t keep food down. They had episodes where they lost consciousness while they were awake—blackouts—near the end. They died in agony.

The doctors who saw the first cases couldn’t do much to help. Eventually, the government got involved. The Centers for Disease Control. Its counterparts in other countries.

None of them knew what caused the disease, only that it came to affect an enormous amount of people in the course of a decade, that it wasn’t communicable, and that it had no known cure.

We all got tested. It used to be a guideline, the testing. Then it became the law. A crappy law passed with lots of grandstanding. From fear. People said the disease could be a terrorist plot (paranoia). They said the sick deserved it because they’d done something to offend God (if Jesus had a grave, he’d officially be rolling in it). They said the government was building internment camps to keep the sick ones and their families away from everyone else (conspiracy theory, but one I kind of believed).

So anyway my dad wasn’t the only one. But he was my dad. And he never gave up on anything or anyone without a fight.

I drove us home. I watched my speed. Stopped in all the right places. Didn’t reach for the radio even when the silence got to be scream-worthy uncomfortable. He went inside while I parked the car in the garage. I caught sight of him as he slowly climbed the stairs. Heard his unsteady steps in the upstairs hall and the door to his bedroom snick shut.

Only then did I slip on my headphones and turn up the sound as loud as I dared and brace myself against the kitchen sink. I peeled potatoes for soup. My method of salting them was unconventional and unstoppable for a while. I wiped my eyes with a paper towel. It came away smeared with mascara and black eye shadow.

I left the soup simmering on the stove. It filled the house with the scents of butter and starch and chives.

I couldn’t help the memories that arose in my mind’s eye. Everywhere I looked, I saw them. The spot on the threadbare living room rug where our Lab Charlie used to lay. He’d been the first of us to die, though in his case it’d been death by the front grill of a Suburban.

Dad’s collection of old movies. As in at least twenty-five years old and a lot of them way more than that. Breakast at Tiffany’s. Shane. The entire Harry Potter series. He had weird taste, which he preferred to call eclectic. He made excellent caramel popcorn. We’d seen all the flicks at least twice, all of them on Friday nights or sick days, snuggled on the oversized sofa.

The photo albums on the coffee table. Before I came along, he and Mom traveled everywhere. Europe. South America. They took a zillion pictures, half of them starring their thumbs in addition to the scenery. They’d insisted on printing them out. Weird, but okay. That way, they could look at them whenever they wanted.

Mom left before I turned two. Just disappeared. But Dad still kept the photos out like that. Pored over them every night after I went to bed, when he thought I wouldn’t know. I sat on the stairs and watched him do that more than once.

I leafed through them myself. Not the first time I’d done it. I mean, they had all these adventures I would never have. Not with Dad in such a bad way. If he died, I had nowhere to go. No relatives. No chance in hell of finding my mom, and no way I would go live with her even if she begged me to. I was sixteen. I’d end up in foster care and I’d rot there until I turned eighteen. No healthy family would ever take me in.

Dad had put all of his affairs in order. We’d never been rolling in the dough, so most all our money had been spent on treatment. The one time Dad second-guessed doing that, I’d insisted. He could hardly argue. After he passed—well, I didn’t want to think about what would happen.

I opened the album to the pages with the pics taken from the train ride between Aguas Caliente and Ollantaytambo. Rainforest all around. The roiling waters of the Urubamba River. The high peaks of the Andes, wisps of cloud at their crowns. A pic from somewhere else—Cusco. Mom and Dad, really young, with a local shaman in his ceremonial wear. A light gray hat with long earflaps that had blue and pink and green pom-poms hanging from them. A sort of poncho, the same color, with the red lines woven into it near the trim.

My parents met on that trip. They’d spent three months in Peru. Hiked the Inca Trail. Three days. Four nights. Up and down mountains and through the famous Sun Gate before heading to the lost city of the Incas, Machu Picchu.

Upstairs, the floorboards creaked. Even with my headphones on, I heard it. Call it an adaptive instinct. Dad was on his way down.

He’d lost the blazer and dress shirt and pulled on a Texans football jersey. His bare toes grabbed onto the edges of the stairs. He white-knuckled the stair rail.

He stopped half-way and sat down. “We should talk.”

“We are talking.”

“About what to do.”

I looked at him. Didn’t want to say anything obvious.

“I don’t want to stay here,” he said. “There’s nothing left for us here.”

I averted my gaze. It landed on the ruined wood of the china hutch. It’d gotten soaked. Water balloon fight.

“There’ll be a lot of bad memories, Leah. Soon.”

I set the album on the table. Rested my elbows on my knees. “I’ll take care of you.”

He nodded once, slowly. “I know you want to.”

“I will.”

“So what’s the difference whether you take care of me here or someplace else?”

As long as he got that I wouldn’t leave him. I could breathe. I drew air into my lungs. It felt like the first time today. “Where would we go?”

He pointed at the album. “What were you looking at?”

“Peru.”

“Then we should go to Peru.”

“You’re kidding, right? I mean, what—you just pick somewhere out of thin air?”

“Not out of air,” he said. “I have reasons. Your looking at those pictures today was the coincidence.”

“What reasons?”

“The doctor said I hopefully have a month.”

I closed my eyes. Snapped them open again. Tried to act as normal as I could.

“It’s not okay, Leah. I know. But that’s the time I have left, and I don’t want to wait for the inevitable. I want to do something. I can’t do it by myself. I need your help. Not just taking care of me.”

“Like what?”

“What do you know about what’s going on in Peru?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t thought about it much.”

In fact, I hadn’t considered it at all. There was plenty going on here. I had my hands so full I needed more hands.

“Find out what you can.” He pushed to his feet, holding tight to the rail, and made his way one careful step at a time to the bottom of the staircase and then into the kitchen for dinner.

After soup, Dad went back to bed. I followed him upstairs and stepped into my own room. I left the door cracked. Otherwise, if Dad called for me and he couldn’t raise his voice loud enough, I might not hear him.

The laundry I’d meant to do this afternoon stared back at me from its overflowing basket beneath the window. The blinds were open. This morning the sun had filtered in through the sides of them. It had been irrepressible. Like a good omen.

Screw omens.

I yanked the blinds closed. Grabbed my tablet and eased onto my neatly made bed. Denim duvet. Pink, frilly pillows with black skulls and crossbones embroidered on them. I pulled my phone from my pocket and threw it on the night table next to the soda can emptied via last night’s thirstiness and my English book and my Geometry book and the homework assignments due in two days. No idea how I could possibly focus on any of it.

Screw homework.

I hit up the Google Gods for answers to his question about Peru. I didn’t think he’d meant the presidential election or the people held up at gunpoint near the Lima airport. Or that the Urubamba had flooded and washed out a bridge on the road between Cusco and Ollantaytambo and the flooding killed thirty-four people before the waters receded. I read it all anyway. In case it was important.

My phone chimed. Incoming text from the BFF. She’d mentioned my name to Vince real casual-like, and Vince acted like he knew who I was. A positive sign.

I texted back. ! and Thx.

The last time I’d seen Vince, he’d had on a cologne I didn’t recognize. Oh. My. God. It made me swoon just remembering the smell of it. And he knew how to wear it, too. Not like a sledgehammer, like most guys.

And she said How did it go today with your dad?

And I couldn’t answer that right now.

He’d told me without saying it one hundred percent out loud that he wanted to die in a foreign country. Because the doctor told me I hopefully have a month meant Very Bad Things. Soon.

I didn’t want to go. If we didn’t go, nothing bad would happen. Magical thinking of the worst kind.

I couldn’t imagine the world without him. I couldn’t imagine my world without him. Panic started to sting. Like fire ants had set up shop in my belly. I felt like I could boot any second. Like I could vomit gallons of poison.

I willed the urge into submission. If I threw up, Dad would hear. He would worry. He would try to get out of bed.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. Got back to work.

The Peru search informed me that there was this thing called The Organization for the Preservation of the Amazon Rainforest & Indigenous Culture with a staff of twenty-five and that five of them had been found shot to death. The report said they’d been on an activist mission with some shamans in the rainforest. The shamans were dead too. All but one of them.

They were presumed killed by a group of local fighters on the payroll of an unnamed group that had been conducting mining operations in the area. The article didn’t say what for. Just assumed that the shooters tried to clear out the activists—and the objections to the land deal—in one fell swoop.

My phone chimed again. BFF Amber. ???

I sighed. Texted back. Bad news.

She wrote ☹.

I pushed the phone away. Set the computer on the floor. Kicked off my boots so hard my big toe poked a hole through the end of my sock, and curled up under the covers. Sleep swallowed me up.

In the morning, I found Dad downstairs, drinking out of the world’s biggest mug and making a packing list. Or a bucket list. Same difference.

I poured myself a cup of sugar and added a little coffee to it.

“Did you see?” he asked.

“About the shamans?”

He nodded.

I slid into the chair opposite him and leaned on the table. “You said you wanted to do something. What do you want to do?”

“I want to find that missing shaman,” he said.

“Why? I mean, if it’s because he’s missing, then I get why.”

“It’s more than that, Leah. The shaman who’s missing? He’s the one in the picture. From the album.”

“No way.”

“Yes way,” he said.

“He’s your friend and you’re worried about him.”

“Yes.”

He’d bought plane tickets already. He didn’t tell me how much they cost, but I looked it up online. Twelve hundred dollars and change apiece. Mortgage money? Electric bill? Grocery bill? Not anymore.

While I packed, Dad wrote a letter to the school to let them know I would be absent for a couple of weeks. Translation, given his disease schedule: potentially forever. He said I had the rest of the day to spend with my friends.

I objected. He insisted.

I went to the coffee place around the corner, where the owner didn’t care that I had a sick family member because she did, too. I ordered a mocha with an extra shot and extra whipped cream. Took my tablet and did some more research about that indigenous organization.

Its mission statement? Restoring permaculture, reforestation, hosting a traditional healing center, and keeping a living library of indigenous plants.

The coffee shop door opened. The bell above it rang.

Amber walked in. She ordered at the counter and then came over. She had on a white button-down shirt with a white bowtie, black pinstriped trousers, and black and white oxfords. A dandy dandy.

“Your dad called and told me you’d be here.”

“He would totally do that.”

“He said y’all are leaving. Why didn’t you let me know yourself? Are you depressed about it?”

“Of course I’m depressed.” I sipped my mocha. “You would be, too.”

“I have news that’ll cheer you up. Well, kind of.”

“Go on.”

She straightened her bowtie, which wasn’t the least bit crooked. “Vince wants to hang out.”

The plane tickets were for tomorrow afternoon. Which meant I had no time to meet Vince unless it happened today. Like right now.

“That is so wrong,” I said. “I look awful.” Jeans. T-shirt. I mean, it was black and therefore unsurprising to anyone who knew me and inoffensive to my self-image. But I had on no makeup.

“Well, your hair has a certain je ne sais quoi.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’s called barely brushed.”

“But you always look like that,” Amber said. “Lately, anyway.”

“Thanks. Thanks a lot.”

“Stop jumping to conclusions, Leah. It’s not going to happen today. I just wanted you to have something to look forward to. You know, for whenever you get back.”

“Oh.” Relief. And disappointment. But I got to spend the rest of the day with Amber, which made up for it a little. Okay, a lot.

Amber understood everything. About Vince. About my hair. About my dad being sick. Her mom was sick, too. We freaks with sick families? We stuck together.

Airport security was a bitch even more than usual. TSA officials with low pay grades, bad attitudes, and the new and improved automatic rifles since the last attempted terror attack. A handful of sick people singled out for special searches, my father included. He came out of the room where they took him unsteady on his feet.

He waved off the whole thing while I gritted my teeth, unwilling even to call them assholes until we got more than fifty yards down the concourse. The newest sound equipment picks up every damned thing. I fiddled with my backpack instead.

Then a couple of hours to Miami, a layover, an overnight flight to Lima, extra scrutiny through customs, and a connecting hop to Cusco. We didn’t descend into Cusco so much as the ground seemed to rise toward us all of a sudden. The clouds parted and then there were mountains.

The altitude started to work on me as we waited for our bags at the carousel. Over eleven thousand feet, Dad had said. A low-grade headache bloomed behind my eyes. And Dad? He looked a lot worse than I felt.

The flights had taken a toll on him. Pale skin. Shaky hands. He wanted to stand with me. I propped him against the wall and managed the suitcases by myself.

Outside, puddles dotted the concrete. Recent rains. But the sun shone. The air smelled crisp. And also tinged with diesel fuel. Taxi drivers hustled us. When no, gracias fended off one of them, five more stepped in to take his place.

Dad scanned the parking lot. Raised his hand and shouted. “Juancho!”

A wiry man with a shaved head and a red thermal jacket waved in answer. He stood by a van with an older guy in a blue shirt. He signaled us to come over.

Dad hugged him close like he was an old friend. Then he cocked his head toward me. “This is my daughter, Leah.”

It felt weird meeting one of Dad’s friends I hadn’t known about. Like my father had this whole other life he’d never mentioned.

“Juan,” the friend said in a rich tenor, and extended his hand. We shook while the other man—the driver—loaded our bags into the van. His hand felt rough and steady at the same time. Like you could count on him.

“Any word?” Dad asked.

Juan shook his head. Not just to say no. I could tell. Juan was also telegraphing that he didn’t want to talk about it.

Which made the drive through Cusco’s brick-and-earth streets extra uncomfortable. The van had no A/C, so we drove with the windows cracked. I couldn’t smell anything except car exhaust. There were no traffic lanes. Drivers honked their horns for no apparent reason. Crowds filled the sidewalks.

The buildings on both sides of the street looked to be shops. All Mom and Pops, no chains. Tile roofs. Rigged electrical lines. We passed a string of stores with mattresses propped outside and a small truck with so many of them stacked on the roof, no way could the two guys trying to tie down the load ever manage it.

I’d never seen anything like that. Any of it. I fought fatigue and overwhelm. Just wanted to close my eyes. But I had to take it all in. Because of Dad. And watch out. For Dad.

Our hotel crouched in the middle of the mattress shennanigans. Yellow façade. Tile-floored lobby with very high ceilings, comfy seating, all of it occupied by a motley crew of backpackers from everywhere, as in the accents ran Scottish to German to New York to local. Behind them, the hotel restaurant was setting up for lunch.

Juan checked us in. Then with a see-you-later, he vanished into the street.

Dad set his hands on his hips and his mouth thin-set and stared after the guy. Watched him fade into the crowd on the walk. Maybe willing him to come back. Understanding that he wouldn’t. At least, that was what I got from the exchange. I figured we were on our own.

Until we got to our room on the third floor—oh my God, the climbing. Two lousy flights of stairs. My lungs heaved and my heart did this staccato thing. The altitude.

I gulped air to calm it down and stepped on an envelope that had been slid under the door.

Before I had a chance to remove my foot, Dad had already bent to pick it up. No writing on the outside. No marks to indicate who had done the sliding.

A raucous laugh pierced the air. I thought what?—then realized the room had a huge window overlooking the lobby and that housekeeping had left it open. Dad remedied that in three long motions. One long step. A reach with each hand. It seemed like too much for him to be able to do in his condition. Hurculean, in fact.

“I just want some privacy,” he said.

“Are you okay?”

He rolled his eyes at me. Having a little fun. Only the fun didn’t extend to any other part of him. He looked like he might implode, actually.

The room had two beds with gray and scarlet wool blankets, a space heater, and a TV. I picked the bed farthest from the window and dropped my stuff at its foot while Dad opened the envelope.

The note inside said only Meet you there.

“Where’s there?” I asked.

“Aguas Caliente,” he said.

He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and put it down on the night table. Then he sat down on his bed. He didn’t move for a minute. In fact, he laid down. Which meant he wouldn’t be getting back up for a few hours. I wanted to ask him if he needed anything, but his breathing had slowed and the nap had already begun.

With the window closed, stuffiness started to set in. I didn’t feel right opening it again, though. And I didn’t want to stay in here and try to figure out the hotel WiFi. Or sit there helpless to do anything for him. Because I was in fact helpless. And I refused to fucking cry again.

I took the Visa out of Dad’s wallet and the room key and made my way down to the restaurant, which had a handful of tables with windows that looked out on the street and a dark fireplace. Bossa nova on the sound system. Waiters clustered behind the bar. I was the first, and at the moment, only customer.

I ordered fizzy water—agua con gas, I was informed—and a dish with beef and onions and chiles and tomatoes and French fries and rice. I could hardly taste it. I ordered a guide book, too, which one of the waiters borrowed from the front desk. I couldn’t concentrate enough to read.

Dad came downstairs well before I expected him. He sat down at the table. Or used the chair and table to hold himself upright. He ordered a cup of coca tea.

“No lunch?” I asked.

“No time. The taxi I called will be here in ten minutes. You finish, though.”

I forced down the rest of my food.

Dad had brought his and my backpacks with him. He drank fast, paid the bill, and stepped outside. Even if Dad pretended to be casually leaning against the wall and we both knew better.

We loaded backpacks in the taxi’s trunk. The driver bottomed out the car and almost ran over a wild dog with bad street crossing skills on the way out of Cusco.

The drive took two and a half hours. Down in altitude, but we had to go up to get down. Winding, climbing roads. Alternating drizzle and sunshine. Landslides, with fallen rocks neatly swept onto one half of the road and boulders left where they fell. Not picked up. Not carted away. Not like at home.

The valley opened up around us. Enormous terraces that had been built by the Incas stretched up mountainsides. Small villages huddled in the distance. At overlooks, a group of women with long braids sat on the gravel, selling weavings and jewelry. We didn’t stop to sample their wares.

We crossed the river on a temporary bridge that had been built to replace the one the water had washed away. It felt solid enough under the tires, but slick enough to freak me out. And the swollen water raced and roiled beneath us. I’d never seen rapids like that. Or heard them. The sound made me feel like I could come out of my skin.

The taxi dropped us off at the train station, near the ticket booth. Behind us, the river roared. Shops sold rain ponchos and corn and coffee.

Dad picked up tickets that someone had already bought and paid for. He steered us down the sidewalk, toward the gate to the train.

I swung my backpack over my shoulder and leaned close. “You want to tell me about Juan? He seemed scared.”

“He has a reason to be.”

Shootings. People missing. He sure did have a damned good reason. “Some people would say that bringing your teenager into this mess is dumb and dangerous.”

“Are you calling me dumb?”

“No.”

“Are you complaining?”

“No. I don’t know.”

He handed me my ticket. “I didn’t have anyone to leave you with.”

“I could’ve stayed with Amber.”

“Not with her mother sick.”

“So you’re saying I’d be a burden? Or that they couldn’t keep me for long? Because they would totally never say that.” They might think it, though. And it would probably be true. And then my only choice would be foster care, where I would rot because no healthy family would ever take me in. Hell, maybe I’d end up in one of those conspiracy theory internment camps.

He sighed. “I didn’t want to leave you.”

“Because if you did, I’d have never seen you again,” I said.

“It’s selfish. I know.”

“It’s human.”

He shifted the weight of his pack on his shoulders. Winced.

“Hand it over.” I reached out.

He made a face, but he gave it to me. “Anyway, I wanted you to see all this.”

“Broadening my education?”

“Ha ha. When else are you gonna have the opportunity to come here, Leah?”

There was something he wasn’t telling me. We both knew it. I let it go for now, mostly because we’d reached the gate and the train was boarding and if we didn’t move our butts, we were going to be left behind.

I threw the packs onto a luggage rack inside the door and got a load of the train car. Great big windows not only where I expected them, but also in the roof. Seats in groups of four, two on each side with tables in between. Which meant some people would be facing forward for the ride and some would be facing backward.

Like us, apparently. I settled in the seat beside Dad. There was nobody across the table from us. The doors closed. The brakes hissed and the car began to move. Canned announcements floated from speakers, first in Spanish, then English.

We left the town behind. Waiters dressed in smart outfits took drink orders and brought banana chips and chocolate. People made friends with their seatmates. Played cards.

Dad nudged my shoulder and pointed. Through the windows in the roof at the peaks of the Andes, wisps of clouds circling them like crowns. And through the side windows, at the river rapids surging over boulders and the bejeweled green of the rainforest. All of it so beautiful. I wished I could feel the beauty more.

The last of the blue faded from the sky. We arrived at Machu Picchu Station in the dark. The sound of the river and a crush of people welcomed us. The town of Aguas Caliente was built on a hill. We wove our way up, around market stalls and boticas, and found the hotel. Someone had made us a reservation for a room on the second floor. It was small and white, with two double beds. Even inside, the air felt damp and thick.

No notes on the floor.

We ate dinner at a restaurant at the bottom of the hill, on the other side of the train tracks. Dad ordered a kind of hot toddy made with Pisco and black tea and local honey and lemon zest. He let me have one, too. First time for everything.

A man grabbed a chair from an empty table and pulled it up to ours. Juan. In a fresh pair of jeans, hiking boots, and the same red thermal jacket. He ran a hand through his thick hair. He didn’t smile.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Taking a roundabout way to meet you.”

“All this mystery,” Dad said.

Juan met his gaze. “I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t necessary.”

“No, I guess you wouldn’t.”

I didn’t understand. I didn’t like it. I wouldn’t stand it. “What’s going on?”

“There’s people after a friend of your father’s and mine.”

“The shaman,” I said.

“Yes. The people are still looking for him.” He looked at my father. “You know what happened? With the guns?”

Dad nodded.

Our waiter stopped by. Juan ordered a bottle of Inka Kola. He waited until the waiter got well out of earshot before he continued in a lowered voice.

“Our friend is organizing resistance.”

I glanced from him to Dad and back again. “Against the mining company?”

The corner of Juan’s mouth quirked up. “What makes you think it’s a company?”

“I read some stuff.” Maybe the wrong stuff.

“The mining is illegal. It’s not a company. It’s a type of—how you say—mafia. The government has laws against this, but it happens anyway. The miners use industrial techniques. Machines. They pollute the water. Destroy the land. We are fighting for the land. And for what grows on the land. Do you know what that is?”

I shook my head.

Juan clasped his hands. “What if I told you there could be a cure in the rainforest that could help people like your father?”

I blinked at him. Remembered a movie in Dad’s collection. Something about finding a cure for cancer in the jungle.

“We are hiking tomorrow,” he said. “You will see. Six o’clock, yes?”

The waiter arrived with the bottle of Kola. Juan laid some coins on the table and took the bottle with him. He crossed the tracks and climbed the steps to the opposite sidewalk, weaving among the members of a band busy unpacking instruments. How anybody could play music at a time like this was completely beyond me. But then, maybe those people had normal lives. 

Dad drained the last of his drink. He kept his eyes on the musicians.

I watched him for a minute. Wondered what he was thinking. “Is that guy for real?”

“Never been anything but.”

“And your shaman friend?”

“If your mother and I had asked anyone to be your godparents, it would’ve been him and his wife.”

They’d had another life. With friends and experiences. Before I came along. Before everything got so screwed up. This felt worse than Juan at the airport. Like I was a stranger in my own family.

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” I asked.

He didn’t answer. Which made me feel like I could scream. Not that he noticed. He just pointed to the band, who struck up some folk tune about someone named Pachamama.

“The earth mother,” Dad said.

That startled me so much I forgot to yell. “So they’re, like, hippies?”

That earned a laugh. He ruffled my hair.

He slept like the dead. I thought those exact words. I spent half the night mourning that I’d thought them, and the other half curled up in the fetal position like a candidate for a nervous breakdown.

Six in the morning arrived along with a not-so-Continental breakfast and a chill in the air. We met Juan in the dark on the street. I thought we’d be heading out immediately, but instead we went straight to a tiny corner botica whose walls were lined with toys and candy. A twenty-something girl in a pink sweater yawned behind the counter.

Juan told her how bad Dad felt. Described his symptoms. She sold us painkillers that would have required a doctor visit and a prescription back home. Dad bought a bottle of water, too, and swallowed his first dose as we walked down the street, past the soccer pitch and under the gray watchful eye of a shrouded mountain.

The restaurants in the main plaza were full of tourists trying to be the first to visit Machu Picchu. The smell of eggs and bread and coffee carried to me. My stomach had a ton to say about that. Juan steered us toward a particular place, one with tables out on the walk. Gestured for us to sit at an already occupied table. As in occupied by an old man with thick, black hair in long-sleeved red flannel over a black t-shirt, jeans, and sandals.

Dad hugged the guy the way he’d hugged Juan at the airport, only tighter.

“It’s okay.” The old man patted my father’s back.

Dad pulled back a bit. Shook his head. “No, it’s not.”

“It will be.”

With that, my father calmed. He sat, which I took as my cue. “Leah,” he said, “this is Daveed.”

It took me a minute to figure he meant David, only pronounced differently. I needed coffee. David insisted on a cup of coca tea for everyone instead. And a quick breakfast.

He looked at me. No, he looked through me. Into me. It made me squirm in my seat. He seemed satisfied with whatever he saw.

Dad had brought us to this place in search of his friend the shaman. This guy with the magic eyes had to be him.

“Does she know?” the shaman asked my father.

Dad hesitated. I could tell he wanted to tell me the thing he’d been hiding, but didn’t really have a handle on how.

I didn’t care about how. I cared about now. It’d been him and me against the world for so long. Before I knew it, it would just be me against the world. I didn’t want to think about that. I had no choice. Neither did he.

Choice being the operative word. What would happen to me after he died? He had no friends at home left to leave me with. No one had stuck around. Okay, fine. Or not fine. Whatever.

“We’re almost broke,” Dad said.

I touched his arm. “I figured. You spent what was left of our money to get here. The tickets cost a fortune.”

“Not as much as you think,” he said.

I started to say there was no discount site that could make much of a difference. Stopped myself. “You bought one way tickets.”

He didn’t say yes. He didn’t deny it.

“Even mine?”

He held my gaze, steady. “I wanted to leave you with a little money for after I’m gone. It’s better I’m here than at home. My memories are here.”

“But not mine.”

“Leah.” Just my name. Nothing else.

I thought about how I’d seen all the memories in the house before he brought up the crazy idea of coming here. Had I known I’d never see the house again? Had I been storing up all those scenes in my mind and my heart so I could replay them later? Hell, no. I’d been acting like any girl whose dad could kick it any minute. I could imagine anything I wanted. Anytime. Anywhere.

He was my memory.

“You were going to leave me here?” I asked.

“With David.”

My voice rose with each word. “With guns and danger?”

Dad lifted a hand. Pressed it down. “Lower your voice.”

Not fair. I laid my head in my hands. Only for a second. I looked at Juan. “Last night you said there’s a cure for my dad.”

“For people like your dad. It’s too late for him.”

“What kind of shitty cure is it if it’s too late?”

“The kind that researchers are investigating. They’re testing plants in the jungle. Making progress. If the miners with machines come in, the plants could be lost. We could all be lost.”

Saving them—us—that was worth braving guns and danger. It wouldn’t be enough. Not for my father. Could it be enough for Amber’s mom? For the rest of the world? Maybe.

Dad read my thoughts on my face. Not with shaman eyes, with dad eyes. “If you want, David has offered to teach you what he knows about the plants. About how to make medicine.”

As bribes went, that counted for the worst and the best rolled into one. I could help. I could make a difference. I could give people hope that didn’t stink of lies.

I’d left most of my luggage, including some of my best clothes, in a hotel room in Cusco. I’d never see Amber again. At least not for a very long time. Unless, of course, they had WiFi in the jungle. I’d never gotten to hang out with Vince.

I was only sixteen.

I’d never been only sixteen.

I looked at David. “Where were we supposed to go hiking today?”

“To my village,” he said. “It’s a long way.”

“My dad’s coming with us.” Not a question. A demand.

David nodded. “We’ll go slow. As long as it takes. I’ll carry him if I have to.”

I shook. All over. I didn’t think I’d ever stop.

We set off from Aguas Caliente as the sun rose. The dawn lit the faces of the people we passed on the road. Buses honked at us as their tires kicked up plumes of dust. They headed up the mountain to the lost city.

We took a different road.




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “The Red-Stained Wishing Tree”

 

 

Eric Stocklassa lives in Germany in a “cramped apartment filled with tomes of forbidden knowledge whose bizarre secrets would drive any sensible person to madness.” I’m pleased to note that “The Red-Stained Wishing Tree” marks Eric’s first professional sale. 

About this strong story, he says, “Writing it felt like sitting in [this guy]’s passenger seat.” Reading it feels that way too.




 

 

 

 

The Red-Stained Wishing Tree

Eric Stocklassa

 

 

Sam usually loved driving, but the storm was mean. The black sky was bleeding from several open wounds, gushing on the ash-gray hills, the pathetic excuse for a road and Sam’s windshield in opaque crimson. Lightning ripped up from the charged earth, to the suffering sky. Bright flashes of light, ear-splitting thunder and an echoing moan, as the shivering sky suffered another wound.

A hollow bumping noise told Sam that the passenger in his trunk had finally woken up. It was time to find a dry spot.

This was the Inbetween. People assumed that the notches on a ruler were evenly spaced, but they weren’t. There were wrinkles in reality. Hidden pockets where skeletons danced and swarms of intelligent rats gnawed the flesh of unwary wanderers. Between two yellow-green cornfields in Iowa, blood rained from the sky.

The cave was alight from glowing veins of ore. Walking around his silver Mercedes the copper smell of blood grabbed his nostrils and held on tight. Had Sam been human, he would have had to fight a gag reflex by now. Good thing Sam was not. Not really anyway.

 

***

 

The taste of cigarettes had almost faded from his mouth, so he lighted up again. It didn’t give him a buzz. Never had. It was one of his bastions of normalcy. A way he could fit into a society that had the ability and need to eat, sleep and drink once in a while. 

Sucking in the blue smoke, he opened the trunk.

He expected a hand to shoot out and grab him. Instead he got complaints.

“Your driving is shitty, you know that?”

The boy was fourteen at the most. He already had tattoos on his arms and hands. The fingers on his hand proclaimed F-U-C-K and O-F-F-!.

“And what the fuck is in this bag? That thing has been poking me for over an hour.”

“Bones,” he said.

Naturally the kid opened the ancient brown burlap sack. Even in the dim-light, the skull shone brightly. It was acid-cleaned and well-preserved. Sam had personally waxed every single bone. The kid picked it up and examined it from all sides.

“Was that someone you killed?”

“My father,” said Sam. He finished his cigarette and stumped it out. “And yes.”

He took the skull from the boy’s hands and gently placed it back into the bag.

“To business then?” said the boy.

Sam nodded and gestured to a wall.

“That’s where you are going to shoot me?”

“I don’t need guns.”

Sam took off his right glove revealing the black nothingness underneath. It was absence of light, far below the freezing point in temperature and still vaguely hand-shaped.

He could see the kid’s breathing accelerate. He gave him credit. That was normally the point where they screamed. 

“There isn’t any hope, is there?”

Sam shook his head.

There were things in the world people did not get better from. There was AIDS, stage four leukemia, there were bullets to the head, plane crashes and napalm. And death warrants from the Powers That Be. In other words, him.

“Up against the wall and I make it quick.”

The boy shook his head. Slowly.

“I’m fine where I am.”

“Very well.”

Sam pushed his hand on the boy’s chest and it sunk right in. There were gaps in every piece of matter, even diamonds. Between the air molecules that people breathed was nothingness, an invisible abyss. That was what most of Sam’s body was made of and that was the reason why he could slowly wrap his fingers around the boy’s still beating heart, The truth was, the glass was always going to be half-empty, no matter how much water you poured into it.

“It’s OK anyway,” said Sam. “I was lying when I said I was going to make it quick.”

The boy’s body cringed. He was holding his breath now. 

“This is a special occasion, you see. It’s the big one-triple-zero.”

The boy was thrashing now, hitting Sam’s arm. He stopped when he realized what Sam held on to. He held on to Sam’s coat instead.

“My one-thousandth kill. You can take comfort in that. No matter how crappy your life was, at least you were special to somebody.”

“One last request?” the boy coughed.

For the first time Sam’s eyes connected with the boy’s. The boy hadn’t cried. Sam could tell. And even now, at the moment of his death, there was no trace of fear in those eyes. He saw nothing but anger, hate and cold-blooded defiance.

Sam’s fingers tightened. He was savoring the moment. Let the kid’s heart die slowly.

“Tell my father I didn’t beg.”

It was time to finish this. Sam knew it. He gave the boy a curt nod. Why not tell his father? This was a special occasion after all! He pictured how he would tell it to the old man’s face. Putting a warrant on his own son, that geezer didn’t deserve the satisfaction. Sam collected his strength for the final, glorious grab.

Then he did something he hadn’t done in almost a century.

He hesitated.

 

***

 

Camden, New Jersey looked like the asshole of the universe. Houses that weren’t broken down or burned to the ground, were covered in graffiti with the windows boarded up and crack-addicted scarecrows were roaming the streets. It smelled as bad as it looked. Sewage, smog and rotten meat.

Sam’s Mercedes vibrated, making its way over the garbage-riddled road. Somewhere in the distance, Sam could hear gunfire. There were Morrigan birds sitting in the trees. Black raven-like creatures with fuzzy, shadowy edges and red eyes. Somebody had died here recently. In this very street. A warning to everyone with the mental flexibility to see them.

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

Letting the boy go. Not like he would survive out there on his own. And for what? One last giant fuck you to a man who died a long time ago?

It was the homeless man, standing in the middle of the street that pulled him out of his thoughts. Sam’s back ached. So did every flesh-part his body still had. Normally, after a drive of seventeen hours, he would have been angry at the man. Maybe even killed him. This time however...

There was no guarantee that they weren’t already after him. To some of his colleagues a death called out. It made a physical noise they could hear. Even blood had produced what had been described to him as an eerie melody. Singing to the sensitive...and the hungry.

He hit the horn, startling the man, but he still didn’t move. Probably stoned out of his mind. The noise attracted one of the other denizens of Camden however. A shirtless man with a revolver tucked into his underwear, proudly showing off his swastika tattoos, made his way towards him. Sam let down his window. This man might be of some help.

“So what are you in the market for?”

“Last time I have been here, this was still Italian territory.”

The guy gave him a yellow-teethed laugh.

“When were you last here?” he said.

1967. 

“It’s been a while.”

“Yeah we just recently acquired this particular street. And we are forever grateful you give your patronage to the honest, Christian, hard-working Americans that live here. So what’cha want?”

“Jerimia Antonio Falcone. They called him Stubnose, but it’s been a while.”

He laughed again. Only this time there was an edge to it.

“He some kind of mobster?”

“Yes. Well, freelancer, not a made man. But most of our customers were Family.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Are you sure? He would be about seventy right now. Lived just down this street.”

“Listen. I’m a busy man. Buy something or piss off.”

Sam glanced ahead. The homeless man had moved out of the way now. He did the math. This was probably the least supernatural street in what had to be the universe’s worst neighborhood. There were no crevasses, wrinkles, side-side-alleys or even nooks anywhere to be found. He was driving a ’97 Mercedes 190. It looked new though, because it was. There was an Inbetween factory in Germany that never stopped making them. Best car Mercedes ever built and—cut off from all his resources—his only ride. 

“I have a thousand dollars for you now,” said Sam. This got the man’s attention “Two thousand dollars afterwards. Consider it a tip for keeping an eye on my car.”

Sam got out, counted the money and handed it over, getting two thumbs up in return.

“You stack the honor of your gang on the condition of my car?”

“Yessir. As Jesus Christ, Savior and Ruler of All Men is my witness, not a single scratch as long as I got bullets!”

In a neighborhood that had rampant bands of addicts stripping houses for copper, that was as good as it could get. Not that Sam had many options. Time was not his ally on this one.

“Excellent. On behalf of... well... white people everywhere, thank you.”

Now he just hoped Stubnose was still living here. And alive. Otherwise this was going to be a short trip. 

 

***

 

The shotgun’s thunder was followed by a rain of wooden splinters of what had formerly been a door.

Sam pressed himself against the wall next to it, his eyes searching for better cover. Sam’s resistance to sleep deprivation, extreme temperatures and—as he found out—microwave radiation not withstanding, he was pretty sure his delicate brain would get cranky about receiving a shotgun blast.

The floor was dirty and the stairs reeked of piss.

“Stubnose, it’s me!” 

His voice carried far. No doubt people were listening to their conversation. He wondered how many of them cared.

An old man’s voice answered him.

“Jimmy sent you here to finish me off?”

“What? I killed Jimmy.”

“You telling me you killed Jimmy Addams?”

“Who?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Sam.”

“Bullshit.”

Another shotgun blast ripped a hole into the wall, too close to Sam’s head for comfort. Sam’s left ear was throwing a fit.

“It’s Samuel Alastor Virgino Jeremiah Whitestaff. We met fifty-three years ago at that job with the Chinaman? Two days after, that Irishman bit part of your nose off?”

An old geezer put his head through the hole in his door, narrowly avoiding a mean splinter. He only had a small patch of silver hair left and his nose had a crater where others had a tip. He had the wrinkles of a grumpy son of a bitch, but now he smiled, revealing cheap dentures.

“Well, fuck me!”

“Done worse. You letting me in or what?”

 

***

 

Stubnose’s apartment was a blast from the past. The carpet, lamp and sofa in his living room had been ugly in 1965, now there was almost a designer quality to it. Stubnose had a backup apartment door ready, seven chains dangling off it and he wouldn’t hear of thirty-looking Sam, helping two-hundred-looking him. 

“Visiting family?” Stubnose asked, “Or reliving the glory days?”

For a second he could see the fun, Italian-American asshole that Stub had once been. Glory days... Why hadn’t he ever come by. He had always been so busy. Always focused on the next job. Never looking back.

“I need your help, Stub.”

“Well, look at that.” Stub actually managed to lift the door. Sam could hear his bones creaking under the weight. “High and mighty Sammy Whitestaff, meanest killer the world has ever seen, asking me for help! What did you do?”

He started to screw in the hinges.

“I need to know where the Wishing Tree is.”

Stub’s hand stopped in mid-air.

“You getting nostalgic about your father now?”

“My father killed seven of his eight children, trying to get enough juice to buy himself immortality. My only regret is that I can’t kill him again.”

Stub was turning the screwdriver in his hand, pondering.

“That is a dark place.” Stub still had the brown eyes of his youth and he was looking at Sam’s face for clues with the same vigor. It was nice for Sam to see that he hadn’t gone senile. 

“You know where it is. I tried to find it by myself, but this neighborhood has changed.”

“That’s what any-wish-for-a-price magic does to a neighborhood. Crackheads see it in their dreams, travel there, start sacrificing things. A desperate place for desperate people.”

Sam nodded.

“It’s that grave, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“I am never going to see you again, am I?”

“No.”

Stub slow-old-man-walked into his bathroom. There was a four-dimensional compartment in the wall. There, but, not there. Seeing other people with the ability to handle them always creeped Sam out. Like his most important evolutionary advantage was suddenly leveled.

The four-dimensional compartment held an antique wooden drawer that clashed with the Caribbean green bathroom tiling. From it he pulled a three-dimensional wire-model. It was a map.

“So you kept busy,” said Sam, but Stub was lost in thought. He turned the model around in his hands for about three minutes, until understanding dawned on his face.

“There.” His bony finger pointed at a knot and Sam understood instantly.

“Thank you, old man.”

“I hope you make it,” he said. “Run far away from all of this.”

“I intend to.”

Sam could see him cry now. It was bizarre. He had the face of a retired Marine Drill Sergeant.

“You were my best friend, did I ever tell you that?”

Now Sam could feel something stir, deep inside of him. Something he hadn’t felt in a long time.

“Every time you were drunk enough, Stub.”

Before he knew what he was doing, he gave the man a hug.

 

***

 

The gamble had not paid off. The guy who was to watch Sam’s car was gone. Instead he saw a new guy. Crew cut, cargo pants, army boots, with enough decency to put on a shirt, but undoubtedly armed. Sam did not have time for this.

“We had ourselves a little chat with the boss. He likes your car.”

Sam didn’t break his stride.

“Matter of fact. His grandfather has one just like this one.”

Sam was almost at arm’s length, when he stopped.

“Well, naturally, old car like that, isn’t that hard to steal. Thing is, boss wants to take his children for a drive in this thing. So whadduya say you hand over those keys?”

“Pull your gun.”

“Say what?” The Nazi goon was trying to give Sam his best angry face, but failed miserably.

“PULL YOUR GUN, SOLDIER. NOW,” he yelled.

He reached, but Sam was fast. He gave the man’s wrist a little touch, sending the gun down on the asphalt as the man’s hand hung down lifelessly from his wrist.

“I obliterated the nerves in your hand. For the rest of your life that thing will be useless.”

The man was moving his jaw, but the words didn’t seem to come out.

“Oh don’t give me that look. You weren’t putting it to good use anyhow. So you have a choice now.”

Sam took out his keys and jingled them at the gun on the sidewalk.

“You can pick that gun up with your other hand, or you can get the hell out of my way.”

This time the man saw reason and stumbled away.

Sam looked at his car. Immaculate silver. He had it hosed down after the blood rain and now it shined. As he sat down behind the wheel he realized this was the first car he ever truly loved. Almost made him feel bad for all the Germans he had killed in World War 1.

“Ok,” he whispered. “On to the most evil place on Earth.”

 

***

 

The tree was magnificent. Between an ex-apartment building (now a half-collapsed crack house) and an ex-department store (now a graffiti-covered crack house with boarded-up windows) stood a black, dead, full-grown tree. Its empty branches probed at—and seemed to become one with—the black patch of sky above it, building a stark, trans-dimensional contrast to the shiny, clear weather in the mundane world. It didn’t root in earth. What seemed like white stones from afar were in fact shiny weather-bleached bones, sucked dry over the decades. 

Papa Whitestaff had planted that tree, almost a century ago. This tree was the reason his father tried to kill him and this tree was the reason why Sam still lived.

It exuded the finest odors. Fresh-baked cookies at one time. Then money-bills, then crack. Humans were, after all, its primary food source. 

Sam brought his car to a stop and walked up to it. The really interesting part about the tree was the gashing wound in its stem that never, ever healed. Through that you could suck at its resin. The rules were simple enough. Make a sacrifice, as deep-cutting and personal as necessary and suck up the leaking resin as a reward. This way you could make your dreams become reality. The only catch was the diminishing returns. And the fact that few people knew what they really wanted. The tree could grind people to dust, one ill-conceived wish at a time. Evil as a Vegas casino. 

Sam wanted to cut it down decades ago. Now it was his only hope.

“Hello Samuel,” said the singsong voice behind him.

Sam had not seen the man until it was too late.

 

***

 

“How did you find me?” said Sam.

While Sam was human and became something else, this—for lack of a better word—man came from the Inbetween and was now pretending to breathe air and pay taxes.

He looked like a middle-aged cubicle worker with empty blue eyes, staring into nothingness. They never got the eyes right. Why bother pointing them at things when you could see with your whole body?

“I have been following you, ever since you left Mr. Falcone’s apartment.”

So they were tracking flexible minds. Made sense. In this neighborhood a lot of people went over the edge. And when their brains finally saw the truth they brought desperation, poor impulse control and guns to where the Powers That Be didn’t want them. That left a single question.

“So why am I still breathing?”

“You have served us well for a considerable time. It would be an inconceivable waste of talent.” They also couldn’t get emotions right, and by extension language. The man accentuated arbitrary syllables, like he had been speaking Cantonese for all his life and only recently learned perfect English. From books.

Even though it was impossible to read the man, Sam understood the subtext perfectly well. His laugh echoed across the entire street.

“You haven’t found him, yet!” said Sam.

“We will in time.”

He gave him a smile. Like clockwork his body started to dance around, studying his opponent’s reactions.

“Be faster if I could help though.” 

“Indeed.”

“Pass.”

“Pity.”

Winning a fight. 

Winning a fight of any kind was about two things: speed and precision. The secret was that it wasn’t enough to know what you’re doing, striking out and crushing a man’s throat had to be as natural as breathing.

Side-step, feign, attack from the side. 

The fight was over, before the man realized it had started.

 

***

 

The middle-aged-looking man was lying on the ground with Sam on top of him. Sam’s arm was buried in the man’s belly.

Every intelligent foe had a nervous center or an equivalent. Without complex interconnections, no consciousness.

“I would say I was going to make this quick, but I don’t want to lie to you.”

The man was as cold as he was. Emptiness given form. When killing a human all Sam needed to do was shock-freeze the hypothalamus, the part of the brain that took care of things like breathing and maintaining a heartbeat. The subject would be dead before hitting the floor. 

With creatures from the Inbetween it was force. If he grabbed the high-dimensional bubble of consciousness in the creature’s center, he could literally squeeze the life out of it.

“This is a special occasion, you see. It’s the big one-triple-zero.”

The man lay still as death, but for the first time Sam could sense an emotion in him. It was fear. Nothing living wants to die.

“My one-thousandth kill. You can take comfort in that. No matter how crappy your life was, at least you were special to somebody.”

The man’s body lost shape. Sam was arm-deep in a black cloud now.

“Goodbye, you pathetic little thing. Congratulations on your accomplishment.”

The black cloud convulsed now, growing larger and smaller. Angry little tendrils shot out of it, thrashing at Sam, as the man’s most primal impulses withered and died, one by one. 

At the end, the man’s remains collapsed in itself, leaving nothing but a shriveled purplish-black potato.

The Wishing Tree was looming over Sam. It was time for his sacrifice.

 

***

 

Sam held the remains up in the air.

“I give you this trophy. My one-thousandth kill.”

He tossed it to the ground. A tiny black root shot up from between the bones and dragged the black bulb down, with eerie speed.

Sam stepped up to the tree’s wound. And kissed it.

The tree tasted like ash. The little resin that seeped from the wound gave him a tiny buzz. The tree was right. After one thousand kills his latest didn’t matter to him anymore. It barely even registered as exciting. A memory that was fading fast. Maybe the trophy could have become precious to him but, as of late, time was not something he had.

He let the fingers of his left hand, his human hand, slide across the rough bark of the tree. What else could he give him?

His car.

It seemed like a dumb move, him being on the run. But he could always get another car. One that he did not love that much. This tree and its power were the only thing that could help him now. Desperation makes for shitty negotiations.

He walked over and opened the trunk, intent on taking some ranged weapons. That’s when he saw the burlap sack and it took him back. 

Johnathan Whitestaff III. had already been an old man when he discovered the tree in Sweden. Sam had learned from his father’s notes that he was obsessed with finding immortality. So obsessed that he raped all eight of his housemaids, repeatedly, until they conceived. He locked them in his basement. Sam had been four years old when he had first seen the sun.

Today Sam knew that his childhood was a mixed calculation. All the love and affection his father could put into him were making him a more potent sacrifice, but his father could only let Sam grow so old before his own body would give out.

When the day came, Jonathan Whitestaff III. doped his eight children and carried them here. To this day Sam did not know how his brothers and sisters died. He only came to when his father amputated Sam’s right arm. Finally he seemed to have enough power.

He must have chosen a poor wording for his wish. It was Sam that received the gift instead of him. It took years of pain and suffering until Sam’s flesh and the Emptiness had reached an equilibrium. When he came back for his father he had been burning with rage. But his father had been broken a long time ago. His eyes had lost all life, even before Sam strangled him to death. The Wishing Tree did that to people.

What Sam had killed had been a pathetic old man. Not the bloodthirsty monster of his memory, three times his size. It left a void in him that would never be filled; nine hundred and ninety-nine kills later he knew that with certainty. He also knew what he had to do.

“With these bones I give you my anger. My drive. The one thing that made me an excellent killer.”

He threw the last thing he had of his father into the tree’s greedy maw. Finally it had swallowed him whole.

The resin started gushing and Sam drank it greedily, the untamed power over reality giving him the high of his lifetime.

What to wish for?

He could feel his human heart doing somersaults.

What to wish for?

He knew he had to wish for his safety from the Powers. He held on to the tree for support, as understanding dawned on him. It was this point—the threshold—when his father had made the decision. It hadn’t been the wording.

Sam knew now what he wanted to do with this chance.

I wish for the boy’s safety.

As he felt the magical power leave his body, Sam knew there was no hope left for him. He had nothing left to give. He sat down on the bones under the blood-stained wishing tree, waiting for them to come. Waiting for a painful death and sweet, sweet oblivion. 

But for the first time in Sam’s life, his mind was finally at peace.
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Shifting Jinn

Rebecca S.W. Bates

 

 

Dark swirled around him, cocooning him like the pitiful prisoner that his human had made him become. Click. The sound came softly. Always softly at first. Did he really hear it? Perhaps it was not there. Perhaps he was not here. 

Tic. 

Awakening. 

Trrriclickclickclick. 

A bolt of alertness charged through him. Anticipation, hello. He wanted to stretch in the confines of his cocoon, but he could not. His awareness floated in the ether of his spiritual plane. He existed only as a thought at the whim of his captor. Would this be the day? His day to finally earn his wish? 

It felt like a tickle at first, each time that his human summoned him. A tickle he could not scratch. The tickle started from the well of his essence, mushrooming up up up from the dark depths of his nothingness, seeping like a fountain that invaded each crevice of his awareness. Always beyond reach. An insatiable, untouchable urge. A cross between pleasure and pain. 

He erupted from the dark netherworld of his hideout into the blinding light that scorched Dominican air. Surf crashed, splintering against the sharp edges of the black rocks nearby. The intensity of its sound pushed him backwards a few paces from the spot where his battered, copper vessel tipped over. A tail of smoke wisped from the tarnished neck of the container that some evil spirit had used long ago to capture him, back when the Ottomans still ruled most lands. 

He drifted a little closer to the frenzied street that oozed with overloaded, dented buses and taxis and Daihatsu trucks careening over the potholes that lined Santo Domingo’s malecón. In a ribbon of space between exhaust fumes and an ancient seawall stood a wilting grove of almond trees where the jinn assumed his corporeal shape. 

No longer a he, but a she. The jinn had become a jiniri. 

And it pissed her off. 

The jiniri’s captor was a vudu priest, and now he sat on his customary throne, a canvas folding chair stolen from the backyard of an American diplomat’s house where the mother of his friend’s nephew worked as maid, cook, laundress, and nanny for two hundred dollars per month. Here, under the thickest tree, where the shadows hung heavy, the vudu priest received his audience of believers. 

The jiniri was not one of them. 

And yet the priest called her to him. Because he owned her. For now. 

The priest swung his dreadlocks about him, sprinkling the saturated air with more wetness, along with his stink of sweat and farts and dead fish. He scraped dominoes from a wooden board and chinked the chips into a burlap sack. His deep, throaty laugh thundered in the almond grove. Losing always amused him. He’d never lost, and his grin said that he never intended to. A slice of jagged teeth, broken off from the dried meat his followers fed him in return for the favor of his spells, slashed across his swarthy face. 

“You called?” the jiniri said through lips touched with salt—yes, she had lips now. A steady seabreeze ruffled the long fringes of her golden hair. 

His laughter shifted into a howl. “You will call me master,” said the vudu priest who owned her with a possessive heart. 

She would not. He was not her master. But she had no choice. She had lost her free will long ago. 

Her essence of jinn—not jiniri—never. 

The vudu priest turned to the human fallen to his knees opposite the board of dominoes. The challenger. The fair winner, but the actual loser. The whites of his eyes shone, and he quivered like a fish out of water as he pointed a shaking arm at the jiniri. 

“Come,” said the priest to his challenger, “look at my genio.” See the real power behind vudu, is what this display was all about. Never dare to challenge the priest. 

She knew his words and his thoughts. Whether jinn or jiniri, she could understand any language. Language wasn’t the problem. The problem was that she hated being called a genie. It was a term of the west, this wet place of eye-hurting color and light, of constant noise of speeding wheels, of concrete buildings stacked into towers and sprouting quills of rebar that made them look like dolls stuck with pins. This was the signature of the west, and all of it reminded her of how displaced she was, how far from home, far away in the east. All she wanted was to go back home. 

But the vudu priest had stolen her wings that first time he called her up from her well of essence. He’d stolen her vessel that the American diplomat had stolen from the jinn’s ancient homeland and then carried around the world to eventually lodge here in this frenetic place. 

She would get her wings back. 

She would go home. 

And regain her free will in her natural shape. She was jinn. Not this vudu-induced shape of a temptress. 

She writhed and twisted and bucked against the tethers that held her to her captor, but she could not break them. 

Even so, the anger that drove her no longer seemed as great as the fury that shone from her captor’s coal-black eyes. The jiniri who’d once been a jinn had once been owned by a sultan who’d raged through his harem quarters with his saber, skewering helpless women who scattered from his way, but not fast enough—all in the name of displeasure. That sultan’s wickedness was nothing compared to the evil that radiated from the vudu priest who’d used his black magic to change the jinn’s corporeal form into this beastly she entity—a jiniri. 

Dreadlocks dripped, quivering, in a ring of fury around the bulging neck muscles of the vudu priest, a refugee from Haiti, allowed to stay here in the Dominican Republic because no one was brave enough to kick him out. The domino challenger today had tried. 

“What is your wish?” The words came automatically from the jiniri’s full lips, because such words were always what she was required to say, being jinn. She held no expectations for hearing his wish, although release would be nice. 

“I wish...” the vudu priest said in his own grating language, which grated in its simplicity as compared to the mellifluous languages the jiniri yearned to return to. 

“I wish...” the priest repeated. 

The jiniri held her breath, sucking in the new mango-scented breath that came along with this manifestation. It was not myrrh, but still. Was this the day? 

The vudu priest laughed, an evil sounding guffaw. “No, genie, I will not release you.” 

The only way she could be released was by granting her captor’s wish. But said captor had to express said wishes before a displaced jinn could grant them, earning release. 

“But I have won her,” the challenger said, gaining control of his shaking. “Fair and square. Hand her over. She is mine now.” He rose to his feet and knocked the domino board to one side. 

The priest ticked his tongue at the challenger and shook his head. “What do you want with a woman genie?” 

The challenger lifted his eyebrows and waggled them as his gaze outlined the jiniri’s curves. 

“Eh, that,” said the priest. “Will do you no good.” He plucked a cigar off the altar table beside him, turned it over in the caked dirt of his palms, inspecting it slowly, holding the moment. “What you want is real power. Not this. A woman genie. Only half as good.” 

Half...?!? The jiniri twisted and pulled and strained and raged, but her tether would not break. 

The challenger glanced nervously over his shoulder, but traffic whizzed past, ignoring any shadows in the almond grove, not wishing to interfere with any exchange. These shores were where boatmen landed, bringing in their catches from the sea, melding straightaway into the out-of-control traffic of the city. 

“No one is coming to your rescue,” the priest said as he lit the cigar and held the smoldering stick between them. It came alive with the vudu spell he kept in his smoke. 

The challenger coughed in the poisoned cloud and lifted one arm to reach inside his shirt. He scratched his chest, trying to draw the knife from its sheath that he kept hidden next to his heart—the jiniri knew. Being jinn, she could see what lay inside. 

But the vudu priest could not. He snickered with his misplaced confidence. 

Slowly, sluggishly, the challenger pulled the knife out, catching the last rays of the sinking sun. He pointed the tip at a crooked angle before the priest. “You will pay me for what is mine,” the challenger said. “You wish to pay with your life?” 

“I wish you’d put that away,” the priest said. 

He wished. He wished! The jiniri soared with a mighty leap. The tether binding her splintered apart as the challenger’s shaking arm slid his knife back into the sheath. Too late, the vudu priest realized his mistake. Swarthiness drained from his face, and the slash of his grin collapsed into an ooooh of dismay. 

Late! 

Too late. 

The vudu priest abandoned his altar in the almond grove and darted for the street, dodging the buses, the taxis, the trucks, this way and that. Across the street, he was as good as gone, disappearing into the cracks and holes of the rebar city. 

Along with the jiniri’s wings. 

If she were winged, as she was meant to be, he could not escape. But she wasn’t complaining. At least she was finally free. She picked up the vessel that had contained her for countless time and glared at the challenger. Sweat beaded on his lip. His eyes darted past her, behind her, to the sea, where a sputtering rumble sounded. She turned to look over her shoulder and saw a fishing boat approach, flirting with the rocky edge of the malecón. 

In that instant of her distraction, the challenger thudded into her, crashing her to the spongy ground, knocking the copper vessel loose from her hands. The fury that she’d kept pent-up too long during the tenure of her bondage fueled her with a strength greater than human adrenaline. She pushed him away and rolled out from under his pin. 

The fishing boat rocked in the waves of its wake. “Eh!” a man’s voice shouted. 

She flashed herself to the pair of men on the boat, and when they saw her curvaceous form, they forgot about steering the boat. It bumped against a rock. 

Perhaps the jiniri form could be useful after all. 

“Where’s the old man?” said one of the men on the boat. “We got the package for him. You were supposed to keep him here, waiting for us to deliver.” 

“I’ll take it to him,” said the challenger, picking up the jiniri’s vessel. “Give it to me.” 

“Give it back!” The jiniri lunged at the challenger, but he jerked the copper container away from her. 

“What the hell are you doing?” said the boatman with a grunt of disapproval. 

The challenger laughed with the same malice as the vudu priest had shown. “Being his assistant.” 

“Then give us proof of the spell he promised us.” 

He tossed the copper vessel toward the boat, missed, and it plopped into the sea, floating there. “Do you see any cops? You’re safe, man.” 

“What about her?” The boatman pointed at the jiniri. 

“She doesn’t count. She’s a woman.” 

Deep within, she felt the simmer of rage. She watched the last of her coppery prison sink under the waves. She no longer needed the vessel except as a symbol of her freedom. Without the symbol, she felt trapped. 

She would not be anchored here for eternity. 

“Come and find out,” she said. The well of her essence stirred, and the fire of her power seeped through her being, carried on her mango breath, tempting them in closer. 

“Don’t worry,” said the challenger. “You can bring the coca ashore. Who’s going to stop you? No one here. Man, this is the new corridor.” 

The boatmen snorted. “What coca? We’ve got puff fish. For the old man’s poisons.” 

“Lying assholes. I know what you bring.” 

“We can’t get anymore of anything if the Haitian doesn’t protect us with his spells. The seas are too dangerous.” 

“I’m telling you. Everything’s good. Plenty of buyers here. Plenty of bribes. No one gets caught.” 

The jiniri arranged her new body in a provocative stance as the boatmen tied up their boat and waded ashore. Already the shadows of dusk were advancing. She held out her arms to the boatmen. “Come closer,” she whispered with her mango breath. She didn’t need the poisons of the puff fish for power as the vudu priest needed for his. Her power came from the council of spirits that she accessed through the well of her essence, deep within her entity. 

The boatmen came closer, unable to resist her. Perhaps she would rethink the meaning of power. Jinn power surged from her body and smothered the humans with her charm. 

They froze, drained of all human movement. 

Perhaps if she were human she would feel guilty for the ease of overpowering them. She thought not. They succumbed to their own weakness. Three pillars of frozen humans stood idle before her, powerless as long as she breathed her jinn breath into them. They waited to be devoured by her own whims. She searched their bodies and stripped them of their knives, their guns, and their bags of powder. The net of puff fish she left to dry on the rocks. She ripped open the packet of powder and sprinkled it onto the rocks surrounding the fish. Already the waves were scouring the rocks clean, returning the bounty to the earth. 

Where it belonged. Not with humans. 

That was enough. She’d finished with these humans, but her work was not done. Today was the day that her wish would be granted, and the day was quickly slipping away. 

She turned away from the sea, away from the malécon, and headed to the street, fading into the traffic as the men regained their senses. “Eh!” they shouted. 

But she was gone, having slipped past the killing machines of the streets, past honking horns. On the other side of the street, she faded into the shadows splitting concrete pillars of rebar. A pile of loose rebar heaped beside the dirt path that rimmed the street. She picked up one of those metal poles that bent like a whip. A woman alone on the streets needed a little protection. And after dark, the streets of the city weren’t fit even for a jinn. 

She sniffed the air and caught a whiff of sweat, fart, and dead fish mixed in one. The vudu priest had come this way. She followed his trail down the path, over a broken wall, through a drainage pipe, past walls topped with rolls of barbed wire, searching for a hole, any kind of hole to let her into the underbelly of the city. Bars kept her out. 

The air pulsed, softly at first. Had she heard it? Was she here? 

She’d already gotten—and granted—her wish. Her will was free again. 

Not the click tic click of dominoes but a thrum. A merengue beat. The air came alive, pulsing first with the drums, then with voices. She followed the rhythm. It felt like an undertow pulling her in. She should be able to resist it. 

She could not. 

She was not tethered anymore. Had her tether severed, even to her home far away in the east? To her essence of jinn? 

The beat sucked her in. The side street that she followed lost its darkness at an intersection of colored lights and hypnotic rhythm. 

Like most street corners, this one had a neighborhood colmado, where a handful of people snapped their fingers to the beat, drank Presidente, the local beer, smoked cigars, and swapped stories. 

Within their midst, behind their skirts, the vudu priest hid. 

She tucked her rebar into a shadow and slipped inside, working her way through the crowds until she reached the priest’s side. She breathed her mango breath into his ear before he knew what hit him, and she pulled him outside into the shadows of the street. She didn’t need her rebar to finish him off, but it lay nearby for added encouragement. 

“My wings,” she said, blowing a steady stream of jinn power into his face, freezing him into a pillar of stone and overcoming his vudu power. His power was nothing without his poisonous fish, or his laced cigars, or the chants he recited over sacrificed chickens. Let his spells protect him now. 

“Wings,” he said, mumbling. 

“Where are my wings?” The jiniri raged. She was stuck here without her wings. She wanted to go home, away from this foreign place. 

“Gone,” he said. 

“You will take me to them. Now.” 

He mumbled something and shuffled into a zombie walk. She followed, breathing her jinn breath to keep him going. They retraced her steps through dark pierced with colored lights, through holes and cracks and past barbed wire, through pipes and back to the dirt path where traffic continued to careen along the malécon. They dodged the cars and buses and taxis and trucks, and they came to the almond grove and the spot where the vudu priest’s canvas throne had stood but now was stolen. The altar, however, remained untouched, as not even criminals were brave enough to disturb that which was taboo. 

“Here,” said the priest. 

“You used my wings for one of your spells?” The jiniri wanted to screech. He’d sliced up her wings, added them to chicken heads and snake tongues and bat wings and frog legs for his spells. How would she get home? 

Then she realized the fishing boat was gone. But it would be back, waiting to carry more packets of drugs into the underbelly of the city. If she was trapped here, she could use her new skills to greet the fishermen. Again and again. Until she finally freed these shores from a destiny no good people wanted. 

Untethered, she felt her new purpose. Nobody’s wishes bound her but her own. She’d come home at long last, but home had shifted. It no longer mattered if she was a she—a jiniri—or a he—a jinn. She was genie, and she loved it. 




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “Still Red”

 

 

Oregon writer Kara Legend grew up in the Midwest where she read so much her mother pushed her to go outdoors more. She writes that she “took to reading under the piano; fortunately, it was not an upright.” This marvelous story marks Kara’s first appearance in print. I’m certain it won’t be her last.




 

 

 

 

Still Red

Kara Legend

 

 

The stench from a stinking hulk filled Emily’s nose, thick and deep with rot. Her throat closed and her overtaxed lungs screamed for air. She halted, panting a little while she surveyed the thing. Nature had been busy. It was hard to tell now exactly what sort of critter had decided to die on this stretch of Oregon beach. Seal probably. It was losing shape and starting to liquefy. Grayish slabs of fat and flesh slid down thick yellow bones that jutted skyward like flagpoles. The smell had an overlay that was fishy and ordinary, but beneath the surface scent floated rich streamers of decay.

Familiar scents.

She’d learned the smells of death before she could draw her ABCs. Long ago and far away it had been, in the woods with the hunters in the time of stories. She remembered that, and she was grateful for that fact. There was so much she’d forgotten, days and weeks, entire stretches of her long life had vanished into the treacherous depths of her mind.

But not the story, never that.

She had lived with the story so long she’d forgotten where it ended and she began, or if there were such a thing as a borderland between story and history, between fantasy and reality. Her story was the singular constant of her lonely life, the thing that gave her purpose.

She clung to the memory as fiercely as she gripped her walking stick. The doctors said mini-strokes were erasing her memories bit by bit, that it was only a matter of time now before she forgot even her own name. What did they know? They were little boys and girls in white coats who thought they could protect people with charts stuck to clipboards because science explained everything.

Fools.

They knew nothing of the way the world truly worked. She knew that life—the whole crazy mess of it—was made of bits and bobs of this and that, cut apart with round-tipped scissors and thrown high in the air only to settle to the tile floor where clever little hands sorted the pieces, arranged them on wide sheets of colored construction paper and pasted everything, taking care to press out each and every bubble until it was smooth and dry and flat.

What a pretty picture, Emily! I love all the colors you used. Is that you with your doggie?

No, bitch. Don’t you know a fucking wolf when you see one?

No, they never did.

That was another lesson of her long life: wolves offered death on a platter, all gleaming fangs and lethal claws. Most fools never recognized the danger until the very last second, when it was too late to do anything but scream and bleed and die. She’d seen that too often, and hated the way they bargained for their lives, all dignity abandoned in a frantic bid to save their cowardly skins. Critics could say what they wanted, but Emily had never begged—or, God forbid—blubbered.

Never that.

Blubbering was not only useless; it wasted precious energy. If, through sheer dumb luck, the fools managed to escape the wolf, they were still not safe because a hunter would track them down. Wolves and hunters: one followed another and that was the way of things.

Thighs burning and her feet sinking deeper into the sand with every step, she trudged toward the rocks at the foot of a sheer basalt cliff. About twenty feet away, the beach turned shiny with hard-packed sand where the tide rolled and foamed. She wouldn’t sink there, but she’d be closer to the water, closer to danger from the sneaker waves the activities’ director from the home had warned them about before she’d let them get off the bus. Lectured them in that serious-but-concerned tone young people used with their elders. Like they cared.

Emily was almost to the cliffs when she glanced over her shoulder and spotted the activities’ director, Becca, trotting after her, one slim arm in the air waving like she was trying to flag down a rescue helicopter. Emily’s stomach tightened. Should have moved faster. Too late now.

“Miss Flannery, wait up!” Becca called.

Emily halted, leaning on her walking stick, breathing a little harder than she would have liked. Becca jogged to a stop, her pretty, tanned face flushed from exertion. She propped her fists on her hips and shot Emily a look that said, you’re not behaving.

Emily pasted a bland, and what she hoped was a slightly dotty smile on her face. “Is there a problem?”

She watched Becca glance around the beach. The campfire with the rest of the folks from the home was far enough away to look small in the distance. A man and a woman walked together under the cliffs and big yellow dog loped around them in circles, ears flapping and tongue lolling. An older man in a baseball cap and baggy shorts stalked along the shoreline swinging a metal detector back and forth in wide sweeps. Business as usual.

Becca looked perturbed. “Where do you think you’re going? I thought we all agreed to stay together.”

It was the way she said it that was so irritating. As if Emily had no more of a right to independence than your average toddler with Becca standing in for Mommy. As if Emily hadn’t been a woman grown since before the birth of Becca’s own mother. As if there were anything that could happen out here that Emily couldn’t handle.

She tightened her grip on the walking stick. “I’m just taking a little walk.”

Becca reached and started to put an arm around Emily’s shoulders, but Emily stepped back. Becca reached for her again, but Emily stopped her with a hand. “I’m fine, really.”

“Let me help you back to join the others. You’re missing the S’mores.”

“I’m not ready to go back yet.” Emily gestured toward the cliffs. “I set myself a goal to walk all the way there and back. The doctors say exercise is important.”

“You’ve made it quite a distance. Far enough to count for exercise, that’s for sure. Why not come back now?”

“I brought my journal.” Emily cranked up the wattage on her batty old lady smile. She’d been told that smile could scare small children. She’d never tested it before on twenty-somethings.

Mentioning the journal seemed to have worked because Becca’s expression softened. Emily’s journal was a fat thing, the pages thickened with layers of gesso, acrylic paints and all sorts of collage materials. As activities’ director, Becca had spent weeks encouraging the residents to draw, paint and record events and stories from their lives. 

Emily was proud of her journal because it detailed her story—her real story—not the lie she’d lived the past seventy years. She let the walking stick fall to the sand, opened the volume and flipped to the page she wanted then turned it around so Becca could see. 

The art spread across both pages and featured a drawing of a cave set into a sheer black cliff face. Just inside the mouth of the cave, a small girl sat with her knees pulled up to her chest and her long red hair streaming over her body like a cape.

Becca’s hand drifted over the colored pencil on gesso image. “You finished that page just the other day.”

“Yes,” Emily said, “it’s the last one.”

Becca frowned. “Why the last one? You’ve got plenty more pages in your journal and we have four more sessions.”

“I know, but I’ve finished my story.” There was one more step left, but explaining that would only confuse Becca. She didn’t know how the world worked.

Emily pointed at the cliffs again. “Up ahead there’s a cliff that looks just like the one I drew. I’d like to go there and sit for awhile with my journal and look through it while the sun sets.” She shrugged. “I know it’s silly, but if you’ll humor an old woman, I promise I won’t stay long. I’ll be good.”

A shout rose up from the group back by the campfire. Becca glanced over her shoulder then back at Emily and shook her finger. “One hour, no more, or I’m coming after you.”

“One hour,” Emily echoed.

Before she set off, Becca bent. “I’ll take this back with me.”

“No, I need my walking stick. It helps keep me steady.”

The muscles in Becca’s trim arms flexed as she hefted the thing. 

“I don’t care. I need it. The only way I can hurt myself with it is if I fall down. You don’t want that to happen, do you?”

Becca hesitated, and then handed it over. “Don’t make me regret this.” Emily mumbled suitably appreciative nonsense until Becca headed back toward the group. 

It took her another fifteen minutes to reach the cave. There she found a flattish sort of rock where she sat, leaving the walking stick close at hand and placing her journal in her lap. The sun rode low on the horizon and the tide, while still out, was beginning to turn. When her hour was up, the waves would be rolling about her ankles. The timing was a guess at best, but there was nothing left to do but hope she’d got it right.

The wind whipped her hair and lifted her skirt.

“I am not afraid of the dark places,” she whispered, “and I am coming for you.”

She opened her journal and read her story for the last time.

 

***

 

This is the true story of a girl named Red. In some times and places she was called Little Red or Red of the Hood. Stupid names, if you ask me. Nevertheless, I am that girl; rather, I was that girl once upon a time in a land far, far away.

Or not.

I don’t expect you will believe my story nor do I expect you to place any trust in my words. Go ahead—call me a liar—I won’t be offended. After all, it’s only a story and a few pictures, badly drawn. Nothing more.

I was called a liar long before a hunter tossed a hood over my head, and I don’t care about names. Now that I am no longer young by any definition, my only allegiance is to the truth because there is no truth but the whole truth. So take what you will, I am still Red.

My woodcutter mother and evil stepfather abandoned me in the woods with some hunters from whom I managed to escape. 

Eventually.

But not before I learned things no child should ever know, the things men do in the dark, and long after I learned how a big man’s hands fit about my small neck. This is the truth I learned in the woods: vision dims and blood roars in the ears when precise pressure is applied. The little girl body goes limp.

These are the true things I know. This is the true story that is mine to tell, paid for in blood and pain and time.

The important thing, however, the thing storytellers always forget or gloss over in their rush to get to the sexy part about wolves and girls is that I was never stupid enough to be fooled by a disguise. I was never a pushover, never the little ninny, tra-la-tra-la, prancing through the woods with a basket.

I fought back. Always.

When I was very small, my puny fists and pitiful kicks only excited the hunters. In time, I grew. I waited for my moment, and in time, it came.

One night while the hunters snored, their naked bodies stacked like thick white logs, I escaped through a rip in the tent and ran through the dark woods. A dog collar flapped about my waist. Sticks and thorns tore at my feet until they bled.

A pack of feral trial attorneys found me and took me in. They raised me as best they could, although they really didn’t know what they were doing. They’d spent much too long in the dark woods themselves and had forgotten the ways of civilized people.

At least, that’s what I told myself. In reality, I think they were afraid of me.

You see, during those long nights in the tent with the hunters, I’d learned to kick and fight and scratch and bite. Later, whenever anyone tried to discipline me, I fought back no matter what the infraction. I fought back because for me, nothing had changed. It didn’t matter that I’d escaped and was no longer chained with the hounds.

I was still in the dark woods.

Still hiding under the dark green canvas.

Still smelling rotting leaves and mud.

Still and listening for the squeak of rubber boots. (Dreading the rising shadow of a man’s shoulders against the firelight and his hard hands, and then when it came and no, oh no, it came no matter what, it came, and I was nothing against that tide, the wave of sensation that dragged me down and down, down deeper still, deeper than breath into the dark places where there was no more breath, no more air, no more…)

And then from the stillness, breath came again, and the dreaded light. Another day followed by another night. Again and again.

Still, I fought.

Even after I escaped, when anyone came close enough to touch, I transformed into a whirlwind of elbows, feet and nails. I snarled and screamed like a wild thing. No one touched me without a battle.

The pack tried not to blame me for my feral ways because they understood: Little girls lost in the dark woods fought back or they died. The trial attorneys had been hunted themselves. That was how they’d been exiled to the wild, however their memories of it had faded with time. They longed to go back to the world they’d lost. They dreamed of returning to the bright cities of their youth and how their friends would exclaim and throw lavish parties to celebrate their arrival.

Their only problem: how to explain the girl. She was out of control. A broken child, dangerous and unpredictable. Something Must Be Done.

Although the glory days of the trial attorneys were long past, they were not without influence in the Greater World. Regarding the girl called Red, they searched for options. That meant they whispered amongst themselves, scratched their hairy chins and muttered over stubby glasses of scotch rocks.

There was a great deal of coming and going, but in the end they decided I was too hard to handle, which was no different from what they’d thought the day they found me in the woods with blood and filth dripping down my legs. 

What changed was their opinion.

In the realm of trial attorneys (feral or not), opinions count more than truth. Opinions are enshrined in glossy leather books with long and impressive titles stamped in gold. The volumes are passed from one generation to the next with critical citations read aloud with great pomp and ceremony.

You see, from the beginning the pack had never talked about me to authorities or anyone who could have done anything. Doing so would have required them to lift their long snouts from study and actually tell the terrible story. They would have had to remember it and replay in detail the condition in which they’d found me (which would be annoying considering the effort they’d put into forgetting that day). Besides the fact that the trial attorneys had been too long in hiding themselves. They’d forgotten how to tell the truth—if they ever knew in the first place—but that’s another story.

In the end they decided to consult an old woman who lived on the other side of the forest. They led me through the woods to her cottage. After the trial attorneys left, I followed her into the kitchen and watched while she rolled white dough flat and sliced it into long strings to make noodles. I lifted the noodles carefully and draped them over wooden rods propped between chairs. 

She asked me questions. I told her my story. Because she was calm and gentle and her breath did not stink of scotch, I told the truth. She never called me a liar.

Later, she made hot, black tea and poured it into a saucer and blew on it to cool and spread thick, brown apple butter on fresh bread. The kitchen was quiet and clean. I sat by the fire with a stack of books. I could have stayed there forever.

That evening when the trial attorneys returned, I listened while she reported that, in her opinion, the hunters had damaged me beyond all hope of repair. She said it would have been better if I’d never been born, but the damage was done and there was nothing anyone could do. Then she zeroed in on the real problem: I had lived.

The filth and horror can never be removed from the child, more’s the pity. Death would have wiped the slate clean, however it is not for us to know why she survived when compassion would have sent her to a better place.

At that, the trial attorneys exchanged looks I did not understand. Something had changed, but I knew not what. They thanked the old woman for her advice. Before we departed, she handed me a basket containing a loaf of bread, a jar of apple butter and a sharp knife.

The walk home to our den was long. Along the way the trial attorneys talked about the hunters for one last time, as if the tale belonged to them now. It was all very sad, they said, a tragedy the things that had happened to me. It wasn’t fair, but it wasn’t their fault. They’d done their part, put a roof over my head and clothed me, but I’d shown no appreciation. They could not understand my shameful aggression in the face of their kindness.

Next followed a recounting of my many failings—a lengthy list by any measure. (I’ll not bore you with it now, however, feel free to take a break to jot down relevant items as they occur to you. Brainstorm, if you wish. Have fun. No matter what you come up with, I’m certain the items on your list will be similar to what I heard that night.) They said more things, a torrent of words that rushed over the tromping of their big feet and the swish of their bushy tails and the clacking of their fearsome teeth.

In summation, the trial attorneys were hurt and disappointed by my attitude along with the whole being difficult part, which led them to their final point that it was my fault for allowing myself to have been taken in the first place. This fact brought them to the most important truth: the safety of others must be assured. It was their solemn duty to protect others from me. 

Granny herself couldn’t have tied it up with a neater bow.

When we reached the den, I returned to my small room. There we completed our last conversation where they said the surest solution was always the simplest one. Thinking too much inevitably led to complexity (which was always trouble), and trouble was the one thing they could not tolerate. It was the very reason they’d abandoned their careers in the city. Trouble must, above all things, be avoided, and that is how it happened.

A shove on the shoulder, the swing of the door, a snip of the latch and it was done.

They locked me up.

For my own good.

I pounded on the door and yelled loud and long to no avail. At length they sent an emissary, a hapless junior partner who commanded me to stop causing trouble or else I would be Sent Away. Think on that, young lady.

As it turned out, I had a lot of time to think.

Years later I learned that some in the pack had argued for me to be sent away because the old woman said I needed professional help. This is why most of the Red stories start with Granny sending the girl into the forest. It is also why I have never trusted storytellers. The only reason to start the story there is if you think that old bitch had a point.

What she had was an agenda. Why do you think she gave me the knife?

To the credit or damnation of the trial attorneys, they did not send me away. I am not certain now from the vantage point of age which choice would have been better: being locked up or sent away to parts unknown. At the time, the mere mention of being sent away terrified me. I knew only too well what happened. I also did not ask for clarification because I’d learned that words were useless things—excuses, wishes, hopes, and sometimes promises—the stuff of stories.

And what was the point of a story? I’d told the old woman the truth and look where that had gotten me. The only way to make a point was with my fists and my feet, but now even that choice had been eliminated.

By now you must have realized that my truth, my story, is nothing like the familiar version. Girl, cape, basket, woods, wolf. Perhaps you’d prefer it if I made Granny into a kindly old thing? Or shall we transform her into a wily and clever woman? (Dream on.) Perhaps you’d like my story if I turned it into an action-adventure thriller where I picked the lock and escaped. Or how I disguised myself as a wolf… 

I do not trust stories. For me, all memory begins in the dark, in the woods.

Here’s the truth: I dreamed in my little bed while locked in my little room inside the wolf den. Dreams that helped me pass the time while the trial attorneys held the threat of exile over my head like an axe strung from an exceedingly thin thread. It was for a good cause, they said, so I would stop fighting and learn to be good and behave. It meant be quiet, don’t talk, don’t cause trouble, and above all, never, ever tell anyone what you did in the woods.

Not what the hunters had done.

What I had done. Things so bad they must never be spoken aloud, let alone remembered. A story so terrible the very telling of it became a weapon that might harm others. Like the knife that rested in my basket.

But I was still Red, and Red’s story was my story. It was the only story that mattered, and it was the only story I could never tell. From this knot there was no escape.

Alone in my room, I tried to forget, but it wasn’t easy. I pushed the memories away, but every night they rushed back in. In my dreams I fought back, but the hunters always came for me. Over and over. I ran and they caught me, overwhelmed me with their cruel strength until everything went mercifully black.

Then it would start. All. Over. Again.

This was how I did my time. Some people call it childhood. I watched endless hours of television until the shows and characters blurred one into the other because I feared sleep and the evil that rolled along behind. 

When I’d lain awake for days, my body tight as a prowling wolf, an unseen door opened in my mind. From it came a little girl who looked remarkably like the three-year-old I’d been, once upon a time. Her feet were bare and bloody and a dog collar hung about her waist. She carried the basket to me, pulled away the red checked cloth. We both stared at the long and wicked knife. We both knew why the old woman had put it there in the first place and what was expected of me.

Still, I could not behave.

But I found a use for the knife, certainly not what Granny had intended and not as final, at any rate. I used it to chop up my memories into tiny bits. When I was done, I folded the knife carefully in the cloth and slept. I did not wake up for a long time.

When my keeper finally opened my little door, I emerged a pale and quiet girl who never fought and rarely spoke. The trial attorneys were pleased with the result. Their solution had worked. 

What remained of my childhood was spent alone. It wasn’t so bad because I wasn’t outdoors in the rain and there were no hunters about in those days. The cave was clean and dry. I had a television and a lot of books. I was allowed out for meals and to go to school. I didn’t have many friends because the other kids were afraid of the trial attorneys, and I didn’t have much experience relating to people outside of books or a good fight. I kept my nails sharp.

About the time I was supposed to graduate from high school, the trial attorneys’ worst fear came true: a hunter came for me. He was a boy instead of a man. When he walked out of the dark woods he looked like any other hunter because he carried an axe, long and wicked looking with a red handle. No one particularly noticed the axe. What interested them was that he also carried a notebook, which meant he had a plan.

He had something to prove.

He had to kill a girl.

He chose me. I don’t know why.

Over the years, I have wondered if the hunters who took me told the story of the girl who ran, the one they lost. Perhaps in this version of the story, the boy heard it around the campfire and vowed to find the girl who had shamed his elders. Vowed to find her and succeed where the others had failed so long ago.

Perhaps this happened. 

Or not.

I will stick to what I know for sure: the day he walked out of the woods there were names scratched in his notebook in blue ink. 

The name on the first line of the first page was Red. 

The hunter tracked me, and when the trial attorneys learned of the threat, they promptly left me alone in the remote and lonely cave and waited in hiding for the inevitable. The inevitable took awhile, but hunters are patient.

Since I am here to tell this tale, you have logically assumed the boy hunter failed. That is, you must assume the boy failed if you believe I’m telling the truth because I cannot be, like the poor physicist’s cat both dead and alive at the same time. I cannot be Red and not-Red. It must be one or the other. The two ideas fit together like a hand to an axe.

One evening I returned home from school and found the hunter waiting for me. I ran, but he was faster. He threw a hood over my head.

Blinded, I stumbled and fell. He scooped me from the ground and threw me over his shoulder and set off at a furious pace. Soon the crunch of boots smashing through the crust of snow gave way to a thump and slide that slowed to a soft, gravelly slide. We had reached the lake with its frozen expanse frosted with delicate layers of fresh snow. His pace slowed even more, and I could feel his body tense as he picked his way across the ice. Fear radiated from his broad back with the stench of unwashed skin.

Fear told me what to do.

When he slid right, I rolled in the same direction, throwing all my weight against his grasp, letting momentum set him off-balance. We lurched sideways. His knees buckled, and I tumbled across the ice. I yanked off the hood, pushed away from the cursing, floundering hunter, scrambling until there was distance between us.

He growled and struck out after me, lean and lethal against the flat white. I was lighter and faster and reached the center where I knew the summertime waters rippled over rocks far below the surface. The lake was deep here, but the current made for thinner ice, thin but strong enough to hold one smallish girl, I hoped.

The hunter was only a boy, but tall for his age with big arms and legs padded with dense muscle. He could not touch me here, not without breaking the ice and plunging to certain death in the dark waters. If that happened, he would take me with him, this was true. Down into the depths, past air and light and all hope of life, into the night tide, but that was a place I knew by touch.

When he stood there stinking of blood and death and roared his fury, it came to me that I should feel pity for him. Some measure of compassion for a boy raised by brutes in the wild. They’d fed him cruel stories and handed him an axe and set him on a course that led to me. There were other stories, more true, if only I could make him believe. Faint hope bloomed that the truth might save me more surely than any blade.

“Have you killed a girl?” I asked.

He took a step and the ice cracked.

Silence then, across the frozen lake. I shoved my hand into my pocket and brought out my knife. If he came close enough for me to strike him, would it matter? We would surely fall through the ice and die together. 

“Have you killed a girl?” I asked again, louder this time.

“No,” he said, “but I will this day and in so doing, become a man.”

He took another step and the crack widened.

I held my ground, this act of being cold and quiet something I’d mastered during the long years I spent locked in the den, and called to him, “They told you lies. There are other ways to prove yourself and become strong.”

“Shut up,” he shouted. “I’ll have none of your tales.” And with that, he charged.

The ice gave way, huge jagged shards raking skyward as we fell, sinking into the deep black. The lake swallowed the boy’s dark form. I waited for my mind to go, for the endless cold to steal my breath, for death to take me one last time.

It did not come.

What happened is that hands like claws, bony and hard, gripped my legs and dragged me up and up until my head plowed through wet sand that clogged my nose. When I could breathe again and my body stopped shivering, I scrubbed my eyes. I lay on the floor of a cave. Somewhere nearby, waves crashed against rocks. 

“You’ve got about fifteen minutes.” The voice sounded like gravel on sandpaper, sharp and full of acid. Familiar. 

I pushed myself upright and stared into the ancient and ruined face of the old woman. 

“Fifteen minutes for what?” I asked.

“To decide if you want to live or not.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t be stupid, child.”

You cannot trust her, whispered a voice that might have been inside my head or come from the walls of the cave. You told her your story. You told her the truth and she betrayed you.

“I will not kill myself no matter what you say.”

“Is that what you thought?” She chuckled with cool amusement. “I gave you a weapon, girl.”

“I was a child. What did you expect me to do with it?”

“I expected you to grow and bide your time and learn the strategy of patience.”

I stared at her in the shadows, the mass of frizzy white hair blown wild by the wind and her small, reddened eyes. “What are you?”

She grinned a wolfish smile and her teeth were like sharpened bits of yellowed ivory. “I am the girl who ran.”

I shook my head and backed away from her, a low moan escaping my lips. 

She advanced toward me. “I became the woman who went after those who hurt me. I became a hunter. I am the girl who lived.”

“No.”

“I am the girl who fought back. Always.”

She is death, whispered the voice in the cave. She will kill you with the very knife she gave you long ago.

I stood there unable to move, trapped as surely as a rabbit in the hunter’s snare. She is the old woman who betrayed me. She is the woman I might become, a bringer of horror as surely as those who took me into the woods.

“I gave you a knife, a worthy blade, but you became a girl who felt pity for that odious boy who fancied himself a hunter. You might have saved him, pulled him from the water and then where would we be?” Her mouth twisted into a sneer. “You are weak, and I cannot have that.”

I said, “I am not weak. I survived.”

“Because of me. I saved you.”

“And what of it?” I asked. “If we are the same, aren’t you saving yourself?”

“You know nothing of the way the world works,” she said. “The way it slices things and puts them back together in different ways. Choose strength and I’ll let you live and teach you to become a hunter.”

“If I make another choice?”

She smiled, a goofy thing that made me shiver. “Why would you do such a thing? If I wanted you to die, I could have left you in the icy water with the boy.”

The boy. I had forgotten about him. 

She’s afraid of the boy, whispered the voice in my mind. She is afraid you might make a different choice than she did.

She rushed toward me then, holding the thick, heavy stick in her hands like an axe, and she came at me. Again, my hand found the blade, but instead of striking her, I let it fall and turned and ran. Her screams followed me into the tide that swept me back into icy waters…

…where the boy’s dead white face floated in the darkness.

With all the fight and fury of the girl who never gave up, I grabbed him, kicked my way to the surface and dragged his leaden body onto the gravel-strewn beach where he gagged and vomited. 

There was no sign of the old woman. I found the gnarled length of polished driftwood she’d used for a walking stick not far from the entrance to the cave where a set of footsteps in the sand abruptly stopped. I traced the footsteps back inside the cave until I came to where the knife had fallen, but it was not to be found. It was as if it had vanished with the old woman.

When I came out, the boy’s eyes were open. He stared about him in wonderment. “I was going to kill you,” he said. 

“I know.”

A hank of wet dark hair fell across his forehead. Blood trickled from his nose. “You saved me.”

“I know.”

“What do we do now?”

I turned away from the cave entrance and faced the length of the beach and the clusters of houses piled along the shore with their shining windows. 

“We go home,” I said, and held out my hand.




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “Generations”

 

 

And now, a moment to breathe. Like our previous two stories, Steve Perry’s “Generations” takes a familiar tale and breathes new life into it. Unlike them, this story adds a bit of much-needed levity to the mix.

Ever since I edited Pulphouse: A Hardback Magazine, Steve has been my go-to guy for the off-beat. He was one of the first writers I invited into Fiction River, although I had to wait for the proper issue to showcase this story. 

Because his career now spans four decades, he knows that editors can be an unruly lot. He has certainly worked with a bunch of us. Steve’s published everything from prose to TV animation. An Emmy-nominated, New York Times bestselling writer, Steve still finds time to write novels. His latest, The Vastalimi Gambit is part of his Cutter’s War series.

About “Generations,” Steve writes, “I like taking old tropes and trying to come up with new twists. I call these my wild-hair stories, and the ones that are the craziest are generally those for which I don’t expect there to be any market. Fortunately, I don’t get these urges very often. Pretty much every time I’ve had one of these loony notions, Dean and Kris have laughed and bought it. They’re passing strange, these two….”




 

 

 

 

Generations

Steve Perry

 

 

Ziegelstein heard Stroh’s ching on the room’s com. “I’m here,” he said. “What’s up?”

“We’re coming in hot! B.B. is a klick behind us and gaining!”

“Jesus! Is Stocke is with you?”

“Yeah. B.B. has got some kind of new toy, like a vortex thing. Took out my place like it was nothing, flattened Stocke’s like a fucking tornado, too. We’re screwed, Ziggy!”

“Maybe not. How soon are you here?”

“Three minutes.”

“I’ll stand by to open the gate. Get inside quick.”

“I’m not sure the gate or the mines will stop him, brah. That weapon of his blows through everything.”

“Yeah, well, we’ll see how it does against the new fields.”

“Watch out for the damn tree!” Stroh yelled. 

That meant Stocke was piloting the rover, and they were off-road, too. 

Stroh said. “Two minutes, if Stocke doesn’t smash us into a tree first.”

“Fuck you!” Stocke said in the background.

“Standing by. Com off.”

Ziggy wiped at his mouth. It was only a matter of time, they had known it was coming That hairy-faced bastard B.B. was always going to be a problem, never a matter of “if,” but “when,” and the day had arrived.

Crap.

Ziggy had done as much as he could. He had solar-powered drones in the air, variable-field mines planted. The building was mostly armored in stacked, layered ferro-ceramics, and the force fields were brand new, installed two weeks ago, double-reverse polarities with shift-phase warblers and fourteen million rotating combinations during each phase, and good luck on finding a key to open them.

But B.B. was bad, you had to give him that. When push came to shove, he was fast, tough, mean, and definitely smarter than most. Step crooked with B.B., he’d eat you alive. 

It was a small terraformed world, even though the gravity was permanently set to E1, the horizon only ten klicks away, and in this quadrant, not a whole lot of population. In fact, outside of himself and Stroh and Stocke, there was nobody for eighty klicks. Whatever B.B. had in mind, the three of them weren’t going to get any help, even if anybody wanted to do so, which, frankly, nobody did. They were on their own out here. Part of the price you paid for all the free land was having to deal with assholes like B.B.

Shit. He’d been meaning to get some guardbots, they were on the list, but that wasn’t gonna happen now, was it?

Too bad nukes were off the table. Replacing B.B. with a big smoking crater would not bother Ziggy one damned chin hair ...

The gate-cam burbled and flashed red on the holographic screen. 

“Incoming craft,” the computer said.

“I see them,” Ziggy said. “Friendlies, open it up and shut it as soon as they clear. Switch off the mines in three ... two ... one ... now.”

The computer did what he told it to do. The gate blinked off and as soon as the rover passed through it, it blinked back on, a whirling wall of crackling blue energy. The rover zipped toward the house. Once it was clear of the field, Ziggy said, “Light the mines again.”

The anti-vehicle minefield sig blinked and went from green to red. There were two score of those out there inside the gate, their rotating fields overlapping the paths to the house in half a dozen places. Set one off, what was left of you would come down a kilometer away.

“Increase strength on the force field to maximum power.”

“Force field at maximum,” the computer said. “Power reserves at ninety-eight percent.”

Well, good on that. That gave them a month of power for the field. B.B. was going to get bored and hungry waiting for the reserves to run out.

Assuming that B.B. didn’t just kick a hole in the fucking fields with whatever he’d used on Stroh and Stocke’s places.

The yard cam showed the rover as it slewed to a stop, kicking up ochre-colored dust. Company had arrived.

“Open the front door,” Ziggy said.

The armored door slid open.

Stroh and Stocke scrambled from the rover. They had pulse-rifles slung and small back-mounted powerpacks, but that was it. They ran into the house.

The gate-cam showed B.B.’s hopper as it approached. The vehicle rode on a ground-effect cushion and it idled to a stop just short of the gate.

“Shut the door!” Stroh said.

The house door obediently slid back into place. 

“Hey, brah, how they hanging?” Stocke said. He grinned. 

Ziggy shook his head. “You led B.B. here because you were too cheap and lazy to armor your place worth shit. How is your brain hanging?”

“Nice to see you, too,” Stocke said. “He at the gate yet?”

“Just got there.” 

The two new arrivals moved over to look at the holograph with Ziggy.

The com chinged. B.B.’s sig.

“Don’t answer him,” Stroh said. “Asshole just destroyed my house and everything in it!”

“I’m with Stroh,” Stocke said. “No point in talking. He’s crazy.”

“Yeah, I see how well you were able to deal with him, so let’s try it my way, hey?” He looked at the hologram. “I’m here.”

“Hello, Ziegelstein.” B.B.’s face appeared in the middle of the image. 

He was flat-out ugly, B.B. was. Scare a tank full of starving piranha off a bloody steak. Genetics, but still ...

“What do you want, B.B.? I’m busy here.”

“Busy writing your will, I hope. You are going to need it. Why don’t you just open the fucking gate and save us all a lot of trouble?”

“No trouble at all for me to leave it closed. Keeps the riff-raff out.”

“You calling me names?”

“If the boot fits.”

“You really want to be pissing me off, Ziggy?”

“What, you are gonna kill us worse than dead?”

“I might.”

“Yeah, well, have at it.”

“I can blow you off the face of the planet, Ziggy. Ask your chickenshit brothers. Open the gate!”

“Talk is cheap. You got anything to back it up?”

“Fine. It’s on you.” His face vanished.

The image of B.B.’s hopper sat there for a moment without anything happening.

Ziggy found himself holding his breath.

There was some kind of distortion that made the image waver, blur, then disappear.

“Gate-camera is offline,” the computer said. “Switching to backup.”

The image flowered, viewed from a slightly different angle.

B.B.’s hopper was still there.

So was the crackling force field that protected the compound.

“All right!” Stroh said.

“Hot damn!” Stocke said. He pumped his fist.

Ziggy let his breath out and inhaled again.

Another distortion rippled over the image, but the camera stayed lit.

“The field is holding,” Ziggy said. “And whatever he is throwing isn’t getting much past it.”

The ripple came a third time. To no effect.

Chew on that, motherfucker!

Ziggy said, “Com on. Hey, B.B.? You still out there?”

B.B.’s face appeared on the screen. Ooh, he was pissed. Looked like he was about to blow an artery.

“What are you doing?” Stroh whispered.

Ziggy shook his head, waved his hand over the presets. “Happy birthday. I got you something.”

Overhead, his drones unleashed their hellfire rockets, targeting B.B.’s hopper. 

B.B. caught it on his scopes. He snarled, waved his hands at his own board.

Bright light strobed B.B.’s face through the hopper’s windows as his defenses reached out to slap the incoming hellfire missiles.

“Didn’t do any good,” Stocke said.

“I didn’t really think it would,” Ziggy said. “Just gave him something to think about. Maybe he’ll get mad enough to stroke out.”

A moment passed.

“I can wait, Ziggy.” B.B. said. “You will have to come out sooner or later.”

“Want to bet we have a shitload more supplies in here than you have in that hopper? You’ll have to go home to eat long before we need to leave. We can take a little ride into Bidet Town and maybe even stir up the constable while you are gone. Go away, B.B.”

“Fuck you.”

“You are not my type,” Ziggy said. “Com off.”

Stroh and Stocke looked at him. “Now what?” Stroh said.

Ziggy shook his head. “We knew this was gonna happen eventually. Even if he lets off and we skate this round, he’ll be back again. Might have a bigger hammer next time. We have to do something about him.”

“Do what?” That from Stocke. 

“I have a plan,” Ziggy said. 

From their faces, neither of them liked hearing that at all.

 

***

 

 “You are out of your fucking mind,” Stocke said. 

“No, I’ve been considering it for a while. We can’t go on like this. First off, I don’t want you two clowns camping in my house forever. Second, no matter what we do, B.B. isn’t going away. We block a hundred punches and the hundredth-and-first gets through? We lose.”

Stroh’s face had gone pale with fear. “No. No. It’s a bad idea.”

“It’s not.”

“You don’t even know if he’ll go for it!”

“Yeah, I do. That’s what he is. He sees himself as the predator and us as prey. He can’t not go for it.”

Stocke was still shaking his head. “No. You’re crazy.”

“You are welcome to leave any time,” Ziggy said. He smiled. “My house. My rules.”

 

***

 

Ziggy waited all day and all night before he set it into motion. It couldn’t look too easy.

“It won’t work, I’m telling you,” Stocke said.

Ziggy looked at him. “We’ll see.”

 

***

 

Ziggy imagined himself in B.B.’s place. His big gun had splashed against his quarry’s force field and not done shit. He was pissed, and never the most patient person. So when his field scanner caught an anomaly, it would wake him right up: Hello? What do we have here?

What it would look like was a phase-shift and an accidental partial-code reveal. A join between two overlaps in the fields which, if you pushed against it with a degausser and a little juice, would open a hole. Not a big hole, not enough to drive the hopper through, and low enough he couldn’t begin to get an angle on the house with his vortex weapon, but big enough so that he could crawl on his belly and wiggle through it. 

The smug bastard Ziggy had made a mistake. He had misaligned the fields! 

He could get into the compound, and with a pulse rifle and a couple of shaped-charges? He could blow a hole in the wall, step in, and the idiots in the house would never know what hit them. Thrum, thrum, thrum! see you, assholes!

The yard had motion-detectors and defenses, the anti-vehicle mines and all, but they weren’t designed to stop a person on foot, and somebody who knew how to step carefully could thread his way through them, he had his own scanners, it would be tricky, but he could do it ...

Ziggy leaned back. “Here we go,” he said.

Stroh and Stocke weren’t there. They had both had sudden urges to go visit the toilets.

 

***

 

When Stroh and Stocke returned, Ziggy was watching the computer’s projection intently. They came to stand behind his chair.

“What—?” Stocke began.

“Shh! Look.”

The tracking cam’s screen showed B.B., pulse-rifle in hands, strapped with the power backpack, some shaped-charges crowed to his belt. He skulked across a patch of ground. Paused, tapped his ear. 

“Listening to his computer give him directions,” Ziggy said. “He’s going to turn left, watch.”

Sure enough, B.B. stepped to his left. 

“Wider angle,” Ziggy told the computer. “Thirty percent.”

The image shifted, giving a wider view of the area around B.B.

“Here we are. Come on, come on ...”

B.B. paused, looked from side to side.

“No, don’t stop. Keep going ...”

“Oh, shit, he knows!” Stroh said. “We’re fucking doomed!”

“Shut the hell up,” Ziggy said. He leaned forward, holding his breath again ...

B.B. took another careful step. A second.

Ziggy held his hand over the computer control board ...

B.B. took a third step ...

Ziggy palmed an invisible control—

Fire blasted across the image, bathing B.B. in a heavy yellow-orange stream, almost a plasma it was so intense—

WHOOSH!

“Gotcha, asshole!”

The filters cut in. After a moment, the image resumed.

A smoldering, dark lump lay on the ground, smoke rising from it in lazy tendrils.

“So long, B.B.”

Stroh and Stock screamed for joy.

Ziggy grinned.

Score one for the good guys.

 

***

 

Scarne looked at his grandson. The boy was what? Almost nine years old now? What a mouth on the child! Where did he learn such language?

He shook his head. “It’s a very nice story, Teevo. Um ... Memaw told it to you?”

“Uh huh.”

“Really?”

“Well, kind of, Bepaw. It was different when Memaw told it, so I changed it a little.”

“How come?” 

“It had talking pigs and a wolf who could blow down houses with his breath! Nobody would believe that, Bepaw.”

Scarne shook his head again. “No, I guess they wouldn’t,” he said. 

He patted the boy on the shoulder. He’d have to keep an eye on this one. Sooner or later, somebody with this much imagination? He was going to be trouble.

You could bet the farm on that.




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “In the Play of Frigid Women”

 

 

In August of 2013, Dean Wesley Smith started blogging daily about his writing progress. He’s attracted thousands of new readers this way, although the real attraction might be the adventures of his cat, Walter White Kitty, who accompanies him every single moment Dean’s at his computer. It’s easy to blame the cat for Dean’s penchant to experiment, but that started before Dean met Walter. Still, in the last year, Dean has started two magazines—this one, and Smith’s Monthly, which contains his work only (and has a full brand-new novel in every issue, plus serializations). In the past five months, he’s published six novels, the most recent being Kill Game. 

His most popular series by far follows the adventures of Poker Boy, a professional poker player (like Dean) who has magic (unlike Dean) and interacts with the Gods. I can’t tell you if Dean interacts with Gods or not, since there are some things in life that a man only shares with his cat.

The inspiration for this particular Poker Boy adventure comes from the news reports in 2013, and some long-ago trips to Alaska. Leave it to Dean to come up with some images that have to do with fish and rudders that I will never get out of my brain…




 

 

 

 

In the Play of Frigid Women

Dean Wesley Smith

 

 

ONE

 

 

In a million years, I never would have thought I would find myself adrift on a dead oceanliner off the coast of Alaska, freezing my fingers off while staring at mostly black water, white ice, and jagged mountains for as far as I could see. I was from Oregon. I mostly lived in Las Vegas. My job as the superhero named Poker Boy seldom took me away from casinos.

And from natural heat sources.

Granted, this was supposed to be a heated cruise ship and there was a casino, but one room with one automatic poker table and a bunch of slot machines didn’t really match my definition of a casino. 

My girlfriend and sidekick, Patty Ledgerwood, aka Front Desk Girl, thought I was being snobby with my attitude about the ship’s little gambling area. She said the attitude didn’t suit me, since I was seldom snobby about anything else.

She might have been right. But still, I’ve seen bigger gambling areas at truck stops in the middle of the Nevada desert where they served greasy eggs, burnt toast, and floppy bacon and the waitresses couldn’t find a clean apron if a plane full of them was flown in from Vegas.

Just saying.

Besides, it had been Patty’s idea that we take a cruise, get away. I wasn’t sure what we were getting away from exactly, since I liked my job of playing poker and saving people and dogs, but she thought it would be a good idea to not have to worry about saving the world all the time.

She promised me good food and lots of time together in a large suite with a huge bed. She had totally fulfilled those two promises. 

Not a word of complaint there. 

And wow, the scenery of Alaska was something to believe. We had spent many an afternoon in our suite, our feet up, just watching the towering snow-capped mountains pass as the ship moved from one small port to another.

Beautiful didn’t begin to even describe Alaska from the water. I could see why people took these cruises. Or at least I could until the fifth day of a ten-day cruise. We had booked this cruise because it went the farthest north. Starting in Seattle and going clear up to Seward before turning around and heading back.

But then the storm hit as we steamed back south and our wonderful suite up high and near the bow seemed to turn into more of a carnival ride than a suite we were spending thousands of dollars for. 

I don’t normally get motion sick, but even I was getting bothered by the room suddenly tilting in all directions. I was pretty sure it was not supposed to be an uphill walk to get to the bathroom.

And then a moment later a downhill slide. My double-wide in Oregon never seemed to have this problem, Patty’s apartment in Vegas never had the problem, and the new house Patty and I were building better not have that problem when it was finished.

Patty, who had wristbands and anti-nausea patches on her arms headed for the bathroom ten minutes after the sudden storm hit.

After thirty minutes and the storm seemingly getting worse and the climb to the bathroom getting steeper by the moment, I finally couldn’t take it any longer and teleported us back to her apartment in Las Vegas, where I put her to bed and went down to the Bellagio and managed to get fifth place in the poker tournament that night.

The next morning, Patty looked much better, not as sickly pale, and over breakfast in the fantastic Golden Nugget buffet, she gave me the bad news. 

“We have to jump back.”

“Why?” I asked, looking up from my slice of ham and scrambled eggs. The last thing I wanted to do was be back on that ship. Five days had been a perfect vacation. We could just forget the last hour and the tiny gambling area and remember everything else.

“They are going to miss us,” she said.

“Oh,” I think I managed to say. Made my ham turn sour right there in front of me.

She was right. 

For the first time since I learned how to jump from place-to-place, I had gotten myself into a position where I couldn’t just teleport out at will. 

At least not for long. 

She was right. We had to go back.

Those cruise liners had this thing about counting passengers. Annoying, but logical.

So after breakfast, we both grabbed a couple extra coats and I jumped us back to our suite on the ship.

The suite was dark. 

The only light came from the big sliding doors leading out onto the decks that were coated with inches of ice and snow.

The pitching had mostly stopped, now only a gentle rolling.

A lot of the room had been tossed around, at least everything that wasn’t nailed to the floor or a wall, and our suitcases and bathroom stuff had ended up in a corner.

That pitching had gotten a lot more violent after we left, that much was clear.

And the power was out.

“No engines,” Patty said softly.

She was right, the rumble that was a normal background noise for our first five days wasn’t there. 

Only deathly silence.

And outside the window I could see a mountain shoreline and some very large waves crashing against rocks the size of large office buildings.

Right at that moment I knew that a lot of people, thousands and thousands of people on this huge cruise ship, were in deep trouble.

“Stan,” I shouted upward as I always did when calling for my boss, the God of Poker. “Bring the team. We’ve got a problem.”
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Normally Stan would have appeared within a moment of me calling him, but since I told him to bring the team, that took him two very long minutes before he and Screamer and The Smoke appeared.

Stan looked like he always did with tan slacks, a tan sweater, and his hair cut short. You could walk by him a hundred times and never notice him.

Screamer, who got his name from being able to make criminals scream by planting images in their brains, wore a light t-shirt and sweat-pants. He clearly had been working out when Stan got him.

The Smoke wore his normal plaid work shirt, a dark lumberman jacket, and a wide cowboy hat. He was part human and part wolf and could walk through walls, among other things. 

“You guys have a party in here last night?” Screamer asked, looking around at the mess and broken furniture.

“Bad storm,” Patty said.

“No engines,” Stan said.

Everyone stood for a moment in the silence and listened. 

Then The Smoke said, “This ship cannot be allowed to ground into the rocks.”

I wanted to say, “No kidding,” but I didn’t, since The Smoke seldom spoke a sentence that long.

He moved to the window and pointed to the side of the mountains that seemed to loom very, very close. “This area is the sacred land and waters of the Frigid Women. This ship should not be here.”

I glanced at Patty, who shrugged. 

Stan looked just as puzzled.

“Who are they?” Screamer asked before I could.

“Very old beings,” Smoke said. “Sacred.”

He didn’t elaborate and I had a hunch getting any more information out of him would be almost impossible.

I turned and glanced at Stan.

“I’ll get Ben,” he said.

“We’ll check out the bridge.”

He nodded and vanished.

I took the four of us out of time, stopping the rocking of the ship around us, then jumped all four of us to the bridge of the ship. 

Patty and I had taken a tour of it during our second day on board. The tour was something that came with the more expensive suites it seemed. The bridge showed us that we were riding on a very impressive computer-controlled ship. Before the storm it had been a very clean bridge and a very nice Captain Craig. 

I loved the fact that I had the power to take myself and others around me out of time. It felt like I stopped time, but I really didn’t. I just moved us between moments of time.

When we appeared on the bridge, the six people there looked like they had had a very rough time. One had an arm in a sling and another had a bandage on the side of his head. When we had been here on tour the crew all had on clean white shirts and ties, even the two women. All wore matching black slacks and black dress shoes.

Now the shirts were opened, the ties gone, the sleeves of the crew rolled up, and they all had frozen expressions of worry and fear on their faces.

All four of us spread out looking at what we could see, and to be honest, it wasn’t much. Some sort of emergency generator somewhere had some of the instruments running. But darned if I could read any of them.

All I knew is that the mountainside with the huge rocks looked far, far too close.

A moment later Stan joined us with Ben, the newest member of our team. Ben had been the God of Lamplighters for a very long time, but as that job faded and so did he and his powers, he spent all his time reading.

And he remembered everything he had ever read. 

I had added him to the team to help us with the history of the world and the gods. He seemed to know everything about all of them, which had come in handy a few times so far. I was hoping it would this time as well.

He glanced around at the bridge and the frozen crew, then looked out the window at the mountainside and stepped back like he was in shock.

“This is sacred water,” he said, turning to me, the look of fear on his face. “This ship can’t be here.”

“It was caught in a storm, blown here.”

“Not possible,” Ben said, shaking his head. “That is not possible. It could not have happened. Something or someone pushed it here.”

Right at that moment I had a hunch that the thousands of people on board were quickly becoming the least of our worries.

“We need to find out what happened,” I said.

“Bring the Captain into the time bubble with us,” Ben said.

I nodded and moved over to Captain Craig and pulled him into the time bubble with the rest of us. Screamer could clear his memory if we figured out what was going on and what had happened. 

For a moment the Captain continued what he was doing with a phone, then stopped and glanced around at us and his frozen crew. “Oh, thank the heavens,” he said. “Great to see you, Poker Boy. I was hoping that since you happened to be on this cruise, you would be able to help out.”

I started to open my mouth, then just shut it and glanced at my boss, who only shrugged.

Captain Craig shook my hand, then walked over to Ben. “Great to see you healthy, my friend. I had heard you had joined Poker Boy’s team. My powers were blocked here and I couldn’t call for help. I was hoping someone would notice what was happening. I even sent a Steward to your suite, Poker Boy, but you were elsewhere.”

Ben hugged him back, then turned to me. “This is Captain Craig, the God of Passenger Ships.”

Ben did quick introductions of everyone, then asked the Captain directly, “What happened?”

“We were attacked,” he said. “Under the cover of a made-up storm, they knocked out our engines, blocked my powers, and drove the ship toward these waters.”

I was about to ask the first of about a dozen questions when Captain Craig turned to me. “No ship is allowed within fifty miles of these waters without one of my people on board. We are supposed to never allow this to happen.”

He shook his head and went on. “Whoever did this knew I was on board and wouldn’t be able to call for help from my people if they could get the ship blocked.”

So I asked the first question I had. “Who would want to do this?”

Suddenly the room got a lot, lot colder. It was as if we had all been shoved into a very big freezer. Frost formed everywhere on every surface.

“Qulupalik,” a woman’s voice behind me said and I spun around.

A woman with long, white hair, pure white skin, and not an ounce of clothing on stared at me. Her skin looked like it was almost translucent. She had a fine body, but wow, getting close to it might mean instant frostbite. 

Laverne, Lady Luck herself, dressed in her normal business suit, appeared next to me and bowed slightly to the naked woman.

As she did that, the rest of us followed her lead. But after only a few seconds in her presence, I wasn’t sure if I wasn’t already frozen solid.

“It is an honor,” Lady Luck said. “You are saying that the Qulupalik have left their area?”

“I am,” the woman said.

“May I ask why they would do that,” Lady Luck said, “and use a human ship full of thousands of human lives to attack your sacred waters?”

“I do not know the answer to that,” the naked cold woman said. “But this ship must not be allowed to wreck on our shores. I will take it to the depths before I will allow that to happen.”

“I understand,” Lady Luck said, bowing. “If you allow us time to rescue this human ship, I will personally discover why the Qulupalik have launched this attack. And make sure it does not happen again.”

“A fair bargain,” the woman said and I realized her mouth was not moving at all. “You have until the sun vanishes behind the great peak.”

Then she vanished.

And the room warmed by fifty degrees and the frost on every surface, including my nose, started to melt almost instantly.

I glanced out the bridge window at the sun. “Two hours,” I said.

“One hour and fifty-two minutes,” Smoke said.

We were still between instants of time, so for us time was not passing. At least that much was good. We could figure this out between instants and then move the ship in real time.

I had no idea how to move an ocean liner this big, but I was sure hoping someone did.
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I turned to Lady Luck at the same moment Stan stepped toward her. She put her finger to her lips before either of us could say a word, then transported us to my office floating above Las Vegas.

All of us, including the Captain.

Outside I could see a plane frozen in mid-flight, so I knew we were still between instants.

“Nice place,” Captain Craig said, glancing around at my office that invisibly floated over Las Vegas and was decorated only with a large diner booth in the center. It had windows all the way around and today it looked like a typical warm day in Las Vegas 

This place was a replica of the diner where the team used to meet and it was comfortable to all of us.

“What are we up against?” Stan asked.

Lady Luck didn’t bother to go sit at the booth like she usually did. Instead she walked to the edge of my office and stared out over the city. Only Screamer slumped against one of the booth seats. None of us sat down, which was very strange for this group in this office.

“The Qulupalik are a sea-dwelling race,” Lady Luck said, “and have been mortal enemies for all time of the Frigid Women, also a water-dwelling race. Both are ancient races that would love nothing better than to have the other wiped out. They have been fighting since the time of the Titans and the Giants.”

Ben nodded. “During the time of Atlantis, the Gods negotiated a settlement between the two races and humans, who were hunting both of them for sport. Humans are not allowed to be near their territories and they are not allowed to attack each other.”

“So,” I said, trying to make some sort of sense of all this, “pushing a human ship into Frigid Women waters brings all parties back into the fight.”

“Perfectly calculated,” Lady Luck said, nodding. “The Qulupalik clearly did not hide their presence and they knew the Frigid Women would not allow a human ship with all the oil and debris to clutter their sacred waters and shoreline.”

“Yet, if a ship is lost in that area,” Patty said, “millions of humans will flock there looking for it.”

Lady Luck only nodded and Captain Craig was looking pale and saying nothing.

I was feeling sick to my stomach, and that wasn’t left over from a rocking ship or breakfast. But I still needed more information.

“How could the Qulupalik move a ship that size?” I asked.

“They are masters of the wind and waves,” Ben said. “They are the only beings capable of moving a ship that size.”

Oh, wow, did I not like the sound of that. 

For a moment everyone remained silent. 

A very long moment.

Finally Lady Luck said, “I’m going to go talk with the Fates. They negotiated the first agreement. They might have an idea.”

And she vanished.

I made sure we were still between moments of time so none of our deadline was passing. I had a hunch we were going to need that time to move the ship once we figured out a solution.

We had always come up with a solution before. There had to be one for this mess. 

“Milkshakes?” a voice behind me broke the silence.

I turned around, surprised. Marge, the waitress from the café that this office was patterned after, came through the door. She was a superhero in the food and beverage industry, but I didn’t know she had the ability to cut through a time bubble.

“I figured we were going to need some thinking food,” Stan said, smiling at my clearly puzzled expression.

“Fries are down and cooking,” she said. 

She put our standard milkshake order in each of our places at the table, then turned to Captain Craig. “Great seeing you again, Nick. What can I get you?”

“Madge, you are looking great as always,” the Captain said, moving to hug her as we all scooted into our places in the booth. Patty was beside me, Screamer and Stan across the table from us, The Smoke moved around to stand behind the center of the booth and Dan pulled a chair up to the end of the booth.

“How about one of those fantastic strawberry shakes?” Captain Craig said to Marge and she nodded, giving him a smile that said that they had some history beyond her serving him.

If his ship wasn’t about to be taken to the bottom with three thousand people on board, I’d ask him about it. But right now we had more important things to think about.

I sipped on my vanilla shake as Captain Craig pulled up a chair and sat at the front end of the booth next to Ben as Madge disappeared through the door leading to The Diner.

“Some questions,” I said to the Captain. “Anything besides one of the Qulupalik able to move that ship?”

The Captain shook his head. “Even if we got new engines, we couldn’t move it far enough and fast enough to meet that deadline.”

“No way to teleport it or magically push it?” I asked Stan and he shook his head. “Way too big even with a hundred of us doing it.”

“Can we teleport lifeboats?” I asked.

At that Stan nodded. “We could do that far enough to get them out of the Frigid Women waters. That will save the lives, but it won’t stop the coming war.”

“How bad will that be?” Patty asked.

Ben just shook his head as he sipped on his chocolate shake. Then he glanced at Captain Craig. “You remember the last war between the two water races?”

Craig nodded. “Killed half the humans alive. Major storms, frozen lands, tidal waves so high as to go hundreds of miles inland.”

“And it killed half of the Frigid Woman and the Qulupalik as well,” Ben said.

I sat there, staring at the two of them. What little bit of milkshake I had sipped was now threating to rebel from my stomach. 

“So the ship sinks, even with no loss of life, and the war still starts?” Screamer asked.

Both Ben and Captain Craig nodded. 

“And humans will be all over the wreck site,” Captain Craig said, “which will bring the humans into the fight and there will be nothing at all we can do to stop it. We might save the thousands on the ship, but millions more will die.”

“So in under two hours real time we must get that ship out of there,” I said.

“Got any ideas?” Screamer asked, looking at me.

“Not a one,” I said. 
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We sat in silence until Madge brought the fries and set three baskets of the wonderful-smelling things in the middle of the table. They glistened in grease and seemed almost to be coated in salt.

Then she gave Captain Craig his strawberry milkshake and put a hand on his shoulder. There really was a story between the two of them that some day I would love to know about.

“What’s the disaster now?” she asked. 

“Qulupalik pushed a huge ocean liner into Frigid Women waters,” I said. “We have two hours to avoid a world war with their two races and humans.”

“Oh, no,” Madge said, suddenly looking pale. “I always wondered when those two would get horny.”

She patted the Captain on the shoulder again and turned to head back to the diner before I stopped her. “Wait, Madge! What did you mean?”

She pointed at Ben. “He knows.”

Then she vanished back through the door to The Diner.

We all turned to look at Ben.

“Romeo and Juliet,” he said, “was based on the children of the two races’ leaders.”

“Juliet was a Frigid Woman?” I asked, feeling completely stunned.

“Ben nodded. “You met her earlier. She is now the leader.”

“And Romeo is a Qulupalik?” Patty asked.

“Green skin and all,” Lady Luck said, appearing in my office and pulling a chair in between Ben and Captain Craig as they both scooted over. 

She took a few fries and started munching on them. “They are both the leaders of their people now.”

“And they both still love each other?” Screamer asked.

“We can assume that’s what this is all about,” Lady Luck said, nodding. “And the Fates have no idea what to do this time.” 

I just looked at Patty and she smiled back, putting her hand on my leg and calming me a great deal. 

I was having a very difficult time trying to imagine a green-skinned guy and an ice-cube of a woman together. Shakespeare had really dressed up that play a lot.

And clearly in real life they hadn’t died.

I squeezed Patty’s hand. We had only wanted to get away, have a trip together, no pressures, and we end up like this. 

It seemed that trouble followed us. Luckily our love seemed to go through all the troubles just fine. At least so far.

Then suddenly I had the wildest idea I had had in a long time.

“Is it possible for me to talk with both the leader of the Frigid Women and the leader of the Qulupalik?”

Lady Luck turned to me with a puzzled look on her face.

“I’m thinking that if they are in love,” I said, smiling, “the wonderful suite that Patty I had on your ship, Captain, might be just the solution.”

Lady Luck started to say something, then she nodded.

She stood and I said quickly, “Patty needs to be with me.”

She nodded. “In the suite. Be ready.”

Lady Luck vanished and I smiled at the puzzled looks of my team around the booth. “Wish us luck.”

With that I jumped Patty and me back to our suite on the big ocean liner. We were still frozen between instants, so there was no rocking to the waves and the ship had not moved any closer to the shoreline.

Our suite was still dark and very cold and it smelled like spilled perfume. 

Patty and I quickly gathered up our scattered stuff and I sent it back to her apartment.

She came over to stand beside me, our backs to the big sliding glass door, as suddenly the suite filled with a really nasty fish smell. Rotting fish smell.

We turned toward the bedroom door to face a tall, very green, very naked man with seaweed draped over his shoulder. He had gills on his neck and yellow eyes.

And honestly, he was built in a certain area like a porn star. Either that or he used it as a rudder when swimming through the water.

Beside me Patty managed to not gasp.

Lady Luck was standing to one side of him. “Poker Boy, Front Desk Girl, this is the great leader of the Qulupalik.”

We both bowed. “Our honor.”

“I have heard of your exploits,” he said. 

I have no idea how we managed to not start coughing and gagging from the smell of rotted fish combined with sewage mud. I had a hunch gagging and coughing would not have been a smart thing to do.

A moment later the room froze down and everything coated in white as, on the other side of Lady Luck, the naked, white-haired woman appeared.

“Poker Boy, Front Desk Girl, this is the great leader of the Frigid Women.”

Again we both bowed and said that we were honored.

I managed to not start shivering. I think I went instantly from cold to frozen.

I noticed that the two glanced at each other, but then seemed to be afraid to look at each other again.

Considering that they were both naked, I could understand that. I wasn’t sure where to look at them either.

Lady Luck nodded for me to say what I had in mind.

I had said a lot of stupid things over the years, and I just hoped this wouldn’t be one of those things. Way too many lives at stake.

“Front Desk Girl and I are very much in love,” I said, taking Patty’s hand, which calmed me a great deal. I really loved that superpower of hers. “We have been fortunate to be able to spend our time together.”

Neither leader moved or flinched, which I took as a good sign for the moment. I could read people at poker tables, but reading leaders of ancient races was another matter completely.

“We have spent many wonderful nights together in this suite on this ship.”

I indicated the suite around us all.

“I realize this is a human suite, but it is fit for royalty. We would like to offer this suite to the both of you to share in this time bubble, where no one from either of your races can spy on.”

“No time outside of this room will pass,” Lady Luck said, “for as long as you would like to have it. And none of your people know you are here, I can promise you that.”

The guy was the first to break. He looked over at the woman he loved.

She saw his look and looked back.

Then she turned back to me. “Why would you offer such a thing?”

“We understand love,” I said, again proud that my voice didn’t shake from the cold. “We also understand politics between people that are older than all of us.”

Lady Luck nodded. “We can offer you more as well,” she said. “Every major human liner such as this that comes near your waters, we will freeze time around it and allow you to spend private time together as often as you want.”

“Your motives?” the green man asked, his voice sounding a little like it was being pushed through water.

“We do not want a war between your fine people,” I said. “The last one killed far too many of all three races.”

Both leaders nodded slightly so I knew I had them.

“And we hope that with the two powerful leaders of such powerful peoples spending time together,” I said, “there may come a chance for a more lasting piece given enough time.”

I felt it would be rude to add the words “…and sex.”

“You are a dreamer, Poker Boy,” the leader of the Frigid Women said.

I bowed slightly. “I am honored.”

Both leaders smiled, or at least I think what they did was smile.

“We will give you time to decide,” I said “and spend time together.”

I was about to jump us away when the leader of the Frigid Woman walked over to the leader of the Qulupalik and took his hand. I was amazed he didn’t turn into a block of ice, but her touch didn’t seem to bother him other than make the rudder move in a way I didn’t want to notice.

“We need no time, do we, my love?”

He kissed her and then looked at me, then Lady Luck. “We accept your kind offer. It will allow us, for the first time in centuries, to spend real time together.”

“It is our honor,” I said, bowing.

Lady Luck also bowed.

“Give us one full day of time in this time bubble,” he said, “and then we will move the ship out of sacred waters.”

“Thank you,” I said and this time both Patty and I bowed as deeply as we could in the cold.

Lady Luck also bowed again. “And there will always be a suite waiting for you both in any human ship passing,” she said. “Your privacy will always be respected.”

They both nodded, standing there naked in each other’s grasps.

“Call for me when you would like to return to normal time,” Lady Luck said.

And with that we were back in my office floating over Las Vegas.
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The warm hit me like a hard brick and beside me Patty seemed to collapse. I caught her and we slid back into the booth. In all my life I couldn’t remember being that cold.

Lady Luck smiled at us and we both warmed up almost instantly. Amazing how having Lady Luck smile on you can make you feel warm and comfortable.

That was a nifty power and some day I would have to ask her about it.

She reached onto the table and took a couple of fries from one basket. “These things are killers on a girl’s figure.”

She popped one of them in her mouth, then smiled. “Tell Madge I’m joining you guys here for dinner tonight. I’ve got a few people to tell what just happened.”

With that she vanished. 

Outside I could see a plane still stuck in the sky, frozen there because we were all inside a time bubble. The same time bubble we needed to maintain to allow the two leaders to do what they wanted and clearly needed to do.

Twenty-four hours in this time bubble would be a small price to pay for stopping a war.

“So what happened?” Stan asked, leaning forward and asking the question all of them clearly wanted to ask.

“Romeo and Juliet are enjoying a little private time in our suite on your ship, Captain,” I said, smiling.

He started to say something, then closed his mouth, clearly stunned.

“Your ship will be moved when they are finished in twenty-four hours,” Patty said.

“Fantastic,” Stan said, clapping his hands. “So we stay in this bubble until then?”

“Seems like it,” I said. 

“You actually met a Qulupalik?” Ben asked, also clearly stunned. “Are they green?”

“He was,” I said.

Then I turned to Patty. “You want to describe him?”

She started to say something, then shut her mouth and her face got very red.

I laughed. “Just say he was naked and very well-built, if you know what I mean.”

“And he smelled like a sewer at a seaport,” Patty said.

“The leader of the Frigid Women didn’t seem to care,” I said, smiling at the woman I loved.

“After twenty-four hours in that suite with that guy’s body,” Patty said, smiling back at me, “she’ll be far from frigid.”

Stan and Screamer just moaned and then laughed as I turned red, failing completely to get the image of Romeo and Juliet, naked and together in our big bed, out of my mind. 
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Steven Mohan, Jr.’s short fiction has appeared in a wide variety of places from anthologies to Interzone. He’s published ten novels that he admits to, including the technothriller Winter Dragon, which he wrote under the name Henry Martin. Steve last appeared in our pages in Moonscapes, with a science fiction adventure story. This time, he takes on fantasy, and shows just what a talented, diverse author he is.

Once you finish “Old Magics,” take a look at “Call of the Second Wolf,” (available as an e-story) which also features the Russian mobster Valeri Kozlov. I expect we’ll see more stories about Kozlov because, as Steve says, “when your enemies can call upon zombies, dragons, and unicorns, you’re never safe for long…”
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One o’clock in morning and air was as thick and hot as potato soup from old country. Not as tasty, though. The cemetery smeeled like rolls of sod and willow tree, wilting graveside flowers and stone dust. But most of all, it smeeled of fresh-turned dirt, that heavy odor of soil and earthworms and living things forever-sleepink, so rich you could gag on it.

It was the fresh-turned dirt I was there for.

The strange, shrill whistle of cicadas filled the trees, sounding like an alien spaceship landing. Fireflies darted around me, soft smudges of pale green against the purple night. A black beetle bigger than my thumb whirred right past my face and settled on the square, dark shadow of the grave marker. 

In the sky, the moon was shrouded in black clouds that broke up its shape so it looked like a shard of broken bone.

There are magics older and more powerful than human magic. If you have something secret to do it is wise to cloak yourself in these powers so no human magician can spy on you. And of all of them, death is the oldest, older than the turning of the earth, ancient even when our infant sun first burned hot in space.

Which is why I had come to Oak Lawn cemetery in Skokie. That, and the obituary I’d found in the Trib.

It would be bad if Valeri Kozlov, chieftain of Krasny Mafiya—the Red Mafia—were seen tonight. If I were seen by Chicago PD or FBI it would earn me a stretch in prison. If I were seen by Chinese mob—the Black Dragons—it would earn me slashed throat. And if my own men saw me . . .

It would be infinitely worse.

I reached into my jacket, pulled out flashlight. I thumbed it on with a click, painting a circle of yellow light on the polished black marble gravestone of . . . da, Abraham Heilmann.

Heilmann was good because he’d been nineteen when he’d died, a big strapping boy, six-two and muscular, inside linebacker for UNI Huskies. He hadn’t been smashed up in car accident or wasted away from long illness, no he had aneurysm, blood vessel popped, ruining his brain, but that was okay, I didn’t need his brain.

I thumbed off the flashlight and closed my eyes, hearing the crazy shrieking of the cicadas, feeling the beetle watching me.

Feeling the body sleeping in the earth.

I muttered an ancient phrase in old Russian, a tongue no modern Muscovite would know.

I felt the body stir.

Shift.

It came easy—almost too easy. I am gifted in magic, da, but not necromancy, not especially.

But Abraham Heilmann came, punching through the polished cherrywood of his new and expensive casket, swimming through the six feet of earth like a child in a pool rising to the surface.

A hand appeared.

And then he was clawing his way out of his grave, dressed in a charcoal suit, his face handsome and square-jawed and pale. His eyes a blank white without pupil or iris, like two hardboiled eggs.

He said nothing, just turned that sightless gaze on me.

Zombies were the perfect emissaries for certain tasks. Since they were already dead, they couldn’t be killed. They didn’t know anything except what they were told, they didn’t want anything except for the occasional fillet of human flesh, and they couldn’t be tortured for information. Take off a zombie’s arm and he wouldn’t even notice.

“I have five kilos of heroin to sell,” I said. “Afghani heroin, high quality.” Actually I had a lot more than five, but this was a dangerous move, so we’d start small and see how it went. “You will approach a man named Oscar Gutierrez in Houston, Texas. Do you understand?”

“I understand,” Heilmann said, with rough, sandpaper voice. Being dead is hard on the vocal cords.

What the zombie didn’t know, what no one could know, was heroin was stolen. Chicago PD couldn’t know because they’d been looking for way to bust me since I was Georgi Dorbayeva’s underboss. Chinese couldn’t know because I’d stolen the H from them. And my people couldn’t know because I used theft of drugs and war with Chinese as pretext to assassinate Dorbayeva and eliminate Russian soldiers not loyal to me.

The truth is, I still grieve for Dorbayeva. To me he had been brat.

Brother.

But he was planning to get rid of me. Only difference was I got him first.

Anyway, no matter how dangerous it was, I couldn’t just sit on asset worth street value of $32 million, not when an earthquake was running through the Chicago underworld and Krasny Mafiya was fighting for its life.

This was only way to do it.

I held out a piece of paper. “Here is Gutierrez address. Opening offer and minimum acceptable price. Name of the cutout. Memorize information and destroy.”

The zombie looked down at my outstretched hand. For a moment it just stared. Sometimes the undead are slow, but this one had woke easy. The skin at the top of the my head pricked and I started to draw my hand in.

Just as the zombie lunged toward me.

I stumbled backwards, tripped over my own feet, landed hard. The ground punched the air out of my lungs and the thing was on me. I held it off, my left forearm punched up against its collarbone, shoving those snapping teeth away from my face. Barely.

My Glock was tucked into the small of my back, pinned beneath me. I muttered spell after spell—desiccation, fire fountain, glassbones—nothing working, my panic blossoming with each try. Someone had shielded zombie against offensive magic.

Heilmann pushed in, his sharp, hungry teeth missing my nose by quarter inch.

Desperate, I tried a transmogrify spell.

And just like that, the zombie was gone and I was holding screwdriver. Funny thing about tranmogrifcation, the transformed object retains its core characteristic. I had been using Abraham Heilmann as a tool, so a tool he remained.

I climbed to my feet, breathing hard, bent over, hands on knees, my thousand-dollar suit smeared with dirt.

Someone had hijacked my zombie. That’s why it had come up so easy. Someone was helping. Someone powerful enough to work through death’s dark magic.

So someone wasn’t human.

I flicked the flashlight back on. This evening couldn’t get any worse.

That’s when I saw the beetle on the grave marker flick its wings. And suddenly it was growing and morphing and changing into an African man, tall, six feet four, late forties, with a rugged face, a sprinkling of silver in his hair, trim goatee, soulful eyes.

Dexter Johnson.

He had his SIG out before I could reach for the Glock.

“Well, if it isn’t my man, Val Kozlov. How ya’ doing, Val?”

I put my hands on top of my head and said, “Lawyer.”

That word is supposed to work on cops, but for some reason it never works on Dexter Johnson.

“I think I got you on one count of interstate narco trafficking, won’t the feebs just love that? And a count of misdemeanor grave robbing thrown in. Suh-weet.” He looked meaningfully at the grave. “You should probably avoid making zombies. Looks like you’re not very good at it.”

I knew it wasn’t Johnson who’d hijacked my zombie. He was nowhere near that powerful.

“How could you be watching me? No human can pierce death’s veil.”

“But I wasn’t human, Val,” Johnson pointed out. “I was a beetle. And beetles are death eaters. Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?”

“I’ve got something to show you. It’s great. You’ll love it. Really.”

I put my hands behind my back and Johnson clicked the bracelets on. I was angry, but not with Johnson. Being angry with police for arresting criminals is like being angry at winter for being cold. I was angry at myself. Because I’d been stupid.

At secret meeting you should always know you might be bugged.

 

***

 

I knew I was screwed, but I didn’t know how screwed until Johnson bypassed the local precinct, instead driving me to a beautiful Evanston mansion six blocks from the Baha’i temple. The grand house was flanked by century-old elms, a path of flat stones wending its way past a koi pond and through a lawn of Kentucky bluegrass that was golf-course perfect.

Of course I knew who lived there.

Half a dozen police cruisers were parked up on that beautiful lawn, their lights flashing blue-red, blue-red in the early morning dark. The street was blocked off on both sides by red sawhorses and there was a black coroner’s van in the driveway. Oh, and the fibbies were there, lantern-jawed men and women in smart-fitting suits and dark blue windbreakers that said “FBI” on the back in giant yellow letters.

Better and better.

Johnson got me out of the car and unlocked the cuffs. “Be cool, man,” he said softly.

“Why should I?” I said angrily. If this was what I thought it was, was last place in world I wanted to be. Just being here could get me killed.

“Because if you’re cool and help me out maybe we don’t have to tell the feebs about the trafficking charge.”

I kept my mouth shut. Not because of the FBI. SuperMax didn’t scare me. But if I was charged with trafficking my Chinese friends might wonder things like, Where did his H come from? and Why isn’t he selling it in Chicago? Those kinds of questions could get me killed in a thousand ugly ways.

The victim was on the front walk. He’d been turned into a terracotta soldier, one of those figures from the crypt of China’s first emperor, Qin Shi Huang. After that he’d been smashed into million pieces. Chicago PD’s magicians could transform him back, of course.

But it wouldn’t be pretty.

I was hoping it was just soldier or underboss or maybe newspaper boy.

But as soon as I saw that handsome clay face (the chin cleaved clean off) I knew who it was.

Zhang Shaoming, Chicago overlord of Black Dragon Triad.

After the heroin thing, I’d worked hard to head off full-scale war with Chinese. So much for that. Especially since Johnson was kind enough to show my face at the crime scene.

I looked over at him. He was peering at me intently.

“Didn’t do this,” I said.

“I believe you,” he said.

My eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Really?”

“Any idea who went Humpty Dumpty all over his ass?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but someone cut me off.

“Just what in the name of all that’s good and holy do you think you’re doing, Detective Johnson? This man’s a suspect.”

I turned and saw the Chicago Office’s ASAC, Special Agent Leonard Percival. Percival was tall and slender and pale, his eyes a watery blue, his hair the color of straw. At least that’s what I saw. Behind the glamour he was really something else.

A unicorn.

I don’t like unicorns. They’re prissy and self-righteous and usually have creepy love lives. You’ll only sleep with unspoiled maidens? That comes uncomfortably close to pedophilia.

“Hello, Agent Percival,” I said. “Feeling horny?”

Percival scowled.

“This subject might have some, ah, insight,” said Johnson, casting an angry glance at me.

“As of right now this is a Federal case,” Percival snapped. “I won’t tolerate any more—”

“Horsing around?” I said innocently.

If looks could kill (and sometimes they can) I would have been smoking pile of cinders right there. “Get him out of here,” he snarled, and then turned on his heel and left.

“I thought you were gonna be cool,” said Johnson angrily.

I shrugged. I knew Johnson hated Percival even more than I did. “You’re not really going to turn me over to fibbies are you? Make him a hero?”

Johnson’s handsome face tightened. And he put me back in cuffs.

“You still have me on the grave-robbing thing,” I said brightly.

“Shut up,” he said wearily.

 

***

 

When we came out of house,  Chinese mob was crowded around the police barriers, their faces blank and watchful. Every single man in the crowd was staring at me with glittering black eyes. They saw Chicago PD leading Russian mob boss in cuffs out of the mansion of their dead leader. I hadn’t killed Zhang, but I didn’t think there was even one man in that crowd who would listen.

I noticed a man in their ranks, a small man with brown, sun-baked skin, his face framed by a neatly trimmed black beard, his eyes dark. He was dressed like a Pashtun: white linen shirt, a gray shalwar kameez, a black vest, and a brown pakol, the wool hat flat on his small head. I doubt I would have even noticed him, but he had to be the Black Dragon’s connection for H, and Afghani H was very much on my mind right then.

The heroin that had caused so much trouble.

Johnson put me in the car and we drove away, the Chinese watching us go.

“Hey, mebe I can help,” I said from the caged back seat.

Johnson snorted. “We tried that already.”

I glanced back at the Chinese mob. They were still staring at the car, not making a sound.

“No,” I said, “really. Look, it’s in my interest to avoid full-scale Russian-Chinese war. And it’s in city’s interest, too. Let me help.”

Johnson was quiet for long time, thinking it through. He is actually smart, for policemens, at least.

“I don’t trust you,” he finally said.

I shrugged. “You shouldn’t trust anyone.”

“What do you need.”

“Let’s start with crime scene photos.”

 

***

 

So I sat in leetle interrogation room, watched through one-way glass, perched on painted-gray steel chair, behind painted-gray steel table, looking at picture after picture after picture after picture.

Crime scene techs are all apparently budding photojournalists. I had said Zhang Shaoming had been smashed into million pieces, well there was a shot of every piece, each from several different angles. And pictures of the neatly-groomed lawn. And the rock path. And the burnt-out light bulb Zhang was coming out to change when he died. And the new light bulb that Zhang planned to replace it with. And the porch light that was home to light bulb. It was regular light bulb docudrama.

If the chair hadn’t satisfied the Geneva Convention definition for torture, than surely all the light bulb pictures did.

Here’s the thing I was wondering. Zhang was one of the most powerful wizards in all of Chicagoland. And yet someone killed him. And not just killed him, but humiliated him. They’d turned him into a terracotta soldier, for God’s sake.

What if Zhang’s murder and the attempt on my life were connected? Ever since I stole the Chinese H, my life and his, my survival and his, had been intertwined. And here he was murdered on the same night when someone had tried to kill me.

And both acts of violence displayed a twisted sense of humor. Killing a Russian with a zombie seemed to fit with turning the most powerful Chinese wizard in North America into a terracotta statue. After all, during Soviet era, Russia was ruled by Zombies. Twice.

But no matter how long I looked at the pictures I couldn’t seem to find it. The missing piece.

“How’s it coming?”

I looked up. Johnson was leaning over me, one hand on the table, studying the pictures over my shoulder.

My eyes flickered to the one-way glass and then away. I was tired of being watched.

He followed my quick look and let the air leak out of his lungs in a long sigh. “Come on. I’ll walk you out of the building.”

I didn’t say a word until we reached the street.

The pink glow in the eastern sky behind a row of blond-brick apartment buildings was the only hint that the sun was coming up, but the city’s peasants already crowded the sidewalks. An el rumbled past the tracks mounted across the street. The morning smelled like diesel exhaust and rust and motor oil and, just slightly, the promise of rain. It was already blazing hot.

Standing there in the privacy of the crowd, I was willing to talk.

“There’s something in the pictures,” I said.

He raised his right eyebrow as if to say, Well?

I shrugged. “I can’t say what it is, but it’s there.”

He chewed on this for a moment. What I’d told him sounded helpful, but offered no concrete way forward. It was just what I’d say if I was playing him. I wasn’t, but that’s how Johnson would read it.

“Anything else?” he asked, his voice carefully even.

“What if Zhang’s murder is connected to . . . what happened to me last night?”

Johnson gave me a piercing look.

“Think,” I said. “You kill leaders of two strongest families and you throw city in turmoil.”

“Who does that help? Family number three?”

I shook my head slowly. “There is no number three.” 

The Chinese had ultimately blamed the Yakuza for the heroin theft and had wiped out the Japanese gangsters. And the Italians were engaging in an ugly turf war with the Salvadorans. Break all the dishes and then pick up the pieces is a good strategy—but only if there’s someone left at the end.

“Then what?” said Johnson.

I said nothing.

“Don’t leave the city,” he said.

I barked out tired laughter. If there was something out there that could murder Zhang Shaoming and turn my own zombie against me, where was there to go?

 

***

 

I walked down the street, hands shoved deep into the pockets of my filthy, blue suit, thinking hard but not getting anywhere, when I felt someone press the muzzle of a machine pistol into the small of my back. Someone else pulled my Glock out of my pants so expertly I didn’t even feel his hand brush against my back.

Apparently the privacy of the crowd wasn’t as private as I’d thought.

One of the someones whispered in my ear. “Speak any words, Russian Dog, and you’ll be peeing blood out of a catheter.”

The speaker was a man. A Chinese man. 

They’d come for me.

 

***

 

They put me in a car and I expected them to drive me to a lonely construction site where a concrete foundation was conveniently being poured, but they didn’t. Instead they took me to the Palmer House, one of the ritziest hotels in city. I didn’t understand why until they escorted me into the grand ballroom, the chandeliers glowing softly, wall-mounted lights shaped like candles bringing out the gold of the wallpaper, intricate arabesque patterns painted on the plaster ceiling in gold leaf.

And sitting in the center of the room, a single man.

Except he wasn’t really a man—I could see that right off. Like the FBI’s unicorn, he was showing me a glamour. I knew what he was, but I wouldn’t say it aloud and I wouldn’t ask what he was called. True names hold power and so this kind of creature never liked to give a name, didn’t even want you to guess.

As I walked toward the creature it showed me its true self, just for a moment, a hundred feet of golden coils as thick as a horse’s body, crocodilian scutes running down its spine, tendril feathered back from its great head, each of its razor-sharp teeth as long as my forearm.

A golden dragon.

Now here was a creature powerful enough to reach through the veil of death and turn my zombie against me.

My mouth tasted like burnt metal.

And then it was a man again, a small, still man in a gold brocade coat open at the front, his folded hands disappearing into oversized sleeves, jet black hair framing a passive face, but his dark eyes dangerously alert.

I stopped a respectful distance from the great creature and offered it a little bow. “Good morning,” I said, fighting the impulse to add an honorific.

“Valeri Kozlov,” the man who was not a man said softly, “you have caused much trouble for Zhang Shaoming.”

“Yes,” I admitted, “but not yesterday.”

The dragon looked at me closely.

You cannot lie to a dragon, they are too clever for that. If you are a fool, you may try to mislead them. Generally, that just pisses them off.

“So you did not kill our servant?” said the dragon.

“No,” I said, flat out. No attempts at diversion or evasion, just no.

“Who did?”

“I do not know.” That, too, was the truth.

The dragon regarded me coolly. Finally it said, “Zhang Shaoming has served us longer than the United States has been a country. We were most fond of him. We are most distressed at the dishonor done to him.”

And right then, I saw the danger. Because so far I had been able to answer all the questions honestly. But we were coming to a point where I wouldn’t be able to, and the dragon would smell the lie on me.

“Here is what we really want to—”

I took a step toward the man who was not a man. “No,” I said.

The man’s dark eyes flashed gold. “No?” it said, and the word was a dangerous rumble from deep in its chest.

It is never wise to say no to a dragon—and it is even worse to interrupt to do it.

“I am Krasny Mafiya. I did not murder Zhang Shaoming, I am not your servant, and I’m not here to answer all your questions.”

Dragons were powerful and dangerous creatures not to be crossed lightly. But the Russian mob had its own powerful allies. This dragon could kill me easily enough—but not without consequences.

The creature’s control slipped. For heartbeat I could see the coiled dragon, its long, golden tail twitching nervously.

Then the man was back.

“This is what I believe,” it said. “I believe you took the missing 47 kilos of heroin, not Yakuza as Shaoming believed. And I believe your actions led to his death, even if you did not kill him yourself.”

“I did not kill him,” I said ignoring the first part of his statement. “Nor did I order him killed.”

The dragon glared at me and I glared right back. Only strength would get me out of this room alive. 

Courtesy and consideration would get me killed.

“You answer my questions very carefully,” the dragon observed.

I shrugged, not trusting myself to say anything.

“You are expecting the power of the Red Mafia to protect you against retaliation.” It wasn’t really a question.

I answered it anyway. “You would find us to be formidable adversaries.”

The dragon leaned back in his chair. “I invite you to demonstrate that your actions did not cause Zhang Shaoming’s death.”

I frowned. “How can I possibly do that? I don’t know who killed him.”

The dragon’s lips quirked slightly. “I am sure I do not know,” he said, “but I suggest you solve the riddle soon. Or Krasny Mafiya will be forced to choose which wish to preserve—peace with Black Dragon Triad. 

“Or your life.”

 

***

 

My mind raced as I stepped out of Palmer House and onto East Monroe Street. I was of great value to Krasny Mafia. But I had no illusions about what would happen if the organization were forced to choose between my life—and all out war with a dragon. Especially if it seemed that I’d engineered the whole crisis by stealing Chinese heroin and using it as cover to murder my chieftain.

The only way to save myself was to find Zhang’s killer and hope his motives were unrelated to the mystery of the stolen heroin.

Such were my thoughts when I was kidnapped for the second time in 45 minutes.

This time I ended up in a black SUV sitting on the bench seat in the back next to Special Agent Percival. Right then it occurred to me that a unicorn would also have had the power to pierce the veil of death—and turn a zombie against its master.

Percival casually examined his fingernails. “For someone who claims to be innocent of any involvement with the Zhang murder, you certainly spend a lot of time talking to the Black Dragon Triad.”

Here is where I was going to pay for all those stupid horse jokes.

I snorted. “Apparently you can lead FBI agent to smart but you can’t make him think.”

Okay, obviously I just couldn’t help myself.

“You think you are funny?” said Special Agent Unicorn, his voice flat. “As of this moment, you are barred from talking to my agents, barred from contact with Detective Johnson, barred from all discussions with Black Dragon Triad.”

“You can’t do that,” I snapped.

“Oh? Fail to comply and I’ll get a material witness warrant and stick you in jail. Think I can’t do it? We have places to put you that make Gitmo look like a vacation spot. How would you like to go to a detention center on Jupiter’s largest moon?”

“You have a detention center on Ganymede?” I asked, shocked.

“No,” he said, “on Gabriel.”

I blinked, shook my head. “Ganymede is Jupiter’s largest moon.”

“In this dimension, he growled.

I didn’t display emotion, but inside I was quaking. When FBI decides to send you to alternate Jovian moon, is problem.

So if I obeyed Chinese dragon and investigated Zhang’s murder, Percival would throw me into a lightless hole. If I instead obeyed Percival and didn’t investigate Zhang’s murder, golden dragon would kill me.

It was my worst nightmare. I was caught between oversized lizard and a unicorn with a badge.

Percival was still talking. “—and don’t think I won’t know,” he said, “because I will have every agent in the Chicago Office watching you. We’ll be so tight on your ass, Kozlov, that if you take a crap, my people will feel the splash.”

I looked at him for a second and then I just burst out laughing. Because suddenly I understood everything.

 

***

 

An hour later I was back in the precinct interrogation rooms, though this time I was on the happy side of the one-way glass.

“Are you sure about this, man?” said Johnson. “‘Cause I’m not even ‘sposed to talk to you.”

I studied the man sitting in the interrogation room. It was the Afghan middleman who was transshipping H to the Chinese. Except, I suddenly thought all of that was wrong.

“I’m sure,” I said.

Long pause.

Then: “Thanks for picking him up.”

“No problem,” he said, “as long as you deliver.”

I picked up the crime scene photos and pushed into the interview room, Johnson right behind me.

The little Afghani looked up at us. He had pulled his pakol off his head and was twisting the brown, wool cap in his hands. He looked small and scared and pathetic.

But he was really none of those things.

“What name are you using?” I asked.

“Abdul Kabuli,” he said.

I looked at Johnson. “The first thing you need to understand,” I told him, “Is that the murder of Zhang and the attempt on my life were committed by same perp—and they show a twisted and cruel sense of humor.”

“I do not know what you’re talking about,” said Mr. Kabuli. “Maybe I should to leave so you can finish your discussion?”

He looked hopefully at Johnson.

“The rest of it was in the crime scene photos, I said. 

I laid down 18 different photos, all taken with high-speed, color film.

Of light bulbs.

“Zhang was killed after he went to change a burnt-out bulb. And the attempt on my life only happened after I flicked on my flashlight. So Detective Johnson, what creature has a nasty sense of humor and is obsessed with lights. Or to put it another way, is obsessed with lamps.”

“A djinn,” Johnson whispered, his light bulb finally going off.

“A djinn,” I agreed.

We both turned to look at Kabuli.

“Please to say, sir, I am not a djinn. I am humble farmer and I wish to contact my embassy.”

“The part I couldn’t understand,” I said, still talking to Johnson, “was who would benefit from the killings. Not the Chinese—they’ve lost their leader. Not we Russians—we would be forced to fight an all-out war with Chinese. Not Chicago PD, you’d have to referee a blood-bath. Not even poor, stupid FBI, because they are spending all their resources to deal with this problem, Percival told me himself. So who benefits?”

Johnson thought about it a moment. I let him work it out on his own. People always believe ideas more strongly when they think they thought of it themselves.

The djinn, a creature of great power from Arab lands, Mr. Kabuli, a man from the Islamic world.

A distracted FBI.

Johnson connected the dots. “Terrorism,” he breathed.

See? Smart.

“That’s right,” I said. “You just figured out the what. Now Mr. Kabuli is going to tell us the who.”

The djinn hiding in the little man’s body snorted. “Am I?” Gone was the broken English and the fawning attitude. “And what if I don’t? Are you going to waterboard me? Do you have a water elemental handy?”

I flashed him a tight smile. Because I was off the hook. If Zhang had been killed by a djinn acting on behalf of Islamic terrorists I could prove to the golden dragon that it had nothing to with me or missing heroin. And, yes, I’d violated Percival’s injunction to stay clear of the investigation. But he was going to have difficult time sending me to secret prison when I’d uncovered a major terrorist plot and handed it to the authorities.

For the first time since Dorbayeva set out to get rid of me, I was safe. I’d won!

And then I looked over at Dexter Johnson’s face.

Johnson was good at keeping emotions off his face, but for a moment there was flash of something there. Fear and anger, sure, but something else, infinitely more terrible.

Grief.

I wasn’t mind reader, but I was sure I knew what he was thinking. He was thinking of his city, his beloved Chicago, and all the people who would be killed or hurt in an attack.

Dexter Johnson had been my adversary ever since I came to this country.

But I could see there was something noble in this man.

So I drew a deep breath and sat down at the table across from the djinn. “You’re going to tell us, because you want to tell us.”

Kabuli chuckled. “If this is a new torture technique it’s not working. It’s actually rather amusing.”

“A djinn’s wishes always backfire on the wisher,” said Johnson.

Kabuli slapped the table, his face reddening. “Don’t tell me my business.”

“Look,” I said softly. “You don’t want to do this, otherwise you never would have let us catch you.”

He was staring at me now, those dark eyes fixed on me. He knew what I was saying was true, he just didn’t know he knew.

“Really?” he said dryly.

I nodded. “Why would you serve Islamists? You’re older than them. The magic of djinns was stirring among the dunes of Arabia centuries, millennia, before that religion was even born.” I shook my head. “You are old magic. And old magic is not meant to serve young magic.”

He looked at me for a long time.

And then he glanced up at Johnson.

And told him.

After that, things happened fast. The terrorist plot was foiled, the perpetrators caught, the people saved, and what do you know, Chicago PD even got some of the credit—though not nearly as much as the unicorn with a badge.

But that didn’t matter to Dexter Johnson, who, wonder of wonders, looked at me and said, “Thank you, Valeri. I will not forget this.”

I shrugged. “Is nothing. Violence is bad for business, that’s all.”

He snorted and turned to go. And as I watched his retreating back, I thought that he was wrong about a great many things, but within his own limited understanding of the world he is honest man. 

Maybe he would say the same thing about me.




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “My Real Cousin Ruby”

 

 

And now we get to me. In the fantasy genre, I’m best known for my international bestselling Fey series which will gain a new book Real Soon Now. Maybe after I finish the multi-book arc for my Hugo-nominated cross-genre Retrieval Artist series which ate up half of 2013. In March, WMG Publishing released the long-awaited seventh novel in my Edgar-nominated Smokey Dalton series, which I publish under the name Kris Nelscott. I also write paranormal romance under the name Kristine Grayson.

“My Real Cousin Ruby” doesn’t fit into any of those series. In fact, this is one of those rare stories that came to me in a dream. Once you read the story, you’ll understand just how weird that is…




 

 

 

 

My Real Cousin Ruby

Kristine Kathryn Rusch

 

 

My cousin Ruby is forty-seven years old and obese. She’s been married a million times and has more children than I can count. She never went to college. She didn’t even go to trade school until she turned forty. Then she learned how to be a hairdresser.

I’m sure she’s a changeling child.

I’ve been sure of that since I was a little girl. Even before I had the words to confirm how I felt about Ruby, my actions confirmed it. I ditched her in the most creative ways. I told her we were playing hide and seek, then left her in the attic for an entire day. I locked her in my backyard playhouse and threw away the key.

I didn’t get punished too heavily—I’m only a year older, and when you’re five, that year doesn’t count for much. But because of that slight age difference, I was always supposed to “bring Ruby along,” a task no one but me seemed to realize was impossible.

No one but me and my Real Cousin Ruby.

My Real Cousin Ruby appears to me in dreams. She’s the same age as the person I’ve been told to call my cousin Ruby, but otherwise they’re nothing alike.

My Real Cousin Ruby is short and dark-haired and thin. She walks slightly hunched over, probably from all that reading she’s done, and her Birkenstocks slide across the ground, making a shush-shush sound wherever she goes.

She graduated Magna Cum Laude from Harvard, got into Harvard Law, hated it, graduated anyway, then immediately registered at the University of Wisconsin for a Masters in Physics. She’s on her third post-doc, this time in bioengineering. No children, of course—how could you study that much and bring up hordes?—and only one or two boyfriends.

She’s bitterly funny, but only my side of the family understands her jokes—my college educated parents who raised a Rhodes scholar (my brother), an award-winning physicist (my sister), a world-renown playwright (my other sister) and me. The disappointment. The housewife with two children, one grandchild on the way, and a bucketload of ambition that gets foisted off on the PTA.

We all dream about her—everyone on my side of the family. My siblings don’t talk about her much any more, but when we were kids, we compared notes.

We all dreamed of my Real Cousin Ruby winning what was then called the GE/Westinghouse science competition, kicking butt at a national Model United Nations competition, and creaming the opposition in the famed College Debates. 

But I’m the only one who held her small sobbing frame (and woke up to find a large wet spot on the right shoulder of my favorite sweatshirt) when she lost her first boyfriend to the head cheerleader. I’m the only one who heard about her fears before she aced the L-SAT, the only one who held her hand while she waited to have an ill-advised abortion on her thirtieth birthday.

And so far, I’m the only one who knows about her upcoming wedding, even though she claims she’s sending the invitations next week.

Which is a problem. I can’t talk to anyone. First, I promised I wouldn’t say anything. Second, even if I did say something, no one would listen. My siblings all figure this is some sort of shared hallucination, so the less we discuss it, the better off we are.

Occasionally I can talk to Pam (the playwright) but only in the context of fiction and only when we’re discussing the power of dreams. Mostly, she doesn’t like to think about it any more than my very logical, very political brother does.

My scientist sister used to discuss the dreams with me, back when she was studying time travel theories. 

Alternate dimensions, she’d said once.

Branching universes, she’d said later.

Severed possibilities, she’d said that last time, the time she said she no longer believed.

Severed possibilities. My brother liked that one, but I don’t. Because my Real Cousin Ruby isn’t a severed possibility.

She exists. She has a life—a real and solid life, even if it is in our dreams. 

She has a better life than the woman posing as my cousin Ruby, the changeling child.

Although my physicist sister Debbie did correct me once: She can’t be a changeling, my sister said, because changelings get traded one for the other. If she were a true changeling child, then that means something can travel from our dreams into our world and back again, plucking children out of them and replacing those children with something else…something not quite right.

Like my supposed cousin, Ruby. Something not quite right.

Although my husband says that it’s snobby of me to think my so-called cousin Ruby isn’t quite right because she chose to climb down the economic ladder. 

So I’m snobby.

And deceitful.

Because, in 21 years, I’ve never ever told my husband about my Real Cousin Ruby.

Nor can I talk to him about her fiancé.

Whom I hate.

You’d think a woman at the age of forty-seven would pick an appropriate man. You’d think after decades of consideration, after decades of adulthood and self-knowledge, someone as brilliant as my Real Cousin Ruby would find the kind of man who enhanced her.

But this guy—this guy detracts.

First of all, he’s homely. I know, I know, one shouldn’t judge on appearances, but I firmly believe that old adage that the face you have at fifty is the face you deserve.

His face is set in frown lines, with angry edges to his beady little eyes. His teeth are yellow from too much coffee and his hairline is receding. 

His name is Lon. He runs a drive-through espresso stand that he built with his own hands, and which I’m sure he’ll close soon with those self-same hands, since he undercharges Starbucks by a dollar on every coffee drink, no matter what it does to his bottom line.

He brings a six-pack to every gathering, whether appropriate or not, and if no one else drinks it, he finishes it alone.

My Real Cousin Ruby wants me to approve.

First she said I’d like him better after I spent time with him. Then I spent time with him, and liked him worse.

So she gave me the old tried and true line—the one every teenager uses on her parents about that rebel boyfriend: Don’t you understand? He makes me happy.

Yes, I said. And then, because I have more courage in my nighttime world than I do in my daytime one, I added, That happiness’ll continue, so long as the sex remains good.

She didn’t show up in a single dream for nearly two weeks. When she finally did, she waved a diamond at me (this from the woman who thought diamonds an abomination just the year before) and said in a strangely calm voice, I’m marrying him. You can be my maid of honor or you can stay far away from both of us.

I chose maid of honor—after I explained to the poor woman that I was a matron; I hadn’t been a maid in nearly thirty years.

The following morning, in that groggy sometime between opening my eyes and my first cup of coffee, I realized that my Real Cousin Ruby was naïve. Two boyfriends (that I knew of) in twenty years, a traumatic abortion, and an assault by a graduate assistant had put her off the male side of humanity for quite a while.

Which left her vulnerable to the likes of Lon.

It also struck me that my Real Cousin Ruby and my so-called cousin Ruby actually had something in common.

Bad taste in men. Only my so-called cousin Ruby has outgrown her bad taste. The latest guy—maybe the last guy—adopted her myriad children and urged her to open her own beauty shop and has quietly supported every single thing she’s done for the past ten years. His name is Delmar, and he’s actually kind.

Yep, he’s a keeper. And that morning, I actually found myself wondering if she’s kept him because she knows his value, or if she’s kept him because the bouncing ball landed on red and she doesn’t have the energy to bet again.

Then I found myself wondering if everyone has a dream self and a real self, if everyone has a different identity in the realm of dreams.

Which then brought me back to the question my siblings and I used to ask about my so-called cousin Ruby. Is she real or is the dream Ruby the real one? Back then, we had decided that the dream Ruby was real because we liked her better. She was much more a member of our family than the fat and sloppy bottle blond who lived in our world.

Revisiting that question is the thing that got me in trouble.

Revisiting that question opened a door a child would never have even seen.

Revisiting that question led to the inevitable:

If something happened to the Ruby in our world, what happened to the Ruby of our dreams?

 

***

 

I became, in a word, obsessed.

First I tried to solve the conundrum myself.

I retired to the upstairs office that my husband had designed for me in a fit of guilt. We have a five-bedroom home, but only two children. They have their rooms, we have our master suite, we have an office, and then we have a junk room.

As the office became his, my husband felt guiltier and guiltier. He believes in equality, does this wonderful man I married, so he cleaned out the junk room, found me a desk, put up some shelves, and presented it to me as a fait accompli. 

I didn’t bother to tell him that I felt the whole house was my personal domain, a domain that he and the kids visited from time to time. Instead I graciously accepted the office and never used it.

Until that day.

The office overlooks the back yard, which I have designed for maximum pleasure—perennials that bloom from May to September, mixed with hedges and lots of comfortable outdoor seating arrangements. The office and the garden face east (east of the sun, my husband used to say, quoting the title of one of the kids’ favorite fairy tales. And west of the moon, I’d say, finishing the phrase. We are steeped in fairy tales here).

I opened that window, sat in the window seat, and thumbed through all the books on dream analysis that have found their way into my house. (Many of them are signed with birthday or Christmas wishes from one of my siblings. Go figure.) 

I found representational imagery. I found puns. I found directed dreaming. But I didn’t find anything about the dream world crossing into our world or vice versa.

So I left the volumes on the floor beside the window seat, and went to my computer. There I found a lot about dreams crossing into the real world—if I wanted to see analysis of the Freddy Krueger movies or Clive Barker’s fiction.

I found very little actual research on the dream world itself. Everyone who examined dreams started from the premise that dreams were random images of events, real and imagined, that played in a sleeping person’s consciousness. The purpose of those images, real and imagined, are the subject of debate. Are they coherent stories? Random memories? An attempt to clear out the flotsam and jetsam of a day’s accumulated thoughts?

It seemed that most people believed their dreams were figments, whether of the imagination or of the subconscious mind. No one else seemed to have an entire life going on in their dreams.

No one except my siblings, that is.

And while I liked to believe we were unique, I couldn’t. Not entirely. Because that either meant a genetic predisposition toward insanity or a shared hallucination like my siblings believed or the beginnings of some form of true schizophrenia.

Since we were mostly too old to fall into schizophrenia (and we didn’t take drugs, which often sent previously stable [a word we could argue] adults into schizophrenic behavior), then we were either insane or having that shared hallucination.

Or we actually experienced another world, one we could only access in dreams.

I spent days in that office. Days of reading, days of researching, days of staring into the garden, hoping to find an answer.

What I did figure out was this: If other people had the kind of dream life that I did, they didn’t admit it. And they weren’t the type to study such things. Because, if they were the type to study things—like my physicist sister—then by the time they had enough training to investigate this part of the psyche, their scientific background made them deny the possibilities that existed for them each and every night. 

If they weren’t the type (like me) they had no idea how to prove what they thought to be true.

In other words, my research gave me no answers either.

Which meant I had to rely on myself.

And that proved to be my second mistake.

 

***

 

Sometimes I dream about my Real Cousin Ruby’s world without seeing my Real Cousin Ruby at all. I spend my dream time in our favorite coffee shop, or I find myself shopping on our favorite street, both of which have counterparts in my awake world. 

Sometimes I’m in an apartment, which is more of a penthouse suite—the kind you see in upscale movies about New York. This apartment isn’t all cold modern furniture done in black and white; it’s art deco—black and white with touches of bright red and a vibrant turquoise. I find the place stunning.

It’s also comfortable—the kind of place I would design if I lived in the city without any children at all. Because the place is never messy. It looks lived in—the magazines and books on the glass-topped coffee table are different every time I’m there (and often they’re the same as the magazines and books on my coffee table at home)—just not the scattershot level of slop that even the cleanest home has when a busy family resides inside.

I’m scared to go into the bedroom of that apartment. I’m afraid of what (who) I might find.

So I relax in the living room, read a book or watch a movie on the incredibly huge flat screen television that hangs like modern art on the far wall.

Sometimes my Real Cousin Ruby is there. Once I arrived in the middle of a dinner party, filled with people I only partially recognized (a few of whom were famous), and I forced myself to wake up, heart pounding.

For some reason, I didn’t want to be part of that event. Even now, memory of it makes me uneasy, as if I had become the hostess of a party I hadn’t even known was going on.

Then, one night I dreamed I was in the coffee shop.

It’s a funky place in both the dream world and our world. I prefer the dream world version. The layout is better—tables across the front, and beneath the flight of brick stairs that lead to an actual coffee bar where you sit on high stools and watch the baristas make your lovely cuppa. You can also see yourself in an ancient wavy mirror, trimmed in silver.

The coffee bar in my wide awake world has the same stairs and the same general floor plan. Only the tables are up a flight and the workstation is against the west wall. There is no bar or ancient mirror, no comfortable place to sit and watch the baristas work when you’re alone. 

The coffee recipes are all the same, even the house blends, and as far as I can tell, they taste the same in both worlds. 

In the dream, I was in the coffee bar alone, but I wasn’t at my usual place at the end of the counter. The counter was full of people, mostly men, all of whom are watching the new barista toss silver mixing cups as if she’s in a real bar, not a coffee place.

A coffee mocha with extra foam sat in front of me, and judging by the pile of empty artificial sugar packets beside it, that mocha was my second of the day. I tapped the stirring stick and forced myself to think.

I knew I was in a dream. I recognized the dream world.

If I recognized it, then, maybe, I could control it.

The books called that dedicated dreaming.

I decided to give it a try.

I wanted to see if other people existed in this world as well. Besides me and my siblings and our Real Cousin Ruby.

First, I checked to see if my Real Cousin Ruby was anywhere near the place. She wasn’t at the ordering station, and it didn’t appear that anyone else had been sitting across from me.

So I grabbed my mocha, and went to one of the free internet computers.

It was already logged onto the coffee shop’s website. I went to one of those people search pages, like the white pages in the phone book, only the ones that access places all over the United States, and I typed in the name of my supposed cousin Ruby’s boyfriend/husband/partner in the real world.

Delmar Musslewhite.

I’d already checked out Delmar in the real world. There was only one other Delmar Musslewhite in all of the United States, and that was Delmar Musslewhite Senior, the father of the Delmar Musslewhite I knew.

So I figured in the dream world there couldn’t be more Delmar Musslewhites, unless there was a Delmar Musslewhite the Third.

In the dream world, I only got one Delmar Musslewhite, and I couldn’t tell if he was a junior or a senior. He lived two towns over, in an area I hadn’t been to in either world.

I wrote the information on the back of my coffee napkin—both the address and the phone number. Then I reached into my purse, grabbed my cell phone to call Delmar—

And stopped.

What would I say to him?

Hi, I’m Ruby Frayno’s cousin, and I’m from what my physicist sister thinks might be a parallel universe, although my playwright sister thinks it could be a world filled with magical creatures. Anyway, I don’t really belong here, and I want to see if you do.

Nope. Wouldn’t play in either world.

If I tried some fakey phone scam or a wrong number, that wouldn’t work either, because I didn’t know what Delmar Musslewhite Senior sounded like. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I really knew what Delmar Musslewhite Junior sounded like, and I’d spent every single family reunion with him for the past ten years.

So I would have to drive out to see him.

I grabbed the keys from my purse, and realized that the car key was different than the one in my real life. This one had an electronic chain with buttons that looked unfamiliar. And the key itself was smaller, more compact.

I cursed silently, and hoped to hell I’d be able to figure out which car was mine.

That was when I woke up. I was clutching the sheet and blanket in my right hand, my head propped against the pillow as if I’d fallen asleep reading, the taste of mocha lingering on my tongue.

My husband snored softly from his side of the bed. 

I wasn’t going to be able to go back to sleep, so I got up, took a shower, and got dressed. Then I went to the kitchen, toasted two cinnamon Pop Tarts, slathered them in butter, and nuked myself some coffee from last night’s dregs. I carried the entire mess to my office upstairs, figuring I had at least an hour before the rest of the household woke up.

If my family existed in both worlds, and Delmar Musslewhite existed in both worlds, then it was safe to assume that the horrible fiancé Lon existed in both worlds as well.

I had to struggle to remember his last name. My Real Cousin Ruby had only told it to me once.

But then I remembered: Lon Goudy. Pronounced Goo-dee. I had said to her in shock, You aren’t planning to take his name, are you? You wouldn’t want to be known as Ruby Goudy.

I’ve already thought of that, she answered. It doesn’t bother me.

That lovely memory conjured Lon’s last name for me, and I was able to type it into the search engine I had at home.

In return, I got several L. Goudys, one London Goudy, one Lonna Goudy, and a Lon Goudy, complete with address, e-mail address, phone number and website.

Of course, I clicked on the website link.

It took me to a loud, gaudy home page for a man whose business was, so far as I could tell, being the best Lon Goudy he could be. His site was psychedelic. The flashing colors and lights crashed my computer twice before I figured out how to bypass the lovely light show that made up the first page.

Then I was inside a tie-dye extravaganza of Lon. Lon’s baby pictures (presented in a swirl of blue and yellow), Lon’s high school drama pictures (complete with a soundtrack [scratchy and out of tune] of Lon singing “There’s No Business Like Show Business), some grownup pictures of Lon laughing with a bunch of friends, ending with a life-sized portrait of the man himself, complete with jaunty smile and handlebar mustache.

It was the Lon of my dreams. Well, not of my dreams. Of my Real Cousin Ruby’s dreams.

I sighed, went back to my first search page, and printed up the current information on Lon Goudy.

Then I went to see him.

 

***

 

His house was nicer than I imagined. It was a two-story Victorian with a well kempt yard and a new car in the driveway. It didn’t take me long to figure out that the new car was courtesy of Goudy Wholesale Autos—We Have the Right Kind of Junk in the Trunk, a slogan worthy of my Real Cousin Ruby’s Lon—although the big Shop at Goudy’s sign in the front window was a big clue.

I wasn’t sure what to do once I pulled up outside the house. I couldn’t very well introduce myself to this man either, and I wasn’t sure what I wanted from him.

So I sat in my late-model minivan (clean on the outside and filled with kid-trash on the inside) and watched until Lon came out of the house.

It didn’t take long. He was carrying a briefcase and a travel mug. His hair was shorter than it was in the dream world, and the handlebar mustache from the website had morphed into one of those bushy 1970s behemoths that threatened to eat the man’s entire face. 

This Lon had eyes just as beady, although he didn’t hunch as he walked like the dream Lon did. This Lon also wore nicer clothes. He got in his car and drove off, leaving me sitting there, trying to figure out what to do.

I didn’t want to follow him. I wasn’t sure what I would gain from it, any more than what I would gain from talking to him.

Then the side door opened, and a too-thin woman ushered two children outside. She had her hands on their shoulders, propelling them forward as they struggled with heavy backpacks. 

The small family crawled into the other car, the one I hadn’t seen until now since Lon’s car had blocked it. The car’s reverse lights came on, illuminating the My Daughter is an Honor Student at King Elementary and the My Son is in the Top of His Class at Lincoln Middle bumper stickers. This car also had a Shop at Goudy’s sign in the right backseat window.

My breath caught. Could this Lon Goudy be married? Married to someone who looked vaguely like my Real Cousin Ruby?

Now I wanted to know the thin woman’s name. But I wasn’t going to get it by following her on her carpooling expedition. 

Instead, I went home, logged on again, and searched for Lon Goudy’s biographical information. Not just the stuff from his gaudy website, but the profiles a local businessman should attract.

What I found were the puff pieces that any business put out, as well as a few articles in the neighborhood paper. It took several searches before I found the family information.

Lon Goudy had married his high school sweetheart, an intense dark-eyed girl named Constance Gutterman, planning to support her brilliance by working at car dealerships while she finished college. He did that. But as she was finishing up her economics degree (and just before she received a fully funded offer to study at the University of Chicago’s famous school of economics), the wholesale car business he worked for went up for sale. He bought it, she went to work in the bookkeeping department. They became rich (“Not rich,” he lied in one article. “We’re comfortable. And if we can do it, so can anyone else. We’ll help with that first step—establishing credit. So come on down to Goudy’s, and we’ll get you into the car of your dreams at a dream price.”) and then they became parents.

The real world Lon Goudy was an upstanding citizen, the kind of person I’d like my so-called cousin Ruby to know. I wouldn’t even mind if my Real Cousin Ruby wanted to marry him, not that she could because he was in this world and she was in the dream world.

He seemed about as different from my Real Cousin Ruby’s Lon as…well…my supposed cousin Ruby seemed from my Real Cousin Ruby.

Which made me nervous.

How different were the rest of us in our dream lives?

 

***

 

Some questions are best left unanswered. I think I knew that even then. I didn’t want to think about that lovely penthouse apartment with the high-end toys that existed in my dreams. Nor did I want to think about that dinner party with the celebrities or the fact that it always seemed I lived within walking distance of the coffee shop.

The coffee shop, which existed in both worlds, in the most upscale neighborhood in the city—a gentrified area of downtown where Hollywood celebrities, the very rich, and New York theater people bought second (or third [or fifteenth]) condos. My husband and I had priced the area (for our retirement, he said; as a daydream, I always said) and realized that even if we saved every dime of our salaries, invested wisely, sold our home, and didn’t pay for the kids’ college educations, we’d still need a miracle to afford a place there.

I couldn’t imagine that the prices were that much different in Dreamland.

But, as I said, I didn’t investigate this. Instead, the next time I fell asleep, I directed my dreaming self to Delmar Musslewhite’s house.

Because I wanted to spy on him in the dream world, just like I had spied on the Lon Goudy who lived in the real world.

In my dream, I didn’t drive to Delmar’s house. I was already there, sitting in a brand-new Mercedes SUV, clearly oblivious to the rising gas prices. A takeout coffee sat in a cupholder beside the driver’s seat, along with a Prada purse that matched my shoes and an older carryall bag from Saint Laurent’s signature store in Paris. 

In my right hand, I held opera glasses with an impressive zoom function. Laying next to my left was the most complicated phone/Blackberry/electronic thingie I had ever seen.

It took me a few minutes of getting my bearings in that upscale car before I remembered to look out the window.

All of the houses on this block looked the same. They were 1970s split levels with a view of the river. The houses were well maintained, but the kind of maintained that had clearly been done by the owner, not a service. 

A few of the houses had bicycles lying on the front lawn. A few of the houses had lawn decorations, the kind an older couple might have put out a generation ago, thinking them attractive.

Delmar Musslewhite’s house had kids’ toys and lawn decorations. It also needed a new front door (this one had a foot-sized dent near the bottom) and a paint job to get rid of the 1970s browns with forest green trim.

The light told me the time of day. Morning again—and relatively early, judging by the cars still in driveways all over the block. 

Shadows moved inside the house. Clearly people were in there. Twice the front door opened, and twice it closed almost immediately, as if whoever was trying to leave couldn’t quite accomplish it.

Finally the door banged open and a parade of children trooped out. The first three were clearly stair-stepped eight, nine or ten year-olds, all white blonds and somewhat pudgy. Only their clothes revealed their gender, and then only because I had a daughter the same age and I recognized some of the styles.

Two more children followed. These two were younger, dark-haired, and clutching each other’s hands as if they had been ordered to do so. All five children carried the ubiquitous backpacks. The two younger children looked like they might topple over backwards as they picked their way down the stairs.

The first three waited in the yard. The other two caught up, and then the group headed toward the end of the block, where a school bus sign stood.

A teenage girl came out of the open door. She bounced down the stairs, her red curly hair tied back with a jaunty bow. She yelled at someone inside, her voice muffled by my extra-thick sound-proofed window.

A boy who was probably just a little older followed. He had her features, only his skin was darker and his hair coal black. He whacked her shoulder playfully when he reached her side, and she grinned at him, then ran down the block to join the other children.

Finally, a young woman came to the door. She wore a short skirt, midriff top revealing her bellybutton ring, and had her blond hair pulled up into the kind of ponytail that Madonna had worn back in her Material Girl days. The woman also wore leg warmers and platform shoes, completing the 1980s look.

She held a gargantuan purse at her side. She started to pull the door closed, when a doughy hand caught it. 

The Material Girl rolled her eyes and shook her head, then clunked down the stairs. Her movements revealed her age—she still had to be in high school, and as she left, she had to be talking to a parent.

She sauntered to the bus stop and stayed a good five feet away from the troop of kids. She pulled a compact out of her huge purse, and held it open so that she could see in the mirror. 

Movement caught my eye. Another woman stood in the doorway. Only this one was clearly middle aged. Fat and sloppy in a robe that had seen too many washings, she held a cup of coffee in one hand and the edge of the door in the other.

She was looking over her shoulder, talking to someone. Her hair, which hadn’t been combed yet, was an ugly mix of yellow dye and black roots.

Then a man grabbed her and pulled her against him. He kissed her as she held her cup of coffee to the side so she wouldn’t spill it on him. His right hand cupped her fleshy buttock, and she slapped it away, laughing as she did so.

She went inside. He left the house, wearing a mechanic’s uniform, and carrying a lunch pail.

My breath caught as I watched him.

Delmar Musslewhite.

Laughing as he walked to a battered truck parked at the side of the road.

Delmar. With a fat, bottle-blond, and too many children.

A fat, bottle blond whose only resemblance to my supposed cousin Ruby was her sloppiness, her fatness, her children, and her bad dye job.

I set the opera glasses on the seat beside me, my hand shaking. 

I leaned my head against the leather seat, watching the children laughing with each other at the bus stop. They seemed happy. The whole family seemed happy.

Just like my supposed cousin Ruby’s family in the real world.

I shook my head. This couldn’t be. 

Was attraction something as simple as extra pounds of flesh and a bad dye job? Or was it more complicated than that?

Had my subconscious mixed up dreams and reality to present me with this narrative? Or was this somehow true, just like the real world was somehow true?

I willed myself awake, then lay in the darkness staring at the ceiling. Usually, my husband’s regular breathing beside me soothed me. But nothing could soothe me right now.

I didn’t want to believe this was all about looks and nothing else.

 

***

 

“Do you know someone named Lon Goudy?” I asked my so-called cousin Ruby the next day. It was eleven o’clock on a Saturday morning, and she still wore her purple sateen pajamas with a matching pair of mules. The mules had a purple puff over the arch, and they left a trail of thin feathers wherever she walked.

“Lon Goudy?” she said and frowned. My so-called cousin Ruby always managed a world-class frown. Her entire face bent toward her nose, making her look like a child about to pull a tantrum. “Sounds familiar.”

She poured me a cup of her extra strong coffee and handed me a lemon bar, even though I didn’t ask for it. Her kitchen smelled of fresh baked bread and a slab of beef just starting to brown in the giant roaster she had on the surprisingly clean counter.

“Lon Goudy,” she repeated. Then she smiled. “Yeah. I know him. Delmar and I bought our first car from him way back when we couldn’t afford nothing.”

Anything, I wanted to correct her, knowing that my Real Cousin Ruby would never make that mistake. But I didn’t speak up. I’d learned long ago that correcting my so-called cousin Ruby led to a fight.

“Did you like him?” I asked.

“Like a car salesman?” she asked. “Are you kidding?”

I felt a slight shock. Who knew that my so-called cousin Ruby had standards? I certainly wouldn’t have guessed it, not from the parade of men she slept with before she met Delmar.

“He’s not just a salesman,” I said. “He owns the business. I hear it made him rich.”

“I bet it did.” She sat next to me, her manicured fingers picking at the lemon bar on her plate. “Fifteen percent interest would make anyone rich.”

“Is that what you paid?” I asked, shocked.

“When you don’t have credit and you have to drive to work, you pay exorbitant rates for a car and you’re grateful for it,” she said.

“I thought he advertises that his cars are cheaper than a regular car dealer’s,” I said.

“They are. He makes all his money on the financing. And the payments are exactly what you’d pay at some reputable dealer’s. I certainly couldn’t’ve gotten a car loan back in those days from a normal financing company. Neither could Delmar. Much as I hated paying the rates, it was Goudy’s that got me back on my feet. Because I got credit through him, I was able to buy the house, and once I had the house, I could rent my business. It all worked out.”

It was my turn to frown. Lon Goudy, car dealer, had had an impact on her life. I wondered if that meant Delmar Musslewhite, car mechanic, had had an impact on my Real Cousin Ruby’s life.

“That bother you?” my so-called cousin Ruby asked.

I blinked. She’d caught the frown and figured another reason for it.

I shook my head. “I guess I had no idea you were in that kind of financial trouble.”

“It’s not what you discuss with the Perfects,” she said. 

It took me a moment to understand what she had said. “Us?”

“Oh, come on,” she said. “All of you are so educated. Pam’s in like every magazine being interviewed, and I even saw Debbie on the Discovery Channel one night. And then there’s you with those kids. Did they even spit up when they were babies? They were always so damn clean.”

I stared at her. I’d had no idea she was jealous of me. Or of my siblings. “You call us the Perfects?”

She shrugged. “Nothing bad ever happens to you people.”

“Of course it does,” I said. “Bad things happen to everyone.”

She gave me a crooked smile, then got up and poured herself another cup of coffee. I hadn’t even noticed her drinking the first one.

“You said you needed help with something,” she said.

I took a sip of the coffee, then tried not to grimace. The burned bean taste was what coffee from my childhood tasted like, before Americans knew any better.

“Pictures,” I said. “Do you have family reunion photos from when we were kids? None of us can find any.”

“What do you want pictures for?” she asked.

“My kids have never seen us when we were kids,” I said, making up the first thing I could think of.

She grunted in acknowledgement, then stood. I stood too, but she waved me down. “I know where they are. I have a box.”

She waddled out of the kitchen. I took a bite from the lemon bar. It was good, which wasn’t a surprise. My so-called cousin Ruby had always been a good baker.

I picked up my coffee cup and wandered toward the hall. There dozens of school pictures hung—every child with the current photo, plus the marriage photos of the older two, and a baby photo for the first grandchild. 

I heard Ruby return before I saw her, breathing hard and stepping heavily on the scuffed wood floor. She balanced a large box on her large hip and swept the dishes aside. I grabbed a few so that they wouldn’t fall off the table. She set the box down where they had been.

“Heavier than I thought,” she huffed. 

I smiled politely. The scent of mildew mixed with the browning beef. She opened the box and grabbed handfuls of black-and-whites, some with scalloped edges, all with dates along the white space.

“They’re not in order,” she said.

We searched. She pulled out the reunion photos, starting with the photos from the 1980s. I found the 1960s pictures beneath them and stared at them in surprise.

My Real Cousin Ruby, thinner than I had been, slightly hunched, her bright, brilliant eyes gazing directly at the camera, stood with me, arm in arm, as if we were best buddies.

How did my Real Cousin Ruby get into the real world?

“Remember that?” my so-called cousin Ruby said. “Those three years we went to Kent, everyone thought we were sisters.”

Kent was a private school that my father had finagled us into. My siblings all went to it, and I did too. I had thought my Real Cousin Ruby went, and my so-called cousin Ruby hadn’t gone at all. I thought she was too stupid to go.

“Then Mom and Dad moved out of the district and the fees would’ve been too high.” She smiled ruefully. “So I had to go to public school.”

She slapped another picture down. In it, she sat alone next to a picnic basket. She was much heavier—what we would call pudgy now—and her brown hair was stringy.

“I wasn’t a fan of public school,” she said.

Something in her voice made me look at her.

“I don’t remember this,” I said.

“Of course not.” She set down more pictures. The next year, and the next. We no longer stood together. She was always in the back of the great big family photograph, using someone (and then several someones) as a shield for her widening body. “I have a gift for disappearing.”

I frowned at her. My so-called cousin Ruby wasn’t self aware. She had never been self aware. It was one of the reasons that I didn’t like her.

But how long had it been since I really talked to her? I always avoided her at family reunions, preferring to make snide little comments later to my siblings. My husband always defended her, but, as I used to say, he liked to defend the weak.

I looked at the photographs again. I had been hoping to see a young Delmar or Lon Goudy at the fringes of the crowd. Instead I saw some happy, healthy children, laughing and playing. And one very sad, very lonely little girl on the sidelines.

My stomach twisted. “Something happened to you.”

She picked up the photograph of herself, sitting alone by the picnic basket. “Your brother would say what happened was that I discovered food.”

Yeah, he would say that. And he probably had said that. We weren’t kind. I didn’t remember being mean to her in those years, but I didn’t remember standing arm in arm with her either.

“What would you say?” I asked softly.

She tapped that photograph along the edge of the table. “I would say that Mr. Eckhart happened to me.”

My gaze met hers. My stomach ached even more than it had when I first looked at the pictures. I wanted to blame the bitter coffee, but I knew that wasn’t the cause.

“Mr. Eckhart?” I repeated. 

She nodded. “I was his special girl that year. In the bleachers. In the music room. In his office.”

She wasn’t looking at me. Her cheeks were rosy, but not with any joy. She was blushing.

“My therapist wanted me to prosecute the bastard, but by the time I actually told her what had happened, he’d been dead for ten years.”

“You have a therapist?” I asked, unable to disguise the surprise in my voice.

“What? Do you think I got better on my own?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I guess I credited Delmar.”

She smiled. “Delmar was great. He was a good friend. He wouldn’t date me—and in those days, that meant sleep with me—until I got professional help.”

I shook my head a little. The world was tilting. 

“It seems really obvious from a modern adult perspective,” she said. “You see a bright, active child who withdraws, gains weight, won’t go near people, and you realize something’s gone wrong. I’d know that about my kids. But in those days, who had any idea?”

My mouth was dry. These days, who had any idea? I certainly hadn’t. This was all new to me.

“I learned that those kids—the ones who fatten up and disappear—have two responses, sexually, to the abuse. One group withdraws completely. Never gets touched. The other group lets any old damn fool touch them. Because it doesn’t matter.”

She bit her lower lip. It mattered to her, telling me. She was afraid to tell me, afraid of my response.

And who could blame her? Judgmental me. I hadn’t even noticed a problem.

“Delmar knew me then. He said he’d be with me if I valued the relationship. I didn’t know what that meant. He gave me a book about healing. And that started it all.”

Her flush was deep now. Her eyes swam with tears.

“So you are right,” she said. “He saved me.”

Then she wiped her hands along her sateen robe. 

“At least, part of me. I’ll never stop eating. I don’t want to.”

My Real Cousin Ruby forgot to eat sometimes, especially after the abortion. She would curl into a ball and not talk for a while too.

I was there for my Real Cousin Ruby. But this woman—this girl, who had stood arm in arm with me in a beautiful green park forty years ago—never really had me at her side.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know.”

She shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s in the past.”

She got up, got another lemon bar, and handed me one without asking.

Then she sat down. She stared at the bar for the longest time.

Finally, she said, “But I wonder sometimes, you know? Who would I have been without Mr. Eckhart?”

 

***

 

Had I known who she would have been?

Had we all known, me and my siblings?

Children rarely react with compassion. Children see danger and flee from it, because children know how easily they can be victimized. Children are the ultimate savages. The kindness of the world, the obligations, the responsibilities, all have to be learned.

Was my so-called cousin Ruby a changeling child because she had become someone I didn’t recognize? Were all my dreams about her just directed dreaming about the person I wanted her to be?

Then how to explain the bad twists of fate? The wet sweatshirt? The fact that Lon and Delmar existed in both worlds?

I told my physicist sister Debbie in general terms about the dreams I’d had, about the men who existed in both. I described them by their professions, not by their names.

“That car dealer,” she said, “does he have ads? Like on TV?”

He did. They were on the web too. He kept them archived on his website. And one, which aired about six months ago, featured his hunched little economist wife, Constance.

Who looked like my Real Cousin Ruby.

Suggestions, suggestions. Logical real world explanations for dreams that once seemed to make no sense.

“It’s just guilt,” my playwright sister Pam said when I told her in general terms about the girl I’d befriended then abandoned when she got in trouble, the dreams I had about the girl she could have been. “You wanted to help her and at what—ten?—you knew you couldn’t. So you made up a new life for her and dreamed it. You dreamed it all.”

It sounded so easy.

It seemed almost true.

And weirdly, neither sister tied these questions to our Real Cousin Ruby, whom they’d dreamed about too.

But all this logic didn’t stop the wedding. It happened several nights later—a spur of the moment thing, my Real Cousin Ruby said.

“We can’t deal with invitations. Come join us this afternoon at the courthouse. We’re tying the knot.”

I went. At least, my dream self went. I bought flowers just in case my Real Cousin Ruby forgot them, and I stood at her side, and I made myself smile as she married a poor Lon Goudy who wore dirty blue jeans, a paint-splattered denim shirt, and a baseball cap.

I woke up and cried for her, just like I should have cried for my so-called cousin Ruby.

My real cousin Ruby, who’d lived through hell in the real world, and never told a soul about it. We’d never noticed. No one noticed, until Delmar.

No one really cared.

“Sometimes I think,” my physicist sister Debbie said on the way to this summer’s family reunion, “that physicists postulate the existence of alternate realities because we’re old enough to understand how the world works.”

“What?” I asked. I was driving her truck. It had a stick shift, and she had injured her left foot, making using the clutch impossible. 

My husband had the kids. He was traveling in our van, along with the food I’d spent the last two days preparing.

“You know,” Debbie said. “You get older, and you watch the opportunities vanish. When you’re ten, you can be a firefighter or a doctor, President of the United States or a famous rockstar. It’s all in the future. When you’re twenty, you’ve narrowed it down to your skill set. Doctor, maybe, or biologist or world famous scientist. You’re going to get a Nobel prize and discover the cure for cancer. Then when you’re forty, you realize you’ll never be more than the best surgeon at the second-rate hospital in your smaller than average town. Closed doors everywhere.”

“So how does that fit with alternate realities?” I asked, because I didn’t want to think about my skill set. I’d abandoned them all in my twenties when I got pregnant. I figured being a wife and mother would be enough.

“Simple,” she said. “You remember what it was like when the possibilities extended before you. Now they’re cut off, but those branches—in your imagination anyway—are still there. You just have to find a way to access them.”

“Through dreams?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Dreams are where the possibilities came from in the first place. We dreamed big, and most of us end up living small.”

We pulled up at the park. Someone stretched a banner across proclaiming this the sixtieth Folger family reunion. Beneath it, children I didn’t recognize played some kind of game. Adults who looked like the adults forty years ago, only in different clothing and with different haircuts, placed food on long wooden picnic tables.

“Ready for the ordeal?” Debbie asked, grinning.

I parked, then sighed. “Do you always think about your alternates? Or do you dream about other people’s as well?”

She gave me a penetrating look, the kind that makes the rest of the family nervous. I thought she was going to mention the cousin Ruby dreams, but she didn’t.

Instead, Debbie said, “I dream about you. If you hadn’t married and squeezed out babies. You could’ve been something, kiddo.”

Then she got out of the truck and limped toward the picnic tables.

I could’ve been something. 

But I was something now.

I was a mother. A wife. A woman who never saw her cousin, whom she had apparently loved, lose herself to a sexual predator.

Maybe I should have explored that penthouse suite that appeared in my dreams. Maybe I should have seen who I might have been.

Or maybe I should simply look around now, and see what’s before me. All the changes from last year to this, all the closed doors and the newly opened ones. The people who were really hurting and the people who were doing fine.

I stepped out of my sister’s truck and stood at the edge of the parking lot, staring at my extended family. People I didn’t know. People I would never know, and children who would become people I didn’t know.

Branches, disappearing into infinity.

Too much to contemplate.

Too much for a single human brain to encompass.

At least when it was awake.

I still don’t have any theories of dreaming.

But I have dreams—a jumbled mess of images and memories, of fears and imaginary monsters.

The dream Ruby is gone, replaced by the real life Ruby. She’s still obese. But she doesn’t dye her hair any longer. Her brown has turned silver, giving her a dignity she hadn’t had before.

Or maybe I’ve accorded her that dignity. 

In our lives. 

Instead of my dreams.
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Leave a Candle Burning

Dayle A. Dermatis

 

 

She was lost.

Claudia stopped in the tree-lined lane, surrounded by the deep blue of twilight, a swirl of snowflakes, and an ever-growing drift of snow on the ground, and shook her head at her own stupidity.

In truth, the lodge she was heading for (at least, she hoped she was heading in the right direction) wasn’t far from the train station. Walking normally wouldn’t have been a problem. She just hadn’t factored in the earlier sunset this far north and the fact that it might be snowing.

Snowing, right before Christmas, in upstate New York? Not all that shocking.

Thankfully, her job scouting locations and stories for America’s Legendary Ghosts meant she knew how to pack light—at least she wasn’t dragging a suitcase behind her. She wore her bulky winter coat and boots, and everything else, including laptop, camera, and clothes, were in her backpack. She’d had to hike to sites before.

Just not in the damn snow.

The world held that silent quality that came only in the winter. The snow padded the ground, muffled the air. All she could hear was her own breathing, and the occasional, tiny snap of a twig as some small animal settled for the night.

The birch trees’ pale bark glowed in the moonlight.

Claudia felt as if she stood in the middle of a snow globe.

She thought she’d walked the two miles already, but nary a house was in sight, not even a glow of lights. She didn’t think the snow would have knocked out the power, so this was worrying. The GPS on her phone had been no help: the small dirt lanes didn’t register on the map. And then, of course, because she’d spent too much time on the train working, her battery had died. She couldn’t even call.

She was just about to turn around and head back to the station when she caught motion out of the corner of her eye. She hadn’t heard anyone approach; her own gasp sounded loud against the sudden pounding of her heart.

Not a someone…a something. A large white dog—a husky or a white German shepherd, it was hard to tell in the dark—stood a few feet away, tail waving languidly, tongue out, watching her.

“Well, hello there, pup,” she said in a soothing tone, holding out her hand flat. “Where did you come from?”

The dog barked, and jerked its head in a gesture that looked suspiciously like Come on, then. It took a few steps towards the trees, then looked back expectantly.

Its message was clear: Follow me.

Seriously?

The dog came back a few steps and barked again, this time more impatiently, then turned and looked over its shoulder.

The dog could be leading her to shelter, Claudia supposed. Or it could be leading her to someone or something in trouble. Or it could just be leading her…no, why would the dog be trying to lead her nowhere? Even if it wasn’t to the lodge, it would be somewhere with a phone or a car. Dogs didn’t lead people to scary shacks containing serial killers, after all.

Claudia always trusted her instincts, and they’d never proven her wrong. She also had a lot of faith in dogs. Her choice was clear.

She settled her pack more firmly on her shoulders and followed the dog into the woods.

The trees weren’t closely spaced and there was no foliage beneath the snow to trip her up, although in a few open places the snow had piled up. The dog seemed to take delight in bounding off to leap through the drifts before running back to trot ahead of her.

They hadn’t walked more than ten minutes when Claudia saw lights. As they drew closer, she breathed a sigh of relief, recognizing the stone-and-timber lodge from pictures. The dog had in fact led her directly to the lodge.

The three-story building toed the line between Victorian and mountain rustic. The roof was steeply pitched to keep too much snow from collecting, with two levels of dormers and multiple chimneys dotting the expanse.

Warm lights glowed from multiple windows, bathing the snow in warm, welcoming gold, a gorgeous contrast to the midnight blue sky and gleaming snow. Fairy lights in the bare trees added to the cheer. Claudia felt warmer already.

“Good job, pup!” she said. The dog barked one more time and trotted away, around the building. Probably a doggie door in the back, leading to a mud room or kitchen.

She went up the flagstone steps to the enclosed porch that ran the length of the building and let herself in, stomping her feet on the entry rug to knock off the snow before continuing to the front door.

Before she could ring the bell, she saw movement through the glass, and then the door opened.

“You must be Claudia,” the very attractive man said. His eyes were the color of winter twilight.

“Must I?” she asked, stepping inside.

“Mrs. Hawley said someone named Claudia was supposed to arrive tonight, and she’s been fretting that you’re late and your phone goes straight to voicemail,” he said, his voice low and pleasant. He closed the door. “So it’s a good assumption you’re Claudia.”

“Excellent powers of deduction,” Claudia said, holding out her gloved hand.

“I’m Reese,” he said, shaking her hand. “Come on in. Mrs. Hawley’s in the parlor with the other guests. I was on my way back from the bathroom when I saw you on the porch.”

It was warm inside, enough to make her chilled cheeks hurt in a pleasant way. She shivered, adjusting.

She followed him through the foyer, unable to decide whether to look at the gorgeous architecture or him (also gorgeous). The foyer, although paneled with dark wood, was welcoming thanks to the warm light from antique Tiffany lamps and the faded oriental rug covering the center of the floor. A steep staircase dominated the right side, its likely hand-carved newel posts a testament to an art form mostly lost today. The wood—currently wrapped with a sweet-smelling pine garland—shone, polished by more than a century of hands caressing the railing as residents and then hotel guests made their way up or downstairs.

Claudia smiled, feeling the tension melt away. She already liked it here.

She had a job to do, so she shouldn’t allow herself to be distracted by Reese, but unfortunately, she already was. Okay, maybe not full-on attracted to after their extremely brief conversation, but at least appreciative of.

The snug way his jeans hugged him didn’t hurt, definitely. Nor did the in-need-of-a-trim black hair, striking blue eyes, and warm smile. Nor the comfortable way he led her through to the parlor. Not cocky, but simply confident, settled in his own skin.

She wouldn’t have minded more time alone with him, but the parlor was full of people, and that settled that.

“Oh goodness,” said a tall, rangy older woman, “you must be Claudia.”

“I must,” she agreed this time. “You’re Mrs. Hawley?”

“That I am.” The woman’s white hair framed a face that showed a lifetime of smiles in the fine lines around her eyes and mouth. She looked comfortable in jeans and a red cable-knit sweater. “Let me show you to your room, dearie, and then you can settle in and meet everyone. Shall I make you a pot of tea? Or hot chocolate? Or…?”

“Hot chocolate sounds lovely,” Claudia said. She leaned in conspiratorially. “Especially if it has a nip of crème de menthe in it.”

Mrs. Hawley smiled, and for a brief moment Claudia thought the older woman was going to fist-bump her. “Absolutely,” she said.

Up the gorgeous staircase and down one hall and up another, all carpeted in faded runners, framed old photographs lining the walls, until they came to a room with a hand-painted wooden plaque that said “The White Lady” hanging on the door.

“I hope you don’t mind me putting you in here,” Mrs. Hawley said. “But given that your purpose here is to decide whether our resident ghost is worth publicizing…”

“This is perfect,” Claudia said. The turned-wood four-poster bed had a cream-colored, crocheted blanket at its foot and a lavender-scented sachet on the pillow, and the room’s uneven wooden floors creaked as she entered. Cozy and charming. “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

It took her even less than that—the lingering chill (although the room itself was toasty) drove her to drop her backpack and shuck her parka before plugging in her traitorous phone and heading downstairs to properly meet the rest of the guests.

She was here to determine whether the Heather Mountain Lodge was a viable candidate for an episode of America’s Legendary Ghosts. Proving the existence of ghosts wasn’t the focus or purpose of the show. It was highlighting the facts behind them, and then analyzing how those facts had developed into legends, and why.

Essentially, Claudia was a sociologist in a location scout’s clothing. And as long as she didn’t think about it too hard, she was quite all right with that.

Back in the parlor, she met the other six guests who had chosen to spend their Christmas holiday waiting to see a ghost. She was happy to settle in an antique rocker near the stone fireplace, where a fire crackled and spat heat and the scent of wood smoke.

“Mrs. Hawley’s off making your hot chocolate; we had an early supper so she could let the cook go for the night because of the snow,” Reese said. “Which doesn’t bode well for breakfast.”

“We aren’t going to be snowed in for long, I hope?” asked a man wearing glasses and a Dr. Horrible T-shirt. He held hands with a pretty redhead wearing multicolored striped socks and a matching crocheted hat.

“The weather report said it should stop snowing overnight,” said a teenaged girl with a blond French braid, glancing up from her phone.

“And once the plow comes through, we’ll be fine,” Reese added.

Introductions were made. The young couple were Matt and Holly; the girl was Brittany, with her parents Tom and Sherry; and the final guest was Angela, a musician looking for inspiration for a gothic musical she was writing.

The lodge officially closed down over the holidays—from two days before Christmas through two days after—except for a limited number of people. Only eight could reserve during that time…and there was, Claudia had been told, a waiting list. Apparently she’d been able to sneak in this year because of a last-minute cancellation (or, she half-suspected, because Mrs. Hawley wanted the publicity).

The proprietor in question returned with Claudia’s hot chocolate, and now that everybody was assembled, began her story.

“The White Lady,” Mrs. Hawley said, settling herself into her chair and into her story. “We don’t know much about her past, really—we don’t know who she was when she was alive.

“And I realize the name ‘The White Lady’ is a common one when it comes to ghosts,” Mrs. Hawley added, glancing at Claudia. Claudia nodded, but didn’t comment. This was the host’s show.

“What we do know is this: The White Lady, whoever she was, was married, and her husband was away one night in late December. We’re not sure why; I’ve heard he’d been out hunting that day, and also that he went out in the storm to help someone. As the snow came down harder, she knew it would be more difficult for her husband to find his way home. So she went from window to window, lighting candles to guide him to safety.”

Mrs. Hawley paused to take a sip of her own hot chocolate before continuing.

“Since then, each year, starting a day or two before Christmas and going until a day or two afterwards, after dusk falls she moves through the lower rooms of the house, lighting candles in the windows to bring her beloved home.”

Holly shivered. “That’s a beautiful story.” She squeezed Matt’s hand. “So romantic and tragic.”

Claudia fought not to roll her eyes. Tragic, yes, and somewhat romantic—The White Lady did seem to mourn her husband given her actions—but not beautiful. Just sad. And whether there was any truth to the story…well, that was her job to figure out.

“What style of clothing does she wear?” she asked.

“She’s seen dressed in white,” Mrs. Hawley said.

“A nightgown?” Claudia pressed. “A Victorian dress? Earlier period, later?”

“Oh, well, I can’t say for sure,” Mrs. Hawley said, looking down at her hands. “I’m not an expert in these things.”

“I understand,” Claudia said. “It’s just, if we can narrow down her clothing style, we can narrow down who she might be.”

“Oh, that’s right,” Reese said. “You’re from one of those reality shows—you’re a ghost hunter.”

Claudia laughed. “Not hardly. I’m a location scout; I don’t get any air time at all. And America’s Legendary Ghosts isn’t a ghost-hunting show—we don’t run around with EMF detectors or try to debunk the stories. We focus on the truth behind the legend…we want to know whether the ghost story has some basis in history. That’s what’s interesting, the history. We’re more of a history program than a reality show.”

“So you’re here to decide whether The White Lady is real or not?” Angela asked.

“I’m here to discover whether there’s any historical basis for The White Lady,” Claudia said. “If I can find records that prove that a woman lived here whose husband or other close male relative was found dead in the snow around Christmas time, then we have a show.”

“I’ve always wanted to know her background,” Mrs. Hawley said. “I’ll do anything I can to help.”

“Do you have a history of the lodge? A list of owners?”

“Yes and no. The lodge wasn’t always this big. It started as a large home, and was added onto over the years, attaching other cottages and outbuildings to it and then renovating them. So The White Lady could have been someone from one of the smaller homes. We also know that caretakers took over when the family was away, and we don’t know all the servants’ names over the years. Or, of course, it could have been one of the family’s guests.”

Well, that was going to make things more fun. In truth, Claudia had already done some preliminary research, which she intended to supplement with local records now that she was in the area. She’d been hoping Mrs. Hawley would give her more useful information, but that might not be the case.

“And you’ve seen her?” Claudia asked.

“Indeed I have.” Mrs. Hawley sat up straight. “Every year.”

“Please, tell me.”

Mrs. Hawley surveyed her audience, and Claudia knew she was going to tell the tale she’d always told, a familiar story, the rhythm and cadence driving her words forward rather than an unrehearsed account.

It didn’t mean she wasn’t being honest, that she wasn’t telling the story of what she believed she saw. It just meant she was…telling it in the most suspenseful way possible. Which meant the details might be a wee bit fudged for dramatic purposes.

“Like I said, The White Lady lights candles in the windows to guide her husband home. She goes from window to window, with a tallow in hand. We’ve had candles in the windows here in winter for as long as I can remember—and I’ve been here since I was a little girl. Even if no one sees her, people come down in the morning and find candles burning, or melted wax where the candles have burned down.”

“And what happens if people try to interact with her?”

“They can’t. She doesn’t respond to questions or any verbal attempt to communicate with her. As far as I know, nobody’s tried to touch her—plus, if they come close, she disappears.”

“Vanishes?”

“Essentially.”

“Did her husband make it home?” Tom asked.

Mrs. Hawley looked sad. “We don’t know,” she said. “We just don’t know.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t,” Claudia said. “If he had, she wouldn’t feel compelled to keep lighting the candles.”

They all stared at her as if she’d just kicked their collective puppy. Clearly she’d harshed their mellow. What had they expected? Before she had a chance to speak, Brittany looked up from her phone and said, “Well, isn’t it obvious? It’s a ghost. It’s not supposed to be happy.”

Although the others nodded in agreement, that effectively killed the conversation. After one or two more half-hearted questions, the group broke up, Mrs. Hawley retiring for an early night, no doubt so she could handle breakfast.

“You didn’t get any supper, did you?” Reese asked Claudia.

“I had a snack on the train, but that was it.”

“Come with me.”

She followed him to the kitchen. It had been upgraded with professional appliances, but still held the sense of a homey Victorian kitchen, thanks to details such as herbs drying from a rack hanging from the ceiling, a fireplace with a bread oven along one wall, and an open wooden cabinet displaying blue-patterned china.

“Do you live around here?” Claudia asked. “Mrs. Hawley seems comfortable with you.”

“I don’t live here now, but I did when I was young,” Reese said, opening cabinets and pulling out a plate and bread with a comfortable ease, as if he were well acquainted with the layout. “My mom worked for Mrs. Hawley for a few years, so I hung out here a lot. I’d like to say I was helping, but I’m pretty sure I was just underfoot.”

Claudia settled on a stool and propped her elbows on the butcher block island. “So, have you seen The White Lady?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.” He was leaning into the industrial refrigerator, so she couldn’t see his face, although his deep voice was casual and confident. He didn’t sound like he was lying. “I was walking by the parlor and I saw her in there. It scared the snot out of me, and I ran to find my mom.”

He emerged from the fridge, balancing ham and cheese and condiments in his arms. Claudia held her breath until they were safely deposited on the butcher block. She felt bad for not helping, but damn, she was tired.

“We moved the year after that,” he went on. “Late summer. So I never had the chance to see her again.”

“Is that why you’ve come back?”

He turned away to find a knife, turned back. “No, not really. I…my folks are both gone, and my brother and sister were off doing their own thing, so I just wanted to come back and recapture the fond memories.” He handed her the knife and shoved the condiments across the island. “What about you? It must suck to work on Christmas.”

She opened the jar of stone-ground mustard, spread some on the wheat bread. “Kinda. My family’s big, and we decided a few years ago to make Thanksgiving the big holiday—we rotate between locations—and we’re on our own for Christmas.” She added ham, Swiss, and tomato slices. “It gives me a little more leeway—you’d be surprised how many ghost legends revolve around the holidays.”

“Maybe Dickens was on to something.”

She laughed. “Maybe so. There certainly haven’t been any Thanksgiving ghosts for us.” She put some baby spinach on the sandwich, covered it with a second slice of bread, and pressed down with both hands to smoosh it down to a more comfortable height. “I’m just glad I’m here this year. It’s always depressing to be without snow on Christmas. Despite what the rest of Hollywood likes, I don’t want to be wearing shorts in December. It’s just wrong.”

“I hear you,” Reese said. “One year I was in Australia for Christmas. The big heavy Christmas dinner makes no sense when it’s a bazillion degrees out.” He was already tidying away the sandwich fixings.

“What took you there?” Claudia took a big bite of her sandwich, stifling a moan of pleasure. She hadn’t realized she was that hungry. Maybe it was the crème de menthe talking.

“I’m a structural engineer,” he said. “I was working on a government contract.”

Now that she had a little food in her (that wasn’t sugar laced with alcohol), she was able to focus again. She found herself distracted by his hands, competently wiping down the butcher block.

She was tired, but she wasn’t that tired.

Then they heard a shout, and then Holly appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Come quick!” she said. “We’ve seen The White Lady!”

Claudia dropped the second half of her sandwich and bolted for the foyer, Reese on her heels. When they arrived, the rest of the guests were there, in various stages of settling in: Angela was in a flowered flannel nightgown, with a matching robe belted firmly around her, while Tom’s wet hair suggested he’d been in the shower.

“In the parlor, where we were earlier,” Holly said.

They all trooped in. Sure as shooting, the candles in the window had been lit, a smudge of wax on the windowsill indicating someone had bumped the candle after it had been burning.

“Candles,” Claudia said. “Did anyone see The White Lady?”

“I did,” Matt said, raising his hand. “I came back down to get my phone, and there she was. She vanished before I got into the room.”

“Vanished how?” Claudia asked. She didn’t want to sound suspicious; hated ruining the other guests’ excitement. Even as she spoke, she felt the energy in the room drop.

She felt a little bad that she’d assumed Holly would have been the first one to see The White Lady.

“Just…I don’t know, exactly.” Matt looked abashed. “I turned to call up the stairs to Holly, and when I turned back, the Lady was gone. But I know she didn’t go past me.”

The parlor’s only other door led to the dining room, and the door between the dining room and the kitchen had been open—surely she and Reese would have heard someone in there?

Claudia asked a few more questions, then decided not to investigate tonight. There would be time for that in the morning.

Time to figure out if this was a legend worth pursuing…and if Reese was, as well.

 

***

 

Claudia shoved the drapes aside and smiled at the sun sparkling on the fresh, untouched snow.

A good night’s sleep under cozy flannel sheets and a warm down comforter had gone a long way to improving her outlook on life. The snow had been hauntingly lovely last night, but she’d been lost and cold and hungry; today, she could simply appreciate its beauty. She wondered how the dog was doing, and made a mental note to ask Mrs. Hawley.

The dining room had a big stone fireplace and large windows that looked out on the mountains. Quiet holiday music filled the background from unseen speakers.

“This is just lovely,” Sherry enthused. “I’ve always wanted to get away for Christmas. And I love the decorations.”

Others agreed, and then Angela asked, “What’s everyone’s favorite part about Christmas?”

“I love the ritual of it all,” Claudia confessed after swallowing a mouthful of herbed scrambled eggs. “Trimming the tree, wrapping the presents, sitting down for dinner with family…”

“And snow,” Reese said with a wink. “Don’t forget about the snow.”

“But you can have the rituals without snow,” Tom said.

“That’s true,” Reese said. “It’s about being with family and friends—rituals are about sharing the same joys with the people you love.”

Everyone murmured assent, and then they all started discussing their rituals and childhood memories: tinsel versus garland, holly and mistletoe, favorite carols. And cookies. The cookie debate almost got a little heated.

After breakfast, Reese asked, “What’s your plan for today, ghost hunter?”

“Legend hunter, please,” Claudia said, cradling her hands around her coffee mug. “I’m headed into town to meet with the county clerk to look at the lodge’s records, and hit the local library for their archives.”

He offered to drive her, and she agreed. She was perfectly willing to walk, but it wouldn’t be a bad idea to make sure she knew the way first. Besides, she had a hunch Reese would be a good traveling companion. Bonus: His truck had four-wheel drive and snow tires. The driveway had already been plowed, as had the lane, but it was still a bit slippery.

At the county courthouse, she waded through land and tax records, making photocopies of what she needed; it was cheaper than ordering them and having them mailed, and ensured she found what she wanted. By the time she was done, it was lunchtime, and she met Reese, who’d been running errands, at a local restaurant.

The proprietors had gone for a full-on log cabin feel, with exposed-log walls, a pot-bellied stove, deer heads on the wall, and a taxidermied black bear to greet them at the door.

The cost was reasonable and the portions hearty—and, Claudia discovered, quite tasty. Her enormous bowl of chili had a nice bite to it, warming her after the walk over from the courthouse, and the buttered cornbread melted in her mouth.

“So what do you really think about The White Lady?” Reese asked after taking a bite of his burger. “Is she real?”

“I want her to be,” Claudia admitted. “So often, they aren’t. But the bottom line for me—for my job—is whether the underlying legend is real. It’s hard to prove a ghost is real, but if the story holds up… What about you? You saw her as a child—it wasn’t a childish fantasy?”

“If she isn’t real, I can’t blame Mrs. Hawley for making her up,” Reese said. “She’s been a good source of tourism for the lodge even at other times of the year. But more than that, I believe Mrs. Hawley believes. Her own husband died of a heart attack—must be twenty years ago now—and I think she likes the idea of someone being able to guide her lover home.”

“Oh.” Claudia looked down at her half-eaten chili in the white porcelain bowl, the paper placemat beneath bearing the history of the diner. “I didn’t know that. How sad.”

“Don’t be sad.” Reese put a hand over hers. “It was a long time ago, and I’m pretty sure she’s had…friends since then. But she hasn’t remarried, and I know the lodge is important to her, so…”

“I get that.” Claudia looked up. “It’s just that so many of the stories are about loss. It just wears me down sometimes.”

“I get that, too,” Reese said. “We want to find our soulmates and have happy endings.”

Claudia squinted at him, but he didn’t sound like he was making fun of her. Perhaps sensing her suspicion, he went on. “My parents truly seemed to be happy with each other, really seemed to be in love. I guess I want to believe that’s possible for anybody.” He squeezed her hand, let go. “So, what will you do if you determine the legend isn’t true?”

She ate a spoonful of spicy, tomatoey chili to give herself a moment to gather her thoughts. “Then I just go home,” she said. “No harm, no foul. I won’t advertise that there’s no historical basis for the ghost; the lodge just won’t be on our program. It doesn’t mean there’s no ghost, though. That’s not my area of expertise.”

“But what do you believe? Are ghosts real?”

“I’ve gone back and forth about it, but in the end, yes, I think so—in some fashion,” she said. “Residual energy, maybe? I’ve seen and felt things I can’t explain, and I think there’s more out there than we can see or hear or test with scientific instruments. How about you?”

“Pretty much the same,” he said, “even though my background is more scientific. I’d like to think my parents are keeping an eye on me, even if they’re not manifesting as spooky floating mist.”

Claudia had to agree with that.

“Is that how you ended up at the show?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No, I sort of fell into it. I was the family genealogist, and I played around with cameras, and couldn’t decide what to major in at college. Eventually I moved to LA with a friend who wanted to be an actress, and got a job as a PA, and…I’m good at research.”

“It’s a good thing to be good at,” he said. “Maybe I can hire you to dig into my family’s history.”

“I wouldn’t say no to that,” she said, and wondered why it made her feel so light and airy, like a snowflake in a swirl of wind.

 

***

 

Despite the local library being in a modern building, the older records hadn’t been updated to the modern age, leaving Claudia to slog through ancient microfiches of local newspaper archives and census records in the chilly, damp windowless basement.

Still, there was something about this kind of research she loved; the chance uncovering of a mystery, the allure of discovering a treasure of information. Google left a lot to be desired when it came to the thrill of unearthing secrets.

Reese had come with her, and helped her by making photocopies and bringing her books on local history. She could have spent days in the photo archives alone, poring over the sepia-toned depictions of early Adirondack town life, and he got distracted as well, commenting on the old buildings and the structure of the main bridge that went over the river that flowed along one side of the town of Heather Mountain.

It was already dusk by the time they left, Claudia’s bag stuffed full of paperwork to review over the next two days.

Dinner that night was another pleasant, happy affair. Everyone seemed in good spirits and hopeful that the ghost would make another sighting (and no one seemed to blame Claudia for being a downer the night before, which was a relief). She liked the way Reese was easy with everyone, even drawing Brittany away from her phone for a conversation about technology.

Plus the venison stew, roasted vegetables, and an apple pie with locally made maple ice cream almost sent Claudia into a food coma. 

Afterwards they repaired to the parlor again. Holly, Tom, Brittany, Angela, and Reese settled in to play Apples to Apples, while Matt read his Kindle, Mrs. Hawley knitted, and Claudia started in on the reams of photocopies. This was a work trip—she wasn’t really on vacation, despite the holiday—but it was pleasant to sit and read, listen to the laughter and voices, and sneak occasional glances at Reese.

This time, it was Angela who spotted something moving in the dining room when she stood to stoke the fire. Once again, they rushed across the foyer into the other room.

“What was that?” Tom asked, and at the same time Holly said “Was that a light outside?” and Claudia had to admit that really did look like the flicker of candle flame outside the window, although neither she nor the rest of them clearly saw a person.

“We should go check for footprints,” she suggested.

They had to find boots and coats, so it was a few minutes before they could head outside. Claudia thought it was rather fun, really, being led on the chase—if it were real, all the better, but even if not, it was entertainment, and there was nothing wrong with that if all the participants were having fun.

It was, she realized, the first time she’d truly wanted to find proof that the legend had merit. Oh, she always wanted to for the sake of the show (no legends, no show—and thus no job), but this time, it was for the sake of the ghost, and Mrs. Hawley, and Heather Mountain Lodge.

Clouds obscured the stars and moon, but the ambient light from the lodge along with the flashlights Mrs. Hawley procured for them provided enough illumination to show that there were no footprints outside the dining room.

It was Brittany who spotted the white candle in the white snow, its wick blackened, showing it had been used.

They all trooped back inside, kicking snow off their boots on the porch and shivering in the warmth. Mrs. Hawley went off to make hot chocolate and hot buttered rums.

Reese waited until the others had gone and just he and Claudia were still on the porch. “What do you think about it?” he asked.

She gave a cautious shrug. “I have to admit I saw something, but I can’t swear it was candlelight. Finding the candle on the ground was…an interesting development, though.”

“It sounds like everyone saw something,” he said. “But wouldn’t the candle have disappeared when the ghost—if she exists—did?”

“That’s not my area of expertise, really,” Claudia said, unlacing her snow boots. “My job is whether the legend has a basis in fact.”

“And how’s the research going?”

“Nothing to confirm or deny yet, but the night is young,” she said. “Mrs. Hawley gave me a book on Adirondack ghost stories that includes the legend of The White Lady…but the account was given by her father, who bought the lodge before Mrs. Hawley was born. I’m still tracing back the property records from then. I need to either find some kind of proof of a woman whose husband died around the holidays, or a very old account of the ghost, or even both.” She slipped on the brown leather ankle boots she wore indoors and stood.

“I suppose that means I can’t entice you for a round of Rummikub?”

She laughed. “Maybe tomorrow, if I get enough work done.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked, holding the door for her.

“I wouldn’t take you away from your vacation, but no, at this point it’s all research I need to do.” She smiled, honestly feeling her next words. “But I really appreciate it.”

Dammit. Why couldn’t this research trip be longer?

Maybe they’d get a blizzard and get snowed in…

 

***

 

It did snow the next day, although the flakes drifted down languidly, showing no interest in being collectively labeled a blizzard. Clearly they hadn’t gotten the memo.

Still, it made Claudia’s work all that more pleasant. She’d missed the feeling of curling up in a comfy sweater and thick socks by a warm fire, watching the snow outside while she read and made notes and cross-referenced things.

She’d propped pillows around the Victorian sofa to compensate for its saggy antique cushions and made herself a little nest. The room smelled of pine from the garlands and cinnamon from the arrangement on the birch side table, where a lamp with amber and glass shades shaped like calla lilies illuminated her reading.

It was Christmas Eve, so nothing was open in town; she’d made sure she had everything here ahead of time.

The rest of the guests had gone out cross-country skiing, so she had the place to herself, except for the cook making their feast of supper and Mrs. Hawley catching up on paperwork in her own office.

Reese had sat with her after lunch, checking e-mail on his tablet. When he left with the others, he said it was to give her time to work. But the fact was, she’d been fine having him in the room. He’d respected her by staying quiet, and when she’d tossed a fact or idea at him, he’d had helpful comments.

No, she hadn’t been just fine. She’d liked having him there. More than she’d expected.

The thought made her smile, kept her warm while she read and researched, stayed with her as the midnight blue of twilight fell. She poured a Scotch on the rocks and stood by the window, watching the blue-white glow of the snow and the flakes trickling down past the icicles hanging from the eaves.

She curled back up with her research, but she’d barely had a few sips of whiskey before she closed her eyes. Resting her head against a pillow, she listened to the soft music playing from hidden speakers: a chorale version of “Silent Night.” And smiled.

Claudia didn’t think she’d fallen asleep—she’d been only drifting—but something started her into full consciousness. She blinked, clearing her head and her vision.

Full dark had fallen; the only illumination in the room was from the lily lamp beside her…

…and a white taper candle in a simple pewter holder, burning in the window.

She sat bolt upright, looked around. At the edge of her sight she saw movement, a flash of white, in a shadowed corner of the room—but when she turned, it disappeared.

The hell?

Her heart pounding, she skirted the sofa and occasional table and a plant stand to get to the corner, where an interior wall met an outer wall, near where she’d stood to look out the window earlier.

Nothing there but paneled walls of stained fir. She reached out a hand…

And suddenly the room was filled with light.

Claudia eeped and spun, only to dissolve into relieved laughter when she saw Reese in the doorway, his hand at the push-button light switch.

“You startled me!” she said, her hand on her chest. If she’d thought her heart was pounding before…holy moly.

“There’s a candle,” he said. It would have been a non sequitur under any other circumstances.

“I fell asleep,” she said as he walked towards her, which made her heart do a little kathump in between the thuds. “I woke up and the candle was there and then I thought I saw something in this corner, but…” She lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I got nothin’.”

“Huh,” he said. He cocked his head, his shaggy black hair flowing with the movement. “That’s interesting.”

“Why?”

“Tom and Sherry weren’t ready to leave earlier, so I went outside to look at the house from a different angle. I don’t have the blueprints for the house, obviously, but the measurements I took don’t quite seem to add up.”

“How so?” Claudia asked.

“As near as I can tell, this room ought to be wider than it is, given the placement of the windows here in the parlor and in the smoking room,” he said.

Right—he was a structural engineer. He’d notice things like that. Handy.

It was her turn to cock her head. “You don’t think it’s just a factor of the house being added on to over the years?”

“I don’t think so—both rooms are, as near as I can tell, part of the original building.”

“Huh,” Claudia said. “What does that mean?”

“Let find out,” he said, and started tapping on the wooden panels.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “It’s not like we’re in an episode of Scooby-D—wait, go back. Does that one sound different to you?”

He went back and rapped again on one of the rectangular panels. “It does—more hollow.” 

He felt around the panel, and Claudia could see that it was loose. Not a huge surprise in a house this old...the surprise was when he pressed against it and slid it sideways, revealing a dark hole.

Claudia said a word she tried not to utter when her young nieces and nephews were around.

Every bad horror movie raced through her head as Reese stuck his hand in the rectangular opening and felt around. A moment later he said, “I think I feel a latch.”

Another moment, and a section of the wall swung inward, just wide enough for a not-too-large person to slip through. If the parlor weren’t well lit, it would be hard to see the dark opening unless you were looking for it.

She leaned in and caught the scent of tallow. Besides, that, though, the room—or passage—didn’t smell musty or unused. She dug her phone out of the pocket and turned on the flashlight app, shone it in. No cobwebs, not much dust. The space was narrow and long; the light didn’t extend to the other end, but she was pretty sure there’d be another secret door leading to another room.

“You know,” she said, turning to Reese, “before I came here I read a book about the area, which said the Underground Railroad was active in and around Heather Mountain. John Brown’s Farm is nearby.”

“That makes a lot of sense,” he said. “So, what are we going to do? It seems to me we’ve solved the mystery of The White Lady.”

“I think I need to talk to Mrs. Hawley,” she said.

“It’s Christmas Eve,” he reminded her, the blue of his eyes dark and grave.

“I know,” she said, glad that he cared. “I’m not going to expose her—again, it doesn’t matter to me whether the ghost is real or not. But I do need to find out the truth.”

“I’d like to be there when you do,” he said.

“I was planning on it,” she said, and took his hand.

 

***

 

Mrs. Hawley’s office was a back porch that had been converted into an interior room when additions had been made to the main house. Access was through the kitchen, and the smell of roasting turkey and sautéed onions made Claudia’s mouth water.

A built-in desk took up much of one wall of the long, narrow room. Unlike the rest of the lodge, which was kept in an artfully cluttered but neat Victorian style, here papers and notebooks were scattered and piled along with office supplies, a glass doorknob, and three coffee cups. On the wall were framed pictures of who Claudia assumed were Mrs. Hawley’s children and grandchildren.

“Well, hello, you two,” Mrs. Hawley said, closing her black laptop with a snick. “What…oh dear. I can tell by your expressions something is wrong.”

Claudia looked at Reese. “Not wrong, exactly,” she said, and then told Mrs. Hawley that they’d found the passageway.

The older woman’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right,” she said. “We’re almost positive the passageway was a hiding place for runaway slaves. It ends in the pantry, and from there you can get down into the root cellar, which has outside access.”

“And The White Lady?” Claudia had to ask.

“It’s possible—probable—that my father made her up, as a way to advertise the lodge. I kept up the ruse.”

“With help, I’m guessing,” Reese said.

Mrs. Hawley looked down at her hands. They were strong, sturdy, and Claudia saw she still wore her wedding ring, a plain white-gold band. “Yes,” she admitted. “My son’s an electrical engineer; he rigged some small effects. And I hire a girl to pose as the ghost at Christmastime, although sometimes I do it, too.” She stood, looked at both of them. “You’re not going to tell, are you?”

“It’s Christmas Eve,” Reese said. “That wouldn’t be in the spirit of things.”

“I can’t think of any reason to expose The White Lady as a fraud,” Claudia said. “It does mean we can’t feature the lodge on America’s Legendary Ghosts, because there’s no basis for the story—but if the legend brings in customers, keep doing what you’re doing.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Hawley said with heartfelt emotion.

But Claudia barely heard her—and didn’t expect the next words to come out of her own mouth. “It’s still a lovely and sad legend,” she said. “But you could come up with an even better legend about the passage and the Railroad. You might even be able to find some historical accounts to back up the story—which might make you eligible for the show. And I’d be willing to help you with the research.”

She didn’t really have the time to do that—even while she’d been working here, she’d been doing preliminary research for three other possible show topics—but she’d grown fond of the Heather Mountain Lodge in the short time she’d been here.

The lodge felt something like home, and she wanted to return, perhaps not for the holidays, but during the winter months.

Whether Reese had anything to do with that fondness, she wasn’t quite ready to ponder. But she suspected it did.

It wasn’t as if he’d be here. His job took him farther afield than her own did.

But, she decided, it was Christmas Eve. Not a time for worries or sadness. A time for rejoicing and enjoyment, laughter and singing.

And that’s what dinner was like, with everyone telling stories of their day (except all Claudia said was that she’d just missed seeing the ghost, drat it all). Afterwards, there were carols around the piano—much to her surprise, Reese played. A man of many talents; she liked that.

When they went upstairs, he stopped by her door. He took her hands in his and squeezed them gently. “Sleep tight,” he said.

As earlier, she didn’t stop to think, didn’t know she’d made a decision until she said “Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” untangled her fingers from his, and reached up to draw him down for as toe-curling a kiss as she could muster.

At least, it curled her toes. At some point, it stopped being something she was trying to do and became something they were sharing.

When they drew apart, she asked a question with her eyes, and he answered. She took him by the hand again, and led him into her room.

 

***

 

They didn’t talk about the future (whether they could have one, if they even wanted one) and tried to keep things low-key for Christmas Day. Which mostly worked: The only person who seemed to notice anything was different was Brittany, who walked by them and pointed meaningfully at the mistletoe they happened to be standing under.

Reese kissed her on the cheek, and they both laughed. Even that, Claudia thought, felt good.

After breakfast, they all repaired once again to the parlor. There was a new off-white candle on the windowsill, mostly burned down. Claudia glanced at the corner and smiled.

After yesterday’s snowfall, the sun had come out again, glazing the snow with a brilliance almost too bright to look at. It glinted off the icicles hanging from the eaves, and turned the snow on the trees to glittering fairy dust.

Mrs. Hawley had presents for all of them: small frames of heather pressed under glass. Matt and Holly had brought handmade bookmarks for everyone; Tom and Sherry passed out little carved bear and deer that they’d picked up at a gift shop in town; and Angela gave everyone CDs of a friend’s music.

Claudia gave everyone locally made maple syrup, and Reese had had a similar idea, presenting boxes of maple candy shaped like maple leaves and pine cones, so sweet it made your teeth ache.

But Reese had another present for Claudia, which he gave her after everyone had gone off to tromp in the snow.

The box was only about six inches square, so she was unprepared for the weight of it.

She tugged off the curled blue ribbon; tore off the wrapping paper, white with blue snowflakes; opened the plain box.

“Ohhh…”

She shook the snow globe, watching the tiny white flakes swirl and dance around a winter forest scene and a building that looked much like Heather Mountain Lodge.

He must have bought it that first day, when they’d gone into town so she could do her research. That made it even more special.

“A little piece of the Adirondacks to take home to California,” Reese said. “And snow to get you through the warm winter.”

“It’s perfect,” Claudia said, her voice catching. “Thank you.”

He held out his hand, helped her to her feet. “Speaking of snow,” he said, “let’s go outside and enjoy it. I’m thinking there’s a potential snowman with our names on it.”

 

***

 

The sun didn’t last; by the next morning, clouds had muted the sky again, heavy with potential snow. Fitting, Claudia thought, that she should leave in the weather she arrived in.

“Thank you so much,” Claudia said sincerely, taking Mrs. Hawley’s hands between hers. She’d already reiterated her willingness to help research the lodge’s connection to the Underground Railroad. “It’s beautiful here, and that’s because of your hospitality and love for the lodge. From the staff, to the stories…even the dog that helped me find my way here.”

Beside her, she sensed Reese suddenly going still. Mrs. Hawley cocked her head.

“Dog? What dog? I don’t know what you mean.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about him. A big white dog, in the woods the day I arrived. It led me here, through the snow. I was lost…” She trailed off at Mrs. Hawley’s confused expression.

“I haven’t got a dog,” the older woman said. “I don’t even know anyone around here who has a big white dog.” Then she looked at Reese. “Didn’t you have a big white dog when you were a boy?”

Reese’s face was a blank mask. “Yes. Albus.”

“That’s it, Albus,” Mrs. Hawley said. “A sweet dog, that one.”

“Well,” Claudia said, trying to recover, “if you see another big white dog in the area, thank it for me. And thank you again.”

Reese didn’t say anything as she shouldered her pack and followed him out to his truck. Her breath misted in the air as she climbed in, dropped the pack at her feet. He turned up the heat, but it took a few minutes for the blowing air to shift from cold to warm, and by that time they were down the driveway.

The truck bumped along the lane. Why were trucks always louder than cars inside? She’d arrived in silence, and was leaving in sound, and while in many ways she preferred the silence, she didn’t like not hearing Reese’s voice.

If she were honest with herself, though, she didn’t feel much like talking, either. She didn’t want the time to end, not just yet.

They arrived at the station, parked in the tiny lot, which was mostly empty except for two other cars, one of which was half-covered with snow. The station itself was small, too, just a white clapboard building with a “witch’s hat” roof, steeply pointed but still covered with snow, and an additional covered waiting area with the same type of roof.

Claudia reached for the door handle, but stopped before she opened the door. Reese had shut off the truck but made no move to open his door, and even though he was just dropping her off and didn’t need to come with her, something stayed her hand. Intuition, again.

He finally spoke. “Tell me about the dog,” he said, looking at the slowly fogging windshield instead of her.

So she told him about being lost, and the dog coming out of the woods, and then leading her to the lodge before bounding off behind it. “Why?” she finished.

“Like Mrs. Hawley said, when I lived here as a kid, I had a White German Shepherd. One time I was walking home and the snow was so thick I lost my sense of direction, and he found me and led me home through the woods.” He finally turned and looked at her, blue eyes intent. “I’ve never told anyone that. Not even Mrs. Hawley.”

“Well,” Claudia said, feeling a curious sense of warmth, like something melting beneath her breastbone, “perhaps that means we’ve found the ghost after all. I believe, truly, that it was Albus who found me and led me to the lodge.”

A slow smile touched Reese’s lips. “I’d like to think that’s true. He had good instincts, Albus did.”

“Who knows,” Claudia said, “maybe he’s been doing it for years.”

“Or maybe he just helps people I’m supposed to meet.”

Claudia smiled, too, at that. “Well, isn’t that lucky for me. In a lot of ways.” Reluctantly, she added, “My train should be here any minute now.”

“Then let’s go,” Reese said.

She exited the truck, the cold briefly sucking the air out of her lungs. She supposed if she lived here all the time, she’d complain, but right now it felt exhilarating. She heaved her pack onto her shoulders, and Reese walked with her. They were the only ones there.

The snow began drifting down, fat, languid, dancing flakes.

Once they were on the wooden platform, he turned to her and said, “You know, I have some time off in January after I finish my current project. Maybe…I could visit you in LA?”

Claudia felt a warm flicker in her chest, like a growing flame. “I’d like that very much.”

In the distance came the faint whistle of a train, mournful and yet expectant, inviting her to another adventure. It reminded her that she loved to travel, even if she didn’t want to leave just yet.

Reese cradled her face in his hands, bent to kiss her again.

With the snow swirling around them, she felt as if they were in their own snow globe, the world existing only for the two of them, the moment locked in time.

And she knew she had a new holiday ritual, one she’d start in January this year.

She’d leave a candle burning in the window.




 

 

 

 

Introduction to “The Magic Man”

 

 

We began this issue of Fiction River in a dark historical place, and end in an even darker one. 

“The Magic Man” marks JC Andrijeski’s third appearance in Fiction River. It also marks her third genre, trading in mystery and literary science fiction for historical fantasy. Her novels are just as diverse. She writes a science fiction series called The Slave Girl Chronicles and a mixed genre series about a shape-shifting alien and a tough-girl PI from Seattle called Gateshifter. Her fantasy series, Allie’s War, will appeal to readers who like this story.

“The Magic Man” is set in a place that most fantasy stories fear to tread, making the fantastic real, and the real more vivid than any history book could. 




 

 

 

 

The Magic Man

JC Andrijeski

 

 

It arose solely due to the fact that Master D’Alendria had a somewhat inquisitive and superstitious nature, that I came to be at the bedside of his new, young, French bride, Giselle D’Alendria, on the day she gave birth to what many termed in their minds as an abomination and a monstrosity.

The fact of my maleness did not come into account, no more than that of the magic man whom I assisted, even though Master D’Alendria himself had been banished from the birthing chambers for reasons of decency.

Certainly, the birth shocked all in the small township of Christo de Mar more than any had, perhaps since the town’s very inception, close to eighty years prior.

Master D’Alendria had requested the magic man be present.

Perhaps the master had even felt a primal sort of desperation at that point, unable to stand the sound of his wife’s screams in the heat of that afternoon, where the sun’s determination had been such that, even with every imported shutter locked in the small, upstairs room, the air still smelled of burnt sugar and blooming flowers, mixed in with the competing scents of blood and lye and burning candles and the sweat of all present.

The birthing room, despite its prettier trappings, evoked feelings in me reminiscent of the shed out back, where they hung dead animal carcasses.

The differences were relatively subtle to the naked eye, however.

The rose-colored rugs remained on the floors, the tarrow candles and brass oil lamps still decorated jungle-wood tables with their many-colored bits of glass in the shapes of flowers and birds tinting the light. The headboard to the giant bed itself, with its columns of dark grain polished to the texture of burnished metal hovered with the same, perfect solemnity around the previously white sheets, providing a tent-like structure for the tied up mosquito curtains and hanging velvet curtains at the wall’s end. The massive mirror opposite the bed itself still had those fancy etchings at the corners, small and hair-thin in parts, despite a few subtle speckles of blood that made their way to the lower half of the polished surface in the worst thrashings of the woman in her pain.

Candlelight threw the horror into abstraction, but perhaps my imagination is better than most. Or perhaps I can see more than I want, even when my eyes are closed, and that sight is more a curse than a blessing at such times.

That inborn sight has always been an issue for me, and one I have worked hard to hide. It was better all around that I remain invisible via my skin color and position in this most human of human worlds. I still had some hope to make it out of this deplorable condition of slavery before being found out as something not quite as I appeared, and hopefully with all of my senses and accouterments intact.

My role at that bedside was ambiguous at best—to myself, at least—and well apart from my maleness and other incongruities. I was small enough, physically, that is, that most of those others present scarcely seemed to remember I was there at all. So perhaps the nerves that rose in me came more from a kind of excited anticipation of all that might unfold, now that events had been fully placed in motion.

I had noted, well before this time, the propensity of the white men, the Inglés, in particular, to look past me when I happened to occupy a room. Of course, their wives would coo and fuss over me on occasion, and not only for the reasons they gave when asked—that my supposed father had been a house servant since long before my birth, which afforded me a pet-like status not given to all of the young slaves on the plantation, certainly not the males, even when I appeared to be in my teens and twenties.

Whatever the true reason, the white women felt they could spoil me with impunity under the guise of training me for a future role as a loyal house slave, like that undertaken by the African man who raised me.

Luckily for me, that role was one which a certain amount of contact with my betters might well explain, as well as the ability to converse with them pleasingly. I kept the bulk of my knowledge to myself, of course, but I let them know I could sound out some letters, that I knew snippets of the more formal cadences of their discourse, without ever letting them know the extent of it.

I had been told by my surrogate mother, also a slave and an African, as she teased me with a full-lipped smile, that I cast a spell on females of both species, in part from the intensity of color contained in my eyes—which were a kind of ‘tiger yellow,’ according to the white mistress, this same Giselle D’Alendria that now suffered in this very birthing room. 

Both my surrogate mother and my white mistress described my eyes compelling to stare at, if only for their unusual tint.

The magic man perhaps singled me out for this very reason.

Well, I had thought that in the beginning, at least.

Ironically or not, I was fated to a life of magic, whether I chose to exert that same power over the females of the species or not. I could not stop people from seeing small hints of who I am, no matter how much I shuffle my feet and pretend to know nothing of what they speak.

It is inevitable, I suppose, that we all find people who see us.

Through no fault of my own, and over the vehement protests of my aforementioned surrogate father, I had been named assistant to the Ndi-obeah, or magic-man, less than a year prior. The magic man announced that his advancing age and the portents he’d read—likely in chicken innards and cast stones and other such highly stylized showmanships—required that he obtain a full-time apprentice with whom he could impart the greater part of his wisdom, so that the plantation would not be left without a traditional “doctor” when he died.

I was so named, although the naming did not please me, either.

Truly, it felt like a death sentence in some ways. Magic men, from what I knew, had a somewhat colorful legacy in the islands. Their notoriety did not make them immune to the noose any more than the next man, either, and likely marked them for it more often than most.

Whether the old magic man truly had some claim to the vision or it simply came of ill chance on my part, I could not be certain. I could only succumb to my fate, which he wisely announced publicly during a religious festival of the slaves and tolerated by Master D’Alendria—likely to brook no dissent from me, as he doubtless did not expect it from others. Well, apart from perhaps the “parents” who had taken care of me since I landed on these shores. 

Even so, some part of me must have seen the rest of it coming. 

Certainly, the naming felt more like an end to me than a beginning. Then again, as I now know, that timing was not at all coincidental to what later occurred, either...for the magic man had seen something in me, too.

Whatever of these thoughts made their way through my head on this day, however, already occurred too late. 

Now, I could only witness.

Whatever pieces had been set in motion, it was too late to stop them.

The birthing room smelled of death to me, even before that unfortunate child came to be born. The metallic taste of blood lived at the back of my throat, along with the sick smell of burnt skin from the hot stones the magic man placed on the white mistress’s skin, trying to drive away the spirits that would try to take her in her birthing, and the child, too. 

Despite the lavish trappings of the room, the flickering candles and the chanting of the magic man gave it an ominous feel, like nightmares I suffered after eating rich food from the table scraps of my betters...or the one time my African father filled a tin cup with French wine and fed it to me with a grin and a wink not to tell Mother.

I felt sick in that gloom, and uneasy with what would come after.

Things could unravel so quickly in this turbulent humanity.

The English doctor didn’t want the magic man there, either.

I heard the English doctor mutter under his breath, glaring at the tattooed and scarred magic man as he attempted to assist in the birth. The English doctor’s hard, blue-stone eyes shone out below a slightly-askew wig and the powder running down his cheeks in rivulets from the unrelenting heat and exertion from his attempts to save Master D’Alendria’s young bride. 

Despite the wig that still adorned his head with its limp curls and the running makeup, the English doctor wore only a cotton shift and no jacket or vest by this time, the shirt’s sleeves rolled up past his elbows, the fabric stained a dark color in the flickering candlelight that I knew to be blood, but that shone with a slick blackness that made me think of something rotting, and that went too well with the putrid smell of unwashed bodies and baking skin inside the shuttered plantation house.

The other white women from the township hovered here and there, along with those females of black skin, bringing fresh, steaming pots of water from the stove and gently dabbing the white mistress’s head with wet cloths made cool from the bucket of ocean water someone had fetched, too.

Mistress D’Alendria’s temperature remained high, however, her eyes glassy, almost as if she dreamed from some place far from this sweat-smelling room.

I hoped she would not die.

Truly, it had never occurred to me before now that she might...that such a simple thing as birth could put her in so much danger.

A few of those white women from town paused beside me long enough to pat me on the head, my seeming youth making me harmless in their eyes, de-sexed and like a tamed animal they could fuss over to distract themselves from the moans of our mistress on the bed, who thrashed like a shark in shallow water.

The mistress looked weak to me by then, her thin limbs even whiter against the dark stain of blood and the dark hair sweated against her head and around her pallid face.

I felt sorrow for her, I really did. 

I also felt strange flickerings of anxiety—a new feeling for me in relation to my white masters—in the event of Mistress D’Alendria’s possible passing.

Unlike others in this room, the mistress had never done direct harm to me.

There was nothing I could do for her, however. I stood mute, in a sort of locked paralysis, even more invisible than before. The wheels of time had ground into motion, and I could only watch now, to see the seeds blossom.

When the new child had finally finished punishing Mistress D’Alendria for its own creation—when it left her body and came out into the wider world that would not welcome it or treat it with even a shred of kindness—a collective sigh came up from the group. The squall of the child’s voice filled the dim, candlelit space. The fog did not lift from around the bed itself, but a silence fell in those few seconds, as everyone seemed to believe the worst was now over.

Then, as if from some soundless cue, every set of eyes in that dank room smelling of metal and burnt cloth and sugarcane and seawater, shifted down to peer at the bundle in the English doctor’s arms.

Once they had, I heard—or perhaps, felt—a collective gasp of shock.

For there, even in that dim light, could be discerned a baby with skin so dark it appeared blueish in the candles’ flickering heat, lighter but still brown eyes, and the barest fuzz of pitch black hair on his tiny, perfectly-round head.

They stared at it, blinking as if in unison, as if to wipe its reality away.

I knew, looking at that baby, that she might well have given birth to something of cloven hooves and a forked tail as far as these white women and the English doctor were concerned. They stared at the baby as if they’d walked in on the act of copulation itself, as if they’d been forced to view the child’s instant of creation and its accompanying throes of passion. In the same manner, they seemed unable or unwilling to look away from that bloody bundle, even as it raised a tiny, black-skinned fist in the air, as if protesting the manner of its own entry into the world, and the shocked stares it encountered upon arrival.

Even as I thought it, I felt regret for the thing.

Then the nearest of the attending women dropped the porcelain, clam-shaped bowl she had been cradling in her arms, letting out a loud gasp. The heavy bowl bounced on the dusty-rose carpeted floor without breaking, but instead splashing its contents in a deceptively high arc that moved with captivating slowness, forcing my eyes to follow every segment of the wave as it coiled up into the air. Salt water, blood and sweat hit at the level of the English doctor and the wriggling bundle held against his sweat- and blood-stained chest.

When the water hit, the monstrous thing in the English doctor’s arms began to scream.

 

***

 

I did not come to this place as most of the slaves had. 

True, I rode a slaver’s ship, and I had been sold at auction as they had, on the docks of a distant land I scarcely remember for all of my fantastic mind and mental powers. But my origins were different. 

I knew that I was destined for greater things than the vast majority of those dark-skinned faces, no matter how much they looked like me. I knew that most of them would cut cane in the fields until their backs broke under the strain, cook and clean and carry for Master D’Alendria and the other whites, up until the very day they died. I, however, would not.

Of that simple fact, I had absolutely no doubt.

I kept the truth of my origins to myself, of course, but I still had friends, in a manner of speaking. I had one friend, in particular—Lara, who had ridden with me on that same ship, who had held my hand while we huddled in the dark together, vomiting up wormy gruel and getting sick with the runs until we were nearly skeletons with skin stretched over bone by the time we reached the shore.

Lara was younger than me, but Lara’s eyes held something much older. 

We had both been orphans, too. Both assigned to ‘slave parents’ upon being sold, as if that fiction would somehow soften the fact that we were animals in their eyes, and needing more of the strap than any care or concern. I did do what I could to ensure that Lara and I were sold to the same white man, however, endeavoring in the few skills I had to make it so.

Master D’Alendria bought us both at the same auction, within a matter of minutes of one another, on the first day of the sale and despite our sickly condition.

All of that felt so long ago now. Like a few hundred years ago or more, although the truth lived closer to six or seven.

“Have you heard anything, Ruli?”

Her voice pulled me out of my reverie, as only that particular voice could do. 

I had been walking silently behind the magic man, carrying his worn, leather bag of various mixtures and potions, ironically thinking of Lara and that dubious beginning of ours, on the ship and then in the slave markets, before we came to be living here. Ironically, Lara felt further from me than she ever had.

Even so, my eyes found her at once, crouched out of the tropical sun by the nearest of the slave shacks, which stood a few hundred yards away from the back of the main plantation house, but only a hundred from the ocean cliffs. 

For the first time since I’d known her, I had trouble holding her gaze.

I glanced reflexively over my shoulder, perhaps to hide that fact.

“Go back inside, Lara,” I told her softly, looking back at her, but still without meeting her eyes. “And call me Robert. Or Stanley. Or Robert Stanley. The master doesn’t like us using the other names...”

Lara smiled at me, quirking a dark eyebrow.

My heart melted, even though I knew it shouldn’t.

She had been given to another a year hence, despite her only being fourteen. The magic man had done it, the same man behind whom I now trudged, carrying all of his wares for him like a badly-equipped pack mule. The magic man sealed Lara’s fate in yet another religious gathering of our people, giving her to Chaote to take, since the portents told the magic man that Lara had reached her first bleeding and thus needed to be wed.

Lara did not dispute this. In her lack of protest, for which I still could scarcely forgive her, her marriage to Chaote was sealed.

I could only watch it happen, shock hitting me down to my bones. The magic man did it in public, so there was nothing I could say, no way to lodge my own protest. I knew the reasons for this, too. I knew they made sense.

Yet, despite my gifts, I had not seen this coming.

I had seen nothing at all.

I still could not think of it without some part of me screaming.

At the time, minutes after the ceremony had closed and congratulations and exclamations had begun to recede into the distance, the excited whispers and discussions carried on by small groups of slaves as they returned leisurely to the quarters, I approached the magic man.

Unable to control my feelings in any way, I railed at him, shouting up and down my rage and protests as to Lara’s fate, but to no avail. The magic man’s coffee-and-cream-colored eyes had regarded me shrewdly all throughout my alternating and torrential outbursts of anger, grief and betrayal. He viewed me without emotion, the scar patterns on his African face as immobile as the rocks perched at the tops of the island cliffs.

“You know why I must do it,” the magic man said patiently when I had finished, or at least when I had run out of breath. The magic man spoke gently, using the language of that other continent, the one in which I had been taught before I was owned. “She stands out. She stands out as I do...and as Chaote does, in his own way. It is dangerous for our kind. You know this. She must be disguised. She must disappear. It is the only way.”

“Why him?” I demanded. “Why must you use him for this purpose?”

The magic man smiled, his eyes knowing more than his words allowed.

“You would rather it have been another?” he asked innocently.

When I could only fume at him, curling my hands into fists, his coffee and cream eyes turned darker, holding an overt warning.

“I will tell you a small story, Ruli-Seh,” the magic man said, his voice now holding nothing, no tone or emotion I could recognize. “I knew a man here, long before you were born. An Oriental, from lands far, far north of the home country...” The magic man paused, his eyes still gauging mine, as if he saw the tiger in them, and it made him cautious. “He told me a story of magic men of his world. Creatures with strange eyes who could see into the minds of other men. Who could make them do things they would not otherwise do. Who could live in their dreams, cause them pain or pleasure or madness, all through their will that it be so. All through the power of their minds...”

I stared at him, feeling the skin of my face go cold.

“Why are you saying this to me, old man?” I barked at him, when he didn’t break the silence. I deliberately used words in his tongue that stripped my meaning of respect. “What use is your fairy tale to me, when you have sold my sister like cattle? When you treat us like dogs? Like the whites treat us?”

“You cannot have her, Ruli-Seh,” the magic man said softly.

“Why?” I shot back, speaking without thought as to its wisdom that time. “Why can I not? Why?”

“Because you stand out, too,” the magic man said simply.

Again I could only stare at him. 

His mind was a blank wall, however, impenetrable to me along with those evasive eyes. The magic man, as if feeling my desperation in some way, or perhaps just my pain, shook his head, his eyes kind.

“Whatever you try to pretend you do not know, Ruli-Seh,” the magic man said. “Eventually, you will be found out.”

Losing my temper, I railed at him more after this, trying to bend his mind.

It did not work. He did not care anything for me, or speak any more words.

Nor could I change them with my own, silent or aloud.

At the end of my tirade mixed with impassioned pleas, the magic man only shrugged. 

“It may not be enough,” the magic man said, speaking gently again, gripping my shoulder with an uncharacteristic affection. “For you...or for her. It may not be, Ruli-Seh, but it is all I can do.”

There was not much I could say to this.

Not then.

Still, a cold anger took me over that never fully dissipated. It sat in my stomach, like a disagreeable meal that refuses to be digested.

Choate had been amenable to the arrangement with Lara, even though he must be a decade older than her, if not two. It did not surprise me at all that Chaote would be amenable to such a thing. Lara was young. She was, as far as any of us knew, untouched...and she was beautiful. Her long limbs had a grace that mesmerized me, that pulled me in ways I did not have a name for yet, even though I am older than I look.

Still, even after her marriage, and their coupling, Lara had remained my friend.

Her dark eyes watched me now, ignoring the magic man entirely. She looked at me as if she might read from my face what I had witnessed behind those walls. I reacted to her stare, as I always did, but she did not seem to notice that, either. Her full lips pursed, as if I posed a puzzle, but I could only focus on the gentle curve of her collarbone under the thin, cotton shift she wore, and those dark yet somehow light-filled eyes. 

We had been brought to this place by the same traders. 

Lara was the only person left in my life about whom I could say that. I could not let go of her, no matter who she married.

“What is wrong, Ruli?” she said softly. “What is bothering you?”

“Nothing, Lara,” I said, sighing a bit as she ignored my advice about the name, the way she always did.

“Did the mistress die?” Lara persisted.

“No, she did not die.”

“Then what happened? What is wrong with you?”

I saw the magic man glance at her. His cream-and-coffee eyes sharpened a bit as he turned them on me, as he looked between us.

I took the warning as it was meant.

“Go back inside,” I told Lara softly, shooing her with my free hand, the one not gripping the leather bag to keep it balanced on my sore shoulder. “You and everyone else will know all about it, soon enough...”

 

***

 

I heard the same rumors as the rest.

Being unnoticed, particularly when I wished it to be so, I slipped back inside the house once my duties to the magic man had been completed, under the guise of aiding my father in his own duties to bring the house back to order after that ordeal. We accomplished this mainly by ensuring the birthing room had been cleaned and appropriately aired of evil spirits and the like, while also keeping an ear to the floorboards, so to speak, of the talk circulating among those who had been present for the birth itself.

That circle of talk was already widening, and it had only been a few hours.

Mistress D’Alendria had been returned to the master’s bedroom, more or less clean and as silent and white as a ghost. The mistress slept for a time, but perhaps the knowledge of her own impending trials brought her awake shortly after—or perhaps the master himself could not stand her silence any longer and shook her awake himself.

There are those who forget the slaves have ears and eyes, who speak of them in the same room while forgetting they might have an opinion on what is said. There are others of the white race who seem to fear ears in every room, on every wall and in every empty cane field...as well they should.

Our master was both of these, depending on the day.

Master D’Alendria, like others of his kind, told himself it is the Maroons he fears, not the slaves under his “protection.” The whites pretend we are of a different species than those who live in the hills, that the Maroons could infect us like a plague if allowed, but that they are ostensibly cut of a different cloth or perhaps simply of incongruous breeding stock, like the monstrous child himself, who the English doctor quickly took with him from the main house under cover of blankets once its color was known.

The whites couched these suppositions in expert-sounding labels that mean nothing to those of us who occupied the slave quarters. They called us Eboe and Coramantee, Chamba and Uganti. They talked of our languages, Mungola and Uta, breeding traits and perceived habits and whatever else lodged in that largely fanciful base of knowledge regarding our “kind,” but really, it is clear to us—to most of us—that they know not at all of what they speak.

As I say, Master D’Alendria could be both of these, at times.

I wondered on that day, however, if our master was too much lost in that feeling of shock to be able to think with much effect on the vagaries of his household and whether they might be observing him. Surely all I saw in his eyes that day could be characterized as fear—that same fear that steals over both animal and human in the face of such shock as he must have felt upon witnessing the characteristics of his newly-born “son,” and on a day that he likely expected to bring him much joy, as well as a festive atmosphere both on the plantation and in the neighboring harbor and town.

The whispers occurred around him, regardless.

Truly, it was the whites who spoke most often and the loudest.

The rest of us knew better. Even in regular circumstances—which these, most assuredly, were not—the slaves’ real communications mainly happened after dark, as well as in the cane fields far away from the main house. Even then, our true opinions often got expressed more in the way of eye movements and hand gestures and quoted scripture than overtly incriminating words.

We occasionally exchanged phrases in those native tongues that we knew and bastardized for our own purposes, too—the ones the white masters pretended to know but only understood what we wished them to hear.

The big question on all of those whispering lips, of course, was who had done the crime.

Which among the master’s cattle had been lured into the mistress’s bed?

Had Mistress D’Alendria been taken by force?

Would she cry rape, even if she hadn’t, simply to save herself?

We all heard the whispered stories of white women who had done this, seducing the stock and then crying violent defilement when found out. All of us feared being so named.

No one could take seriously her claims of ignorance, of course.

Master D’Alendria’s wife cried. We heard her plead with the master that she had no idea how such a thing could have occurred. When he answered her in low, angry words, we heard her scream through the walls, wails of protest and terror as it sank in that he wouldn’t believe her—that no one would believe her.

We could hear it in her voice. We could hear that she knew this would not end well for her, whatever Master D’Alendria’s final decision.

I had been there when those conversations began on the lower floor.

More than that, I had been there when they first handed the child to the master’s wife in the birthing chamber fashioned of that upstairs guest room. They had shown Mistress D’Alendria her own child only after she demanded that they do so four or five times, her anger and confusion evident when no one would answer.

I had seen, firsthand, the shocked look in her hazel-flecked eyes, the pallor that had come to her already deathly pale face. That pallor seemed to suck the remaining life from our mistress, as if from the very marrow of her bones, as her mind caught up with the information her eyes gave her.

Even I knew the futility of these signs, no matter what they stirred in me.

I did feel for her, though.

I could not help it.

I also knew I could relay the genuine confusion I’d seen on Mistress D’Alendria’s finely featured face with its rust-colored freckles to as many who would listen, in as many ways as I knew how to speak...and in as many languages and tongues as I could manage...and it would make no difference.

Nor would it alter in any way Master D’Alendria’s or the town’s eventual verdict regarding her guilt.

She had gone from treasured and revered wife to the basest of animalistic harlots. Nothing I said now would change that.

Nothing anyone said would change it.

Not only was I perceived as an underage slave, well-spoken or not, at least to those who bothered to ascertain that fact—the facts would speak for themselves. No one who had been in that room could dispute the truth of what Mistress D’Alendria had birthed. Not a one of those who heard me speak of what I had seen in the eyes of my mistress on that day would ever be persuaded to believe that her confusion and ignorance had not been contrived by her to save herself.

Further, they might only blame Mistress D’Alendria more if I attempted to communicate my observations—for, in their eyes, my education was my mistress’ doing, too, and many on the island still viewed an educated slave as a greater threat than even the spells of the magic men, who they at least knew better than to try and stamp out. The white townsfolk and plantation owners feared educated livestock more than they feared the Maroons themselves.

So I kept my silence on that day, too, on my hands and knees as I scrubbed the stained floors of what had been Mistress D’Alendria’s birthing room, listening to the sobs of the same through those hard-wood planks mixing with the calls of tropical birds outside and the distant sound of surf pounding the beach.

I listened to my African father hum a cane-cutting song under his breath, without him seeming to know he did it, inhaling the scent of lye as it slowly ate away the remaining metallic taste and the softer scents of brine and burning sugar through the shutters now flung wide to the arms of the dark blue sea.

 

***

 

It didn’t take them long to get around to suspecting Chaote.

Someone had seen him enter the house one day, it was said, and roughly in the appropriate number of months in the past. Someone had wondered why someone like Chaote would venture inside at all, it was said, his being a field slave...and therefore without any legitimate duties indoors.

It was a fortuitous observation, in terms of discerning the truth.

Truthfully, it was not one I had expected.

It is rare that crimes are actually witnessed, with so many comings and goings as occurred on a busy plantation such as ours, with hundreds of our kind roaming all over on various errands.

In any case, that witness sealed Choate’s fate.

The missionaries had renamed Chaote ‘Christopher,’ but none but the local priest and Master D’Alendria called him that, and then usually to create distance, and reinforce that he was less than, rather than more of, an equal in their eyes.

Choate was tall. Chaote was also handsome, with lighter skin than many who worked the fields, and eyes such a deep black they could cause you to blink and stare, as if trying to see past them, or maybe to better discern the black dot in their center. All of the slave women seemed to get lost in that strong-featured face. I knew—we all knew, really—that even many of the white women admired him and found him handsome, however well they tried to hide it.

Chaote had fine features for an African. Occasionally, they spoke of him being a mix-breed himself, colored rather than full-blooded, or perhaps hailing from one of the higher, more civilized regions of the Dark Continent.

Chaote had high cheekbones, thinner, sculpted lips, muscular shoulders and arms and a back that rippled as he worked, stretching the cotton fabric of his shirts, or even when he merely stood still.

Despite his base simplicity and lack of education, Chaote wore a thoughtful expression much of the time, as if he lived somehow deeper inside himself than most. When not working, Chaote could often be found on the cliffs at the boundaries of the plantation property, his face unmoving as he stared off on a serene meditation of the ocean’s waves.

Like myself—in my own, far different way—Chaote drew the eye.

I knew that was what the magic man had been trying to tell me that day, why he had given Lara to Chaote and not another. The magic man had been trying to protect Chaote—protect both of them, perhaps, since Lara had already begun to pull stares, too, and not only from the other slaves.

I understood such things all too well.

Youth kept me out of that limelight in all of the ways that might be dangerous for me later, but not Chaote. He clearly had the body of an adult, so those pulls got translated differently, and truthfully, made the white men notice him, too, and not in a way that flattered either Chaote or themselves.

I hadn’t seen Mistress D’Alendria in days when the murmurings began around Chaote.

The initial theories as to the baby’s probable parentage had centered on Maroons, on marauders stealing in during the dead of night and taking Mistress D’Alendria while the master was away, perhaps making her too hysterical and traumatized to remember the occurrence.

Those theories dimmed when no one could find evidence that the house had been breached, apart from the baby itself. Arguments that the tropical rains would have washed away any footsteps did no good, for it was believed that a Maroon entering the house would have undoubtedly taken more than merely our mistress’ virtue, and none of the animals nor Master D’Alendria’s gold had gone missing during that time, either.

Somewhere in the dismissal of that first and most charitable (to the mistress, at least) “marauding Maroons” theory, Mistress D’Alendria herself disappeared.

It happened in the night, we presumed, since none of us had definitely seen her go, although old Durwi claimed he heard the carriage come up in the early hours before dawn, while he’d been up with a painful bladder ailment and smoking his pipe to try and bring on sleep.

In the township, subsequent rumors circulated that Mistress D’Alendria had gone to the mainland “for her health”—which could even, at its base, have been true—although we all knew she would never be allowed to return to the island or to our master, improvements to her health notwithstanding.

That was a development I had not foreseen either, truthfully, but one that provided me with some measure of relief.

I overheard folks who had been in town, who whispered about what the other whites were saying, about what Master D’Alendria should do, even criticisms that his soft heart for his young bride had made him a fool. The township whites spoke of Mistress D’Alendria as an animal, as a being without conscience, who had dirtied or at least allowed to be dirtied the bloodlines of both species. They seemed to think our mistress should have killed herself rather than be a vessel for such a thing—a rather large hypocrisy from the perspective of the quarters, given the number of half-white babies that the slave women had birthed over the years, but one in which the worst offenders often appeared the most vehement.

The township whites advised and devised a variety of punishments to visit upon Mistress D’Alendria’s fair and freckled skin, and worse...but it seemed the master hesitated, perhaps because he had seen the same thing in his wife’s tears and shock that I had, or perhaps for some less noble reason.

In any case, rather than whip his own wife in the town square or sell her to pirates or brand her or disfigure her or abide by any of the other more salacious public entertainments suggested by less-sympathetic tongues, Master D’Alendria sent his wife away in the dead of night, on a ship reputedly headed for the northern coasts. I heard it whispered that Mistress D’Alendria, or “Giselle,” as she was to be again, had family up there, variously said to be in Virginia or the more flamboyant and exciting French town of New Orleans.

Like I said, the development gave me much relief, for I wished no harm upon Miss Giselle, regardless of the color of her skin.

Any fears I or others might have had around Master D’Alendria’s indifference to the crime itself were quickly put to rest, however. 

In his wife’s absence, the master seemed even more determined to know the source of the abomination his wife had borne, regardless of whether she had been willing to that crime or not.

The child itself had disappeared too, of course, by that time.

I wondered, had they drowned it? 

The thought brought some feelings of squeamishness on my part, although I couldn’t say the action would have surprised me. The whites may not have bothered in drowning it, of course...it might have been sold, or given away at auction along with the same wet nurse who had been handed the creature in the afternoon of its birth. Like someone had done with me once upon a time, the boy would disappear into the markets, carried by a female slave young enough and with skin dark enough to provide a believable surrogate.

None of this would help Choate, of course.

Nor would it help any of us, really.

 

***

 

They came for Chaote in the night. 

We heard the screams.

Not his screams, of course, but Lara’s.

The walls of the quarters are thin, made of planks too poor in quality to be used in any of the structures built for the whites. Some of the newer additions to the quarters were made of mud brick, baked in the sun, but generally the climate remained too wet here for such materials to last more than a full season. The boards would warp and weave in the summer rains, but in the end, they were easier to tear out and replace than the bricks that crumbled into paste when the heaviest of storms came, usually in the peak of the summer months.

We slaves had been housed in caves before, too, when the last of the great storms came, wiping out all but the furthest inland and strongest-built of the white men’s homes. Even the township’s church went down that year, such that only the bell tower survived, and the giant bell itself, which weathered the storm without so much as a crack in the thick metal.

I winced at Lara’s heart-rending scream that shattered that night.

I winced as she pleaded with Master D’Alendria and the townsfolk, begged them not to take Chaote from her. I heard not a word from her husband himself. At the time, I did not know if they had knocked him unconscious by then, but I doubted it.

They would want Chaote awake for all they had planned.

The rest of us awoke in seconds, but knew better than to venture outside our thin-walled shacks. Our eyes pressed to the cracks in those walls instead, peering into the flickering torchlight of the clearing out front of our section of quarters, which were older and made solely of wood and piled stones.

I pressed my eyes to those cracks as quickly as the rest, and immediately saw human forms. Faces remained elusive for a time, lost within angry shouts and long fingers of shadow from the waving fronds of palm trees and the broader leaves of the calabash where they shifted in the wind. Closest to the quarters stood a number of those branches filled with white flowers, those the white men called “magnolia,” half of them strangled by banyon vines that looked like twisting snakes in the smoke and guttering torches.

I felt my breath stop somewhere in my chest when they dragged Lara outside.

She wore only half a slip of a dress, shorter than what she wore in the daytime and nearly see-through where it fell down to the tops of her muscular thighs, even with only torchlight to illuminate her. Despite the fear that rose immediately to my throat, choking off my air, a blush started somewhere in my neck and ears as I realized I could see most of her outlined body in those flames.

“Lara,” I whispered.

I couldn’t get the word to come out any louder. Even so, hands touched me and grasped me from either side, warning me to be still.

They brought Chaote out, seconds later.

I saw a conference under way among the white men standing there. One had blood on his face, which caused me to look back at Lara, trying to reassure myself that her own blood wasn’t the source. Then the white man touched the cut there and cursed, muttering about ‘the little demon who bit him.’

One of the other whites smiled at his words, leering at Lara in her short shift.

The other men had eyes only for Choate.

I saw Master D’Alendria hanging back, somewhat apart from those who held the two slaves. His wig stood strangely on his head, looking as incongruous on him as it always did, compared to others of his kind. He wore a plain-spun top, undyed even to make it more white, and black pants shoved into work boots coated in island mud and plant matter. 

His expression lacked the triumph and excitement I could see in the faces of the other white townsfolk and plantation men.

If anything, what I saw there resembled something closer to pity, as if, in looking at Choate, he knew he hadn’t been the one to defile his wife all those months ago, but felt helpless to stop the cascading events.

Master D’Alendria’s sympathy for Chaote took me aback, although I couldn’t say how it hit at my own heart precisely.

I saw the magic man then, standing close to our master, who still witnessed this judging with more than a little pallor.

“Is it him, magic man?” Master D’Alendria demanded, his voice deep, but still holding that darker thread of grief. “Do your bones tell you the truth of this thing, so we can be shut of it, once and for all?”

Somehow, it occurred to me only then that our master had lost a wife in all of this. A wife that—rumor had it, and one verified by my own observations prior to the nightmare of the past weeks—our master had loved dearly, and perhaps held in a higher regard than he did his own person.

Giselle D’Alendria was dead to him now, forever gone from his bed and his home.

The magic man frowned at our master’s words.

I saw his eyes look at Chaote, then past him, until he seemed to be looking at the very wall where I crouched, at me and my own eyes, where they peered through the cracks in the quarter’s walls.

I held my breath until those light-brown eyes shifted away. The magic man answered Master D’Alendria somberly, once more regarding Chaote, who stood, bare-chested, his eyes on his wife alone, in the center of the clearing.

“There is a danger in either path,” the magic man said only.

Master D’Alendria gave him an angry look.

“Do not plague me with your riddles!” he snapped. “Answer me with a single word, did he do this thing, or not?”

“You know the truth of his involvement in this matter already, sir,” the magic man said. “You need no chicken bones to answer that riddle. Yet fate has its own ideas as to what will finally occur in our lives...”

I saw our master’s lip curl in fury at the magic man’s words, even as he seemed to restrain himself from shouting at the old man again. Nodding instead, Master D’Alendria folded his muscular arms—the master himself couldn’t have been more than thirty-five, and wasn’t immune to the charms of physical exertion, unlike some of his countrymen—and stared back at where Chaote continued to look at Lara, his dark eyes holding an overt fear.

“Let the girl go,” Master D’Alendria said, his voice brooking no argument. “Even animals have loyalty to their mates. I will not have her killed for such a thing, not when there’s a good forty years of labor left on her. Tie her to her bed, if you must, but leave her here...I shan’t lose two slaves on this night.”

The look of relief that came to Chaote’s eyes was so palpable that I felt my throat close...although if it was in anger or surprise, I could not have with certainty said. I felt a twinge of something, a grief greater for him than I would have thought possible in the months since he’d been named Lara’s mate.

In that same instant, Lara herself burst out with another scream.

“NO!” She threw herself against the white men holding her, who regarded her with their own varying levels of disappointment, even as they stared at Lara’s body through the thin shift. “NO! NO...PLEASE! DO NOT HURT HIM!”

The larger and more muscular of the white men, most of them overseers and other tradesmen rather than plantation owners or their sons, gripped Chaote and began to walk him into the darkness beyond the clearing.

I could only watch, lost again in meaning and silence, as they dragged Lara writhing and screaming back towards the slave’s quarters. The white men handed her off to the older slave women and their husbands when they finally reached the darkened door. Lara continued to fight the slaves, too, but too many hands held her now and would not let go, and eventually I saw her collapse in a kind of despair into the nearest of the old women’s arms.

Lara’s sobs continued on into the night, long after the last of the torches went with Chaote and the white men into the jungle towards the ocean.

Lara’s sobs did not cease even when the sun came up over the mountains on the eastern edge of the island.

None of us in the quarters closed our eyes that night.

In all of that time, that sickness in my belly did not dissipate either.

It remained there, unsated, even after I knew that Chaote had finally drawn his last breath.

 

***

 

The death of Chaote did not satisfy the whites.

Chaote’s body hung naked from an old magnolia tree that stood not far from the ocean, on a small, grass-covered hill that gave a view of both the cane crops and the distant blue of the clear sea. It stood as probably the largest of the magnolias on the master’s land, and I could not help thinking it was a good place for Chaote, as he had stared out so often upon a similar view in his rare moments of leisure, even after Lara had been given to him as a wife.

The whites did not take the body down.

Instead, they let it rot there, perhaps as a message to us (one, it must be said, we did not need), or perhaps as a message to the other white women in town, most of whom did not need that lesson, either.

In any case, they let Chaote’s muscular body rot without interference, which it did quickly and efficiently, as all things do in the wet air of the islands. The magic man conducted rituals over it, but only in the dead of night, and only after all of the white people had left.

Even so, the white people heard of this, and the whispers began anew.

All of those townsfolk present had heard the magic man’s unwillingness to name Chaote in the late hours of that night. More than I had wondered whether guilt had driven the magic man to hesitate to accuse the young slave, especially with the man’s wife crying uncontrollably by his side—a wife that the magic man himself had given to Chaote.

Rumors that the magic man allied with the Maroons in the hills arose from that same collection of whispering tongues. It began to be said, by whites and blacks alike, that the magic man used his magic to break down the mind of our young master, and deprive him of his fair young mistress. Some thought the magic man had seen a weakness in Master D’Alendria, in the wife he so adored, and sought to create a fear in him of his own slaves. They said that the magic man had given the master’s wife a mystical birth, one that produced a devil meant to undermine the very foundations of the plantation’s home.

On other islands, magic had been used against the whites in such a way.

These stories were well known not only to the whites, but to us, too, and fortified by the sale of blacks between the various plantations among the islands.

Our magic man had always been seen as above reproach in such things by Master D’Alendria, who consulted him whenever such doubts arose as to the character of others of his household. Now those whispers took on an ugly, frightened cast, a wondering as to whether the magic man had hidden his true disposition from the whites all this time.

Further, our master grieved her, I knew.

He grieved his young wife, Giselle, just as Lara grieved Chaote.

I shut my mind to both things, for to dwell on either would only take me to dangerous places in my own mind. Grief is not an emotion I enjoy, whether it is mine or another’s. 

Still, Lara’s continued pain stung, perhaps more than it should have done, given that Chaote was, after all, her husband.

Given that the magic man was seen as unusually gifted—not only in spells and medicines, but with his own brand of uncanny cleverness—that seed, once it found its way to fertile ground, dug only deeper into those dark soils, taking root and worming further into the minds of every white in the township, until many were quite overcome with fear of him.

I do not know when or how they finally reached Master D’Alendria’s ears, these whispers and suppositions and rumors of black magic and mystically-created demon babies and other Maroon-like ill-doing, but it was not long before an alternate theory of how Mistress D’Alendria had been impregnated had reached the insides of the planter’s mansion.

It explained everything, really...all of the things that had been left partly unsatisfied by Chaote’s gruesome death. It must have explained those things to Master D’Alendria, too, and in a way marginally more agreeable than the thought of his young wife’s betrayal.

I stood inside, with my African father, who stooped low now from age as he cleaned pots with metal tools in the imported, porcelain sink. I snuck in to help him more often these days, but I knew I couldn’t save him from being found out for his increasing weaknesses much longer. My father had simply gotten too old to perform his tasks at the level of competence needed for an educated man like Master D’Alendria, even without a wife present.

I still felt some measure of debt towards the slave father who had taken me in, along with his wife, for the affection they had shown me. Therefore, I did what I could to prolong that time, in the hopes that my father might be a few years older before they declared him entirely useless. For this reason, I happened to be indoors when the master burst into the kitchen that late morning.

Master D’Alendria’s blue eyes looked wild that day, holding a crazed, far-seeing light that I flinched from, in spite of myself.

My African father might have done the same, but for the fact that his own eyesight had withered a lot over the years. He also had an increasingly pronounced tendency to wander off in his own mind into pleasanter recollections than whatever it was with which his hands might be occupied.

Therefore, only I stared at our master as he stood where he rarely had cause to stand, in front of the large stone fireplace in which most of his meals had been cooked these past seven years.

“Do you need something, sir?” I ventured after a pause, when he hadn’t moved for a few long seconds, nor his expression changed.

Master D’Alendria stared at me, as if noticing me for the first time.

“You are assistant to that magic man, are you not?” he said.

The words sounded like an accusation.

“Indeed I am, master, sir. I was chosen for this role...” I trailed a bit, at the end, feeling like I should apologize for that fact somehow.

But Master D’Alendria only nodded, his blue eyes no longer seeming to see me.

He stared into the low fire in the stone grate instead, once more lost in that faraway place, his countenance as hard as the water-washed river stones that made up the chimney’s blackened face. I noticed again, that, without his wig, as our master was now, his arms browned by sun and the darker skin above the open shirt visible at his collar, he appeared much more of a real man to me than he ever did when he dressed for the other whites in town, with the powder and the buckled boots and whatever else.

Just when I’d thought he had dismissed me entirely, those blue eyes once more found mine.

“Is he a good man?” my master asked, blunt. “This magician of yours. Is he closer to God or the Devil, in your view?”

I could only gape at him, and at the strangeness of the question.

To ask a slave about God, to raise the question of the relative character of one dark-skinned man to another, as though I were a real human being, took me so far aback that I found I could not answer him.

As if realizing the import of his own words in those few seconds of pause as I stared, Master D’Alendria waved them away, making them invisible.

“Never mind,” he said coldly. “I cannot risk it, in any case.”

I could not think of a word to say to that, either.

I only watched as our master turned on his booted heel, leaving the smoke-filled kitchen and myself and my father to our suds-filled bins, where my father still hummed happily away, scrubbing food from the previous night’s meal from the iron, oblivious that anything at all had passed.

 

***

 

They killed the magic man two days later.

Unlike with Chaote, I did not witness his being taken.

The whites, perhaps fearing that we would protest given his status among our people, found a time to take the magic man when none of his congregation would be the wiser. We merely went to the religious meeting that day, in the clearing where we had always been allowed to pray by Master D’Alendria. That clearing, as usual, was sheltered from the sun by canvas sheets and lit with candles set on stones, but the magic man did not arrive.

His body was never found.

By now, Chaote’s had fallen to the dirt at the base of the tree, bones picked clean by animals and birds, and scarcely wearing what remained of the rope that finally killed him.

I found myself the unfortunate leader of the next religious service.

The congregation was quiet on that day. Perhaps more of them had seen this coming than I had realized. I certainly could not quite get over my shock at how quickly and seamlessly things had unfolded before my eyes.

I now stood as the magic man for our people, the new Ndi-obeah of Christo de Mar. They would look to me now, with my lesser knowledge of plants and bones, to tell them how best to keep their children alive, to keep their wives from dying of sepsis, to birth their babies and read the moon and the stars to tell then what would come. They would ask me to say the prayers for the dead, to pray to the storm gods to spare them, to tell them who to marry and who to punish.

The realization pained me, frightened me and filled me with wonder, all in roughly equal proportions.

They did not know it, for I did not look it, but I turned thirty-eight on that day.

I made it through the ceremony with raised arms and chanting lips, moving in a near-trance that did not connect anything I said with the thoughts that sifted through the darker corners of my mind. I reached the end of the service and not a one of them said a word, or looked anything but grim as their understanding grew that yet another of our ranks had been taken to satisfy the anger and fear of the whites. Not a one of us really believed the magic man had done this thing, least of all me, but no one asked us, apart from Master D’Alendria that morning in the kitchen.

At the end of the service, everyone filed silently out of the clearing, leaving me alone in that oval of packed earth, surrounded by candles...

...but not alone.

Before I could make a move from my place by the stone altar we had constructed all those years ago, when Master D’Alendria first bought land here and began to people it with those of us with dark skin, a voice made me turn, the only one that could still do so, no matter how softly it whispered.

“I know, Ruli,” she told me.

I turned, staring at her.

Her brown eyes were cold, darker than I’d ever seen them. Her hands clenched at her narrow hips in fists.

For the first time, Lara did not hide in any way that she was like me.

I stared at her, feeling the heat rise in my chest as the sight between us sparkled, filling the air with wisps of flame that none of the whites or blacks would have seen, had they been there with us.

The magic man might have seen it, but he was gone now.

“I know what you did,” Lara said. “To Chaote. To me. I know, Ruli.”

“He lay with her—” I began.

“You made him do it!” she snarled, her lit eyes boring into me, showing her true race with a force that sucked my breath. “You pushed him, Ruli! He wasn’t like us...but he loved me. He loved me, Ruli! I will kill you for this, if it is the last thing I do!”

Before I could think of a single word of protest or denial, Lara turned on her bare heel, stalking out of the tent in her plain cotton dress, those wisps of light and electricity still flowing angrily around her head and lithe body, even as it dimmed from the eyes that now shone with a dark-black shimmer like volcanic rock.

I did not bother to defend myself.

There would have been no point.

I had known the risk, but I did it anyway.

Even now, I cannot bring myself to feel even a small shred of remorse.
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