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"The moment has been waiting the way the top step of the stairs waits for the sleepwalker."

Jeanette Winterson, Sexing the Cherry
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While many of the stories in this collection are almost (or completely) YA in their tone, others include foul language and/or sexual situations including sexual abuse.
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The Arbor
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“RUN,” MOIRA URGED HERSELF. “Get away.” A wave of nausea took her instead. A paralysis. As usual, her mom had worn her down. Moira hadn’t had the energy to argue any longer. Now here she was, at the edge of the St. Rita’s Parish pocket garden. The last time she’d walked past, the little plot was sere, brown, and flat. But in only a month, the whole place had burgeoned up into a paradise of flowers, including the parish’s famous arbor. Its own miracle.

And it filled Moira with dread.

The priests at St. Rita’s sometimes heard confession in the arbor. When the weather turned mild and vines covered it, the arbor became as private a confessional as you’d wish. Oh, the use of it had waxed and waned. A young hip priest had been in residence for a while, and he’d liked hearing confession there. All of Moira’s friends wanted to go to confession in the arbor, to the young priest, because he didn’t give strict penances, and he was hot. But the old sour priest who had been at St. Rita’s for well over a decade had outlasted him, and worn him down, and now Father John was gone.

“Good,” said Moira’s dad. He muttered something bitter about the Second Vatican Council. “Father McNulty has some sense,” he said aloud. “Not like that flibbertigibbet, Father John. Guitar masses. Confession in the arbor. All those hippy dippy ways.”

“Next you’ll be saying bring back Latin,” said Moira’s mom tartly.

Moira’s dad grumped off to his woodshop and his projects.

Moira had been home from college for over a year, kicked out for never going to class or handing in any work. “My house, my rules,” said her mom. “You’ll go to Mass while you live under this roof. Or you can get a job and move out.”

Moira had worked this and that. She’d been a barista. The telemarketing gig, that one lasted a couple of days. Temp work. Nothing stuck. 

Moira saw her mom was getting desperate. All Moira’s siblings had left the nest. Moira came upon her mom reading an article online. “Failure to Launch,” proclaimed the headline. Moira’s mom snapped the laptop lid shut.

Later, she’d come at Moira with a determined look. “Listen. You’ve got to do something about yourself. What is it? It’s not drugs. It’s not the drink, like Albert, thank the Lord. What?”

Moira had shaken her head dumbly.

“Dorothy says therapy worked wonders for Eddie. You remember Eddie, don’t you.”

Moira said she did.

“But I don’t hold much with that,” said her mom. “Going to some stranger, telling him your problems, paying him a mint so you can blame your mother, when your mother’s the one forking over the fat fee. Insurance won’t pay for that, or not much. I don’t blame them.”

Moira was silent.

On Saturday after Mass, Moira’s mom hatched a plan. “We have our own therapy, right here, and it’s free.”

Moira’s dad snorted. “What she needs, a kick in the ass. . .” Moira heard that.

“You won’t get around to it, so I’ve done it myself.” Moira’s mom talked to Moira over her dad. “Don’t argue. You know you wouldn’t. " Her mom fixed her with a look. "You’d say you would, and then you wouldn’t. Get around to it, I mean.”

Moira stared at her mom, mystified.

“I have an appointment scheduled for you, Moira. It’s with Father McNulty. He’ll straighten you out. You’re to go to his office Wednesday, 3pm. No arguments.”

Moira, horrified, protested. She even cried.

Nothing moved her mom. Her mom talked at her, and talked at her, and talked at her. Finally, through sheer fatigue and inertia, Moira agreed she'd go.

She planned to say she’d go, then not go, and lie about it. She thought maybe Father McNulty couldn’t out her, sanctity of the confessional, client privilege. Sheer guilt. Something. But her mom must have suspected her ruse, because she walked Moira over herself.

“Oh!’ said the parish secretary. “Father McNulty left a note. Meet him in the arbor instead.” She looked over at Moira’s mom. “It’s a fine day, isn’t it now, Mrs. O’Malley?”

Moira’s mom had planned to go shopping as soon as she got Moira off her hands. As soon as she saw her daughter safely into Father McNulty's office. Now this. “Well, then,” she said, at a loss. “Go on, Moira. I’ll meet you at home after. Go on—” Seeing that Moira wasn't moving. "Don't keep the father waiting."

Moira felt a surge of triumph. She went out the doors of the parish office, catching her mom glancing over her shoulder, making sure Moira was headed toward the garden on the corner across from the church.

So Moira did head that way. She sure as hell didn’t plan to stop. Just keep going. She didn’t know where. Somewhere. Not to the arbor. Not home. She hadn’t worked that part out. If her mom’s idea was to get her out of the house—Moira’s mouth twisted ironically—she had just succeeded.

But somehow, at the edge of the little garden, everything so flourishingly in bloom, Moira slowed. She stopped, looking to the arbor, a mysterious green cave. When she was little, she and her friends had played hide and seek there. When she was older, she had kissed a boy there. But then there was the time—

Moira looked down at her feet. 

That time. 

She felt a rage rise inside her. Father McNulty had the nerve to leave her a message, in front of her own mother. Meet me in the arbor.

A rage.

Her feet were taking her through the garden, right up to the dark smudge of the arbor’s entrance underneath its rustling foliage.

Father McNulty’s red, moist lips. His pudgy hands, thickly haired on the backs. Pray with me, he’d said. Close your eyes, he’d said. Give me your hands, Moira, dearest child. In all innocence, she had. She hadn’t left the arbor an innocent.

And now she was going in there, and she was going to—

Do what, exactly?

Moira began to shake. Black and green spots were coming and going before her eyes.

“Lean over. That’s right. Breathe. You’re hyperventilating.” Hands held Moira by the shoulders, drawing her into the arbor, pressing her down onto the little chair there, one of a pair of them. “Put your head between your legs.”

After a few moments, Moira could sit up without fainting. She stared at the man who had helped her, startled. Not Father McNulty. She felt a wash of relief. For a moment she thought he must be the hip young Father John. But no.

“Father McNulty has been—” The man paused, and in the dimness, Moira saw his mouth stretch into an amused thin line. “—detained.”

“Are you the new assistant priest?” Moira blurted out.

The man smiled. “I’m here to hear your confession, Moira.”

“I thought you were supposed to give me advice, or something,” said Moira.

“Is that what you thought?” he said.

Moira felt the first stirrings of fear. “Who are you?”

The man didn’t answer. “St. Rita,” he said, as if to himself. “ A fine saint for this parish. Patron saint of abused women, working to reconcile abuser and abused. How’s that working out for you, Moira?“

The man turned to her and bored into her with his dark eye. “Father McNulty did something to you, when you were pretty young. Something not allowed. Something wrong. And you were a young flower, just opening, and he left you—” The man drew back his lips in a near-snarl, and his teeth were very sharp. “Blighted.” 

Moira burst into tears. A terrible shame bowed her over.

The man took both her hands in his. He waited with her. “Not your shame,” said the man, when Moira quieted. “Father McNulty’s. He’ll never do that to you or anyone else again. I’ve seen to him.”

“Seen. . .to him?” Moira lifted her tear-stained face to the stranger’s.

“There’s another way to be, Moira. A way of power. I’ll show you.”

Moira looked away. Something inside began pounding at her.

“Ah,” said the man. “You’re suspicious. You’re frightened. Who wouldn’t be, after what that man did to you? You trusted him, and he broke you.” The man ran his finger lightly down Moira’s cheek. “Such a bright flame you are, Moira. I’m here to help you.”

“Help me how?” Moira half-rose from the chair.

The stranger eased her back down. “It won’t hurt. I promise you it won’t, Moira.” He said her name like a caress. “After, you won’t be this poor little thing, this wilted blossom. You’ll be beautiful, the thing you’re meant to be. A rose.” His hand, stroking, reassuring. “What we’ll do together is like a sacrament. You know about sacraments. You know about miracles. Your body will flower in the spirit, Moira. Let me make it whole and strong.”

“How?” Moira whispered.

The stranger opened his hands. Across his palms lay a single rose, long of stem. Cruel of thorns. “Like this,” he said, drawing her close, and what he did then was like the thorns, in its cruelty. In its beauty, like the rose.
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The Obligations of the King
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TWO YOUNG MEN GAZED past the balustrade, where a golden shimmer over the sea announced dawn. The sun appeared, as round and burnished as a coin popping from a slot, a conjurer’s trick low on the horizon, parting a bank of clouds with its brilliance.

If you had seen the watchers, you’d have called them both perfection.

Oh, maybe not. 

You’d have called them together perfection, for each seemed incomplete without the other.

Arshaka leaned forward, his forearms braced on the parapet, his head thrown back in ecstasy as the fragrance of the gardens below wafted up to the two of them. In the stiff dawn breeze, his long fair hair streamed back away from his rapt face. 

To Balathu, Arshaka’s skin seemed as translucent as Pentelic marble. Balathu thought Arshaka would have gleamed just as white as that precious substance if not for the blush that rose to the surface of his cheeks and limbs to hint at the passionate surge of the blood pounding in his veins. 

As dark as Arshaka was fair, Balathu stood turned in half-profile toward his friend, his lover. Balathu’s hair tumbled in lush curls to the bare bronze of his shoulders, his deeply muscled back marred only by the long pale scar stretching from just under the left shoulder blade all the way down to the smooth skin over the inwards. After all these months, it was a bit angry-looking but healing cleanly.

Balathu couldn’t normally see the wound, although he could feel the pull of the healing flesh, but Arshaka had angled a mirror once so Balathu could get a look at the deep gash the assassin’s blade had made. Thinking of it now—for with its faint itching and pulling, it was never completely out of his mind—Balathu marveled at how he could have survived a knife that cut so deep, so true.

Now, on this glorious morning, after he and Arshaka had spent a night in each other’s arms and had risen to bathe together, they waited silently as the servants bustled in and out of their rooms. The servants brought in a tray of fruit and fine goblets so clear that one might see, through the glass, the glimmer of the light golden wine. As always on the tray there lay the knife, an ugly instrument meant for business, at odds with the delicate filigree of the tray and the good things it presented.

The servants set the tray down on a little tripod beside the two young men. 

They had just pulled back the rich silken layers brought from far-off Kucha at great cost and danger through the lands of the Soani, curtains flowing and fluttering in the sea wind, as Balathu stepped with Arshaka to the balustrade to drink in the scene. The fragrance of the gardens and aromatic herbs. The bay ringed with mountains that lay beyond the palace. All perfection, as perfect as the two young men.

The palace was magnificently situated, richly appointed, and this inmost room of theirs, open to the sea, was the most magnificent part of it.

Balathu’s father the king had been gathered to his ancestors at the beginning of winter, victim of a debilitating illness that had sapped his strength and clouded his mind for the past five years and more. After his father’s death and the month of mourning, Balathu had been proclaimed king. Shortly afterward, Balathu had commissioned the building of his own royal palace. He couldn’t bear to think of moving into his father’s, all majestic dark stone. It was too empty. His father’s voice still echoed through its halls. Balathu’s sorrow was too fresh. 

The move to his new palace, accomplished in late spring, had taken an unlucky turn, but now Balathu allowed himself to believe those ill times were behind them. In the last lingering days of summer, he and Arshaka had enjoyed their luxurious surroundings to the fullest.

“This,” said Arshaka, lifting a hand to the sweep of the bay. “This is the pinnacle of my happiness, Balathu, my friend, my brother, my dearest love.”

“And mine,” murmured Balathu at Arshaka’s ear, his hand already moving toward his lover’s body, “but I will be happier still when we eat some of these grapes, drink some of this wine, and gather our strength for a fresh embrace.”

“Not I,” said Arshaka. “This is the moment, for me.”

Balathu’s hand dropped to his side. “Why this moment?” he asked fondly. He was about to point out the many moments to come when they’d enjoy each other all the more—their bodies but also their minds and hearts. It had been true of them since boyhood, and each day together made it truer still.

“Oh, my dear Balathu,” said Arshaka, without taking his gaze from the horizon. “This moment is the most precious to me. I’ll never be happier than right now. We both know why.”

Balathu’s eyes widened. He tried to speak, but the words caught in his throat. His eyes strayed to the little table with the fruit and wine. And the sharp-bladed knife set carefully down beside them. Each day he had avoided looking at that knife. He knew it was there. They both did. But Balathu had never allowed himself to look at it directly.

“My dearest one,” said Arshaka, his voice vibrating with joy and passion. “This is the pinnacle, for me. We are fresh from each other’s embrace. The sea, the sky, the fragrance of the air are all perfection. This is the moment you’ll take me, and I’ll never know sorrow. I’ll never know the failure of the body. I’ll know only this happiness. Dear friend, dear brother, you know what you must do.” His voice had dropped low; he spoke insistently. “We both know it well. When I saved you from the assassins, you incurred an obligation to me. And you are king. The king must be obligated to none, as we both know very well.”

Balathu’s heart felt as though it might burst from his chest. The rush of blood to his head felt as though it might finish him. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t act.

Arshaka was whispering now. “You see your duty, Balathu.  We both do. However much we don’t want to face this day, it has come. We shouldn’t keep putting it off. Now is the time. My dear one. My brother. You must steady your hand.”

Balathu picked up the knife, making no noise.

As if he were a second Balathu made of ice, he drew the blade swiftly across his lover’s throat and stepped back as quickly so that the unfurling of the red blood would not pollute him. Arshaka’s body slumped down and to the side.

Servants came in noiselessly with precious measures of silk. They wrapped Arshaka in it. They bore him away as Balathu stood impassive at the center of the beautiful room. Maids stepped around him to scrub the spatters of blood from floor and parapet.

Balathu’s majordomo came to him holding a golden bowl so that Balathu might lave his hands and dry them on a fair linen cloth.

The man hesitated, not meeting Balathu’s eye. His hand snaked out. With the cloth, he flicked a speck of blood from Balathu’s cheek.

Balathu’s servants took Arshaka’s silk-wrapped body to some far-off place of sacrifice, where they commissioned the priest of that place to burn it. Some place of stone where Arshaka’s lil would be at peace. Balathu did not know exactly where the sacrificial stone stood, and he did not want to know.

That night he ordered his servants and guards away from his door. Reluctantly they obeyed.

Deep in that first night of his loneliness and grief, Balathu allowed himself to weep, to scream out from the depths of his anguish, the only time he did. He stared with aching eyes into the darkness. “This morning was the pinnacle of my own happiness as well, dear brother, dear friend, lover of my soul. You had the courage to call it what it was. And now necessity is served,” he whispered. In its niche, the golden cup of his dynasty, the source of its power, seemed to glow with a faint light of its own.

The priests assured Balathu that Arshaka’s lil would watch over him from the world beyond the living. If Balathu prayed, the lil would speak to him. All the lils of our dead hear our pleas and speak words of wisdom to us, if we make sacrifice at their stone and pray to them, they told Balathu.

But Balathu knew the truth. Whatever comforting words the priests might have to say about it, the lil of Arshaka did not hear. Arshaka was dead and burned. He was gone. He was never coming back, not even in the spiritual form of the priests’ assurances, the spiritual dream-self, the lil.

Balathu had been brought up in the tenets of his faith, and that included the lil. Now he knew the lil for a tale to comfort children. This hard world was the only world. Savagery alone ruled it. The savage gods were the only true gods.

After his father’s death, Balathu had gone in procession to the stone erected for his father, and in the formulas of the priest’s words, he had called on his father’s lil for guidance as he assumed the throne. No one answered, although everyone assembled there had assumed an ecstatic pose of wonder and had sung hymns of praise just as though some answer had been received. Balathu realized then he’d gotten no answer. At the time, he’d blamed his own lack of faith. But now, in the emptiness left inside him with Arshaka’s departure, Balathu knew.

His only concession to grief was an inscription. He wrote it out himself on a parchment and gave it to a stonemason to chisel onto the stone to be set above Arshaka’s ashes. Then he closed that grief into a tight little chamber at the center of his heart and never opened it again.

Balathu recalled the heady days when he was new to his throne. After his coronation and all the excitement and color of pageantry, after the architects and builders had pronounced his palace complete, he remembered how he and Arshaka had rushed from room to beautiful room, exclaiming in delight. How they bent their heads over the finely limned scrolls in the library and unrolled them together, or ran their fingers over the words incised into the hard-baked clay tablets, reading them to each other, unlocking what this poet might mean and what that saga revealed about the realm’s history. How they chose pieces of sculpture together. Tapestries with heroic scenes that inspired them both to dreams of glory. 

And he thought of that dire night in early spring that changed everything. He and Arshaka, worn out by love-play, had thrown themselves across the silken coverings of the big bed with its acanthus-carved posts. He remembered half-waking to feel Arshaka pulling the coverlet over him so he wouldn’t take chill. Remembered being lulled back to a luxurious slumber, aware in some deep comfortable sense of Arshaka’s sleeping form by his side. 

Then the wide-awake nightmare as the assassins struck.

Tangled in the covers, Balathu felt the blade pierce his flesh, heard himself cry out. Felt himself thrashing and struggling, trapped in the webs of cloth. 

Arshaka had fought free. He killed one assassin outright. Another fled, but Arshaka caught him and gutted him. A third hid. After making sure Balathu was not on the point of death, after calling for help, Arshaka had stalked through the palace. He had found the third man. Had handed him over to the punishers, made sure the assassin was tortured, then publicly disemboweled. 

Balathu didn’t die, but his healing took a long time. Day and night, Arshaka sat by his bedside, murmuring words of love and encouragement. 

When Balathu had healed enough to resume the duties of his reign, the whole kingdom rejoiced to see him on his throne once more, to see him sitting his horse, leading the party of soldiers who drove down upon the assassins’ village to put its inhabitants to the sword, men, women, and children. To burn their houses. A village of Riverdwellers. 

By Balathu’s decree, the rest of the Riverdwellers were fined heavily, and some were enslaved. The prominent families had to send their children as hostages to the capital, and there the male children were emasculated and the female ones given to the capital city’s most powerful men as concubines. Balathu decreed that the men who headed those families were to be executed.

By Balathu’s decree, three generations of that client state were wiped out. They wouldn’t be opposing Balathu’s dynasty again, not in anyone’s lifetime or their children’s. Their threat was put to rest.

Once that necessary task was complete, Balathu’s heart rose. Everything would be as it once was. Even better than it once was.

Yet every morning, the brutal knife had appeared on the breakfast table carried in by the servants. At first Balathu didn’t know what to make of it. When he brought it up to Arshaka, Arshaka turned away with a little smile and shrugged. Eventually Balathu understood. But he wouldn’t let himself think about it. 

Now at last he hadn’t been able to escape what it meant. But Arshaka had known from the first.

From the day of Arshaka’s death to the day of his own, many years later, Balathu went through the motions of rule, and he performed these motions well. His people trusted him. In time, he accepted the advice of his counselors and married the woman their policies suggested. He and his wife had three children, first a son, the crown prince, the source of great rejoicing. Then, after a number of mischances, a daughter. Later a final child, another boy. 

He made all of the requisite sacrifices to the twin gods Anshar and Kishar, and to the Lady Inanna, and to the particular god of the Coastal Lands, Ea, although he knew now he believed in none of them. He celebrated all of their public festivals and feast days. He had a prisoner drowned and then buried under the city gates each year in honor of Ea, god of mighty waters. He gave generously to the prostitute priestesses of Inanna. In wartime, he made sure the altars of Anshar and Kishar were appropriately daubed with blood. Everything, all completely proper. 

He left the children’s upbringing to his wife. His son, Crown Prince Kuri, loved and respected him but, if you had queried the young man’s heart of hearts, he would not have been able to say he knew his father. Not really.

After the births of the three children, policy having been served, Balathu withdrew from his wife. Over the years, she took lovers. Balathu looked the other way. The queen was always discreet. He knew she’d never shame him.

He himself took no lover. For him, love had fled. Joy had turned to ashes.

He made sure no one saw his private torment. Everyone in his kingdom, and all his allies, valued him for the even-handedness, the justice, the dispassion with which he ruled.

Sometimes—just sometimes—he found himself dwelling on an unworthy thought. There were sorcerers, he knew. Sorcerers who could call the dead. If I only had one more moment with Arshaka, Balathu would think, with longing, on these brief occasions. If I could speak to him, even if only a single word. If I could look on his living face one more time. But always he put these wicked thoughts away from him.  Sorcerers were debased creatures who played upon the desires and longings of the weak. From imprisonment and fining, he changed the penalty for sorcery to death.

Balathu knew passion in only one act, the act of war. Although his people feared for him and his counselors pled with him and argued against it, he led his own men in battle against his enemies. Of course he brought the golden cup of his dynasty with him, encased in its golden tabernacle, and that made his counselors fear all the more. If the king were lost, if his cup were captured, that would mark the end of the dynasty.

But Balathu ignored these fears. His ferocity on the field was unmatched. Each time he threw himself into the chaos of battle, he prayed to the gods that he’d be cut down and put out of his misery. The gods refused him, perhaps annoyed that he no longer believed in them.

As he grew older, and his body began to fail him, Balathu withdrew from the ordinary tasks of rule. He handed off most of his duties to Crown Prince Kuri. He spent his days in study and meditation. His servants could barely get him to eat. 

A plague swept the realm, taking off the old and frail. Balathu’s queen went first. He saw her magnificently buried with all the honors due her and her house. The plague ravaged the realm, died away, came back more viciously than ever.

Less than a year after his wife’s death, the disease attacked Balathu. “It’s as if he’s refusing to fight back,” his physicians whispered among themselves. “He has always been strong, but he has surrendered to this disease.”

And so he had. As his strength waned, he yearned for that last oblivion.

The scholars and priests, who had never forgotten the inscription he had written out for Arshaka’s stone, tried delicately, and naming no names, to reassure their king that the lils of the dead were reunited with the lils of their loved ones gone before them to some perfect kingdom unseen by the living. 

Balathu didn’t believe it. He stared at these comforters through hollow eyes, knowing he had lost Arshaka forever. Knowing he had done his duty and had gone on, as honor demanded. Knowing, too, it was time at last for him to lay his burden down. He called his son the crown prince Kuri to him one last time, to lay a blessing on him. The next night, Balathu took down the parchment on which he had inscribed his words for Arshaka, and read them for the first time in many years: The wise king never loves. I died with you, I am mingled with your ashes. Only my ghost still walks the earth. O assassin, if only you had struck true.

Now the chamber of Balathu's grief sprang open, and his heart burst at the sudden release of that great pressure.

––––––––
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This short story is the opening for a new fantasy novel about assassins in a reimagined ancient near-east. I'm working on it now. For updates, go to https://janemwiseman.com.
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IT SHIMMERED. IT SPARKLED. The fragile creature hovered just at the edge of vision as it drifted through a summer sky to land lightly behind the magnolia in Mrs. Waterstone's front yard. A breeze caught it up, tossed it playfully across Mrs. Waterstone's recently cut grass, bowled it end over end up the lawn toward the house, where it skittered and eddied and in a sudden updraft plastered itself flat against the jalousie windows to Mrs. Waterstone's downstairs bedroom. She had taken to sleeping there after the death last year of her husband.

Mrs. Waterstone stretched, luxuriating in the crispness of the early morning, early summer air. She admired the creaminess of the magnolia blossoms as they stood out against the dark-green waxy leaves of the tree. Maybe out of the corner of her eye she caught the restless glitter and glamour of the golden skimmer in its arc from tree to window. Certainly she had singled it out by the time it flattened itself against the window pane not two feet from where she stood.

Her eyes widened. She had never before seen any object this perfect, this small, this compelling. She didn't think. She acted. She stepped to the window and put her hand in wonder and love against the pane, drawing her face close to the golden, bejeweled flutter. Her lips were forming a delighted exclamation.

Almost instantaneously, a raw scream wrenched itself from her throat. An  escalating terrible shudder gripped her body as she tried to snatch her hand back from the pane where of its own will it had pressed itself.

Her struggle was brief. Her entire face and upper body sucked as if by a powerful vacuum against the window, leaving her lower body to dangle awkwardly down the wall. Her right eyeball pressed relentlessly against the glass, the invasion point, the point at which the glittering traveler melted itself through the molecules of glass and into the delicious heat and viscosity of Mrs. Waterstone's body.

Though nutritious, Mrs. Waterstone was hardly enough to satisfy the appetite of a traveler who had drifted across such vast distances with only the inner rind of her spore to sustain her. Now that she had hatched out, the traveler was hungry. She spent a few moments whizzing about, caroming off the walls of the boxes of rooms that had contained Mrs. Waterstone. Satisfied there was no more meat within, the traveler insinuated herself back through one of the walls into the outer air again. Glass, she had just learned, was a useful substance, being neither solid nor liquid, easily penetrated. Stone and wood and brick she soon found a bit more difficult and uncomfortable.

Meanwhile, inside the house, the entirety of the skin of Mrs. Waterstone, sucked dry of its sweet liquefaction, hung for a little while draped against the window and wall, held up by a sticky spot against the glass, but soon, pulled down by the weight of its clothing, puddled at the edge of the rug below the window.

Now the traveler knew what to look for, she satiated herself. Boxes of stone and brick and wood contained delectable treats. Sometimes these delicacies came in large, smooth, soft husks like Mrs. Waterstone's, standing and moving upright on two stems that forked down from their thickest parts, with knobs at the bottom that they used to propel themselves around.  Sometimes the husks the traveler pursued were smaller, rougher, hairier. They barked and snapped at her zigzag flight, and they moved about horizontally on four of the knobs connecting them to the surface of this strange new world. On the outer edges of the collections of boxes of brick and wood, as the traveler now learned, there sometimes lay herds of the four-legged hairy kind, even larger than the ones the traveler had first encountered. But nothing was as delightful as the tall and narrow, two-legged, smooth-coated . . . What were they? fruits? These couldn't move away as fast. Their outer coatings were indigestible but easily removed. Their husks were buttery soft to penetrate. Their meat was the sweetest. This was the food the traveler preferred above all other meat, and best of all, there appeared to be an inexhaustible supply of it moving across the surface of the world the traveler had tumbled upon.

Sweetness and plenty on a scale like this cannot stay a secret long. The traveler had wandered, but her sisters would be luckier. A brief but intense shower of spores, all teleporting in on the beam of her sensory signal, bombarded the upper atmosphere of the mild green and blue planet, just right for hatchlings. 

***
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NOT KNOWING QUITE WHAT to make of it, the National Weather Service reported "a rare temperature inversion over southern Virginia, causing some unusual streaks of light traveling northeast to southwest," and left it at that.

***
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PEOPLE IN THE TOWN went about their ordinary business of living, until abruptly they didn't. At first no one noticed. Not on a grand scale. On the very local scale, sure, you'd notice it when the neighbor you were talking to over the rose bushes, or maybe your aunt mixing up a layer cake in the kitchen, stopped mid-sentence with a look of agony and then fell away from herself in a heap at your feet, like a discarded sweater. But before your brain could process what it was you thought you were seeing, it was happening to you, and you were too busy dying to say anything about it to anyone.

But finally the effects of the hatching-out over the downtrodden little town of Mirchville, Virginia, started coming to the attention of the outside world. People's children who had graduated from college and escaped the place found they couldn't get in touch with their parents. Or their parents' neighbors. Or the local police.

That's what led the nation, finally, to go on high alert. The earliest commentators speculated about some sort of massive, massively devastating terrorist attack involving weaponized chemical or biological agents, although no one could explain why a failing mill town with one of the highest unemployment rates in the nation would be a target for terrorists. Do terrorists even know Mirchville, Virginia, exists? Existed? Still, even though the town was isolated and for all practical purposes part of North Carolina, it was close enough to the nation's capital to raise important decision-makers' anxieties.

The Centers for Disease Control was called in. Its officials traveled by private jet to Washington to meet with the President. On his orders as commander-in-chief, the National Guard massed just outside the Mirchville city limits, joining the State Police. The President attempted to reassure the public—everyone but the Mirchville public, who didn't get to hear his special words of comfort broadcast to them in (as he imagined it) their places of hiding. That was because they were all dead. The most the President had had to worry about at the time, in fact, were angry messages on social media. No one in the general public cared much until, inadvertently, the President's emergency address to the American people had broken into the year's most popular reality show, and at the most dramatic possible moment, too. The moment when the wife was telling the husband on live tv that she wanted a divorce because she had just caught him banging their daughter.

"Heckuva job!" the President was televised saying, as he clapped an encouraging hand on the shoulder of the major general charged with leading the troops into Mirchville. At the moment, there were more troops outside the town than there were citizens (though dead) inside it. Now the cameras turned on the major general, stepping into the helicopter which would take him to the theater of invasion.

As soon as he heard that the social-media-verse had risen up in anger, the President rushed to confer with his staff on what they might recommend in the way of political damage control and spin. Worse and worse, the message came in through his hot line: whole brigades marching on Mirchville were given to suddenly crumpling en masse as they entered the city limits past the x-rated book store and the tattoo parlor and Mrs. Dorothy the palm reader and the cheap motel where the Chief of Police had isolated all the whores. It was as if all the soldiers had left their bodies behind, and they had departed them in a big hurry, too.

As word got out, the pastor of the interfaith megachurch out on the bypass (far enough away that it had escaped the fate of the town), began exclaiming, "Surely the Second Coming is at hand!" 

The Rapture, maybe, whispered some of his congregants, the ones who lived down the various country roads around the church, and so weren't dead yet. But even they couldn't decide why the Rapture would bother to start with Mirchville. Besides, there had been no sightings of trumpeting angels in the skies over the town. When the photographs started coming in, those made by helicopter flyovers (three copters down in twenty minutes until the copters found the safe range above the kill zone), the Rapture turned out a lot uglier than many had imagined, what with all the piles of loose skin left lying around the city streets to stink up the place in the summer heat.

His aides had to move quickly to muzzle the President when he was heard to exclaim, "Gee whiz, they look like somebody stuck a straw in them and just sucked them all out."

By this time, oblivious to the consternation her hunger had caused, the little traveler had eaten her fill. Now she crawled sluggishly away under a clump of Shasta Beckies to hermaphroditically breed with herself. Her tender thorax began to enlarge and swell as she attached herself to a stem of one of the Beckies with a waxy substance she was now sweating out of the crevices where her glittering chitinous plates overlapped each other along her body. Her tiny round multifaceted bulbs of eyes bulged with effort as her body began extruding elongated cases plump with eggs. The egg cases were heavier than she was, so she wrapped more of the waxy anchors to the stems of the flowers, to stabilize herself.

Throughout all the nooks and crannies of Mirchville, Virginia, her satiated sisters were seeking shelter to do the same. 

The Southern sun beat down on them all. Not for several hundred years had such a stillness descended on Mirchville, which had had its share of clanking, puffing, chugging mill machinery. To be clear, though. This new soundscape was not a silence, not exactly. Underneath the somnolent blanket of heat and stink and rot that had settled over the land, one might have heard a vast shifting and rustling and ticking. One might have, that is, if one had been close enough. But no one was. The only warm-blooded creatures who could have been close enough to hear it were now turning into the vapors of rot and stink that steamed up gently around the pulsing egg cases and the mesmerized, sated bearers of those cases.

Meanwhile the panicky people outside the perimeter of the city vacillated from plan to plan, speculation to speculation. One radical solution agreed to by powerful behind-the-scenes experts—nuke the place. But relatives still held out hope, and besides, environmentalists warned the whole region would be poisoned. As his staffers advised the President, the political costs of nuking even a small and insignificant town like Mirchville were too great to bear, at least in an election year. Actually, just before his daily news conference on the crisis, the President was heard to brush aside the nuclear option with the rhetorical question, "Why in the blazes would we waste a nuke on that dump?" Then he leaned over to the questioner to explain himself: "Those nukes, they're as expensive as the dickens."  These remarks off point caused a mini-crisis of their own. His Chief of Staff sent an intern rushing to the podium to make sure the mic wasn't live.

And so the authorities dithered.

While they dithered, the eggs incubated. Then hatched. 

The ripened cases dangling from the torso of the traveler and her myriad sisters began pulsing and squirming. The creatures within began eating their way out of their cases. 

The children of the traveler delicately extended their tiny limbs, flexing their exoskeletons. They unfurled their diaphanous wings, stretching and fanning them to dry them. As they gained vigor, the traveler's multitudinous brood along with the thousands upon thousands of her sisters' thousands upon thousands of hatchlings looked around for nourishment. The mothers faded and grew brittle. They curled up within themselves, diminishing by the moment, while the flexing wings of the daughters and the clicking of thousands upon thousands of their tiny mandibles emitted a susurration that could be heard for miles.

The watchers from afar, training their binoculars and satellite cameras on Mirchville, emitted a collective moan of awe.

A golden swarming cloud rose as if it were one organism and hovered over the town. It appeared to the President and his staff, watching on three banks of video monitors inside his hardened bunker, as if the grimy little burg had been captured in a gossamer, glittering net. For a moment, the town was transfigured. Then the cloud appeared to dissipate.

On the President's personal order, squadrons of crop dusters burred up from over the tree line to lay down a poisonous fog. 

Now new brigades of soldiers made the triumphant re-entry into Mirchville, an historic event covered by all the media, watched by all the sobbing relatives. The whole nation wondered at the thousands upon thousands of tiny husks ankle deep in streets and parks and houses. Cameras captured the workers with their push brooms and sent the photos viral. Pundits on the talk shows spouted their latest theories about the origins and implications of the crisis. Scientists peered baffled into their microscopes.
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