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40 Stories from Canada's Best Storyteller! Tales to thrill, amaze, and excite: Ali House can do it all! This author has mastered every genre of story she's tried her hand at, and now—finally—her amazing short fiction and flash fiction is collected in one place! Including stories that tie into the Segment Delta Archives series and the Engen Universe series, this collection has something for everyone!  

"Ali House is one of the greatest authors of her generation: smart, agile, and quick with a turn-of-phrase. She shines best in her short fiction... not to be missed!"

—Matthew LeDrew, Bestselling Author of Cinders.

"House has a rare gift for reinventing the parts and elements of story. Her short tales can make you rethink anything from witches in the woods to Peter Pan's shadow."

—Matthew Daniels, Author of Diary of Knives.

"House has a particular gift for drawing the reader into her short fiction. Her collection is sure to delight fans of magical storytelling."

—Amanda Labonté, Bestselling Author of Supernatural Causes.

“Ali House has shown her skill with short fiction time and time again, effortlessly switching tones and genres with an enviable ease. From humorously poking fun at genre conventions to full-grind dystopian bleakness, she wields the format like a weapon, laying waste to all around.”

—Jed MacKay, author of Black Cat: Grand Theft Marvel and Spider-Verse.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Lightbulb Forest


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


It lies deep within the woods, further than you think, but closer than it seems. There is no map, nor one particular way to find it. Gaining entrance is easier than you’d believe. Secret passwords, solving riddles, humming musical notes, pretending that you don’t want to find it – all have succeed at one time or another.

The change can be subtle, but eventually you’ll notice that your surroundings are slowly starting to change. The once unremarkable trees are different. The colour of the bark is a strange shade of brown and seems almost leathery. The shape of the leaves is wrong, they look too square and awkward. The light streaming through the branches is reflecting off unseen objects hidden within the leaves.

Take a closer look and you’ll see that the leaves are shaped like pages from a book, with lined veins and words written in a strange cursive that only nature knows how to read. Hidden among them are strange flowers, round and translucent, about the size of your palm. They look like they would break if you dared to touch them.

You can feel the cool air, hear the whisper of wind through the leaves, and see the faint shimmer of the strange flowers. There are more trees here than anticipated stretching out in all directions, further than your eyes can see.

Then you notice it. Half-hidden amongst the leaves, one of the flowers has begun to shine, glowing brighter with each second. As you walk closer, you see that the bulb has lit up like the sun, and you are filled with a warmth unlike anything else. You could stand there and bask in the light forever, but you know that the light will not last forever. Reaching out, you find the branch this flower is on and free it from the tree. It separates easily and you hold it gently in your hands.

Some people don’t make it out of the forest without incident. Sometimes their flower starts to dim and they have to be even more careful and thoughtful, so that it doesn’t lose its light entirely. Sometimes it goes completely dark and all that stands before them is an inky blackness with no escape in sight. Sometimes they aren’t careful and the flower breaks before they make it home, shattering into a million pieces that no longer fit together. 

But if you are careful and lucky, the light will shine as long as you need, and the warmth will fill your heart and mind. 

And maybe one day you will find yourself in the forest and before you will be hundreds of flowers brilliantly lit up, beckoning you to stay.
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The Risk of Dreaming
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As I looked out over the cliff’s edge, at the vast ocean waters below, my thoughts turned to Icarus. I’d learned about him at a young age, thanks to a book of Greek myths that my aunt had gifted me on my eighth birthday. The story said that Icarus and his father had been unfairly imprisoned on the island of Crete by King Minos, and in order to escape, his father made them wondrous wings of feathers and wax. Before taking off, his father warned him that if they flew too low, the water would make the feathers too heavy to fly, and if they flew too high, the sun would melt the wax that held everything together. Icarus listened intently, but as they flew away, he became so enamoured of being up in the sky, that he didn’t heed his father’s warnings and flew higher and higher, getting so close to the sun that he melted the wax and fell into the sea. It was a children’s book, so it didn’t touch on Icarus’ mortality, but I learned the whole story a few years later.

It probably wasn’t the best subject to be thinking about at this particular moment, but the sun was shining, the sky was clear, and I was preparing to fly.

The design was my own invention, inspired in parts by a bicycle, a kite, and birds. I’d spent over a year working on it, starting with smaller models and testing them rigorously before working my way up to a full-sized prototype. Once I’d built it there was still a lot of trial and error, but I never lost hope. Every test offered new knowledge, more confidence, and brought me closer to my dream.

Months were spent testing my craft over and over, racing down hills and jumping off small ledges, gliding on the wind like a bird. After each successful trip, I’d search for a higher ledge, but eventually I ran out of places to jump from. I considered my parent’s roof, but it would have been impossible to get the craft up there. Besides, the angle was all wrong. 

Finally, I realized what I had to do. I had to take a risk.

Standing at the cliff’s edge, I steeled my nerves. It was a long way down, but the weather was ideal, the wind was strong, and my craft had been tested. There was no better time than now.

“You’ve got this!” Eliza cheered enthusiastically. “It’s gonna be great!” 

Jimmy opened his mouth to say something, but then thought better and closed it.

Jimmy wasn’t a fan of my ambition, but he was an only child and had inherited his mother’s constant worrying. He’d fretted about this plan every step of the way, worried about what would happen if I fell or if the craft broke apart. Despite this, I could see in his eyes that there was a part of him that wanted to fly just as much as I did.

Meanwhile, Eliza was as excited as I was, if not more. She supported all of my crazy ideas, and if my craft had an extra seat, she’d be right next to me. Eliza was the fourth out of seven children, and she was the most reckless and headstrong person I knew. If it hadn’t been for me, Eliza and Jimmy never would have said two words to each other, let alone been friends, but somehow I managed to bridge that gap.

They’d been present for all of my previous tests, and their input was invaluable towards making my craft better and safer. I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d want with me on a day like today.

Giving the cliff’s edge one last look, I walked past them and headed up the hill to where my craft sat, waiting. It looked like something out of a science fiction book, with its laid-back seat, pedals, wheels, ropes, and huge wings on top, but I had faith that it would do what I needed it to. After all, I had built many strange inventions over the years that had succeeded, despite their appearance. Lowering myself into the seat, I stretched my legs out before me and slipped them into the pedals. I did a few quick tests, making sure the chain was well connected to the wheels and that the rigging was moving the wings properly, before looking down at my friends and giving them two thumbs up.

Eliza let out a whooping sound while Jimmy gently put a hand on her arm and safely pulled her back from my intended flight path.

Putting on my helmet and lowering the goggles over my eyes, I took in a deep breath. I could see the path before me, laid out as clear as the cloudless sky above. In my imagination I had already done this hundreds of times. I would start pedalling, racing down the hill at a great enough speed that the momentum would keep me from falling into the ocean after I went over the edge. Once airborne, I’d ride the wind on those large, sturdy wings, steadying my craft, before using the ropes to tilt the wings, letting the wind lift me higher and higher. With enough skill, I’d soon be soaring far above the ground.

There were a lot of people in town who thought I was crazy. They said that I would never succeed and I should leave flying to the birds. Often they would laugh and say ‘Remember Icarus!’ I know that they were trying to mock me, but it was actually good advice.

See, when other people thought about the story, they focused on Icarus’ fall. They considered the myth to be a warning from the gods; a reason to be satisfied with what they had, and to keep their feet firmly on the ground. If you dared to fly, then you would surely fall.

But what I thought about was Daedalus – Icarus’ father. When it came to him, people only thought about what he’d lost. Yes, he’d invented something amazing, but it had cost him his only son. Still, they didn’t know what his life must have been like as a prisoner, knowing that he’d never be free again. And, honestly, you can’t put Icarus’ death on anyone but Icarus. His father had warned him. 

So, yes, Icarus fell, but Daedalus made it to safety. He flew over the sea and made it all the way to Sicily, finding safety from Minos. No other human had done such a thing before, but he did, wearing giant wings of feathers and wax. Daedalus lived because he understood the risk.

I thought of all my tests and theories, and everything that could go wrong. 

And after that, I thought of everything that could go right. 

Some people would never fly because they were too scared of falling. They would never feel the wind in their hair or gaze at the world so far down below or know that they were doing something incredible. The only way to do that was to swallow your fear and doubts, and jump. And that was exactly what I was going to do.

I took another deep breath, focused on the horizon, and prepared to fly.
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Eoghan had no desire for solitude, but even he had to admit that the scene inside the tavern was a bit much. Over the past three days, he had noticed that the townsfolk here were hearty drinkers, but this was a new level of mirth. Bodies were packed into the room, barely leaving space for the tavern-keep to deliver the ale that they so desperately craved. Whenever a drink was finished, the reveller would let out a shout for more before slamming the empty vessel against the thick wooden tables – which were so used to such treatment that they could no longer dent.

Despite their many cheers, Eoghan could not make out what they were celebrating. Perhaps a battle had been won or a friend had successfully returned from a journey, or maybe they cheered simply because it was Thornsday. All around him, men and women laughed and gulped down pint after pint of mead, knocking their mugs together in triumph.

Eoghan had no desire to join the celebration, but he adhered to the customs. Whenever one of the revellers raised a glass to him and cheered, he had the good sense to follow suit. His courtesy had resulted in many smiles and a free pint from one overly mirthful man.

However, there was one who was not as accommodating to the customs. This stranger sat in the corner of the room, head bowed, completely covered by a dark, woollen cloak. Long, dark hair, clumsily cut, hung down from the hood, nearly touching the top of the table. The stranger’s hands, which were wrapped around a mug, were covered by a pair of black gloves. Eoghan had been dining when the stranger came into the tavern and, despite having watched them for the past hour, could figure out nothing more about them. He could not remember seeing them look up, take a drink, or even move.

He wondered if this was the person he was looking for. For two weeks, he had been searching for a Red-Hand, but the search was not easy. One could not simply announce that they were looking for a Red-Hand without drawing suspicion. Stumbling upon such a person was not something that happened often, so Eoghan had travelled to a town where it was rumoured a Red-Hand frequented. For three days, he had been watching and waiting, and now it seemed as though his time might be at hand.

Yet he hesitated to go over to the person. What if it was not a Red-Hand and his hopes were raised and dashed for nothing? Even if it was a Red-Hand, there was no point trying to have a conversation in this environment, and Eoghan had no idea when – or if – the revels would stop. His message was not one to be had in such company. Perhaps he should find a room for the night, go to sleep, and seek out the stranger in the morning.

He had almost talked himself into leaving when it happened. A man, short and broad, raised his mug and cheered to multiple people throughout the bar. All of them cheered back, except for one. While others had been content to ignore the stranger, this man was well past reasonable thinking. Frustrated at being denied mirth, he marched over to the stranger and slammed his mug down on the table, spilling mead onto the wooden surface.

“Custom tis to cheer with others,” he growled, his words slow with drink.

The stranger did not move.

“Legend say mead taste sweeter when mirth shared.” He paused for a reply, but no reply was given, angering him further. “Legend also say he who refuse will come to quick end.”

Such tales existed, but most people ignored them. If someone did not want to partake in celebration, then they were free to leave, and if they stayed most revellers ignored them. Nothing spoiled mirth faster than a fight to the death. This man, however, had drunk enough not to know any better.

“You cheers now?” he asked, in a low voice.

The stranger remained still and silent.

“If no cheers, then you fight and die.” He removed a short hunting knife from his belt and pointed it at the stranger. The knife wavered in the air, despite the drunken man’s best attempts to keep it still.

The noise died down as everyone in the tavern watched the scene unfold. Eoghan had a suspicion that the drunken man could be defeated by a simple push, but the knife looked sharp. A wild slash with that knife might cause an unexpected fatality. Then again, if the stranger was who Eoghan thought it might be, the drunken man could be in for a shock.

The drunken man stuck out his chin in an effort to look fiercer. “Look up. Need see eyes. Need see face when fighting.”

The hands around the mug slowly let go. Everyone watched as the stranger carefully removed the glove and held up their right hand. The hand was slender and calloused, and the skin was dyed bright red. The room went silent.

The man put his knife away and picked up his drink. “Next time should warn,” he muttered as he walked back to his friends. He gave a loud cheer and the mirth took up again – not as boisterous as before the incident, but still enough to be obnoxious.

The crowd was more than happy to ignore the stranger, but Eoghan could not tear his eyes away. Only he saw the stranger put the glove back on. Only he saw the stranger look up, revealing a long face with a scar running diagonally from forehead to cheek. The stranger frowned, her eyes quickly scanning the room before looking down again. Abandoning her drink, she stood up and exited the tavern.

All thoughts of sleep went out of Eoghan’s head. Leaving his own drink behind, he quickly followed her. Night had fallen, but the moon was almost full, and it was easy enough for him to make out her cloaked form as she walked away from the tavern. It would have been easy for him to close the distance between them, but he hesitated still. He had practised his request many times, but now that he was faced with an actual Red-Hand, he was having trouble finding the words.

The stranger walked to a different tavern, one which catered to highspeak folk, and entered. Eoghan hesitated at the door. Highspeak folk always made him nervous. He considered turning away and trying to find her tomorrow, but what if she left town early and he missed this opportunity? How long would it be before another Red-Hand came to town?

No. He would do this right. He would go in this tavern, walk up to her, and state his request. The worst thing she could do was say no, although he doubted that she would turn away from such an opportunity. Taking a deep breath to steady his nerves, Eoghan pushed open the door and walked inside.

The stranger was nowhere in sight. Eoghan looked around the room many times, before finally enquiring to the tavern-keep about her. After cringing slightly at Eoghan’s lowspeak, the tavern-keep confirmed that she had rented a room for the night. Eoghan rented a room for himself and paid the tavern-keep extra to let him know when the stranger awoke. The tavern-keep gave a small smile at his strange request, and he had a feeling that this was not the first time she had accepted money for such work.

Despite the comfortable mattress, it was a fitful night’s sleep for Eoghan. What if the Red-Hand had noticed him following her and had ducked into the tavern to elude him? Every sound he heard made him wonder if she was slipping away under the cover of night. Eventually he fell asleep, further troubled by memories thinly disguised as dreams.

He was startled awake by a knocking on his door.

“This is your wake-up call,” the tavern-keep’s voice called out.

Eoghan walked over to the door and thanked her, slipping her another coin.

“Will you be breaking your fast?” the tavern-keep asked.

Eoghan considered the option. He was much too nervous to eat, but before he could reply, the tavern-keep spoke up.

“It would be a good idea to break your fast this morn.”

He finally recognized the intent, and ordered some food. When he walked downstairs he noticed the Red-Hand, still fully cloaked, sitting over a plate of bread and meat. Eoghan sat a few tables away and picked at his tea and bread, stealing the occasional glance. He knew that it would be best to go over and talk to her right away, but he had not yet found the words. Besides, it was rude to interrupt someone’s meal.

The Red-Hand finished eating, settled her bill, and left. As soon as she was through the door, Eoghan sprang to his feet. He tossed a few coins next to his picked-apart breakfast and hurriedly left the tavern.

She walked at a casual pace, so Eoghan was able to keep up easily. He did his best to remain hidden behind buildings and stalls as she wandered through the town, moving from stall to stall. He wondered if she was looking for anything specific, and if so, what could it be? What sort of trinkets would a Red-Hand have need to purchase?

After wandering the stalls for some time, she walked away from the town centre. It soon became apparent to Eoghan that the stranger was headed for the road out of town. He felt uneasy, for there would be no cover to hide behind. He knew that he needed to speak up, but still his words failed him, so he continued to follow.

They were barely out of the town when a stern voice called out:

“Why are you following me?”

He was confused. The stranger must have spoken, but she was still walking and had done nothing to acknowledge him. He looked around, but they were the only two people on the road. Maybe he had imagined the words?

“Speak your mind,” the voice said. “Otherwise go back to where you came from and leave me be.”

It had to be the stranger speaking.

Eoghan cleared his throat. “Needing your help.”

“Doubtful.”

He hurried his step until he was beside her. “Know what you are. Needing your help.”

She stopped walking. “If you know what I am, then you should know to leave me alone. We don’t like being bothered.”

He took a deep breath and steadied his nerves. “Know you are Red-Hand. Know you kill for pay. Know you are best for helping.”

She sighed. “If you must lowspeak, at least give me some details of what I am supposed to help you with.”

“Need... Needing a murder,” he said, his voice shaking.

“Obviously.”

“Easy job,” he added.

“And what if I do not want to be hired?”

“Pays well.”

“Murder always does.”

Eoghan wrung his hands. He was doing a terrible job explaining himself. Never had he imagined that a Red-Hand would be versed in highspeak.

“Easy job. Person not fight. Promise.”

She looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “How would this person not fight back? Are they an Eversleep?”

He shook his head. “Is me.”

She was silent. Her shoulders relaxed as she crossed her arms and took another look at him.

Eoghan cleared his throat again. “Client is me. Want you to murder me.”

“Well, that is... unorthodox.” She smiled. “Okay, you have made me curious. Tell me your story.”

“Story? Not murder?”

“If you want me to kill you, then first you must tell me your story.”

He looked around at the trees and dirt road. “Here? Now?”

She shook her head. “We will go back into town. I think the both of us could use a drink.”

On her last word, she turned back to town and started walking. Not once did she look back to make sure that he was following.

They went to the highspeak tavern that they had left just a few hours earlier. The Red-Hand settled them at a table in the corner, away from the others. The gesture was appreciated by Eoghan. He was nervous about telling his story, but at least he could be certain that nobody would overhear them. 

As they waited for their drinks, the Red-Hand sat quietly. Eoghan distracted himself by looking around the great room. It was much like the other tavern, only better. The smell of cooked meat and bread filled the room, mingling with the scent of exotic spices. There were two fires to sit beside, and the wooden tables and chairs were covered in ornamental carvings. He doubted that revellers would be allowed through the door.

The tavern-keep placed two mugs on their table, smiled, and walked away.

“Speak now,” the Red-Hand said, picking up her mug. “I know you are a lowspeaker, but do try to make it comprehensible.”

Eoghan nodded. “Am low-born, but family not poor. Had builder status – crude but dependable. Was learning trade, but not skilled like sister and brother. Was first-born, but trade did not come natural. Had to work much harder.” He paused to take a drink. “Had first job by self. Made door for tavern. Door failed and tavern-keep killed by thief. Dishonoured family name. No longer have family name.” He hung his head. “Want honour back, but too scared. Need you do it for me.”

She was quiet for a while. He hoped that she had been able to follow his story.

“So...” she began, “you think that killing yourself is the best option?”

He nodded. “Is best. Is only way to regain lost honour.”

“Really?”

He was confused. Was there another way he did not know of?

She took a long drink. “Did you ever think that maybe you were not cut out for building?”

“Is family trade, so is only trade.”

“So there is nothing else that you could possibly do?

He shook his head. “Must follow family trade.”

She leaned forward. “Do you think that my family’s trade was murder?”

He did not respond. He knew nothing of her past. Maybe it was.

“My father’s trade was translation. A rare gift – one that I learned because I was surrounded by it. My father had other trades, however, that I refused to learn or tolerate, no matter how strong the blood between us was – trades that hurt people and caused harm.” She paused to finish the last of her mead. “And that is why I killed him.”

Eoghan felt a chill run down his spine. He had heard that Red-Hands bragged about their kills or bemoaned them, but this was more like stating a fact.

“So are you sure you want to die?” she asked. “What if you could find a trade better suited to your skills?”

Eoghan shook his head for what felt like the hundredth time. “No skill. Only honour. Will pay well.”

She frowned. “If killing yourself for honour is so important, why do you need to hire me? Why not do it yourself?”

“Tried to...” He swallowed hard and looked down at the table, remembering the night he had held a knife to his throat and tried to will his hand to draw it across. “Not strong enough. Need someone else.”

When he looked up, she was studying him silently. After a minute, she raised a hand and gestured for another drink. Eoghan wondered if she was considering his option or if she was merely playing with him. He had no idea if she would say yes. She should – it was an easy job and paid well – but why was she bothering to ask so many questions?

After her drink had been refilled and the tavern-keep had moved out of hearing distance, she sat back and looked at Eoghan. He felt very self-conscious.

“Before I say yes, would you answer a few questions for me?”

He nodded.

“Question one: is there really no other skill in your life that you are good at?”

He quickly shook his head.

“Give me honest answers,” she warned.

“I... Good at local customs. Good at stew. Spices.”

“Question two: have you ever considered working at a tavern instead of killing yourself?”

“Is not family trade.”

“Curse your family trade. If you say those words again, I will immediately walk out of here.”

“Sorry.” Eoghan considered his answer carefully. “Never knew option was possible.”

“I’m sure some tavern-keep out there might appreciate an extra hand. You might find someone who does not have family or children, and who would like to teach another their trade.”

“Not question.”

She smiled. “Fair point. Question three: would you rather die because you were bad at something instead of living and finding something you are good at? Question four: would you rather give up all that life has to offer just to reclaim an honour that is essentially meaningless? Question five: would you rather have your skin and bones rot in the woods than do what is right for you?”

Her words confused him. Why was she asking so many questions? To go outside of one’s family was unheard of in his village, so why would he ever consider a different life? Custom said that it would be best to be dead, not to live and continue to bring shame. He wanted to tell her that he was certain, but a small part of him now wondered if he could find another trade. What if he could work in a tavern and bring mead and stew to weary travellers?

“Question six,” she continued, “do you still want me to kill you.”

He looked down at his drink and considered his past and present, and all that had been said and done.

He paused.

“Yes.”

***
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She chose a small clearing just outside the town. It was better for bloodshed, she told him, and there would be no witnesses to misunderstand the situation.

“Payment first,” she stated, holding out her hand.

He tossed her a bag of coins. It was all the money he had left.

She held the bag in her hand, testing the weight. “You said it would be a well-paying job.”

“Is easy job. Well paid for easy.”

She sighed and tucked the bag away. Pulling aside her cloak, she unsheathed a sword from her belt and swung it around, loosening up her wrist. He watched the sharp edge gleam in the sun, and felt a lump form in his throat. Maybe he should have waited for night.

She noticed the hesitation in his face, and stopped swinging her sword.

“You are an idiot,” she said.

A mix of hurt and confusion crossed Eoghan’s face.

“You do not want to die. You are in love with the idea of an honourable death, but you are too afraid to do it yourself because you are scared to die.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head fervently. “Want death.”

She moved forward and placed her blade against his throat.

“All you need to do is lean forward and turn your head to the right. The blade will cut your throat and you will bleed out and die. If you are so eager to reclaim your honour, do it yourself.”

The blade was cold against his throat. It would be so easy for him to do what she had instructed, and yet he remained still.

“No,” he said, stepping away from the sword. “Hired you. Will not do job for you.” 

She rolled her eyes and let the sword rest at her side.

“Fine. If you want to remain an idiot, I will not stop you. Just remember, when you are earthbound, that I gave you multiple chances to back out of this.”

He stuck out his chin in an effort to look tough. “No backing out.”

“Kneel down and close your eyes.”

He took a deep breath, knelt down, and closed his eyes. This was the only way to regain his honour. He was doing the right thing.

She raised the sword high and brought it down.

***
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The sky was a bright, vivid blue, with barely a cloud in sight.

Eoghan opened his eyes and took in all the blue. What was this? Was he skyward? He had assumed he would be earthbound because of his dishonour, but that was definitely the sky. There was no blue in earthbound – only darkness and despair until your sentence was fulfilled. Was it possible the pious were wrong?

His head hurt. Was he supposed to feel pain? He knew the customs of life, but not death. There was grass under his hands and he could smell dirt. What was going on?

Eoghan sat up and looked around. He was still in the clearing, although he was now alone. Beside him was his coin bag – the one he had given to the Red-Hand. Opening it, he saw that there were only two pennies left inside.

He was alive. He had no money and was still alive. She must have hit him with the blunt end of the sword, not the blade. Not only had she failed to kill him, but she had taken all his money and disappeared.

What was he supposed to do now? There was no way he would be able to afford another Red-Hand with only two pennies. He would barely be able to afford a meal.

Rising to his feet, he considered his options. He remembered how busy the lowspeak tavern had been during the revels – maybe the tavern-keep could be talked into hiring an extra hand. If so, Eoghan would be able to save his wages, and build up enough to hire another Red-Hand – one who would do the job properly.

Working in a tavern might not pay much, but he was a patient man. Even if it took him years, he would show that Red-Hand that he was not afraid to die.
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James was an only child. Sort of. Before he was born, there had been another child—a brother—but the child disappeared one night and was never seen again. All that remained was a memory – a shadow.

His parents tried their best to raise him. There was always a roof over his head, clothes on his back, and he never went hungry. They tried their best to love him, but they had given all their love to the other child, and it had disappeared with him. 

James grew up hearing stories about his brother, despite his never having reached one year of age. The stories quickly became myths – the perfect child who would have been the perfect son, and the perfect family they could have been. His parents frequently imagined what the child would be like and how he would act if he were here, and compared James to these imaginations. His brother would never disobey his parents or receive low marks on a test. His brother would never raise his voice or fight with the neighbourhood children.

James waited patiently for his parents to forget about his absent brother and love him for who he was, but it never happened. They never forgot about their perfect boy. They continued to talk about how he would have grown up and all that he would have achieved. James knew that he was nothing but a disappointment to his parents. He grew up in the shadow of an invisible boy and he hated every minute of it.

When he was eighteen he decided to leave home. He kept minimal contact with his parents, returning home for holidays or special occasions. Each time he would wonder if his parents had finally moved on, but there would always be some reminder. Another stocking hung along the mantle or an extra place set at the table. Finally, he stopped visiting all together, but still he could not get away from the memories that haunted and mocked him.

One day, he decided that he was going to end this once and for all. He was no longer going to live his life in a shadow, constantly wondering what his perfect brother would have done or how he would have reacted. James was going to become his own person, free from the spirit of a person he had never met. But the only way to do this would be to find this invisible boy and kill him.

James became a traveler. He signed on for work aboard a ship and left the only home he’d ever known. He traveled all over the world, sailing too far off lands. At every port, he would listen for word of his brother, but no word was heard. His task would not be that easy.

Time passed. Whenever James reached a dead end, which was often, he would find another ship and start over again. He changed ships frequently, gaining more and more experience. Over time he moved up in rank, but he never forgot about the fire that burned inside.

Nothing could stand in his way. When the weather grew fierce, he refused to turn back. He would shout at the seas and the skies, and prove that he was no quitter. No matter what the obstacle was, he found a way to get through and persevere. He would never give up, no matter how much time passed or how hopeless it seemed.

One night, many years later, he was sitting in a local tavern when he heard a name – a very familiar name. A group of men were sitting around a table, drinks clasped in their hands. James turned towards the group and listened as one man recounted a tale of an island that existed, but didn’t. It was hidden, and very few people had ever made the journey. Even fewer returned.

The stories said that there was one boy who was able to travel to and from the island with ease. The island was magical and it created a never-ending childhood for this boy and his friends to live in. The boy was brave and strong. The boy was perfect. 

Some men laughed at the stories and called them false, but James knew that they were real. He knew that this island existed because of the name the man had said – the name that had haunted him his entire life. The stories said that very few men had been to the island, but James did not let that discourage him. He would go there. He would find this boy and he would destroy him, just as this boy had destroyed his life. It was not fair that his brother lived in a never-ending childhood, while James’ childhood had been stolen.
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