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Before our souls were forged in the fires of stars in still untouched corners of the multiverse, there was a vast nothingness. Until there wasn't. There are as many stories and theories about the beginning of everything as there are grains of sand on all the beaches of our world, and there is likely a speck of truth in all of them. Or, perhaps, it's all a load of bullshit. Who knows? I don't. You sure as fuck don't. Nobody knows – I think. What I do know is that every version of existence, of which there are many, operates on universal truths. These are things that hold true across the entire expanse of the multiverse, time and space. The only place these universal truths hold no sway is the in between. Terribly blah name, I know, but nobody has bothered to give it a proper name, and we've called it that for eons now so it's just sort of stuck. That said, it's also spot on because the in between is, quite literally, the space between dimensions and universes where time has no power, distances are crossed at the speed of thought, and all beings are, for all intents and purposes, equals. But enough about that.

The first, and foremost, of these universal truths is balance. All things exist in a delicate balance, meaning for every kind of good there is an equal evil, and vice versa. The darkest shadow is cast by the brightest light. We tend to express this as a law of physics – for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction. Maybe that's an easier way to wrap our limited minds around such a big idea, or maybe it's the only way we can grasp it, given how utterly impatient we are due to how short of a time we get to exist compared to the lifespan of a star or a planet. On the multiversal scale, natural imbalances can take numerous human lifetimes to become rebalanced, so to us it might seem like it stretches on forever and ever, but it's just the tiniest blip on the overall timeline; a single heartbeat on a monitor viewed from a thousand miles away by the naked eye in the dark. When left alone, nature always finds a way to achieve equilibrium, eventually. So, to balance the never-ending nothingness, nature created an ever-expanding somethingness. And it was chaotic, and messy, and violent without malice, but beautiful, and serene, and fantastic. For you, this happened billions upon billions of years ago. Even now some of you are just developing technology that lets you peer across your universe to look back in time at the beginning. And, as large as you perceive your universe to be, it is not nearly enough to balance the scale against the nothingness. That is why the multiverse exists, where universes are stacked like the layers of a quadrillion mille-feuilles, to attempt to balance the scales of nature. And while nature is infinitely patient, sometimes it needs an agent of speed and power that is able to staunch and cleanse a wound before it becomes gangrenous and malignant. 

––––––––
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HAPPY READING,

- K
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CHAPTER 1 – And Here We Go
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Kabl jolted upright, coughing and sweating. The sheet was wrapped and twisted around him, and he struggled a bit to untangle himself from it before he tossed it aside to swing his legs off the edge of his bed and lean over, his forearms braced on his thighs as he coughed again and again, and tried to get a full breath. After what felt like several minutes passed, he was able to get his lungs filled with air, and had just a little throat clearing kind of cough. He stood up and walked across the cold, bare floor, cringing slightly at the temperature difference on his feet. An immensely different feeling than what he experienced in his dream – well, more like a nightmare. He made his way to the tiny bathroom and turned on the water in the sink, cupped his hands, gathered a bit of cool water and splashed it on his face, and a little on the back of his neck. His skin was already slick with sweat and cooled a bit from the chill air, but the water helped a bit more. Why could he physically feel the heat from a dream on his skin though?

The dream, or nightmare, he awoke from was one he never had before. In the dream he was someone else, but also himself somehow. And he was so much younger, a child of maybe nine or ten years of age. It started off fairly normal, as he was walking down a sidewalk with a friend. It was perfectly lovely day, the sky was dotted with puffy and wispy clouds, the sun was bright and warm on his skin, the air was clear and moving every so often with a gentle breeze carrying a myriad of scents – he could make out freshly cut grass, honeysuckle and jasmine, and somewhere nearby a neighbor was smoking some meat for a barbecue. Every so often a vehicle would pass by, and if the driver recognized them, they'd stick an arm out their window to wave or say, “Hi, boys!” and they'd wave back or return the greeting with a smile and a wave. He and his friend – gods... what is his name? Something starting with an a... Aaron? Alex? No... AHMED! That's it! He and Ahmed were both wearing backpacks filled with notebooks, pencils, and crayons. And he knew he had gotten a book from the library at lunch, and that it was in his backpack. He was looking forward to reading it when he got home. He also knew that they were walking in their neighborhood, which was only a couple of blocks from their school, and they did this every single day after school, unless it was raining. If it was raining, then one of their parents would pick them up from school. He and Ahmed were talking about asking their parents if they could have a sleepover that night since they didn't have school the next day, and were talking about movies they could watch, games they could play, and how to convince their parents to get pizza and soda for supper. They eventually arrived at their houses, which were right next to each other, and went inside to do their chores and talk to their parents about the sleepover. His parents agreed, and so did his friend's parents, to the sleepover and the pizza – which they were both excited for. His dad asked if he wanted to camp out in the backyard or stay in the basement.

“I think we'll just stay in the basement tonight, Dad. Thanks though.”

“No problem, champ! You guys figure out what you are gonna get on the pizzas?”

“Pepperoni and pineapple on one of them, of course. You and Mom can pick the other one.”

“Pepperoni and pineapple? Really? What's with you guys and that combo?”

“A little spicy, a little sweet, and completely delicious!”

“You sure you're my kid?”

“Dunno. Maybe I'm a government experiment gone right.”

“You mean wrong. Gone horribly wrong.”

They both laughed at that, and then he waited for Ahmed to finish his chores so he could come over. While he waited, he took out the book he had gotten at lunch; and began reading it. His parents ordered the pizzas, and while they waited for the delivery guy to bring them his mom ran to the store to get soda and a bag of the pebble ice he liked. Just before his mother left, Ahmed came walking in the front door, his backpack slung over one shoulder, but instead of notebooks and pencils, it was now stuffed with pajamas, clothes for tomorrow, and his toothbrush.

The doorbell rang, and it was the pizza guy. His mom answered the door, gave the young man – well, a teenage boy actually – a five dollar tip, turned around and yelled “PIZZA IS HERE!” into the house, loud enough that the boys heard her all the way down in the basement. The boys paused their video game and hauled ass up the stairs, taking them two at a time. They burst into the hallway and almost took out his dad, who was coming from the master bedroom at the end of the hallway. His mom put the pizzas on the island while his dad grabbed some paper plates and cups. He and his friend each grabbed a plate, got a couple slices of their pepperoni and pineapple pizza, and took a seat at the bar. His dad made them all a soda and handed them out. His mom sat at the bar with them after getting herself a couple slices of the garbage pizza – minus anchovies and pineapple though – and his dad opted to just stand at the counter across from them as he ate his pizza.

“So, how was school this week guys? Learn anything new or fun?,” asked his dad.

“Meh. We're doing fractions in math now,” answered Ahmed.

“Those are useful when doing cooking, especially baking,” his mom chimed in.

“Or eating pizza,” he said.

His dad chuckled, “Yeah, that's true.”

After dinner, he and his friend cleaned up, put the leftover pizza away, and headed back downstairs to resume their gaming. Two hours of dunking on newbs, then getting their asses handed to them by some try-hards, and then beating a few missions on exotic mode kind of burned them out a little, so they decided to put on a movie.

“Alright. You pick the movie while I go make some popcorn and get drinks. Do you want any other snacks? I think we have some potato chips,” he asked his friend.

“That's cool. Got anything sweet though? Maybe like Swiss rolls?”

“Yeah, and we have some cookies.”

“Maybe a little of everything then?” his friend asked with a sly grin.

“I like that idea! Be right back.”

He came back with a charcuterie board of snacks. It had the Swiss rolls, two flavors of potato chips, buttered popcorn, chocolate chip peanut butter cookies, buttered crackers, peanut butter, sliced cheese, and white grapes – you know, for something healthy. The movie was some off-the-wall comedy that had them cracking up so much that his dad popped his head in the door to ask if they were alright, which just made them laugh even more. After the movie ended and they brushed their teeth, they settled into the bunk beds. Of course, he and Ahmed lied there for awhile just talking about random stuff, or the funniest parts of the movie, or what they were going to do the next day. They decided to go explore the woods at the edge of the neighborhood, and look for frogs and crayfish in the creek. And then they drifted off to sleep.

He woke up in the middle of the night because he was really warm and sweating, which is probably the grossest feeling to wake up to, being damp with sweat in your bed. He opened his eyes and they were stung by smoke, causing them to water a bit. He rolled over and looked for Ahmed in the bottom bunk, but he was gone. He sat up, but that put him in the smoke completely and he started coughing a bit, his eyes watering more. He hopped off the bed, got to his knees and elbows and crawled towards the door, but his hand felt something wet on the floor. He tried to look at his hand, but it was too dark to see clearly. He kept going towards the door, up the staircase slowly, and when he got to the top he reached up for the doorknob, turned it and pushed the door open. A blast of intense heat made him recoil and drop flat to the stairs.

Flames were everywhere. They were flowing along the ceiling in a mesmerizing, gravity-defying waterfall. The fire was devouring the walls, and all the photos and art on them, like an insatiable hungry demon. And the heat. My gods, the heat! Even if there wasn't any smoke he wouldn't be able to breathe because it felt like he was breathing the flames into his lungs. As painful as it was, he called out for his parents.

“M-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-M!” he yelled into the fiery void.

Nothing. No reply. He took another excruciating breath.

“D-A-A-A-A-A-A-A-D!”

Again, nothing. Just the cracking of the house being devoured by flames and the roaring of the fire itself. He tried to look through the smoke, down the hallway to his parents' room, but couldn't see anything clearly. But since it was dark at the end of the hall, he could only assume that their door was closed. Were they still asleep? Surely they didn't jump out of their window and leave him to be burned alive. With the light of the fire he decided to look at his hand that felt wetness on the floor, and he had to swallow a scream as he saw his hand covered in blood, but he didn't feel pain in that arm, no more than the pain from the heat of the flames, so he knew it wasn't his. He looked behind him to where he remembered feeling it on the floor, and this time he was unable to stop the scream from erupting forth from his small body.

On the floor behind him, just in front of the basement bathroom, blood in a pool beneath the body, was his best friend. His throat was sliced open, face frozen in a look of terror and confusion. He lost all sense as he looked at his friend's eyes. He jumped up, fumbling on the top stair a bit, and ran through the inferno that was his house. By sheer memory he ran to the front door, ignoring the smoke filling his lungs and blinding his eyes, and the heat burning his skin. He found the door locked, and struggled to unlock it in his panic, but finally got it after a couple of tries and ran out of the house, not stopping until he was crossing the street and tripped on the curb. He stumbled, his lower shins and toes scraping against the concrete curb and sidewalk, and fell onto his knees. The impact sent a vibration through his entire body, making his teeth clack together. But as he fell forward his hands found the soft, cool grass of his neighbor's lawn, and he held himself up on his hands and knees, coughing the smoke from his airway while tears streamed down his face. He wanted to scream but couldn't.

He turned his head to look back at his house. At that moment, part of the roof collapsed, sending the flames higher, spewing embers into the night sky, and the smoke billowed upward into the darkness. He turned himself around to sit on the sidewalk, still coughing the smoke from his lungs, and looked around to try to locate his parents, but he saw no one. Did they get out somehow and were in the backyard looking for him and Ahmed? He had to go check at least. He went to stand up, but just then he felt a hand on his left shoulder. As he turned his head to see who it was, everything went black, and he woke up in his bed, tangled up in his too thin sheet, drenched in sweat with his skin feeling like he was still in the fire, coughing like his lungs were still expelling the thick smoke, heart racing from the terror he still felt.

As he stood in front of the bathroom sink, he looked in the cracked mirror at his reflection and said slowly, but each word crisp and pronounced, “What in the actual fuck was that?”
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CHAPTER 2 – In Case The Rains Return
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Kabl walked out of the bathroom, the water slowly running down his face and back, and opened the doors to the small balcony that he had turned into a sun room several years ago. He had done that because it was the only way he could stand outside without having his skin torn off by the screaming winds that filled the daylight hours. He was the only person in the entire building now, and had been for the last five years or so. Everyone else had either left for the Golden City or died from starvation, dehydration, disease, or a combination of the three. He scavenged the other apartments once the others were gone, usually finding nothing of monetary value, but he did manage to repurpose the windows for his sun room. In here he could lie in the sun, protected from the terrible winds outside, close his eyes, and daydream of a different life. Except today he just stood there, staring out into the barren world, and tried to make sense of the nightmare he had just awoken from. The things he saw in that dreamscape were not anything he had ever experienced. The neighborhood of neatly arranged houses with manicured lawns, paved roads, sidewalks, and motorized vehicles. How did he know what all those things were? And what the fuck is pineapple?

He turned around and went inside, unable to make heads or tails of his nightmare, and gazed around his apartment. For just one person, it was big enough, he supposed. Compared to the house he saw in his nightmare, it's just sad. From the balcony the space opened into a single large room. To the left was his bedroom with its tiny bathroom that has a toilet, sink, and standing shower. On the opposite end of the large room was the entrance to the apartment, and to the left of that doorway is a kitchenette that has a sink against the wall, which puts it on the other side of the wall the bathroom sink is on, and it also has a refrigerator, that doesn't work, and a stove and oven, that also don't work. The appliances don't work because there is no electricity this far from the city. They probably wouldn't work even if there was power because they're older than dirt. And it's not like he has any food to cook or keep anyway. In the common area between the balcony and kitchenette is a couch of sorts. It's made from cinder blocks and covered with several layers of cloth. It's not the most comfortable thing on the planet, but it's a fine spot to rest for a little while. He had made the mistake of falling asleep on it once, and he had woken up so stiff that it took two full days for the soreness to go away.

Everything else is concrete, the floor, the walls, and the ceiling are all concrete because wood is far too expensive to use for building. There's but one “forest” left, that he knows of, and it's inside the city, taking up just one acre of space. So calling it a forest is really stretching it, to say the least. The only time a tree is felled is if it happens naturally, or the tree is dying. In that rare instance, the wood is auctioned off, either in pieces or as a whole. Obviously, only the wealthiest of people can afford to bid, and whomever wins is free to use it as they see fit. The last time an auction took place, it was for an entire tree, and the man that won didn't even bother to make a single thing from it. Not a table and chairs, not flooring, not even a wooden spoon. Instead, the sonofabitch burned it, a little at a time, simply because he was an old fucker that liked the smell of burning wood in a fireplace.

Kabl went into the kitchenette, to one of the two cabinets above the sink, and took out a water jug – well, more of a waterskin, if we're being honest. You hear the word jug and probably think of a plastic container with a lid on it, but what Kabl was now filling with water from the faucet is a sewn together collection of lizard skins he had cobbled together from the reptiles he occasionally caught for his meals. He would need the water once he ventured outside to go about his daily routine. Even though it wasn't exceptionally warm or humid outside, one could dehydrate fairly quickly because of the multiple layers of clothing worn to protect against the wind and dust. You were sweating under it all, but the wind carried away the moisture and kept you feeling cool, so if you were inexperienced in this environment, then you wouldn't pay any attention since you weren't warm or feeling the sweat dampen your innermost layers.

Once he had filled his waterskin, he went back to his bedroom and began putting on the layers of clothing to go outside. The first layer was light and thin, so it breathed easily and was comfortable against his skin. The second layer was a bit thicker and rougher, feeling like old burlap but not nearly as scratchy. The third layer wasn't any thicker than the second, but the material was wool and meant to keep his body warm without overheating him. The last layer of clothing was a patchwork, knee length, lizard leather coat, meant to keep as much of the dust and sand out as possible, even though some always managed to work its way through the layers and settle into uncomfortable places on his skin. The final bits of his outfit were a linen scarf that he wrapped around the top of his head a few times, then twice around his neck and face, covering his nose and mouth, tucking it into the shoulder of his coat to secure it, a pair of old goggles whose lenses were each cracked but not broken, a pair of mismatched leathery gloves, and a pair of ratty boots that were a half size too small for him.

Outside the wind had already reached its screaming level of speed. Without lots of trees, bushes, and grasses to slow the winds, they just tore across the barren hellscape of a world. And something about the daylight hours made the winds worse, maybe the difference in temperature fed into them. Once the sun had set, and the land cooled, the winds died down a fair amount – enough that you didn't need eye protection anyway, and you could travel without being blown off course or feeling like you were walking in a wind tunnel. Without the winds, nighttime could lull you into a false sense of comfort or safety, and many people had lost their lives to it because they would feel like it was somehow warmer, or at least a more comfortable temperature, and remove a layer or two of their clothes. They'd go to sleep, thinking they were fine. The temperature would dip lower while they slept, but it occurred slowly enough that their body wouldn't take notice. Their nervous system wouldn't feel the cold creeping in because there is a point at which your internal temperature nearly matches that of the air so your brain thinks you're actually warm, and they'd die of hypothermia. It seems to be a better death than starvation, but still an avoidable death.

Kabl stepped out of his apartment, his waterskin slung over a shoulder, goggles down over his eyes, and set about his day. The first task of the day was to climb up to the roof of the building to check on the water tank and filtration system. While any kind of precipitation was extremely rare, there was still some moisture in the air. As the world cooled after sunset, dew would form. Kabl had rigged tarps across the roof in order to collect that nightly dew, the water would drain into the filtration system – which was multiple stages of rocks, gravel, sand, and cloth. From there it was collected in a tank, and fed into his apartment, two floors below, using gravity to keep it flowing.

Once the water was used by him, it was collected in a larger tank on the second floor and sent through a second filtration system that was designed to remove the solids before going through a finer filtration so that it could be used to water the few plants he had in the greenhouse that he built on the first floor. The greenhouse was partially built for him when the building was erected because it served as a sitting area in the lobby of the building, with three walls and the ceiling being made of glass panes. All he had to do was close it in with a fourth wall. It wasn't fancy, but it served its purpose well.
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