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A Note From Annmarie

 

Coming out of disasters with a cheerful heart seems to be my superpower. I’ve always had challenges. Serious ones. I’ll only mention the health problems here because that is what triggered this anthology. Most often I’d get the weird things where doctors exclaimed, “That’s not supposed to be possible.” I like to exceed expectations like that. But, after years of hardships, I’ll be honest that I was starting to wear down.

I raised four children alone and put myself through university, finally getting the college degree I’d always longed for. I don’t think there was a semester during my time in school where I wasn’t hospitalized or had some kind of surgery. I was tired. Despite that, I graduated with a pretty great GPA, if I may say so myself. I’d even gotten into the grad school program of my dreams.

Then came this second cancer diagnosis. Not even the same cancer. Nope, my body decided let’s do two different ones just to mix things up a bit. Though it was a bit of a shock, they told me we caught it early and should only need surgery and radiation. Easy Peasy. I wasn’t a bit worried.

Then, things changed. During surgery, they discovered the tumor was bigger than they’d thought, on the muscle, and it had spread to my lymph nodes. Now we’re talking two surgeries, chemo, and radiation.

That was a blow.

Now don’t get me wrong, I did not give up. I’m pretty scrappy. I planned, and still plan, on beating this thing, plus totally conquering grad school and doing amazing things with everything I learn.

Even with the “I’m going to win” attitude, there were the realities of life to deal with. Plus, treatments are both hard and expensive.

I had this particular day when I was in massive pain, nauseated, and discouraged. Bills had to be paid, and I was having a hard time keeping up with work, the house, and all the other things adults must do. I was adjusting to my new normal of fulfilling my responsibilities while feeling like there was a giant boulder on my shoulders that would periodically double in size every time I was able to stand up again.

I decided what I needed was to take a nap. Not my normal solution, but I was unusually emotional and out of ideas. I laid down on my couch telling myself, I’ll feel better after 30 minutes of nothing. When I got up, I decided to go online and see how my Superstars writing tribe was doing. That’s when I saw James had posted a message to everyone about his idea for this anthology with a theme of winning in the end to help me make life just a little easier.

I’ll admit that I blubbered like a baby.

One by one, my writing colleagues volunteered to submit a story. I was blown away. At that moment, I’d realized having a tribe like that meant I’d already won. They weren’t going to let me fail. Thank you to everyone who took part in this project and to all who purchased it to read.

With Much Love,

Annmarie SanSevero
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Imaginary Friend

by Sara Itka

 

 

DREAMS ARE AN IMAGINARY FRIEND

Keeping us company through the years,

Singing lullabies in shadowed rooms,

Whispering comforts in our ears.

Giving us faith and strength to pretend

When we must fake our happy veneers,

But even abandoned in our gloom,

Our dreams persist past our fears.

 

We fear the things we can’t achieve,

And even more the things we won’t.

We fear the lies that we believe,

And even more the truths we don’t.

 

But even through these fears and lies,

Our dreams will still be there.

In the tearstained wake of an ordeal,

Our dreams whisper a prayer.

But our loyal friend has allies,

Each with a shoulder to share.

Some are imagined, some are real,

Just know that we all care.

 

When fears raise arms in war,

We’ll be there to lend a hand.

On uneven ground and steps unsure,

We’ll be there to help you stand.

 

With dreams and hope and all your friends,

We’ll cheer the wins and fight the ends.
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About the Author

 

Sara Itka is a born and raised South Floridian, meaning she believes “Fall” is when a hurricane comes and blows leaves off the trees. When she isn’t working through her seemingly infinite To Be Read list, she can usually be found procrastinating working on her seemingly infinite To Be Written list.

Her favorite procrastination methods include procrasti-linguistics, procrasti-making-YouTube-playlists, procrasti-dancing-to-the-playlists, and procrasti-brewing-tea. If you want to help her procrastinate, she can be found at saraitka.com

 


The Wizard and the Dinosaur-Riding Pirate

by Sam Knight

 

 

“DO DINOSAURS GET CANCER?” Josh asked as soon as Dr. Kenzi walked into the shared hospital room.

“Maybe that’s what wiped them out?” Carrie offered from the second bed. She put down her Harry Potter book and looked over at Josh.

The boy was propped up on pillows, his blue eyes, too big for his emaciated face, peeked over the top of the dinosaur book he held with his knees. A red bandana, tied askew across his head, mostly hid his lack of hair. He wore a pirate eye patch over his left eye, flipped up so he could read.

Dr. Kenzi gave the boy a thoughtful look. “I doubt that’s what wiped them out, although if I had to guess, I would bet even T-rex got cancer.” She smiled and continued toward Carrie.

“T-rex would eat it! Om!” Josh mimed munching something out of the air.

“Eww!” Carrie scrunched her face.

“Feeling cold again today?” Dr. Kenzi asked Carrie quietly.

Unconsciously, Carrie adjusted her pink knit hat by pulling down on the rose decoration on the side. “No. I just wanted to keep the hat on.”

The doctor nodded and took the blood pressure cuff off the wall mount next to Carrie’s bed.

“Good morning, Pirate Josh and Wizard-in-Training Carrie!” Nurse Matthew grinned widely as he wheeled a cart into the room.

“Scurvy take ye!” Josh flipped down his eye patch. “Arrrrrr!” He dropped his book and sat up excitedly, grabbing the plastic cutlass off his bedside table. “Prepare to be boarded! I’ll swab your poop deck!”

“Josh!” Carrie gasped.

Dr. Kenzi’s eyes widened as she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around Carrie’s arm. Matthew snorted and stifled a laugh.

“What? I looked up pirate words on Mom’s phone last night!” Josh bounced on his knees and waved the toy weapon over his head.

“Captain Josh,” Matthew cautioned him, “I think you’re mixing your metaphors. You might want to stick with making the scallywags walk the plank.”

“Didja hear where the captain kept his buccaneers?”

Matthew stopped the cart at Carrie’s bedside and glanced back at Josh. “Captain Josh, did you talk about these pirate words with your mom?”

“No. She fell asleep. She worked all day. So have you heard that joke?”

“Yeah,” Matthew nodded, “I’ve heard it. And I don’t think you should be telling it.”

“Why? They were just under his hat.” Josh bounced on his knees for a moment then began to wheeze. He sank back into the pillows, breathless. “What’s is a buccan-hat, anyway?”

Matthew went back and tucked Josh back into the bed. “You take it easy there, Captain Josh. Gotta save that energy of yours.”

“For what?” Josh gasped. “Lying in bed…tomorrow, too?”

“You know for what.”

“If I could, I’d stab…the cancer cells…with my sword.” Josh waved his plastic cutlass weakly through the air. “I’d make them walk the plank. I’d…” His voice didn’t carry the words as he tried to summon enough strength to pick his book back up while still holding the cutlass.

Carrie tried to relax as the blood pressure cuff began to squeeze her arm.

“Are you ready for this new stuff?” Dr. Kenzi asked.

“Yeah,” Carrie sighed and put her book on the table next to her bed. She knew the medicine would probably make her feel even worse. “Are you gonna knock me out this time, like you said you might?”

Dr. Kenzi nodded. “This time we have a couple of meds made to work together, and they will be on the IV for a few hours. So it’ll be easier for you if you don’t feel like you can’t move around.”

“Knock me out, too!” Josh jumped in. “I want to go with her!”

Dr. Kenzi smiled at him. “You guys still trying to share dreams?”

“It worked! It really did!” Josh said.

“One time, it really did,” Carrie agreed.

“I believe you,” Matthew winked at her. “All it takes is a little belief and a little magic.” He hung a saline drip bag from the IV pole next to Carrie’s bed.

“We really did.” Josh huffed as he put his dinosaur book on the table. “We were both in the courtyard, chasing butterflies that looked…” He ran out of breath and Carrie finished for him.

“They looked like flowers, flying around in the air!”

Josh flipped down his pirate eye patch and closed his other eye. “I’ll see you in the courtyard, Carrie!”

“I’ll be waiting for you.” Carrie closed her eyes and waited for the strange warm feeling she knew would come from the IV and put her to sleep. She felt Dr. Kenzi take the blood pressure cuff off of her arm.

“You’re reading the first Harry Potter again?” Matthew asked. “How many times is that?”

Carrie opened her eyes to see him grinning down at her as he set up the machine monitoring the drips into her arm.

Carrie shrugged. “I lost count.”

“I’ll bring in a book for you. I read it when I was a kid. It’s called With a Single Spell. If you read it, I promise you’ll like it, and I’ll buy you your own copy.”

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about a kid who wants to be a wizard, but things go wrong, and he only learns one spell.”

“That doesn’t sound like fun.”

“Well, he still manages to become the greatest wizard of them all.” Matthew nodded. “He proves all it takes is a little bit of magic, and a whole lot of trying. Just like this medicine we’re giving you today. It’s got a little bit of magic in it.”

Carrie rolled her eyes at him. “They all have a little bit of magic in them.”

“This one’s different. Ask Dr. Kenzi. She’ll tell you.”

“Matthew is right, this one should be different.” Dr. Kenzi nodded. “This one marks the cancer cells so the other medicines can find and attack them.”

“Like a locator spell,” Matthew whispered sagely. He reached over to Carrie’s table, picked up her magic wand, and handed it to her. “Just in case you and Josh manage to get together in the courtyard again. You might want to cast a few spells while you’re there.”

Carrie smiled at Matthew and took the wand. She rubbed her fingers against the smooth handle. It felt good, comforting.

“Is Josh asleep yet?” The warmth from the medicine was creeping up from her toes and fingertips.

“Hmmm. Looks like maybe…” Matthew said.

Carrie closed her eyes and slept.
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The world was fuzzy, warm, and comforting. Carrie floated through an inviting forest. She sighed deeply, content, enjoying feeling good. She never felt this good anymore when she was awake.

A distant boom disturbed her rest. She opened her eyes and looked around, surprised to find herself lying on the ground and not actually floating. Birds chirped up above in the fern-like trees, and the scents of flowers and fruit filled her nose. A butterfly, big, purple and shaped like an iris flower, lazily flitted by.

A grin crept across Carrie’s face. She recognized the butterfly. It had been in the dream she had shared with Josh.

“Josh?” Carrie stood up and noticed she was still holding her magic wand. She looked at it curiously. It seemed more real, here in this dream, than it did when she was awake. She waved it experimentally. With a smile and a quick flick of her wrist, she shot a lilac-colored beam of magic out of it. Blooming flowers sprouted up out of the ground where the beam touched, and Carrie turned slowly, drawing a ring of flowers all the way around her. The purple iris butterfly fluttered in to examine the new flowers, its big floppy petal wings comically looking like Dumbo’s ears.

Another boom vibrated the forest, closer, but Carrie hardly noticed. She had her long, sandy-blonde hair back. Brushing at it, she relished the feel of the strands sliding through her fingers. She missed her hair so much. She giggled and spun in a circle, dancing with the butterfly and twirling her hair. The yellow summer dress her grandmother had given her fanned out around her knees and made her feel like a flower.

“Carrie?” Josh’s voice carried faintly though the woods.

Carrie stopped and listened. “Josh?” She called back, but the loud boom drowned her out. Close this time, the reverberations thrummed in her chest, and she felt the ground shake beneath her feet. The tops of the trees shook and a T-rex shouldered its way through the forest. Josh, wearing a three-cornered pirate hat and waving a shiny cutlass over his head, rode on top of the dinosaur with glee.

The T-rex threw back its head and loosed a thunderous roar, vibrating the world around Carrie.

Josh whooped, reveling in the dinosaur’s power. As the T-rex stomped to a halt in front of Carrie, Josh stood up and slid expertly down the long back of the dinosaur. Jumping up off the end of the tail and summersaulting through the air, Josh landed on his feet, took off his hat, and bowed deeply to Carrie with a flourish.

Carrie curtsied back. “That’s quite the magnificent steed you have there, Captain Josh.”

“Rex? He’s nothing but a big puppy!” Josh picked up an oversized bone that just happened to be lying on the ground next to them and tossed it impossibly far. “Fetch, Rex!”

Rex wagged his tail and bounded off after the bone, knocking trees out of the way as he went.

“I can’t believe we’re sharing a dream again!” Carrie bounced on her toes. “This is so cool!”

“Matthew’s never gonna believe us.”

“We’ll know, even if no one else does.”

“Where are we anyway?” Josh asked. “This kind of looks like a dinosaur forest, but I don’t think it is.”

“Oh, it’s the Butterfly House.” Carrie surprised herself by knowing, but as she said it, she knew she was right. This part of the dream was hers. As she looked around, more butterflies, many shaped like flowers, flitted among the blooms she had created. “My grandparents took me last year. But it wasn’t quite this big.”

“I like it. I want to go someday. Hey! You’ve got your wand! Let’s have a duel!” Josh slashed his cutlass menacingly through the air.

Carrie laughed. “I’m a wizard! You can’t stop my magic.”

“Try me!”

Carrie flicked her wand, shooting out a green spell intended to turn Josh into a frog. Josh swatted it aside with the shiny flat of his sword using a deft flick of his wrist. The deflected magic hit a butterfly. It dropped out of the air with a splat! and hopped away on long green legs.

“Aha! Captain Josh is not so helpless after all!” Josh grinned fiercely and gave a strong pirate “Arrrr!”

Carrie whistled sharply and a broom flew down out of the sky, stopping waist-high next to her. She waved her wand at herself, and her summer dress changed into more suitable flying robes. Hopping onto the magic broom, she ascended straight up into the sky, out of Josh’s reach.

“Now what, Captain Josh?” she taunted.

“Maybe my sword is a wand, too!” He pointed his weapon at her and shouted a magic word. A weak red beam spiraled drunkenly out of the tip of his cutlass and lazily made its way up to Carrie, where it ended in a faint puff of reddish smoke right in front of her nose. The smoke tried to turn into a pterodactyl, but a passing butterfly flew through it, breaking it up into little eddies that didn’t have the strength to reform.

Carrie giggled.

Josh tried again, but his magic was even weaker the second time, the beam fading into nothingness halfway to Carrie.

“Maybe you should stick to being a pirate, Captain Josh!” Carrie called down.

“Rex!” Josh called and thundering footfalls grew loud as the dinosaur ran back. Crashing out of the forest, Rex now wore a saddle with a cannon mounted on either side, just above his undersized arms.

Josh scrambled up Rex’s tail and into the saddle. He pointed the cannons up at Carrie. “Fire!” Twin blasts erupted from the cannons in flames and puffs of white smoke rings. Two sizzling red-hot cannonballs soared up through the air, straight at Carrie.

Carrie spiraled up through the air on her broom, rising higher and waving her wand. One of the cannonballs whooshed by under her broom as she rose up, ruffling the bottom of her robes. The other cannonball turned into a big juicy brontosaurus steak and fell back to the ground, landing right in front of Rex.

Rex licked his lips and stooped to eat it.

“No fair!” Josh defiantly pointed his sword at Carrie.

Carrie giggled and flew a loop-de-loop on her broom. As she climbed even higher, she spotted something out at the edge of the forest—a dead place where all the trees had wasted away. All of her happy feelings faded. It was a bad place.

“What are you doing?” Josh called up to her. “What are you looking at?”

Carrie swooped down to Josh. “Get on. I’ll show you.”

Josh climbed onto the broom behind Carrie and together they shot up into the air.

She didn’t have to point it out. The blight on the forest was obvious. And it was growing. As they watched, trees shriveled and died, withering away as though being burnt by a giant using a magnifying glass and the sun.

They both stared.

“We have to stop it.” Josh broke the silence with a fierce determination. “We have to go fight it.”

“I don’t want to go there.” Carrie shook her head. “It’s bad.”

Josh stood up on the back of the broom and whistled loudly. Rex’s roar answered from below and Josh leaped off the broom. He fell through the air, landing perfectly on Rex’s saddle. “No quarters, Rex! Charge!”

The dinosaur roared and charged into the forest, shaking the trees and sending birds and butterflies scattering.

Carrie watched them cut a path through the forest, wondering what she should do. Her broom drifted slightly as she wrestled with her fear.

She could hear Josh shouting challenges at the enemy he couldn’t even see yet. His voice was strong, confident, and full of a lust for life that she had felt drain out of herself at the sight of the dead area in the forest.

Not wanting to be left behind, she followed after the tromping dinosaur.

As she neared the devastated area, Carrie could see individual monsters moving around the edge of the ruined forest, some on the ground, and some in the air. They all glowed with a sickly green. She flew in lower and saw the monsters lumbering on the ground were pirate skeletons and zombies. The pirates slashed at the trees with rusty swords. The zombies shuffled through the flowers, leaving trails of expanding decay spreading out behind them. Glowing ghosts darted and banked through the air, cruelly swatting birds and butterflies to the ground.

“Hoist the Colors! Thar be blood in our future!” Josh bellowed a war cry and Rex followed suit with a deafening roar that stopped all of the monsters for a moment and made them look.

Josh aimed both of Rex’s cannons at the nearest clump of skeleton pirates. Smoke and flame erupted from the saddle-mounted guns. Cannonballs struck great blasts of earth up into the air along with pieces of glowing skeletons.

Josh cheered in triumph. “Take that, ye bilge rats!”

A hideous, screaming ghost swooped toward Carrie. The cold death of it pulled at her like a magnet, draining at her will, at her strength—at her life itself.

Fear froze her in place for too long. At the last possible moment, Carrie swerved her broom away from the ragged-looking thing. Chasing after her, it howled with the blood curdling scream of a banshee. Carrie shot fireballs over her shoulder with her wand, but the apparition dodged them easily, cackling with glee and gaining on her.

Carrie put her broom into a dive and aimed for a cluster of skeletons hacking at a tree. Holding tight to the broom with one hand, she pointed her wand at the skeletons and hurled another spell. Just as they exploded into a fiery eruption, she blew through them at full speed, barely missing the flames. The ghost chasing her plowed into the fireball and came out on fire, screeching. It bubbled and burned, melting like a flaming marshmallow as it crashed into the ground, leaving a long streak of cinder and goo.

Carrie pulled up, aiming for the sky, and targeted the other wraiths, flinging fireballs from the end of her wand. Some puffed out of existence as they were hit, others melted like the first, dripping flaming globules in trails behind them as they crashed and smeared into blazing messes.

Below her, Josh jumped off Rex and entered the fray, swinging his cutlass with unabashed elation. He hacked at zombies and kicked at skeletons all the while shouting about keelhauling scallywags and sending them to Davy Jones’ locker.

Rex stomped on a group of ghouls trying to come up behind Josh. The combination of zombie goo and skeleton bones stuck to Rex’s foot, and the dinosaur tried to scrape it off. Unable to get a bone out from between his toes, Rex roared in frustration, hard enough to bowl over another approaching mob of boney buccaneers.

Carrie rocketed through the air and waved her wand enthusiastically, her earlier trepidation gone. She vented her frustration and fear on the glowing specters, shooting fireballs at them and delighting in their demises. Then she got another idea.

A lavender bolt shot from the end of her wand and a ghost exploded into flowers, raining petals down onto the carnage below. The next bolt resulted in an explosion of butterflies.

Carrie shot magic from her wand until her wrist ached from flicking it and it grew hot from the energy coursing through it. Flowers, birds, and butterflies filled the air, fluttering down to cover and heal the blighted area.

Circling, looking for her next target, Carrie saw that she and Josh had gotten nearly all of the green glowing baddies. She fired off a shot at a skeleton trying to hack at Rex’s tail with a saber, sending the skeletal pirate up in a puff of petals.

A ghost clipped Carrie from behind, knocking her off the broom. She grabbed frantically at the broom handle, but missed, losing her wand in the attempt. She fell through the air and landed hard near the center of the dead area of trees.

The pain was muted, distant and muffled, but it dominated her body nonetheless. Gasping for breath, she fought to roll over, trying to get up, trying to make her body work.

A scraping sound caught her attention, and she looked to find she had landed next to a strange mound in the earth. As she watched, a glowing skeleton clawed its way out of the wicked knoll, pulling itself up, and forcing its way into the world.

Carrie whistled for her broom and it appeared by her side. She used it to pull herself up, but she couldn’t seem to get back on it. Her body didn’t want to work right. Using the floating broom like a handrail, she hobbled around looking for her wand.

Behind her, Rex roared and stomped while Josh took on four skeletal buccaneers at once. The newly birthed skeleton stumbled off to join in the fight against Josh just as another skeleton began climbing out of the mound.

Carrie found her wand sticking up out of some burnt ghost goop. Snatching the wand up, she blasted the new skeleton before it was fully on its feet.

She pointed her wand down and fired at the dirt mound, sending dust and rocks flying. Over and over she shot into it, trying to destroy the hole the skeletons had emerged from. Dust, dirt, and gravel filled the air around her as she demolished the earth. She kept shooting exploding spells until she uncovered a green glowing mass of wriggling twisting things. Things that looked like the pirate zombies and the flying ghosts, but also like hundreds of squirming slugs tied into a giant knot.

The sight of it made her ill. Anger surged through her, and she blasted at the writhing mass with her magic wand. Great chunks of green splattered out and covered the ground, dying and turning brown as they hit.

A disgusting green tentacle writhed out of the abhorrent thing and struck Carrie in the chest. She dropped her wand and fell to her knees, weak, sick, and despondent. The hideous appendage slithered across the ground and wrapped around her, sinking into her skin and becoming part of her.

A zombie oozed out of the glob in the mound, forming out of one of the squirming slug-shaped things.

Carried moaned, too overcome with agony and weakness to retrieve her wand, as the undead creature stumbled away. She collapsed, gasping, as the zombie headed for the tree line. A ghost pulled free from the ooze, flew up out of the mound with a wicked scream, and followed the zombie.

The tentacle began dragging Carrie towards the mound and the gelatinous mass writhing within.

The ground shook. Rex stomped the zombie flat and, without breaking stride, snapped the ghost out of the air, chomping it down in one bite.

“Fire!” Josh shouted from the saddle on Rex’s back. The cannons shot into the vile mass just as another skeleton tried to climb out. The blast scattered bones and dirt, exposing more of the squirming green slugs.

“Fire!” Josh commanded again. Cannonballs ripped into the ground in front of Carrie, severing the tentacle holding her. The coils wrapped around her turned brown, dried up, and crumbled away.

Rex and Josh circled the ball of slugs, keeping their weapons pointed at it. Rex and the cannons roared at the same time, blasting viscous chunks up into the air. Green glop fell around them, quickly drying and turning brown on the ground.

Carrie, fighting off the weakness that had been draining away her life, struggled to pick up her wand. With everything she had left, she shot weak fireballs at the hated green growth, joining Josh in the attack. Cannonballs, fireballs, roars, and explosions rocked and blasted the tumorous source of evil, sending sprays of green and brown flying into the air. Carrie and Josh blasted away until there was nothing left but a smoking crater.

Then they stood and stared at it, not knowing what else to do.

“Did we get it?” Josh finally asked from up on Rex’s back.

“I-I think so.”

Josh flipped up his eye patch and gave her a pirate grin. “Arrr!”

Rex squealed with a pitiful mewl and disappeared out from underneath Josh in a flash of pale green light. Josh gasped, flailed in the air, and fell to ground.

“Josh! Are you okay?” Carrie ran toward him.

“I don’t feel so good…” A sickly green light engulfed Josh. A porthole opened in the air around him, and a green tentacle snaked through, wrapping around him and dragging him through before Carrie could reach him. In the world beyond the porthole, Carrie could see hordes of skeletons and zombies, clambering off pirate ghost ships and charging towards Josh with their swords raised and their battle cries thundering in the air.

Then it was all gone, leaving Carrie alone in the middle of the battleground.

“Josh?” Tears filled her eyes. “Josh!”

Carrie waved her wand. “Take me to him!” Nothing happened. “Open porthole!” She waved the wand desperately. She whistled for her broom and jumped aboard as it arrived. She soared up into the air and spun in a circle looking for him.

“Josh!” She knew he couldn’t hear her. “No!” Carrie’s broom slowly sank to the ground. “No…” He wasn’t in this dream anymore.

An idea came to her. She waved her wand again. “Wake up!”
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Carrie bolted upright in her bed. Commotion all around the hospital room blocked her view of Josh. People were around Josh’s bed, talking rapidly and doing things she couldn’t see.

“Josh!”

“Carrie?” Through all the noise she thought she heard him feebly answer.

As Josh was transferred over to a gurney, someone came over and tried to lay her back into her bed. She fought to get up, but the strong hands gently stopped her.

“Lay down. They’ll take care of him.” It was Matthew. He looked her in the eyes and held her gaze.

“You don’t understand!” Carrie cried.

“They’ll take care of him.”

As Josh was wheeled out of the room, Carrie shouted, “I’ll be there, Josh! I’ll meet you in your dream! We’ll beat it again!”

She turned to Nurse Matthew. “It was working! We were in the dream together! And I think we beat my cancer!”

“Carrie, honey…” Matthew put his hand on her forehead. “Oh. You’re burning up.” He reached down to the bottom shelf of the cart next to her bed and grabbed a thermometer.

“I have to get back to sleep. I have to find Josh and help him!”

“You need to lie down and try to calm yourself. Josh is going to be just fine.”

Breathing hard, Carrie calmed herself and looked Nurse Matthew in the eye as he stuck the electronic thermometer in her ear. “You know better than to lie to me. Josh and I have been in here too long to be comforted by lies.”

Matthew looked away, under the pretense of checking the thermometer.

“Matthew, look at me.” Carrie reached out and caught his cheeks with her hands, turning his face towards her. “I have to help him.”

Nodding sadly, Matthew asked, “How?”

Tears formed in Carrie’s eyes as she let go of his face. “I don’t know.”

“Neither do I.” Matthew put the thermometer away and made notes on her chart.

“Where did they take him?”

“He had a seizure. They’re prepping him for an MRI to see if the cancer has spread to his brain.”

“Will they knock him out for that?”

Nurse Matthew nodded.

“I need to know when they do.” Carrie sat up again, pleading with her eyes. “I need to meet him in the dream again. Please. Please Matthew. This is super important. Trust me.”
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“Josh?” Carrie looked around. Everything was dark, like the inside of her eyelids. She had been trying to go into the dream ever since Nurse Matthew had let her know Josh was being anesthetized. She wasn’t sure if she had finally managed to fall asleep or not.

“Josh?”

Shadows moved through darkness. Swirls of reddish, greenish mud colors that changed shape and vanished when she tried to focus on them.

A thumping reached her ears. Was that just her own heartbeat in her ears? Was she still awake? She focused on it, calling it closer, willing it louder.

Thump, thump, thump, thump.

It echoed in the darkness, moving aimlessly, everywhere, yet nowhere at the same time. And then she knew what it was.

“Rex! Come!” she shouted.

The noises halted, just for a moment, and then pounded straight for her. The T-rex’s bumpy skinned head emerged from the murk with a tongue-lolling grin.

“Good boy!”

The dinosaur wagged its tail so hard its head shook.

Carrie took out her wand and called to her broom. It soared in from the distance, breaking through the muddy fog and leaving blue sky behind it. Jumping on the broom, Carrie called to the dinosaur, “Find Josh, Rex! Find Josh!”

She floated up as the dinosaur excitedly began sniffing around in circles. When it caught the scent it roared and ran, stomping off at full speed. Carrie followed, floating above and behind, and they broke out of the fog into a lush tropical paradise filled with flowers, waterfalls, butterflies, and dinosaurs.

Breaking away from Rex and diving to fly between the legs of a giant long-necked dinosaur, Carrie whooped as she pulled up, and the broom soared way up into the sky with the pterodactyls. From up here she could see far ahead to where Rex was headed, and she knew their destination.

A dark storm brewed on the distant shoreline. Green lightning flashed and flickered constantly from the black clouds expanding out over the land. On the water, a pirate ship rocked dangerously, nearly capsizing under the battering waves of the storm.

Carrie pushed her broom as fast as it would go, leaving Rex far behind as she raced towards the ship. Its sails were shredded, ripped asunder by the flashing green lightning and terrible glowing cannon balls flying in from surrounding ships covered with zombie pirates.

“Fire!”

Carrie heard the distant voice and spotted Josh, in full captain regalia, raising his cutlass high in the air as his ship’s cannons fired red gouts of flame back at the attackers.

“I’m coming Josh!” Carrie put her broom into another dive to head into the fray, but as soon as her words echoed across the water, swarms of ghostly green figures rose from the beaches and flew at her.

Looking back over her shoulder, Carrie whistled to the flock of pterodactyls. “Lunchtime, guys! Go get ’em!”

Squawks of excitement followed her as she pointed her wand and began turning the charging ghosts into fish. The giant leathery bird-like dinosaurs swooped around her, snapping up the dinner they found flopping through the air, catching them in their long beaks.

Below, a whirlpool had formed around Josh’s ship, sending it into a spin. His cannon shots were going wild, missing their targets, and he was clinging tightly to the mast to avoid going overboard. “Carrie!” he called. “Help! I can’t hold on! I’m slipping!”

Pointing her wand, Carrie lifted pirate ship out of the water, floating it above the swirling green sea. Lightning flashed all around as she managed to make it stop spinning and Josh, grinning fiercely, raised his cutlass and cried out for the cannons again. “Fire!”

Cannon balls tore through the hulls of the other ships, sending zombie pirates flying into the air with the wooden splinters and the bones of the skeletons. Two of the ships went down. The undead crew were sucked into the center of the swirling whirlpool or snapped up by pterodactyls as everything sank.

“Haha!” Josh cried out triumphantly as he turned his attention to the third ship. He raised his sword to give the order to fire again, but before he could, giant green tentacles rose from the whirlpool and began wrapping around his ship.

Carrie flew in, fireballs flying from the end of her wand as she shot at the writhing appendages.

“Stay back!” Josh screamed at her. “It’s the Kraken! We can’t stop it!”

“Yes we can,” Carrie yelled back. “We can beat anything!” She shot a fireball at a tentacle reaching for Josh.

There was an explosion of flowers when it hit, but the tentacle seemed unaffected. It reached Josh and wrapped around him, pulling on him as he desperately clung to the mast. More tentacles came over the sides of the ship, dragging it down towards the whirlpool.

Carrie fought to keep the ship hovering in the air, but more and more tentacles came. The ship groaned with strain just as green cannonballs from the remaining zombie pirate ship tore through the hull. The cracks were too much, and the ship began to break apart, planks and canons falling off to be lost in the swirling waters below.

Josh lost his grip and was lifted high into the air by the suckered appendage as the ship crumbled and broke apart.

Letting the ship fall, Carrie focused her attention on the other rubbery limbs reaching for Josh as he hacked away at them with his cutlass. The spells she fired at them seemed to bounce off and spin away, adding to the growing electrical storm around them.

“Get away!” Josh cried over the roar of the winds. “Save yourself!”

Carrie ignored him and began blasting the giant tentacle holding him up into the air. Using no spell other than pure force, she hit and pushed over and over again, trying to bend the tentacle back over the beach. If she could get it to drop Josh on land, they might be able to get away from the sea creature.

Dodging flailing limbs that tried to knock her and her broom out of the air, Carrie swooped through the forest of tentacles, waving her wand, blasting. She wasn’t hurting the thing at all, but she was pushing Josh where she wanted him.

As the tentacle leaned out over land, Carrie yelled “Now, Rex! Fetch Josh!”

The T-rex, finally breaking through the tree line and arriving at the battle, leapt into the air and caught the Kraken’s slimy arm in its razor-sharp teeth, just below Josh’s feet.

Rex growled and shook his head back and forth, tearing through the stringy green flesh, shredding it until Josh was finally able to break free and fall to the sand. With a triumphant roar, Rex turned to face the ocean, lowering his tail so Josh could climb up into the saddle.

“Go Rex!” Carrie dodged and wove towards the beach, avoiding slapping tentacles. The water below her exploded upwards in a plume, destroying the final pirate ship, tossing it up into the air. The spray and the wreckage knocked the wand from her hand and her from the broom as a giant parrot-like beak snapped through the air, barely missing her and snipping her broom in two. She fell through the air, out of control, spinning towards the water.

Sharp talons caught her, pulling her up into the sky. She grabbed hold of the pterodactyl and held on tight, looking back down at the enormous glowing green eyes and nasty snapping beak of the squid-like Kraken in the water below. It squelched angry roars at her as the flying dinosaur stole her away and dropped her on the beach next to Josh and Rex.

“Are you all right?” Josh asked.

Carrie nodded, too winded to speak.

“We have to get out of here,” Josh said. “I can’t believe we escaped. Quick, climb up Rex’s tail and he’ll take us away.”

“No.” Carrie dragged herself to her feet.

“Why?” Josh’s voice raised in fear as the Kraken began lurching itself up onto the shore. Sand turned black wherever it touched.

“This ends here and now, or it never ends. You know that, Josh. We can’t quit. If we quit, we lose.”

Josh hung his head. “I know. But what can we do? Nothing works.”

“Yeah. Maybe nothing works.” Carrie raised her hand, and her wand came flying in from the distance to land in it. “But maybe everything does.” Her broom magically appeared by her side, and she got back on it.

“What do you mean?”

“Are Rex’s cannons loaded?”

Josh nodded.

“Then we charge. You give the order, Captain Josh.”

Josh sat up straight in Rex’s saddle and flipped down his eye patch. “Arrrrrr!” He turned and looked at the Kraken, raising his cutlass high. “Prepare to be boarded! I’ll swab your poop deck! Charge!”

Rex surged forward, side cannons blazing at the foul creature storming the beach. Carrie kicked her broom forward, leveling her wand and shooting lavender beams of butterflies and flowers. Above them, the pterodactyls folded their wings and went into nose-first dives, aiming their pointed beaks at the giant fish-eyed monster.
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“Josh is going to be all right,” Nurse Matthew whispered in Carrie’s ear as she woke up.

“I know. We beat it.”

Carrie heard a rustle from the other side of the room.

“Arrrr!”
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The Reluctant Superhero

by Leigh Saunders

 

 

JERRY WALKER WAS ABOUT TO LEAVE the men’s room when the shooting began on the warehouse floor.

Jerry froze, his fingers mere millimeters from the corroded metal handle, momentarily torn between feelings of intense curiosity about the events taking place outside the door and his own well-developed sense of self-preservation.

Self-preservation won out—as it always had to date—and Jerry moved quickly away from the door, scanning the men’s room for a place to hide before the shooters got around to looking in here for people they hadn’t shot yet.

The options were not good.

The shooting—and the shouting that had accompanied it—was beginning to subside.

Jerry shook his head to clear it of the slight odor of disinfectant that pervaded the room and forced himself to focus. Not by nature one of the sort whose hands are deadly weapons in-and-of themselves, but being reasonably handy nonetheless, Jerry reached for the first tool that presented itself: his cell phone.

He dialed quickly, scanning the small room for a place to hide.

Not under the sink. There was no cabinet, just a tangle of exposed, sweating, poorly duct-taped pipes.

Not in or behind the wastebasket. His own lanky, six-foot two-inch limbs wouldn’t fold up well enough to hide behind the three-foot tall receptacle. Nor could he have climbed inside it, burrowing under the mounds of damply wadded paper towels it contained even if he wanted to. No, the wastebasket was definitely out.

The urinal offered no imaginable hiding place, for which he was undeniably grateful. That left only the single stall.

A theatrically-pitched deep male voice on the other end of the phone in his hand got his attention.

“Hello. You’ve reached the Seattle area office of Captain Courageous. Yes, I am a superhero. And no, this line is not directly wired into my head, although that is a worthwhile suggestion to which I am giving serious consideration.

Unfortunately, due to the recent crime wave, I have decided to relax in the Bahamas for a few days—and please don’t go spreading rumors about ‘covert missions.’ Ahem.

If this is an urgent situation, you may wish to refer to the Yellow Pages for another superhero.

If you simply wish to schedule a rescue or safety lecture, please contact my agent, Jerry Walker, at 206-555-6789, and I will see you when I return.

Thank you, and have a nice day.”

The phone went silent. Jerry scowled at it. What good was it being a superhero’s agent if said superhero wasn’t around to get you out of a pinch when you needed them?

He opened the text messaging window on the phone and typed out a text message to Courageous.

Help. Guns and shooting. Call me NOW.

Courageous’ office phone may not have been directly wired into his head, but his cell number was—a fact of which very few people were aware, although there were obviously those who suspected it.

Jerry sent the message.

Muttering deprecations about his erstwhile client under his breath, Jerry shoved the phone into his pocket and turned his attention back to the toilet stall. He’d seen far too many action-adventure movies to think he had a chance of hiding in the stall itself. Any gunman worth his weapon would bash open the door—or simply shoot through it—and it would be all over for him.

He peered up at the acoustical ceiling tiles and fluorescent panels, wondering how the people in the movies managed to hide themselves up there, and if he could somehow do the same.

And if the structure would support his weight—it didn’t look all that sturdy.

But he had no choice. The peeling green paint on the mold-splotched walls offered no other suggestions.

He reached up and grabbed hold of the single stall wall on his right, then stepped up onto the toilet. The seat slipped out from under his foot, sending him lurching toward the wall as his foot splashed into the icy water in the bowl. At the same moment, his cell phone sang out, a lively tune designed to get his attention even while sleeping.

Clutching the stall wall under one armpit, he fumbled for his phone, nearly dropping it in the process.

“Yeah?”

“Hey, Jerry!” Courageous’ voice boomed through the phone. “What’s this about trouble?”

“I’m hiding in a toilet at the Ace Foundry, there are guys out in the warehouse shooting people, and you’re off lollygagging in Bermuda!”

“Hmmm. That’s not good,” Courageous said with a rumbling chuckle. “You’re much too tall to hide well in a toilet. Couldn’t you have found a better place?”

Jerry almost dropped the phone again. “Look, this is serious!” he said into the mouthpiece, forcing his would-be shout to come out as little more than a hoarse whisper. “It’s your fault I’m here in the first place, checking the place out for a safety demonstration—which, considering the situation, I have to say is seriously overdue. You’ve got to get me out of here!”

“Okay, okay,” Courageous said, his voice shifting into his standard superhero professional persona. “Did you turn out the lights?”

“No. Should I have?” Jerry looked at the door, seeing the translucent glass panel sitting squarely at face-level as if for the first time. “Shit.”

“Well, if you haven’t already, it’s a little late now,” said Courageous. “Last thing you want to do is attract attention.”

“I figured that one out myself,” Jerry said, pulling his foot out of the toilet bowl and perching it gingerly on the edge of the seat. While not particularly secure, at least he was no longer hanging by his armpits. “Why else do you think I called you?”

“Right. Well, you see, Jerry…,” Courageous’ voice trailed off without finishing the thought. “And you’re sure you can’t just sneak out of the bathroom and down the hall or something?”

“There’s no hall to sneak down,” Jerry answered, trying to form a mental picture of the area immediately outside the bathroom. “The bathrooms are in the northeast corner of the warehouse—men’s along the outer walls, then the women’s, then the break room. Doors to all three open right into the main floor. There’s some machinery in the way, but if one of the shooters is standing in the right place or looked the right way when I opened the door, I’d be a goner.”

Courageous was silent for so long that Jerry thought he’d hung up. “Hey, you still there?” he said.

“Hmmm? Yeah,” Courageous replied. “Hold on.”

The line went silent again, leaving Jerry to count the seconds as the water dripping from his shoe formed a small rivulet that ran toward the wall at the base of the urinal. Clearly the lowest part of the cracked and grimy tile floor, he observed.

“Hey, thanks for waiting,” Courageous said cheerfully, coming back onto the line. “Had to make a quick change. I thought I’d come up there and get you out of this fix you’ve gotten yourself into, and I couldn’t very well do that in a swimsuit. Shatters the Superhero Mystique and all that. I’m sure you understand.”

Jerry’s shoulders slumped. “Even at your top speed, I’ll be long dead, my body stiff and cold by the time you get here. But thanks for the thought.”

“Don’t try to talk me out of it,” Courageous replied. “I won’t take ‘no’ for an answer. Besides, I’m already on my way. The Gulf is below me, the sun is in my eyes, there’s a hurricane brewing at my back, and I’ll be back in Seattle in no time.”

“Look,” Jerry said with a sigh. “Go back to your beach. And when you get a new agent—just remember to tell him where you’re going before you head off on vacation, just in case. Okay?”

“You’re sure?”

“Yeah. I’m sure.”

Courageous mumbled something incomprehensible under his breath, then replied cheerfully, “It’s been nice working with you, Jerry. And who knows, you may survive this after all.”

“Yeah, yeah. Thanks,” Jerry said. And then, after the briefest of pauses, he added, “Goodbye.”

He clicked off the call and stuffed the phone into his pocket; then pulled it back out, switched it to silent, vibrate-only mode, and returned it to his pocket.

He’d seen lots of movies, and he was not going to be that guy who almost got away, only to be betrayed at a critical moment by a ringing cell phone.

In the meantime, he was back at square one, with no more idea of what to do than he’d had five minutes before, and a wet left foot on top of it. He hoped the last person to use the toilet had flushed, but he just didn’t want to look. Cold and wet was bad enough.

Instead, he looked up at the ceiling tiles and gave one an exploratory push.

It lifted easily off the thin metal frame, allowing him a good view into the shadows above. There appeared to be plenty of space up there but, as he had feared, no way that the thin metal strips hanging from flimsy wires would support his weight. As he lowered the panel back into place, however, something caught his eye, and he lifted the panel again. Where the frame connected to the wall, it appeared to be attached to a beam, which was bolted to the wall.

He slid his feet around to opposite sides of the toilet seat, then reached up to lift the ceiling panel above the back corner of the stall, and was reassured to find that the panel was indeed supported by beams on both sides of the exterior walls where they met at the corner of the building. The beams would give him a safe perch above the ceiling panels, and a place to hide from the shooters.

All Jerry had to do was lift himself up there.

It took five attempts.

Five slipping, tugging, sweating, struggling, arm-throbbing attempts to lift himself up through the opening in the ceiling, with nothing more than the L of the corner beams to hold onto as he rose through spider webs and who-knew-what-else that might have decided to take up their new residence in his hair or on his shoulders as he thrashed upward into their dank, dark domain.

But difficult as his struggles were, he attracted no attention from the shooters, and after numerous vows made to various gods that he would both go back to the gym on a regular basis and never again lie about just how much he could really bench press, he finally made it.

He pulled a knee onto one side of his narrow roost.

Just as he got a toehold on the other, another volley of gunfire rattled the building, nearly startling him off his precarious perch.

Panting, his back pressed into the corner against the uninsulated, metal exterior walls of the warehouse, Jerry discovered a bonus: the plumbing pipes from the toilet below rose along the wall beside him, offering themselves as willing, if cold, damp, and slightly moldy handholds.

At this point, Jerry didn’t care.

He grabbed a pipe with one hand and held on tightly, twisting slightly so he could reposition the acoustical ceiling tile in the space he had so recently clambered through.

A surreal dimness filled the now closed-in space.

High above him, ventilation fans let in some light, while the fluorescent tubes from both the men’s and ladies’ bathrooms glowed from his new “floor” level. The space he was in appeared to extend to his left above both bathrooms and the breakroom.

A wall located about twelve feet directly ahead of him ran the length of the space he was in, closing off the rectangle above the rooms. Several fairly large grates were evenly spaced along the wall—from their position, Jerry was fairly certain that they overlooked the main warehouse floor.

The gunfire had stopped again, and Jerry could hear people arguing. He strained to make out what they were saying, but the hum of the fans above him provided too much white noise for him to hear anything clearly from this distance.

There was nothing to do but crawl toward the nearest grate. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Jerry could simply stay put, stay quiet, and wait for the situation to blow over, before making an unobtrusive exit, but…he just couldn’t.

He might only be an agent to a superhero, but he had to know what was going on, and, if at all possible, try to do something about it. Without getting caught or killed in the process. That was an important point.

The frame suspending the ceiling tiles was laid out in a grid pattern, attached at intervals to beams like the ones he was currently perched on. Jerry had two choices: he could stay close to the wall and try to inch along the exterior wall toward the grate nearest to the corner, or he could go in the opposite direction, to a crossbeam, and crawl along it until he reached a different grate.

Either way, he was going to have to let go of the plumbing pipes and trust his ability to balance on a surface that was no more than six inches wide at the most.

He chose the second option. At least that way, he would be able to lay down along the length of the beam and inch himself along it. Sure, there were suspension wires in the way, but he’d manage around them.

He inched himself along the wall, holding on to the plumbing pipes for as long as he could. As it turned out, the corrugated metal wall of the warehouse offered a semblance of a decent handhold itself, so it wasn’t as entirely difficult as he had expected it to be.

When he reached the crossbeam, Jerry gingerly lowered himself to it, freezing about halfway down when a toilet flushed from the women’s restroom off to the left.

Was one of the shooters a woman?

Had the shooters taken the female workers hostage, and been gallant enough to let one of them relieve herself?

Questions raced through his mind as he hovered in place, listening, but no answers presented themselves as the sound of running water was replaced with the thwup-thwup-thwup of the paper towel dispenser. Finally the bathroom door slammed shut.

Exhaling slowly, Jerry finished lowering himself to the beam.

Crawling along the narrow beam was much more difficult than he had imagined it would be. After all, who ever thought crawling anywhere would be hard to do? Then again, crawling on a beam meant that you had to put one hand in front of the other, as you expected to. But you also had to scoot one knee forward and then bring the other up behind it, because there was no place for your legs to go.

And, of course, the contortionist moves required to navigate around the suspension wires holding the acoustical ceiling tiles only made life that much more interesting—in the Chinese-proverb sense of the word.

Jerry briefly considered trying out for the circus if he survived this, but discarded the idea almost immediately. Here, he couldn’t see the floor. He knew it was there, eight and a half feet below him, but he couldn’t see it.

As a circus performer, the floor would be much farther below… On the other hand, at least his feet would be dry.

And so Jerry distracted himself for several painstaking minutes—minutes that felt like days as he inchwormed toward the grate, stirring up small puffs of moldy dust with each inch of progress and willing himself not to sneeze.

Damn, but he was thirsty by the time he reached the wall.

He kept his head low, trying to stay far enough from the grate that he could peer out without being seen from the floor.

He needn’t have worried.

When he looked out, he discovered that one of the large metal stampers was positioned directly in front of him, effectively blocking his view of most of the room. But his luck wasn’t all bad. The argument he had heard was taking place directly below that very grate. He leaned closer to better hear what was being said.

“…only shooting clay pigeons,” the first voice said.

“I don’t care!” said the second voice, which Jerry thought he recognized as the shop foreman. “It’s distracting my workers. You’ve got to shut down.”

“I’ve got a permit. Signed and legal.” There was a brief pause, and Jerry saw a flash of paper being waved just within his view. “I’ve got just as much right to do business as you do. You want to make a big deal about it—I’ll see you in court!”

Jerry’s head was spinning. This didn’t sound like a robbery or mob shakedown or any of the gazillion other movie-ready disaster scenes he’d been expecting. He tilted his head to hear more, hoping for some details that would pull the picture together more clearly in his head.

Just at that moment, there was another round of gunfire, coupled with a near-deafening crash that echoed so loudly in the above-bathroom ceiling space that Jerry forgot himself and clasped his hands over his ears.

Of course, that action caused him to lose his balance completely.

Arms flailing, he tumbled off the crossbeam, crashing through the men’s room ceiling in a tangle of suspension wires and broken acoustical tiles. He landed on the bathroom sink, pulling it off the wall and driving it to the floor, where he lay, dazed and confused, in the wreckage.

He heard the pounding of footsteps running in his direction and forced himself to open his eyes.

A pair of large, red-booted feet were standing directly in front of him, silhouetted by the sunlight pouring in through a gaping hole in the bathroom’s outer wall.

As Jerry struggled to make sense of what he was seeing, an equally large pair of red-gloved hands reached down and lifted him out of the debris.

“Hey, Jerry!” Captain Courageous said as he dusted Jerry off and set him shakily on his feet. “It looks like I got here just in time!”

The shop foreman burst into the bathroom, several other unidentified workers crowding into the doorway behind him. “What’s going on here?” he demanded.

Captain Courageous stepped decisively between Jerry and the foreman, placing one arm protectively out to shield Jerry from whatever dangers he might next face.

“Never fear, citizen!” he boomed. “I have arrived to save the day!”

“What the hell are you talking about?” shouted the foreman. “And what have you done to my building?”

Jerry looked around the room, first at the foreman, whose face was turning purple with rage, and then at Courageous, who was beaming with pride from ear to ear. Then he caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye that he just had to investigate.

Stepping over to the break in the wall, Jerry read the sign printed on the neighboring building:

Westside Sports Center and Shooting Range.

With a groan, Jerry tugged Courageous away from the curious crowd. “I thought I told you to stay in Bermuda,” he muttered.

“I know,” Courageous answered with a shrug. “But I had to come, of course. Had no choice, really. After all, the press would have a field day if I’d let anything happen to my own agent—can you imagine? The publicity would have been awful. And then think of all those poor, helpless citizens in need of rescuing, whose faith in me would be shaken.” He puffed up his chest in pride, twisting slightly to wave at the crowd behind them before continuing. “It’s my civic duty to safeguard our lifelong working relationship. I’m never letting anything happen to you, Jerry.”

Jerry pasted on his best smile and turned his agent-face toward the crowd. “Our lifelong relationship,” he said, through clenched teeth, somehow managing to swallow a groan. “Lucky me.”

 


[image: ]



 

About the Author

 

When not writing speculative fiction for a living (her day job is writing computer software manuals), Leigh Saunders enjoys writing “social science fiction,” stories that focus on people—or “things” that are also people—and how magic, futuristic events, or advances in technology impact their lives. A 1993 Writers of the Future finalist, she has won awards from the League of Utah Writers for both long and short fiction. She is currently working on the third volume of “Bloodline: Progenitors” an epic fantasy series. To learn more about Leigh and sign up for her occasional newsletter, visit her online at http://www.leighsaunders.com/

 

 


Seeking a Familiar Witch

by Jena Rey

 

 

THE PROBLEM WITH HUMANS, Mildew mused, was that their lifespans were too short, something that not even his potent magic could do anything about.

It had been two months since his witch familiar, Stephanie, had gone to the beyond, leaving him behind to mourn her. He hadn’t expected the loss to burrow so deep into him, yet it had, and everywhere he went it felt like he was carrying a weight in his chest that he could not put down.

They had not started as friends. She had accidentally summoned him from his own dimension and stuck him in the body of a large, black Maine Coon cat, and there he’d stayed for the last thirty years, as time was measured here. What had begun as an unwilling and contentious relationship had, over time, mellowed into mutual respect and then to affection.

When it had become obvious that Stephanie was slipping away, Mildew had expected that his time here would end as well, but at no point had any hint of a portal arisen. He even convinced the local coven leader, Mona, to try to open a way for him, but nothing they’d tried had been effective. He was stuck here, in the body of a cat, without a witch familiar, which significantly decreased his power, particularly when it came to affecting anything beyond himself. Mona had offered to bond with him, and if she’d been fifty years younger, he might have been tempted. He was fond of the coven leader, and she had a strong power. But she, too, was waning, and he did not want to acquire and lose another familiar so soon. The fact that he could not return home made him certain there was a compatible witch for him here and something more he needed to do. He just hadn’t figure out who or what.

At least not yet.

It was vastly irritating.

A warm wind whipped around Mildew’s ears and stirred his whiskers, pulling him out of his musing and returning his attention to the moment. He stretched one leg at a time and took a running start, leaping up a nearby Joshua tree until he was high enough to get a good look around. The sun had only just crested the eastern hills, pouring over the long valley like molten gold. But it wasn’t the sunrise that had woken him. Nor was it the thoughts of his lost familiar. It was something else, a prickle of magic he hadn’t felt before. This wasn’t human magic, but it was definitely magic, and it was strong.

Mildew opened his senses as wide as he could, listening and looking in spectrums far beyond what humanity considered possible. His big ears with their ridiculous tufts swiveled, and his attention came to rest on a shadow far across the valley. He knew that location. He had gone there with Stephanie before. It was a deep wash, containing a rivulet that wound down a deep crease and dumped into a shallow pool. Depending on the time of year, it was sometimes little more than a muddy track, but in the spring, as it was now, the melting snow from the surrounding red rock ridges turned it into a rushing deluge.

He let his senses relax and sat back on his haunches, his long tail flicking as he pondered his options. If it was something aggressive, he lacked a familiar to do battle with, but there was no guarantee that a new power was a bad one. It could be someone, or something, that needed help. It might even be a new familiar coming into her power, maybe even one he might accept. Mildew snorted and dismissed that thought as being overly optimistic and ridiculous. It was more likely that some magical creature had been washed down from the cliffs and into the pool. It was really none of his business. Except that the strange magic was in the wind and in the sunlight, and it was driving him crazy, like an itch he couldn’t scratch. It wouldn’t hurt anything to at least go and see what it was.

Mildew dropped to the ground, a soft puff of desert dust rising around him. He sneezed and shook his head before he padded away from the tree and into the brush-strewn high desert. As he went, he tested his power reserves, comparing them against the distance. He needed a familiar to help him recharge properly—he was growing tired of being reminded of his singular limitations—but he was certain he had enough strength to make the travel shorter. Walking across the desert all day was not his idea of a good time and might let whatever was at the water get away. He judged the distance again and nodded. A dozen cat jumps would do it and would be fun. Heavens knew the last months hadn’t had many opportunities for fun.

He grinned and stretched into a run, racing across the desert, focusing his gaze on the farthest possible point. Magic shuddered along his fur and bones. One. Two. Three. Jump! His black body stretched and twisted, and with a soft pop, he teleported from one spot to another, landing gently and continuing to run. His breath came quick, but he immediately made the next jump, and the one beyond that. It was tiring to chain jump, but the momentum meant it took less power to get farther, and that was more important. He could rest once he reached his destination.

His heartbeat pounded in his ears as he continued to travel. At last, Mildew stumbled and rolled across the sandstone ground. He stopped only inches from the crevasse, his long tail swishing out into the empty space as though to emphasize how close he had come to potential disaster. He lay there, absently cleaning his paws and deciding that it wasn’t disaster at all, but brilliant planning on his part, if no one had seen it.

The sun crept another quarter of an hour across the sky while he tended to his fur and caught his breath. It was deliciously warm here, this human place called Arizona, and he liked it despite himself. Finally, he pushed to his feet, stretched, and trotted along the edge of the fissure, following the scent of magic.

As he went, the angle of the land changed, easing downward to meet the rushing water where it came out of the rocks and into the pool. Scrubby desert foliage clumped around the water source, creating a tiny oasis of bright green leaves and yellow flowers. Mildew recognized many of the plants by smell and had an urge to go for a good roll, but he forced himself to stay focused on his objective. The magic didn’t seem to be in the pool, and he paused, slowly sniffing the air and creeping forward on silent paws as it grew stronger.

Step by step the magic tickled his nose, setting his fur on end. He came to the point where the stone gully opened and saw something decently sized, covered in mud and a few odd branches, wedged hard in the narrow opening. He crouched onto his belly and scooted quickly closer until he could look around a large stone. Flashes of dark blue scaled hide showed between patches of mud, and as he watched, a reptilian head moved, stretching toward the sky and giving a piteous warble that pulsed with magic.

Mildew blinked in surprise. He was staring at a dragon, a very young one at that. He knew dragons had lived here once. Several years ago, Stephanie had been involved in an effort to return dragon eggs to a full-grown specimen who had taken them off beyond this dimension. Mildew had been certain that encounter was the end of dragons in the area, but the sight in front of him showed he was wrong. There was, in fact, at least one dragon in Dragon Stone, Arizona. The little dragon lowered its head, and water sloshed up and over its body. There was one dragon now, but if Mildew didn’t do something about it, there wouldn’t be one much longer.

He crept around the stone and, with no little clawing and sliding, made his way to the edge of the opening. He touched one paw to the water and then licked it clean. It was crisp and very cold, mountain runoff always was, which was nice unless you were trapped in it. Mildew eyed the distance between himself and the dragon. He was an uncommonly large cat, and was certain he could jump to the beast, but he had no idea what it would do if it was suddenly landed on. He knew what he would do, and a lot of cursing and claws would be involved. He didn’t know what kind of language dragons had, but it stood to reason that he should try to communicate with it before doing anything else. He had learned to make any witch understand his vocal projection, hopefully a dragon wasn’t that much different.

Mildew concentrated, making his ‘voice’ loud enough to get attention, but hopefully not too loud. “Hey, little dragon beastie. Can you hear me?”

Despite his efforts not to startle the dragon, it thrashed and twisted its head and body, trying to swing around to see him, crooning in panic and hope. Mildew’s mind was filled with impressions and feelings: waking alone, stumbling into bright sunlight, falling from a high cliff with wings too wet and young to hold him aloft, landing in the rivulet and being dragged down into the wet and the dark and the cold, the twist of legs and wings stuck in the thick mud, and harsh gnawing hunger.

Overwhelmed, Mildew took a skittering step backward and brought up every mental defense he had, shutting the poor creature out of his head. “Okay, okay, stop that. I get the point. Just…give me a minute to think.”

The dragon gave a deep sigh and lowered its head again. Mildew was certain it was growing weaker, but he didn’t have many options. Even a baby dragon was too big for him to drag out of the water by himself, and it wasn’t as though he had hands to grip it with. He knew a levitation spell, but it was hard to cast without his familiar as an anchor. It was worth trying, though. He tested his magic reserves again and narrowed his golden eyes. He gathered his will and his magic and flicked his tail toward the dragon.

“Rise!”

Power surged out of him at the command and wrapped itself around the baby dragon. It pulled and tugged at the creature which rose slightly until a surge of muddy water poured out from under it and into the pool. Mildew shook as he strained to pull the magic toward him with its precious burden. The dragon shifted and squirmed, and he tried to twist it free of the rock. The line of magic held between them as tense as a tightrope. Mildew dug his paws into the earth, claws flexing and scratching stone. He felt the magic stretch and pulled hard. The dragon screamed and the magic burst, throwing Mildew off his feet and tumbling him across the ground.

He landed in a patch of rabbit brush, the sharp stickers tangling into his fur and leaving behind long scratches. Mildew lay there for a long moment, his ears ringing with the backlash of the snapped magic and his body aching. As much as he wanted to free the beast, he wasn’t certain what else he could do on his own. He needed help.

Once he had the strength, Mildew made his way out of the bush and returned to the edge of the water. “I am going to get help, little beast.” He knew it could hear him, even if he wasn’t sure it understood the words. But it didn’t start crying again. “You will wait here, and you will not die. Understood?”

Without waiting for an answer, Mildew turned and began jogging back across the desert. Mona’s home was not far, maybe twenty jumps if he could muster the energy, and she had a vehicle for the return trip. He kept walking for nearly half an hour before he felt capable to try the jumps. The magic built slowly, and he had to pause longer between each attempt, the sun tracing a lazy path across the sky that showed how slow he was. Finally, with a last effort, he jumped to the ranch where the old witch lived.

He walked in from the outer field, making his way past the tall barn where he smelled horses. As he passed into the yard, Mildew came to a stop, sitting back on his haunches, his tail curled close around him. He had visited so many times over the years that he knew what to expect. He knew the feeling of Mona’s magic and her wards, yet today he felt only the faintest echo. Something had changed, and he had missed it. The fur around his ruff rose, announcing his displeasure and a merowl rolled out of his mouth.

To his surprise, the house door opened and a blonde head popped out, someone peering into the yard. A woman in her twenties exited the house, coming out to stand on the veranda ostensibly to see what all the noise was about. She dressed much like the other ranchers Mildew had met in his life, jeans and a white tank top with a long-sleeved plaid shirt tied over the top. Her hair was drawn up in a thick, sensible braid that fell over her shoulder. The moment her gaze landed on Mildew, she broke out in a smile.

“Well, aren’t you a handsome kitty?”

When her voice hit his ears, it was like listening to the sound of sunlight, sending warmth through his exhausted body and easing the ache in his chest. Mildew stared at the young woman, then started to purr in spite of himself. She was a witch, and her power appealed to his.

The woman sat cross-legged on the veranda, holding her hand out palm down. “I don’t know if you’re Mona’s kitty. If you are, she didn’t mention it. She moved to Flagstaff a few days ago to be with her children, but I can call her.”

The urge to run over and rub himself all over this witch ran through Mildew’s body, but he forced himself to rise with a languid stretch. She was just a witch familiar after all, it wouldn’t do to be too enthusiastic. When he got close, he dodged her hand with his head, instead letting his tail flick her skin. A little electric jolt ran through his fur, immediately easing some fraction of his weariness.

She didn’t seem to notice the connection. Instead, she laughed. “Oh, I see how you are. Going to do this on your terms, hmm? I don’t have any kitty treats, but I’m sure I could find something for you if you’re hungry. Goodness knows I could use a barn cat if you wanted to stick around.”

Mildew sneezed and turned his back on her with a sniff. A common barn cat? Was that all she saw? That was definitely not acceptable. He looked over her shoulder, examining her for a long breath before looking away again. He felt the magic surrounding her, but she seemed…clueless. It was the universe’s ultimate joke, he decided. He needed a witch familiar, and he had been sent a neophyte that didn’t know what she was. How was he going to connect with her, much less rescue a dra—

Her hand touched the back of his neck, interrupting his train of thought. Sympathetic magic flooded between them, and he arched into her touch. Her fingers found the sensitive spot at the back of his ears, and Mildew groaned in delight and let his ‘voice’ flow.

“Right there, yes.”

The scratching paused, then began again. She laughed a second time, but this one was shakier. “I must be really tired, kitty. My imagination thought you were talking to me. Not that all animals don’t talk in their own way, but words are usually right out.”

Mildew hesitated, then remembered one of Stephanie’s favorite sayings: In for a penny, in for a pound. He’d spoken to the witch, and she’d heard him. That meant something. He was certain now her powers were attuned to animals, which meant good things in his current form.

“You weren’t imagining, young witch. I spoke to you. You may be my new familiar, and I need your help.”

She took a deep breath, and Mildew turned around, meeting her gaze. She had blue eyes, like summer skies. When she breathed out, it came with two words. “Holy shit.”
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