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    To my mother, drifting between the atoms, traveling the cosmos, alive in my memory. 

I will see you again someday.

 

No AI was used in the creation of this book.

 

Artwork by Rachel Huth.
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Chapter 1: The Red Tide
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Please, come find me.

The words echoed like rustling leaves on the gracious breeze that swirled about Molly as she stood alone on a beach somewhere, sometime, she knew not when or where.

Mom? Where are you?

The horizon smoldered a brooding red, fomenting miles away, craving her, as if it desired to reach out and snatch her from the sand.

Find me.

Her mother’s final words continued to haunt her even as Molly turned to leave the oceanic vista.

She was not alone. Blocking her sandy exit, a white house with red shutters appeared. Molly could hear screams climbing the miry windows, could hear crashes and tumults inside its looming doorway.

Someone...someone’s in trouble.

Molly could barely breathe.

Behind her, the red horizon rushed closer, faster and faster it sped with each step towards the troubled home. The ground rumbled with the approaching calamity, as did the lump in her throat.

Each step felt like a graven eternity.

“Who’s in there? Do you need help?” she called.

Before Molly could reach it, the door burst open. Men in black body armor poured from the opening, grommets laughing giddily crawled beside them; they tortured two small yellow-haired children, their wrists bloodied from the cords that bound them.

“Kassie! Help us, please, help us!” the children cried, their desperate pleas searing Molly’s spine and deflating her chest.

“Where are you, Kassie? Help us!”

The ground trembled with the approaching red tide; their cries for help sank beneath the watery chaos that was almost upon them.

Kassie? Who the hell is that?

The children fought, writhing, as they were dragged into the night, into a sudden darkness that waited behind the house.

As Molly watched, the house burned with scarlet, the crimson curtain behind her towering into the sky like a tsunami. It rushed towards the sad scene just as Molly walked through the front door, casting a dark shadow across the abode.

A poisonous silence bewitched the house. Nothing stirred.

Then slowly and cautiously, out of a closet door in a back room, Molly spied someone crawling on all fours.

She had a stern face yet twisted in despair; bony and thin, yet unhealthy and dulled as if forgotten by the light. Her black hair was pulled into an angry bun, her pursed lips cracked with time.

She crawled from the hidden place, a sigh of relief escaped her throat.

Is that...Kassie?

Molly glanced out the door behind her; the bloody tsunami loomed close, at the very door.

Pulling her knees to her chest, the woman with black hair held herself close as the dawn of realization hit her.

The monstrous wave of blood broke upon the house.

Molly clutched the doorknob with all her might as the house shook and blood swept into the house, drowning the front room, the kitchen, the hallways in gore and hemoglobin. The vampire current pulled Molly’s feet above her head even as she held on harder, her fingers slipping inch by inch.

Hold on to something, lady!

The blood whipped and fomented, splashing and spraying, covering Molly head to toe. A whirlpool formed around the mysterious woman, but she did not seem to notice. In a crest and in a wave, the woman sank beneath, sobbing bitter prayers in her regret, into the flood.

Nooooo!!!

Molly lurched forward in her bed, waking with a calamitous start. Sweat poured from her brow, pooling into the pits of her neck and shoulders.

This was the first dream.
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Chapter 2: Trouble in Reach
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A great uproar woke Molly from her troubled sleep the next morning. Sitting up in bed, she remembered exactly where she was: she had taken up residence in an old donut store in Wing’s Reach. Something about returning to Spinemore without Papaw just didn’t feel right.

Wing’s Reach was her home now, her base of operations in her search for the shards of the Wanderstar. Jacinthe lived there now, too, and Mika came to visit for extended periods. The town bustled with activity.

Peering through her window, she saw a crowd of angry people; they fought and yelled as they marched down the road towards the old brick factory, now a staging facility for the great resistance against Absalom Kaine.

Oh, great, what now?

Something curled fiercely in her throat, scratching her windpipe. 

Several knocks at the door all at once told Molly that Sasha was waiting for her. 

“I’m coming, Sasha! What’s all the ruckus out there?”

“Hurry, Ms. Molly, you better come and see. Some people are leaving!”

Molly ran to get dressed. She pulled on the awful brasserie that Margie, her unofficial manager, had forced her to wear.

“At some point, you’ve got to cover those ladies up!” Margie hissed at her in the middle of a meeting one day.

Damn, this is so uncomfortable. If she didn’t make the best Barberton chicken and hot sauce...

She threw on her hoodie and Papaw’s battle vest: she’d cut off the hoodie arms, and her pant legs, for good measure. It’d been a sweltering August thus far, and she needed the air. She pulled on her big, black boots with the shiny clasps, battered as they were by all the action they’d seen. Lastly, she pinned on the black, flowery Kokum scarf Mika had made for her.

She smiled at herself in the mirror, daring to feel pleased.

I guess this is really me.

Out the door she went, Sasha by her side with his tentacles flailing madly. A mighty river of townspeople poured down the roadway, like the murmuring hosts of old, demanding and yelling and disagreeing with every fiber of their being.

“Mika’s still here, right, Sasha? This is a huge mess. I...I’m not sure I can deal with this right now.”

“Mika? I don’t know. But I know where Jacinthe is!”

“Oh, well, let’s not bother her with this. You know how she gets around crowds.”

The pair ran quickly down the hill to the brick factory. The crowds jostled and shoved their way through the new construction zones, through the rubble left after the spider attack.

Seems so long ago... 

Molly shuddered as she imagined a tower of hair slamming into the street.

The stream of people flowed into the brick factory with unusual turbulence. Molly slipped in ahead of them, ready to confront the problem.

“Where’s Mika?” she asked one man. He rolled his eyes.

“Hey, do you know where Jacinthe is?” she sputtered to a short, older lady. She sighed heavily but didn’t answer.

What’s gotten into everybody?

Molly spotted Mika at the far end of the factory, various groups of people already surrounding her, prying her with questions.

“Have you heard the news?” one exclaimed.

“News? From where? What about?”

“Ah, you haven’t heard about Absalom’s offer?”

Absalom’s offer...of what?

Molly slid down beside Mika’s wheelchair, setting her hand on her shoulder. Mika glanced up at her. Molly could feel the holy water of anxiety frothing deeply within her ancient well.

“Now, friends, can we calm down enough to talk about this civilly? Where’s Brother Mast?”

A tall, thin Mennonite minister emerged from the crowd; his gray beard was well-trimmed, spectacles sat upon the bridge of his nose, and authority emanated from his shoulders. He’d recently set himself up as mayor of Wing’s Reach, and the people often sided with him.

“Here am I, Mika. ‘Bout this Absalom Kaine business, you know as well as anyone that we have to consider it, at the very least! We’d be fools not to!”

“It’s out of the question, Brother Mast. Absolutely will not be done, and I will stand in the way of any man who tries.”

“What is it? What are we even talking about?” Molly’s voice silenced the throng.

All eyes turned to meet her.

“Why, my girl, Kaine has offered clemency to anyone who leaves right now. And that’s just for starters!” Brother Mast began.

“Yeah!” someone in the crowd yelled. “Kaine found a way to use the Nebula Crystal to mop up all the radiation! There are miles and miles of empty lands up for grabs! His sweep teams are out there right now, cleaning places, clearing out unsavory folks.”

Another older fellow chimed in, “And anyone who’ll swear fealty to him will get free electricity, food and water coupons, and land of their own. It’s like a dream come true! Life is finally getting back to normal.”

“Wait,” Molly asked, “sweep teams? Who did he find to do that?”

“Word has it that ordinary men, not mutants, are on the sweep teams. It’s amazing how easily he can recruit people by offering them a little power...” a cynical twentysomething woman commented.

“Insecure men always crave power and wealth, and they’ll sell out their own families, not to mention their own souls, to get the chance to push someone around,” Mika seethed.

Molly shuddered as a vision of masked men tearing families and homes apart pricked her heart like a briar.

“Okay, so what does Absalom want in return?” she whispered.

A particularly cracked old man laughed, “Sorry, sweetheart, all we have to do is turn in a quota of undesirables every month, people for his transformin’ machines. Some of us think that maybe we can get unlimited favor if we turn in...you! THE Molly that foiled his plans. The redhead at the top of his most wanted list!”

Brother Mast walked up on Mika’s makeshift stage, and the crowd faded to silence.

“Now, we don’t want any harm to come to you, Molly, but consider all that’s happened. The people here feel like, well, it might have been your fault that the town was destroyed by that foul spider creature, and, what’s more, we’ve been doing nothin’ but languishing here, thumbs in our pockets. Absalom is out there, conquering and expanding his territory, but we’ve been huddling here, hiding!”

“Well...” Molly began.

“There’s more!” Brother Mast interrupted. “Kaine has been distributing a book, one that I think makes a lot of sense. I mean, sure, he’s done some awful things; all of us have lost someone we love because of him, you know. But this book...it’s bigger than all that. It’s how we build the world back to what it was, back before the Night of Fire! This...this is how we fulfill the Orb’s demand that you remake the world!”

“But you remember that the Orb said to find the other shards first, right?”

“Sure, sweety, but Kaine’s already got them. He’s way ahead of us! He’s out there building cities, connecting them to the new power grids; there are even grocery stores and theaters running again—-not that I go for those silly movies. Still, if we get in on the ground level, we’re all bound to do very well! The world will get back to normal, and we’ll be richer than ever.”

The crowd clamored and cheered at Brother Mast’s assertions. Molly could feel a rising tide of discontent, like the blood in her dream.

At the far end of the room, a door slammed open, Sasha appearing with a grand smile and Jacinthe close behind him.

“I found it!” she cried. “I finally found it!”

She stopped abruptly with an embarrassed smile.

“Oh, what’s everyone doing here? Sorry about that...”

“Jacinthe!” Molly yelped. “People want to leave, want to take me to Absalom!”

“Leave, like, leave Wing’s Reach altogether? After all the work we’ve done to rebuild it? That doesn’t seem very smart. I mean...”

“Jacinthe! What about the part where they want to take me to Absalom Kaine?”

“They what now?” Jacinthe said, suddenly lucid. “Absolutely no way in hell that’ll ever happen, not on my watch.”

“And what do you propose to do, Jacinthe, if the good people of this town decide that? You’ve heard that Kaine has dubbed this place the Dark Zone, haven’t you? The whole world is against us now. It’s not just Absalom and his creatures—it’s every survivor out there trying to get ahead, tryin’ to make a better life for their families,” Brother Mast schmoozed.

A howling stillness settled on the dusty factory. Molly suspected that Mika, sitting back in her wheelchair, had offered some hasty calming spell into the air. The crowd seemed to settle, the weight of what they proposed sat upon their chests.

“Hey, Jacinthe, what was it that you finally found?” Molly offered quietly.

As if awakened from a dream, Jacinthe replied, “My dirigible. My airship. I know where it is.”

***********
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HOURS LATER, MOLLY found herself in Margie’s Place, an unofficial meeting in process with Jacinthe, Mika, Brother Mast, and other town leaders. She’d made sure that Sasha stayed out so they could have all the quiet space they needed.

“Downtown Akron? Are you serious, Jacinthe?” Brother Mast exclaimed. “You want to send my boys into the heart of that horrid city to retrieve a...blimp?”

“I prefer the term dirigible, but...yes. I think it could be valuable to Wing’s Reach.”

“Are you sure it isn’t just a matter of vanity on your part? You know how deceitful the heart can be...”

Mika broke in angrily, “That’s enough, Brother Mast. This isn’t your church. We’re here to talk practical sense about retrieving the airship. I can think of dozens of reasons why we should, and very few that we shouldn’t.”

“I mean, it’s not like you won’t have help,” Jacinthe said. “I guess I forgot to tell you the best part.”

“And what’s that?” Brother Mast sneered.

“Seth is with us on this.”

“Seth?” Molly perked up. “Gibborim is out of hiding again?”

Brother Mast laughed long and hard.

“That giant troll? I thought you said he was shrinking, slowly turning back into his human self?  And how reliable has he been so far? He hasn’t helped with rebuilding Wing’s Reach or, well, anything at all! For all we know, he’s halfway across the country and we’ll never see him again.”

“No, Seth is with us, I promise. Yes, he’s been changing. He’s maybe only half as big as he once was, but he’s still strong. He’s still an ally! And he’s waiting for us near the City of Rust, as he calls it. He’ll lead the charge. He promised on the life of his love.”

All fell silent at that morsel. Seth didn’t swear lightly on the name of his lover, Anna, the one whom he slew in primal confusion.

“And I think this will work. Hopefully, we can fly it right back to the new hangar. If some of your people can meet us there, we’ll have another base! Maybe it will take the heat off Wing’s Reach? You said you wanted to expand, after all. Here’s your opportunity!”

Brother Mast stroked his carefully groomed beard.

“Alright, if Seth is truly involved, Jacinthe, we’ll give you this one last favor. I’ll have a team go with you to retrieve the ship, and another team will meet you at the new hangar. I’m telling you right now, though, if my people don’t like how it goes, things are going to change around here. And you might not like what you see.”

Jacinthe nodded and glanced at Molly.

This better work...

A serpent of apprehension gripped her throat.
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Chapter 3: The City of Rust
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Can you taste it in the air, Molly? The winds of change are blowing in my favor. Your precious friends are choosing abundance and normalcy over what you have to offer them. 

Absalom? I didn’t think I’d hear from you after the Orb embarrassed you so.

The Orb? Oh, you mean your green friend? Believe me, Molly, it isn’t anything you believe it to be. And, still, even with that little ragweed hanging about, your friends turn against you and everything you’ve built. How does that feel? To put everything on the line for them, only to watch as they spit upon it?

A deep, reeling laugh burst through the earpiece. Molly winced at the frequency.

Look, I know you have this evil ruler act down to a tee, but I’m not buying it. There’s something else behind your mask. And I swear I’m going to uncover it.

Well, my sweet, I’ll enjoy watching you try.

Molly’s phone buzzed with a surge of electricity, burning black at the earpiece as its innards fused together. Hot to the touch, she dropped it to the floor.

***********
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“MOLLY? Molly?!!”

Jacinthe’s voice snatched Molly out of her thoughts. She looked around in a daze: she was downtown in the City of Rust. Seth and a team of Wing’s Reach townspeople were by her side. And they were in the thick of it. Up against an angular glass building at the intersection of two great roads, Jacinthe’s dirigible sat as if docked there on purpose. Panes of glass sloped at various angles across the structure’s walls, jutting off the roof and sloping down the sides, trapping the airship.

“After Ripshire burned down my hangar home, I saw it head towards the city. I figured it would land here somewhere!” Jacinthe was ecstatic.

And Seth had been good at his word. The team met up earlier that hot summer morning before heading into the rust. He was indeed smaller than Molly remembered, looking more human than troll. 

Noticing her gaze, he quipped, “There’s something about being set free that changes a person.”

You aren’t kidding.

But as they approached the ship, chaos washed over them. A rogue band of grommets galloped from the dark recesses of the adjacent parking deck, still full of dead cars; the building was a concrete fortress, dull and lifeless, with a glass tower built into one corner. It was the perfect place for creeping things to hide.

The grommets opened fire, blasting holes in the road and walls surrounding the Wing’s Reach team. 

“Get inside, everyone! Head into the restaurant! Seth...get behind the museum!” Jacinthe thundered.

Even as they took cover in the fancy eatery, bullets shattered the windows and blew tiny craters in the old bricks. Seth, too large for the restaurant, slid onto his stomach behind the glass building.

“Molly? Can you hear me? Remember how I said to hide if we encountered any enemy movements? We don’t need you getting hurt for nothing,” Jacinthe called out again, her voice nearly drowning in the gunfire.

“But...”

“No buts!” Jacinthe scolded with her eyes, finger pointed threateningly.

Begrudgingly, Molly slid behind the bar in the back, watching as the brave team fortified their defenses and returned fire. Time slowed as she admired one older townsman who calmly aimed his lever action Winchester, blasting precise holes through grommet skulls. 

It’s like nothing to him...

Even as she watched in awe, one tall fellow and another shorter woman fell dead in front of her, their chests riddled with bullets, blood pooling around their torn bodies.

But it’s not...nothing...is it?

“Ernest! Sally!” Jacinthe moaned above the tumult.

The grommets snarled and screeched outside, the sound amplified by the proximity of the tall buildings. They swarmed in the narrow streets until there was no room left, until the cacophonous lurching of their mutated bodies nearly broke down the restaurant walls.

Still, the team returned fire. Grommet bodies fell in piles, even as more climbed hungrily over them.

We’re going to be overrun!!

A rolling wave of fire abruptly careened into the street, scorching grommets like All Hallow’s Eve.

“Molly? A little help?” Seth bellowed in the distance.

With a permissive look from Jacinthe, Molly ran to the window. Climbing up the glass tower on the parking deck, a massive insect taunted Seth. 

“Is that...a harlequin beetle? Jacinthe yelled from across the room. “Looks to be male? Look at its long front legs!”

“Are they normally this big?”

Jacinthe cackled, “Not at all!”

She’s enjoying this way too much...

Molly leapt out the doorway, the grommets in full retreat now, some of them on fire. Over the top of the concrete stronghold, one spiny leg, then another, crept like a stilted spider. Its thickset body flashed orange stripes as the long legs scampered over the building. With its rear legs small and useless, the twenty-foot front legs did all the work, armored elbows in the middle pumping like pistons. Flowing from its head, a pair of serrated antennae twitched relentlessly. 

The beetle scampered up and down the parking deck, hissing and smashing holes in the foundations, throwing pieces down at them. Perched atop, it opened gaping jaws, releasing a stream of bitter orange devastation.

“Fire!! Watch out! We’ve got to end this thing before it reaches the dirigible!” Jacinthe mourned.

The fire flowed like plasma, clinging to the buildings and the road like gelatine. It ran in rivers as it pooled below.

Just then, the old man blew the arm off a grommet straggler, and the beetle swarmed directly into focus. The team opened fire on the beetle, their rounds bouncing harmlessly off the thick armored shell.

Jacinthe whispered fervently to her people, and the team rushed out the back door.

Seth, no longer fearing gunfire, bounded forward, grabbing the two massive legs of the creature. He tugged and he tore, wrestling it even as the beetle spit hot lava at him.

“Ahhhh, Molly, little one, this is the very fire of hell on my skin!”

Molly rolled her eyes. 

Such a drama queen...

“We’ll pin it down!” Jacinthe yelled from a block back.

A white box van reversed around the corner, and the rear gate flew upwards. Out of the hatch swung one of Jacinthe’s handcrafted cannon harpoons; the sharp edges of the eight-foot bolt gleamed in the blazing sun.

“We’re ready!”

Seth held the beetle still against the parking deck as the harpoon gun discharged with a smoking thunderclap. The bolt burst through the back of the monstrous beetle, pinning its head in place.

“Let’s finish it,” Molly called out above the chaos. Her heart bled as the creature kicked helplessly in the air.

Does it even know what it’s doing?

Then from within her, green fire raged. With practiced pose, two elegant blades rose from her forearms, singing alien melodies and slicing atoms.

Glad I’ve been practicing...

“Everyone! We’ve got to work together on this. Surround it...quickly!” she cried.

Seth ran to one side, Jacinthe’s team drove the box van to the other. Molly ran right up the middle.

She approached it, blades ready. The creature foamed with some ancient chemical at the mouth, spitting blobs of fire and plasma towards her.

She dodged back and forth, slashing one of its towering front legs, cleaving it in three places. Blood misted the air as it splattered across the street onto the museum. The creature struggled against the harpoon, then wrenched itself free, tearing a hole in its thorax, leaving legs behind. Two clumsy wings emerged from its back and beat the air like a whirlwind. It clumsily leapt to the parking deck roof, blood flowing from its wounds down the sides and into the sewers.

“Seth, toss me up there!” Molly shouted.

Just as he reeled back with Molly in his hand, the ground began to shake. Everyone, including the harlequin beetle, froze and listened.

“Was that you, Seth?”

“No, little Molly, I promise.”

Seth stood perfectly still, watching, listening. He sniffed the air suspiciously.

A shadow blotted out the sun as a gigantic hand appeared above the hissing insect. It clamped down, smashing the beast within its palm, throwing it away like a mere pebble in the hands of a toddler.

“I was afraid of this, dear Molly...”

“Why? What is that?”

“I...was afraid we might meet more of my kind!”

High above the parking deck, a hideous troll appeared. Bigger than Seth by a head, it sported two noses oozing trails of slime. Naked as a newborn, its ragged yellow hair sat upon its shoulders, wretched and knotted. Pits like navels lined its body from head to toe.

The troll stood tall, beating its chest and howling like a hurricane.

Dear god...

“Ah, Gibborim,” it bellowed. “Traitorous scum. Once you were mighty, once you were even great; look at how you’ve changed! I remember fearing you. But...no more.”

“Friend Pikebane, I’ve changed for the better. You can have this freedom—this gift—if only you’d reach out and take it!”

Pikebane snarled, changing the subject, “Why are you here in my city?”

“Your city? Now...”

The troll didn’t wait for a reply.

Lifting a minivan above its head, the troll hurled it off the side of the parking deck, smashing a crater in the road. It threw another and another, one hitting Seth in the back. He howled in pain. It rained cars and trucks and vans as the troll filled the intersection with metal carnage and bursting fuel tanks.

Molly leapt aside as the cars hit the ground, shaking the roadway, knocking her to her knees.

“Molly, get outta there!” Jacinthe screamed. 

Before the words left her mouth, her team frantically reloaded the harpoon cannon.

High above, the troll gracefully swung a compact Kia with precision, power-fisting it directly at the white van.

Jacinthe leapt out of the way as the car connected with the box van ; a gruesome crunch echoed around the intersection as the van became a twisted mess. It exploded in a mighty fireball, setting off the cannon, sending a harpoon winging directly towards the pile of mangled vehicles mere inches from Molly.

“Dearie!!!” Jacinthe squealed.

Molly’s neck wrenched sideways as Seth scooped her up and dove with all his might. In the blink of an idea, the harpoon hit the gas tank of a pickup truck, spraying old fuel into the air; in quick succession, the fuel hit the rivers of beetle lava and detonated with jaw-shattering intensity. One car after another exploded in violent bursts of glass and metal and flame, like dominos falling. All at once, the entire pile burst into a giant fiery plume of dark smoke and fiery vengeance, shattering the sloped wall of the glass museum into a million pieces.

Pikebane laughed above, pleased with the carnage.

Fighting her shocked system, Molly saw a supernova within Seth’s eyes.

Setting Molly to the side, he lunged upwards, tossing cars and parking meters and anything he could find. The parking deck wobbled and swayed as he bashed its sides. Throwing a small red Toyota, he connected with Pikebane’s left leg; a sickening crunch echoed off the walls, shuddering the glass on the tower.

With a vicious roar, the giant leapt from the deck, landing in the streets, its left leg almost giving out under the strain. The old pavement webbed with tributaries of cracks.

The mighty trolls collided with meaty fisticuffs, landing hit after hit on each other, one to the ribs, another to the face, still another to the stomach. 

“Move, Jacinthe! Get your team down the road as far as you can!” Molly shouted.

Jacinthe, silently mourning her friends in the crushed van, wasn’t happy with being ordered around; still, she pushed the townspeople away from danger as best she could.

The battle between the two mountainous hulks tore the city to pieces. Seth hit the troll in the face again and again, but it only smiled a broken, toothy grin. They shoved and shuffled, kicking up dust and gravel; soon the intersection disappeared into a brown haze with sunlight filtering through the smoke.

Pikebane grabbed hold of Seth and threw him against the museum. The steel girders buckled as showers of glass and metal rained down into the street.

Sliding down the side, Seth kicked as hard as he could, catching the troll in the chest like a jackhammer. It flew backwards into the parking deck, smashing through the concrete and splitting the building in two. The deck collapsed in upon itself, burying the troll beneath rubble and stone.

Molly held her breath.

Don’t get back up. Don’t get up...

One arm burst from the ruins, then another. The pile of rock quaked as the troll emerged furious and bloodied. It ran madly at Seth, death in its eyes.

Seth caught its right arm and whirled around to smash his elbow in its face. The troll took the hit, and twisted Seth’s arm behind his back, kicking him forward, snapping his arm viciously; the bone burst through Seth’s skin in a shower of blood, and he fell to the ground in a mangled heap.

Molly couldn’t hold back any longer.

“Leave him be, jerk!” she cried.

Smiling deliciously, the horrid troll blew its noses and wiped the slime on its tree trunk arm.

The green fire soared within Molly once again, and as the troll approached Seth’s prostrate form, she focused all her energy. Something grabbed the troll by all four limbs; it struggled to move against the raw energy. For an eon, they battled mentally. Molly strained against the formidable power of the beast. A waterfall pouring from its face, the troll tore free from her grasp, severing the mental hold and blowing Molly backwards through a restaurant window.

Then in the heat of the sun, it rose to its full imposing height, standing above Seth, who weakly stood to his feet.

“Absalom doesn’t rule these lands anymore, friend. We don’t have to fight. You don’t need to do this,” Seth begged. 

With an unnerving grunt, the troll squeezed every muscle in its body, forcing jagged spikes out of the pits that covered him. And in one blinding motion, the troll leapt towards Seth, even as the spikes emerged from their hovels.

With a deadly embrace, it wrapped its arms about Seth, holding him, still in shock, closer than a lover. It squeezed its muscles further, squirting mucus and blood from seams and sinews. Out of Seth’s back exploded sharp, ghastly points, six of them piercing him through the chest and spine.

Seth cried out with the sadness of a thousand distant memories, his agony like the fomenting surface of the ocean during undertow. The troll held him close, pressing spikes through his arms and legs and abdomen.

NOOOO, Seth!!!

Seth, his wits returning, ripped a spike from the troll’s back, an especially long and serrated one, and thrust it through the troll’s left temple and out the right. Blood sprayed like a fountain, like a heavy downpour.

The troll fell backwards with a mighty rumble, the spikes sliding with it, the holes in Seth’s body opening to the fierce air. Seth fell to his knees with a look towards Molly and collapsed in bloody ruin upon the road.
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Chapter 4: In the Depths
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Papaw? Are you there? I need you right now. 

The world is so cold. I need your warmth. I need the feeling of your arms around me. I need your power. 

Why do I always make things worse?

Where are you, Papaw? Why are you so quiet?

Please...talk to me.

***********
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MOLLY’S THROAT DROPPED into her stomach as a humid wind whipped her face and tangled her red hair.

Seth lay prostrate on the road, surrounded by blood and concrete.

“Is he still with us, Molly?” Jacinthe wheezed, running up beside her. “Can you feel any life in him?”

Molly could feel only the faintest outline of the sun on the fading horizon of his heart.

“He’s still there...barely.”

A wound large enough to swallow Molly whole split Seth’s chest in two, his body riddled with lacerations and punctures on his abdomen, arms, and legs. Jacinthe hastily examined his injuries, but Molly felt drawn to his dear face.

Though they opened only a little, his eyelashes splashed Molly with a gush of air as she approached. She could feel his pulse slowing, the spark draining from him as his lifeblood seeped onto the pavement.

“Molly...my little savior...do not be sad,” he whispered hoarsely.

“How? You’re my friend, and I can’t...can’t bear to see you like this.”

“To see your rise, to see you become, that has been worth every moment of this pain.”

Molly positioned herself beside his gaping chest wound, like peering into a bottomless pit.  Blood flowed freely around his broken sternum.

“Well, you’ll have plenty more days to watch, more battles to fight, my friend.”

I...I can do this. I know I can.

Green fire flared from her hands, flowing from her eyes and ears. She raised her hands into the air, placing them inside the bloody wound. 

She focused. She wished. She gave it everything she had.

Jacinthe broke her concentration, “Molly, are you...are you trying to heal him?”

“I figure that if I can heal myself, I can heal other people, too.”

“It doesn’t always work like that, dearie. Healing is much more complicated than you think.”

“Well, I should at least try, right?”

Jacinthe gasped in wonder as some of Seth’s lacerations began to close. The rim of his chest wound glowed green with the faraway intensity of galaxies in the night sky.

But after many minutes passed, Molly sat there still, focusing on the wound. 

“It...it won’t heal. Why won’t it close?”

Seth began to cough up heaps of blood, hidden springs poured forth with each rasp. Molly could feel his pulse waning, could feel the sadness in him rising.

No! I can do this! This has to work.

The entire Wing’s Reach team gathered around Seth’s broken body. There was weeping, there was anger, but there was little hope.

“It’s no use, Molly. This is a wound that cannot be healed. Let me go,” Seth whispered.

“No! I won’t quit! I won’t...I can’t... lose another friend.” 

“It’s okay, Molly. I go to my dear Anna. She’s waiting for me. I can...can see her...now.”

Seth’s head fell to one side, the spirit leaving him to find its place among the stars.

“NOOOO! Don’t abandon us, Seth! You can’t...I won’t let you!” Molly cried.

She kept trying. Hotter and hotter the energy radiated, warmer than the August sun. Soon, his flesh began to burn and blacken, and a vicious smell filled the air.

Jacinthe pulled at her shoulders, “Molly...you have to stop. There’s nothing that could be done. He lost too much blood. It’s not your fault...”

Molly whipped around with scorching crimson in her eyes.

“And whose fault do you think this shitty situation is?” she hissed. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be special, right? I’m the one who has these damn powers. I’m the one who everyone is counting on...”

“Dearie, it’s really not like that. You’re human, just like all of us.”

“NO! I’m supposed to be something more. This...this is all my fault, and I failed miserably yet again!”

She turned back to the deep wound, casting green fireballs from her fingertips. She screamed and cried. She muttered to herself.

“No, not another one lost. I won’t allow it!”

Out of her eyes, a vortex of green fire surged into the sky. It swirled like a great tornado, whipping the air and throwing concrete and dust into a growing cloud. The wind blew Jacinthe across the road and through a restaurant door; her team cowered to the earth, holding on for their lives.

“NOT ANOTHER ONE!”

“Molly...stop!” Jacinthe yelled weakly as she struggled to her feet.

The power of the tornado surged into a churning storm, Molly at its core. 

Then with a savage lightning strike, the wind ceased, and Molly fell to her knees. She looked down; bursting from her chest with a gust of sour-sweet odor was the sewer creature, angry and vengeful. It pressed itself through her skin, tearing a bloody hole in her chest with its violent teeth.

“Jac...Jacinthe...do you...see the...” she coughed.

Jacinthe watched in horror as Molly tore open her hoodie: a bright red gash slashed down her chest, from neck to navel, blood flowing like water.

Molly fainted face-first onto Seth’s prostrate body.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5: The Red Fountain



[image: ]




Molly's vision glowed blue in the blinding sun. She was falling, falling through the crystal sky, clouds like fluffy pillows scattered all around her. Far below rested a beautiful place; mountains like waves upon a viridescent sea spread in all directions, rolling hills played close at hand. The sun was high and hot, and the air flowed over her in wet sheets.
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