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For my parents.

“Things can be seen better in the darkness...  But the longer you spend in the dark,  the harder it becomes to return to the world above-ground where the light is.”

Haruki Murakami,  1Q84


"Hey buddy,  hey.  Hey buddy,  please.  It's 2 a.m.  I'm tryin' to sleep."

Thee More Shallows,  "2AM"
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A Brief Note on this Collection

What we have here is a loose collection of stories that have little in common other than the fact that I wrote them in that period between the beginning of 2024 and the end of 2025. 




Differences of setting and character aside, these tales of  fiction do compliment each other, I feel, in tone and curiosity.




And I hope you enjoy.




Ryan


Nighttime in the Switching Yard

There was no easy way to escape from this town. Especially in those days. Landlocked atop a plateau, for most of the year flat expanses of dead fields were all one could see. There was nothing in any direction, for miles and miles. And when it snowed in the winter, as it would start to next week, there was even less nothing: just a bright flat whiteness.


​I couldn’t drive; I had no money and there was no car in my family. If I simply walked, it would probably be to my doom. There was no airport nearby, and even if there was: I’d have to remind you that I had no money. The only option left, I felt, was the train.



​There was no station for passenger travel, but there was a switching yard in which three lines passed through and momentarily, while in the confines of the yard, felt more free to mingle and intertwine with each other, looking something like strands of DNA painted in 3-D atop the gravel. Long, old, loud boxcars would haul cargo across the plateau, from burb to metropolis, and if one was clever enough and quiet enough they might be able to go along for the ride.



​I had hopped the fence to get into the yard more times in my life than I had been to class, probably. It was second-nature at this point. I knew all the spots along the quarter mile stretch of barbed-wire where one could find an easy trespass. Throughout the years there had been a variety of other ways in and out, which had faded in and out of existence due to cycles of alternating defacement and repair, and these days there were only two truly-viable ways of trespass.



​The first: on the far right side of the run the fence hung loose enough in the corner, and the dirt on the ground had worn low enough, that one could easily slip under. Though this was a good place to exit the yard through, the problem with entering here was that this was a highly visible spot, with nothing around to obscure an unlawful entry. And of course the rattling of the fence was always something to keep in mind.



​The other way into the yard, and my current favorite, was to hop onto a pair of rusty 55-gallon drums, which had likely sat in the same spot for decades, filled the whole time with some unknown liquid, and then from there climb on to the utility shed beside them. The shed was right up against the fence, on the outside, almost exactly in the middle of its run. And with a careful leap, and a careful landing in the dead grass, I could jump over the barbed-wire and make a traceless entry into the switching yard.



​Aside from minding the physical danger of the leap, and the coils of wire designed to rip open arteries, the other thing to mind with this means of entrance was that the utility shed was sometimes used by the residing railroad cop, Officer Marsalis, as a secondary office, or a secret hideout or something. I don’t know. Suffice to say, though, that he’s best avoided as completely as possible.


In the early days, I had simply snuck aboard the boxcars for the sheer thrill of it, to get away with something, and to travel away from the dull embryo of my hometown. This motivation was strong, with a long half-life, and kept me riding the rails as often as I could, for a long time. I saw much of the whole land, and had some unforgettable adventures. But I was a kid. Now I ride for something else entirely.


​Officer Marsalis didn’t appear to be inside the shed, so I climbed onto the two 55-gallon drums, being quiet but still hearing the slight slosh of the thick mystery liquid inside them being disturbed. The sun was soon to rise, but I still had enough time and darkness to make it. I ambled up onto the corrugated tin roof, wary not to cut my hands on the edges, readied myself, breathed, and took the jump immediately over the barbed-wire fence. Other than the ten-foot drop to the ground, the jump is not terribly difficult to make. As I said, I’ve done this countless times. All that said, however: this time, I messed up.



​I was moving too quick, being too confident. As I hopped, my shoelace, which I hadn’t noticed had fallen untied, got caught on one of the fence’s barbed-wire teeth. As gravity guided me on the descent, my foot was pulled upward. My ankle twisted painfully as my body slammed into the chain-links, sending a metallic crash rippling out to either side of me. My foot slipped out of my shoe and I fell to the ground, able to catch most of my weight comfortably but also hitting the fence a second time and unleashing a smaller, though no less unwelcome, rippling, crashing sound.



​My ankle hurt, and my shoe was gone for now, regrettably to be potentially used as evidence against me, but I knew I had to move. My heart was racing as I scrambled to my feet to try and stay on track with my plans. I made sure my backpack was okay, and that its contents were still safely inside, then I quietly hurried through my pre-planned route through the switching yard, ducking behind cargo-laden pallets and taking extra care at each stop to scope the area for any signs of life, or any signs that my clumsy entrance had given me away. Everything seemed all right.



​There was only one train in the yard, which I’d known there would be: a cargo train that came through about once a month carrying coal and lumber and cut stone. I would take this to the city, where I would deliver the extremely important package in my backpack to a very important person, and things in the world would become just a little bit better. Then I would hop on another cargo train, which usually held brand-new automobiles, back to my town. This train wouldn’t stop in my switching yard, but I knew the right spot to jump off the train, just near enough to walk home.



​I reached the yard proper and stopped to scan my surroundings. It was a forty yard rush to make it to the train, and this was the part where I was most likely to get caught. If I could make it across unnoticed, I could breathe easy. If I got caught, though, Marsalis could break my eye socket, or collapse my lung.



​The freight conductor turned the corner with an engineer and a switch operator, each drinking coffee from a little mug and talking about life in the railway business. I backed up and hid my head under a tarp as they passed. When their conversation had faded to a satisfactory decibel, I slipped out of the tarp and rescanned the area. Nothing raised any alarms, and the sky was beginning to lighten, so I decided it was time to keep moving.



​I looked both ways one last time, as if I were crossing a city street, and then booked it across the yard. As I sprinted across the golf-ball sized gravel, an action which probably would’ve looked awkward on even the most seasoned professional runner, I kept my eyes on the ground to make sure I properly avoided the two sets of empty train tracks I needed to cross.



​I leapt over the second set of tracks and closed in on the train, which was beginning to wake up, vibrating with the life that emanated from its awakened heart and mind that were its engine. Then I heard the word I dreaded hearing most in such a time: “Hey!”



​I didn’t look around, I didn’t slow down; I kept running and jumped over the pin connecting two boxcars, then cut a sharp left, away from the voice, and ran parallel to the train. After sprinting alongside the lengths of three cars, I climbed up to the top of one that was filled with one big pile of cut stone. Without even thinking I jumped in and began to shimmy and swim my body into the stone pile, like some kind of crab that hides in the sand to wait for prey. Although this time I was the prey, and I could only hope to hide myself well enough as to not get killed by the predator. We’re all simply following the laws of the jungle this morning.



​I continued to bury myself, wanting to be so low in the pile of rubble that I was completely obscured. Even if someone were to climb up and look inside, the goal would be for them to say, “There’s no way someone could be hiding in there.” This was all the rationale I could muster to keep myself calm, and I had to actively work to keep my mind from retorting to itself in this inner dialogue with, “You’re probably right. Why don’t we drop something heavy on there to be sure, though? If someone is in there, either they’ll scream, or be killed.”



​“Too true,” the other person would probably say, “I’ll go get an anvil.”



​And then I’d be crushed to death.



​Thankfully, though, this fantasy remained unrealized. I’d made sure that I couldn’t see any beams of light poking through, reaching my eyes, and that my feet (one shoeless) were buried lower than my head, so as to maximize my invisibility from the outside. My backpack was still on my back, straps pulled tight, and the hard casing of the precious package inside dug a rectangular pit into my back like some terrible pilates device. I wasn’t comfortable in the least, but I could still breathe.



​As I lie there in the dark of the loose stone, the minutes passed. I listened for any signs of panic out there, any quick moving feet on the ground that would belong to an angrily pursuant Officer Marsalis and company. But there was no such sound. There was the sound of feet, but they walked calmly past, and everything was dampened by the low roar of the idling train. I began to feel at ease; somehow I’d made it. I had been almost sure I’d be caught, but it appeared I’d gotten away scot-free. Either way, I had to do this. The consequences were, in fact, of no consequence.



​After maybe an hour, maybe three, there was a jerk and I knew the train was about to get moving. Moments later it did. The weight of everything on board wobbled back and forth as everything found equilibrium in their momentums, including myself and the pile of rocks I was entombed in. The point of every stone touch my person made itself known, digging into me in one direction then the other, while I likewise was subtly thrown forward, then back, against them. It didn’t feel great, but I was happy I’d gotten away with everything.



​Or so I thought to myself.



​Too bad the universe will never be beaten when it comes to comedic timing.



​I heard the sound of stones above me, directly on the other side of the darkness from my eyes, moving. Then a hand, hard as any of the stones, reached through them and gripped the hair on my scalp, and pulled. I yelped and squirmed as it was all I could do; he was abusing knowledge of a pressure point that left me helpless. My body’s natural response was to writhe free of the stones and move upward with the pulled hair, hoping to less the unbearable strain on the scalp. My knees and shoeless foot were scraped and jammed against the many tons of small stones as the huge man pulled me upright like a newborn kitten being inspected by a breeder. A breeder who hates cats.



​“You got real fuckin’ clever this time, kid!” Officer Marsalis moved his hands to both be gripping the breast of my coat. He was spitting as he talked, spraying my face with a fine sputtering mist.



​“I just needed a ride.” I said, looking him in the eyes. I began all of our interactions this very way; if we were in a sitcom that sentence could be my catchphrase.



​“Hmph. You lot don’t fuckin’ learn.”



​And this is where he would beat my ass. I say ‘would’ because he did not, this time. This time was too important. I could take being beaten badly enough to piss blood and spend a few days in the hospital, but I couldn’t take missing the deadline I was under. He must’ve certainly expected to do some uninterrupted ass-beating just then, if judging only by the look of sheer stunned fear on his face when I thrust both my forearms directly upward, with a force I’m sure he didn’t think I possessed, and knocked his hands free of my lapels. Then, I pushed him backwards, taking advantage of his disrupted center of gravity.



​He tripped on the lip of the car and fell backwards over the edge, down between the two cars. I saw him turning in the air in slow motion, eyes and mouth both wide, hands outstretched for something to grab onto. Since the train was now moving, albeit slowly, as he hit the ground he was swept out of view. I still heard his scream clearly, however, guessing some part of him must have gotten run over by the train.


Time doesn’t ever go backwards, except in the mind. What’s done is always done, then and there. My mind immediately saw all the pieces of truth that added up to work against me: trespassing, my shoe, assault on an officer of the law, with whom I already have a less-than-stellar rapport.


​As the train steadily picked up speed, I sat down on the pile of rocks and looked toward the caboose. Then, though, I thought I should probably turn around; there were still a couple tunnels in this flat landscape, through small hills, that I’d need to look out for if I wanted to keep my head. I watched backward as the switching yard vanished behind. I would need to be more careful than ever now. Jail was likely in my future, and maybe as soon as the next town.



​I stood up, keeping low against the wind to stay balanced. My ankle felt weak and communicated a sharp sensation of pain directly to my brain anytime I moved it now, so I’d need to move quick. I don’t know what caused me to take one more look back at the end of the train, the caboose. Maybe it was my lifelong love of action films. But, completely against any real expectation, I saw exactly what my fearful mind had imagined might happen.



​An arm reached up over the top of the last train car. It gripped onto a ledge and pulled. From over the edge of the train then rose the body of a man: Officer Marsalis. His face was strained in an even mix of exertion and rage, and as his body was further revealed, I saw that his right arm hung limp, completely crushed in the middle by the weight of the train’s wheels. He used it through gritted teeth to hold himself near the train as his other limbs moved him about its surface. My eyes were wide with terror, and I could do nothing but meet his unblinking leer as he climbed atop the caboose.



​The wind whipped both our hair and made all else inaudible. Like any of the best of train sequences in action cinema, everything about this moment demanded the absolute attention of all involved, and indeed I felt all of my focus funneled into the now, the plot, media en res.



​Just then, the train horn sounded from somewhere in the distance behind me, cutting through the roar of the wind. Marsalis was still getting to his feet. I looked over my shoulder: one of the aforementioned tunnels was fast approaching through the morning fog. Already? I dropped to the floor, that being the giant pile of rocks that decorated my private cabin. In fewer seconds than my internal clock had anticipated, the world went violently dark, and the wind was replaced with a deafening silence perforated by the sounds of the train, amplified horrifically in the narrow tunnel. I held my head down and waited. I wondered if Officer Marsalis had made it. I won’t say what I hoped for, even I was conflicted about that.



​After a few minutes, the tunnel ended and we were speeding through the open air once again. I sat up and looked around: no tunnels in the foreseeable future, and no sign of Marsalis. I felt pangs of guilt and fear, and a primal desire to bury them beneath completing a goal. I wanted to take no chances. Maybe Marsalis had survived somehow. Either way, I’d need to avoid more eyes yet along the way.



​I painstakingly climbed down the side of the train car, and moved along from car to car toward the front. I came to a car loaded with lumber, finding it wasn’t completely filled. Thinking quickly and tiredly, the adrenaline fading from my bloodstream, I made myself a small ‘room’ in the back of the care, repositioning and rearranging stacks of wood around me to try and create the illusion of a space completely packed with cargo.


Then I rested. There was nothing else I could do. My other option was what? Jumping off? Turning myself in? Maybe I would later. But not until after this package had been delivered.


​I had been traveling back and forth from the city to my hometown for the better part of a year, completing segment after segment of an overarching narrative journey in which I’d finally felt something to believe in, something that really opened my eyes to what else the world had to offer.



​And the journey culminates with this package. If I can deliver it successfully, I will have done more good for the world than most in the long history of humanity could ever have hoped to. The item concealed inside took great pains to find, though I was finally able to. And once obtained, I had to hold on to it in secrecy for months, fearful everyday that any of the other parties desperate to have what I held.



​Until now. It’s all coming to head.



​I fell asleep for a while.



​When the day was at its hottest I woke up. I ate an apple from my pack and some nuts, and pulled out the book I’d started reading. It was some five cent science fiction novel, the schlocky kind that I liked, in which some valiant hero had to traverse a vast and perilous alien planet on foot, meeting all kinds of wacky locals along the way and using his unmatched wit and problem-solving skills to best them and their inconvenient customs for his betterment.



​The city was still another day’s away ride away, with probably two short stops along the way. All I could do was my best to stay quiet and hidden, looking out through a hole in the wooden car’s wall to gaze upon the pastures whenever I needed a mental break from my voluntary prison-on-wheels.



​When it finally came the next evening, I was ready. The train depot in the city was much noisier than my quiet switching yard, and of course much more dangerous for me to be seen in. The sounds of cars on streets somewhere out there could be heard: a free world calling to me. But I waited, first.



​For half an hour I sat and listened to everything going on outside the car, occasionally peeping out the small hole, but taking care not to be seen when people walked by. I never heard or saw any sign of Marsalis. I decided it was best not to think about right now. One thing at a time.



​When I felt the time was right, I began to move some of the piles of wood to create a small corridor of egress. I listened: nothing. I slid the car’s large metal door slightly open. This took great effort to do quietly, yet still made a two-note song of sharp squealing and grinding rust. I stopped, terrified I’d be heard. But after a couple minutes, nothing had changed. There seemed to be no one in the immediate area, and from here I knew it was only a quick jog over to an alleyway where a gate was always left propped open.



​My ankle had healed a little bit during my trip, but was still extremely tender and couldn’t support too much weight. I’d need to be swift, but careful.



​I slid the door open another half foot, this was thankfully less noisy this time, and slipped out. I landed on my good foot and began to immediately hobble, crouching low like a goblin, toward the alley. I closed the distance, passed through a wide-open chain-link fence and turned the corner around a red-brick wall into the alley.



​I stopped.



​There, in the short alley, leaning against a dumpster, smoking a cigarette that I then noticed had filled the air with its smell, was Officer Marsalis. His arm still hung limp at a disgusting, unnatural angle. He seemed cool and collected as he turned to look over at me. He looked like he’d been waiting for me.



​“I’ve been waiting for you,” he said.



​Oh, I thought.



​He took a large pull of his cigarette, then flicked it away. He held in the smoke for a second, then exhaled it all through his nose.



​“You wanna go straight to jail? Or do you wanna have some fun first?”



​I knew the kind of fun he meant probably wouldn’t be fun for me; straight to jail was probably the best option. I guess daily life is a bit more complicated than how it’s represented in Monopoly.



​“Listen,” I said, putting my hands forward like a kid warding off a bully, or a feral pig, “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to hurt, or kill you. It’s just that I’m on a very important mission. Seriously, it’s very urgent.”



​“Oh, an urgent mission? Ha! I don’t give a shit!” Officer Marsalis trademark rage was returning. He began to step toward me. I stepped backwards, hands still up.



​“Tell the other pieces of shit in prison that you got your shit rocked by a cop who used only one hand!” he growled.



​I braced myself to run away the way I came, but the cop moved with a burst of speed that beat my reactionary capabilities. He grabbed the shirt between my coat lapels and yanked me toward him, then thrust his forehead forward into mine. I felt the hit throughout my whole body. I was instantly reminded how similar my skull was to the humble coconut; I felt the thin shell of bone vibrate with tectonic activity, emanating from the impact point. The hollow sound rang in my ears like the aftershock of a bomb’s blast. For just a moment, my mind went dark and my body went limp.



​I came to and clumsily tried to scramble to my feet as the big man continued to clutch my shirt. He had no regard for the strength of the fabric; it was stretching and ripping and, frankly, being ruined. I once again became keenly aware of my injured ankle, wrapped only in my worn, dirty sock, and once again being scraped and twisted against the earth as I try to use it for its god-given purpose. I was in great pain at the two magnetic poles of my body.



​“You’re going away for a long-time, punk,” the cop hissed.



​“No, I need to-“ CRACK. His fist hit the side of my jaw and I went down, my consciousness invited once again to step down. I lolled in a pained dream state for a few moments on the dirty floor of the alley. The cop kicked me twice, once in the shins, then again in the stomach. Two new flavors of pain to add to the menu this evening.



​I started to crawl to my feet. Damaged though I was, the mission was still more important. Even my concussed brain could remember that much, holding onto it as a stand-in for my default moral compass, for my very Wille zum Leben. Marsalis stepped toward me, towering overhead. I looked from his boots up to his pissed off countenance.



​“You like beating up kids, Officer Marsalis?” I asked, spitting out a little blood afterward.



​“As a matter of fact,” a grin appeared amidst his anger like the unwelcome friend of an enemy coming to help finish the job, “I do.” He readied to strike me once again and I flinched; my ankle wouldn’t let me get far. I was ready to die for the cause I had chosen.



​“But right now,” he continued, “I’m a little extra pissed off, and sometimes a beating isn’t enough.” Then I heard the series of small dull pops that signaled the officer was unsheathing his ultimate tool of justice: probably a Colt .38.


Enter the Christmas-colored man.


​This nickname was assigned to him by me, though only in my personal internal rolodex. I’d chosen this name because he seemed to always be wearing a slim-fitting, dark green wool suit, with a white shirt and burgundy necktie. The whole ensemble brought Christmas to mind for me. He was wearing it now even. Every time I saw him in this suit I felt a strange sense of calm, or comfort, somewhere deep within. This time especially: I knew right away that he’d at least take my side in this dispute.



​I’d opened my eyes when the shot I was expecting never came, and saw him standing in the alley behind Marsalis. How long had he been there?



​“Can I help you?” Officer Marsalis asked in an intimidating, loud voice to the man who was, to him, a total stranger. He shifted the aim of his weapon from me onto the man.



​The Christmas-colored man said nothing. He simply leaned on his cane, which he always walked with, even though he appeared to only be in his thirties, and had no apparent issues ambulating. He looked at us from behind his black sunglasses, beneath his bowler of dark-green wool.



​Officer Marsalis, having inflicted no apparent fear onto the stranger, fell back onto his acting skills, choosing to portray the role he was dressed for: that of a public servant. “Sir, this juvenile delinquent attacked me. He tried to kill me! He pushed me off a train car, which he was illegally riding aboard, and then got me runned over!” He paused for dramatic effect, staring intently in the Christmas-colored man’s eyes, and throwing his whole injured body into the rhetoric. The Christmas-colored man didn’t react. He simply met the cop’s gaze, presumably, from behind those black lenses.



​“Now,” continued Marsalis, “I need to get this young man down to the local station, can you help me? As you can see, this punk’s assault has ruined my arm. I can probably never use it right again. If you could help me deliver this terrorist you’d be doing the public a great service. Would probably even be in the papers.” On this last part, Marsalis offered a sly smile to the man.



​The man said nothing.



​Marsalis waited for a response, even a word, even a movement. The Christmas-colored man may as well have been sleeping upright. Marsalis looked like he was about to grow angry again as the seconds of odd silence grew longer. Then, the man finally spoke, cutting the silence unexpectedly with a commanding voice.



​“I must ask you to step away from the boy,” said the Christmas-colored man.



​“Excuse me?” The rage was back.



​“This boy has the sworn protection of our organization. And he has apparently risked much in our service, more than we were aware.” Though he spoke at an appropriate volume, the Christmas-colored man had the effect and presence of someone you automatically knew was destined from birth to be a powerful politician. Or maybe a game-show host. Either way, his voice, which I’d heard only a handful of other times in the past year in which I was aware of him, was comforting and filled with a warm subtle charm that suggested both extreme empathy and extreme rationality.



​“Your organization? And which organization is that? Huh? I ain’t stepping away from the boy; I’m taking him. And if you’re gonna impede the work of a police officer, you’re going in too!” Marsalis moved over to me. He re-sheathed his weapon, and with the one good arm he had to work with, he lifted me by the collar. My poor shirt had barely any life left in it.



​“Stop,” said the Christmas-colored man with a palpable finality.



​Marsalis dropped me like a suitcase. “What?” He growled at the Christmas-colored man. He began to walk toward him. “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, pretty boy, but you’re messing with an officer of the law and you’re about to find out that that’s not such a good idea.”



​As he talked, he edged closer and closer to the Christmas-colored man, until they were basically fighting for the same oxygen. He put his face close to the Christmas-colored man’s, presumably so the man could see how enraged and serious Marsalis was, up close. Maybe he thought it had been hard for the man to tell through his sunglasses.



​The Christmas-colored man grabbed Marsalis, firmly, on his train-crushed right arm. Marsalis screamed out in pain and buckled a little, though he didn’t fall completely.



​“Why you-“ Marsalis’ rage had hit a peak but was instantly neutralized by what happened next. From somewhere, the Christmas-colored man had produced a gun. The menacing nickel revolver, pointed directly at the unarmed Marsalis’ face, was perfectly polished. It gleamed in the overcast day-time like elven silver.



​“I’m a cop, god dammit!” shouted Officer Marsalis, putting his good arm up as an instinctive shield.



​“You are not an officer of this city, correct?”



​“No! I’m from the Plains, where I pursued this boy from. But I’m still in my right to detain him!”



​“You are not an officer of this city, therefore I do not own you. I cannot tell you what to do, but it would be my suggestion that you leave here immediately.”



​“You are gonna tell me to leave?” Marsalis once again pulled out his gun. Compared to the Christmas-colored man’s, it was small, and visibly nicked and dirty. It shook slightly in the injured, shaken officer’s hand.



​“I would not advise that, Officer,” said the Christmas-colored man calmly.
​“You think I’m scared of you? You’re going away forever, pal!”



​“I doubt it.”



​The Christmas-colored man and Officer Marsalis entered into a standoff of tense, focused silence. The ten seconds it lasted felt like an eternity. The right director and editor could’ve had a field day, had this been a staged and filmed scene and not an actual event unfolding before my eyes. Stage right: the squat, hulking Marsalis: exhausted, disfigured, enraged, sweat glistening on his brow, gun arm pointed forward with intention. Stage left: the Christmas-colored man: monolithic, clean, collected, face expressionless, gun arm pointed with nothing but a pure burning certainty.



​“Will you leave?” The Christmas-colored mam continued.



​“I will not,” replied Marsalis, defiantly.



​The Christmas-colored man fired his gun. There appeared to be very little recoil. A minute fraction of a second after he pulled the trigger, its bullet knocked Marsalis’ service weapon straight out of its owner’s lightly trembling hand. The shot was loud, it surprised me, echoing throughout the alley and fading into the train yard. Officer Marsalis yelped and pulled his arm to his chest, protecting it like a baby bird, while his other arm could only hang painfully limp. His eyes in that moment were wide with fear. It was the same look I’d seen when he fell off the train car. When I pushed him, rather.



​“Woah!!” Marsalis put his hand up in a gesture of surrender.



​“Leave,” the Christmas-colored man’s tone, totally unlike the cooler, more neutral ones he’d affected up to this point, was grave. This was a tone saved for when his patience had run dry, and he was ready to move things along. “Go back to the Plains and continue your life. If you do not leave now, you will never know peace for the rest of your days. I’ll give you one chance to show some humility.”



​Marsalis, given this moment of choice, chose to hang on ever so slightly to his tough guy act. He straightened up, wincing a little as his shattered arm was moved in the action. Then put on his usual smug scowl and thrust his chin up high. “I’ll be back. And you’ll pay for all this.”



​The Christmas-colored man fired a second shot. A second deafening boom echoed through the alley, and Marsalis dropped straight down to the ground like a marionette whose operator got suddenly distracted. There was a hole through the center of his head, and some of what once filled it had splattered onto me.



​I was stunned speechless. I had regained my mental faculties for the most part, and had crawled over to lean against a crate and watch fearfully while the two men had been facing off. Now I had seen a man get killed, for real. Though I was shocked, a guilty part of me felt relieved. Not because Marsalis was my arch-nemesis, nor because he was moments away himself from murdering me, but because I wasn’t the one who ultimately killed him.



​Let it suffice to say that there were a couple things from this day that would later take a while for me to work through, psychologically. But for now, I was relieved.



​My mission was complete.


Like an angel, the Christmas-colored man delivered me to a large car. I gave him the package, still concealed safely within my backpack, and he wept with joy.


​I never thought I’d be interacting with him so directly, ever, let alone sharing such an important moment with him. I had only seen and heard this man from afar, and the people in his organization I’d been interfacing with up to this point were mere underlings, tiny cogs in the clocktower that was his grand creation. And here he was, so important a man, so moved over something small I alone had been able to do.



​“Thank you,” he said to me, removing his impenetrable sunglasses and staring straight into my soul. I’d never seen such gratitude in someone’s eyes.



​I don’t know what exactly was inside the package; I never looked, and he never showed me. I also don’t know how it had come to be that this precious object had been hidden in my small hometown that whole time, lying in wait just for me to someday find, for many, many years. I didn’t know a lot of things. I still don’t. Everything that happened was just what was supposed to happen. Or so I felt.



​But again, really, what did I know? Nothing.



​I wasn’t even twenty.



​Back at the Mansion, my wounds were treated and I was pampered and fed and given new clothes. I only saw the Christmas-colored man one more time then: when they were sending me on my way. He met me at the car that was to drive me all the way back to the plains, including a few nights at hotels along the way, all at no expense to me.



​“You have helped me, and my cause, a great deal. I hope you know that I am truly grateful. And my repayment to you is not over yet. Is there anything tangible you can think of that you would like?”



​I thought about it.



​“If you think of something, come and see me. I can make it happen.”



​I nodded. Then I asked him what his name was, as nobody seemed to really know. He told me, then asked me my name. I told him. We shook hands, now friends.



​Just before I left, I thought about what’d I’d like to ask of him. There was no need for further pontification; as soon as the idea was created in my mind, I knew I wouldn’t ever think of anything better. I asked him for what I desired. It was a truly outlandish request, and as soon as it left my mouth I knew I must’ve sounded like an idiot child. But the man’s response was nonchalant, per usual, as if I’d simply asked to borrow a few bucks. “This can be achieved,” was all he said with a small nod.



​As I rode home in the back of the large car I imagined what it would soon be like to have my own private train, staff and all.



​And I thought about Officer Marsalis.



​Then I pulled out my science fiction novel and read the final few chapters before falling asleep.



The Cloud of Everything You’ve Forgotten

One day, Perry awoke and realized he couldn’t remember the names of any of his elementary school teachers, nor those of most of the kids he’d gone there with. Granted, it had been nearly thirty years since he’d been in school there, and these were not the kinds of important things one would normally keep locked and loaded in the nearest chambers of their memory, but the dawning still bothered him.


​The mind is a finite space; as much as people would like to hold on to the memory of every experience, every train of thought, most of us can’t. Old memories, those that don’t often get pulled to the forefront, slip lower and lower in the stack. Down into the shadows they go, where they begin to lose their shape, their resolution, and become compressed and mixed together, like mulch, until they reform the blank synaptic celluloid upon which new memories can be mapped. And thus the process repeats.



​This is just the way it is.



​Perry thought about all the things he could no longer remember. Names, faces, dates, events, birthdays, books he’d read, films he’d watched, almost everything he’d learned in all his years of schooling. He knew that he had known these things, at one point; he had these memories of memories, but there was some sort of disconnect now. The pathways leading to certain files in his brain had been corrupted. Even the organic computer of the brain can suffer from a variety of programming, and user/organizational, errors.



​He didn’t think his memory was especially bad. He was like everyone else: forgetful to a perfectly healthy degree. He knew all the important phone numbers, names, and the like, and was typically clear-headed and lucid.
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