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	Foreword


	“Imagine reality slivered into separate dimensions and weaved together by unique threads only a few could understand.”


	 Alethea Stauron 


	 


	For my thread master.














	Pronunciation Guide


	 


	Lucius(lü-shŭs)      Dextorus(dĕks-tȯr-ŭs)      Yaztarifenn(yăz-tĕr-ĭ-fĭn)


	Yuleshua(yü-lĕsh-yü-wŭ)      Hoshtravay(hŏsh-trŭ-vā)      Baàlsarideem(bŏl-sĕr-ĭ-dĭm)


	Deasja(dēz-jŭ)      Oobadoave(ü-bŭ-dōv)      Shuelltyson(shüĕl-tī-sŭn)


	Craden(krāy-dĕn)      Thraishe(thrāsh)      Mangoram(măn-gȯr-ŭm)


	Artorus(är-tȯr-ŭs)      Rueshta(rüsh-tŭ)


	Samstarsey(săm-stär-sē)      Jett Commdearadea(jĕt\kŏm-dēr-ŭ-dāy)


	 


	Pronunciation Symbols


	 


	ā….aid, made, tray       f….far, whiff, full


	ē….feed, seed, meat       g….gig, gone, gore      ‐….Hyphen divides syllables.


	ĕ….elephant, egg, led       h….hollow, hum      ()….Pronunciation of item word


	ă….apple, map, tram       j….jet, gelatin, jack             is placed between parenthesis.


	ī….eye, thigh, rye       l….limbo, lull, loud      \….Usage of reverse virgule indicates


	ŭ….umbrella, mud       m….man, mambo             transcription break for dual items.


	ŏ….ball, ominous       n….nice, non, naked       ,….Commas separate variant


	ō….boat, slope       r….race, runt, reek             pronunciations.


	ĭ….it, hip, sister       s….sauce, sass, say


	ü….moon, tune       sh….shadow, shush


	är….ark, star, mark       thr….three, throw


	ȯr….shore, floor       tr….tree, trunk, troll


	ĕr….air, tare, where       t….tut, mitt, tail


	wŭ….wall, what       v….vow, vacate, stove


	b….baby, bark, tab       w….wane, water


	k….carrot, car, crack       y….you, yule, yolk


	d….dare, dull, fad       z….sneeze, raise







Prologue


	 


	I‘ll speak this one time, but no more. The issue is with me and my enemies. However, ordinary people play a small part, like a stalk of wheat on the battlefield, a harvest worth fighting for. It’s all around them, the war. They feel the war and the others. Sometimes there’s thickness in the air, a lump with every swallow taken, a chill as they enter a room. They know something is there.


	Waiting.


	Watching.


	Those are the others.


	Some people often believe they’re strong enough. Many make claims to have strength, but failure soon follows. Failure takes over by barely grasping a measure of reality. Maybe within dreams, but then again, they’re channeled there. They’re left vulnerable by a clear mind and naively opened to a hidden battlefield, another dimension where mind games are used by the others. Like a toy on a string, it’s their favorite method. For those who seek answers without mind games, without lies, or hidden forms of deception, I’ll give a story, a personal one. 


	A story about my daughter, and how I couldn’t get to her in time. About what I did to keep my promise to her. My enemy took what was precious from me, and I wanted her back. 


	She was abducted on her wedding day; the day the war began. The day it crouched at everyone’s door. The way was closed for me so that I couldn’t step foot there any longer. Even the ground was cursed. Only one thing remained—she had hope.


	She was psychically linked. Barely. She was fading away from me and closer to them and into the darkness where shadows have teeth, and the others wait. 


	From the moment it happened, I knew. I knew exactly who I would use. A soldier so hidden he changed his name, disguising himself in every way, but someone I knew I could trust with her. He himself had suffered a great loss, a loss he couldn’t repair on his own, so he tried to forget. As he tried to forget, he was drowning himself in the only practice he found would work for him. His intentions weren’t to be selfish, but to sustain what was left. What he really needed was the one thing he feared asking for and believed he didn’t deserve—help. The time was ripe for him, and help was coming. He needed a new identity. A new start. An intervention. So that’s what I did. I choose my soldiers carefully, and I know whom to trust. I trusted him.


	The soldier I chose had become a myth. He was the last anyone would expect, for his breed had become no more than a fairytale of legends. Well-known, but forgotten in a sea of unbelievable stories, but his unbelievable story was very real. 


	He was special for a reason. He is armed with special abilities: ultra-speed, telepathy, telekinesis, and much more. I designed him that way. He’s my weapon of war. My biggest secret. My phoenix. 


	I have a connection to him, but it has been diminished by his activities. He, and most of his abilities, had fallen asleep. No matter. I knew his true intentions were never to cut ties with me. I knew that because we were connected. I’m connected to everything he knew, and I won’t abandon him. 


	As aforementioned, I will not speak again. This is my only introduction. The rest is history. I’m known as the general, a powerful leader of a hidden army. And this account is just one of my stories.














	One 


	Ashes Remain


	 


	Weaving its enormous wings over an open sky, a creature dims the sun. Wreathe-like movement plays like a mobile with its stretched onyx feathers. Sunlight flickers just softly enough to lull what lies below. On purpose, the beast sways in the firmament, absorbing sweltering heat for reasons of its own. The flying isn’t to mark a territory of death, instead the actions of the creature, driven by pity, are to shelter, altruistically shading a sleeping giant before sorrowed eyes open to reality again, before the ire of yesterevening is reborn.


	Drowning in a sea of fermented sugars and tearstained cheeks, remnants from a long night of an already-unforetold amount etched in his past, Lucius lies undisturbed by intermittent noon beams. He’s finally passed out from the only way he’s been able to find rest. He had curled himself into a well-oiled crack where he can beat the system and forget. 


	The natural flow of sleep for Lucius is a daily battle against his own flesh. His land and his jurisdiction constantly strengthen him no matter how much he resists. The very trees, much like the creature above, combat him in giving up on his responsibilities. Power is driven into Lucius’s blood from food, air, and anything he drinks. The land serves him like a curse he can’t escape, but he tries. 


	Right now, Lucius is an off-duty soldier, investing in self-medicated sleep and reeking of alcohol. An overgrown hairy shrub has taken claim over his identity. Unfilled bottles surround his weathered hammock like glassy ornaments adorning an already-littered beach. Empty trash acts as sundials sitting half-buried on top of sand and flashing rays of changing sunlight. Lucius snuggles his half-empty glass teddy bear under his arm and breathes slowly. Calmly. Peacefully. It has been days since his last shower or since he has spoken with anyone except himself. 


	He’s a professional hermit by now, taking advantage of being on call in a tattered hammock where he indulges in coveted dreams. His eyes rapidly twitch under lids as he recalls ancient memories of smiles and laughs. Dreams erase the pain of losing them, but dreaming is the only way he can see their faces again. 


	In Lucius’s dream, three nearly forgotten soldiers—nearly forgotten by all but him—line up at water’s edge. Clear waves press over sand. An easy, saltwater breeze provides ambiance, much like cradling a cherished moment, in time with every breath—lifegiving breath—in the way it was. Waves, like nature’s background music, roll gently enough for tender spoken words to overlap the sound. Early spring sun warms the cream-colored sand. The sunlight nurtures numerous lush green trees, outlining a forest that is loaded with fruit and holding out welcoming grandfather branches. 


	Between the forest and sandy beach are vibrant flowers that act as a border. Purple, blue, and shell-white colors plume their decorated petals. Flowers draped over a two-tiered wall disperse sweet aromas for passersby. Walls that are made of glinting lapis lazuli and polished quartz shine like cabochon jewelry, protecting ancient stone walkways from stray sand. A perfect barrier of richly laid walls to border the distinct biomes.


	Pristine footpaths break off from a main road beyond the wall. The paths separate ancient trails into colossal redwood forests beyond the break of sand painted over rich dirt. Tree bark and wildflowers of the forests shower the woodsy trails with a rustic perfume, much like entering a whole other dimension. The dampness often following rain invites hikers to explore new blooms and wildlife along the mist.


	Lucius remembers so many things like the mist. The flowers and their fragrance pulling at the fowl from the expanse with a sweet invite of nectar. The way the ground has melded over time to fade gracefully into each balanced biome. The footpaths are worn over time into smooth bricks of chiseled stone. It’s a world in which he can only dream about. Everything was beautiful, his mind reminisces with each look over. A perfect inheritance. Home, when he and the land had the same heartbeat. He glances across the beach as three faces of his closest brothers awaken a smile from Lucius.  


	They stand tall, wearing identical soldier attire, uniforms have been interlaid with black and a charcoal design, a simple design to the naked eye yet intelligent fabric. Breathable like Egyptian cotton, but enhanced with special capabilities. The bodies filling out the fabric are solid, broad-shouldered, over six feet tall, and postured with shoulders back. 


	His brothers, Baàlsarideem, Hoshtravay, and Yaztarifenn are lined over moist ground. They gaze upon Lucius, their eldest brother and their commander whom they call, Yuleshua.


	They’re Gamerin, the builders of civilizations and enforcers of laws. Few things frighten them.


	Lucius strolls over with a smile lifting his cheeks.


	“Uh, oh.” Hoshtravay’s cobalt eyes enlarge. “Yuleshua’s smiling.”


	Lucius holds his hand up. “We have a game, Hosh.”


	Yaztarifenn says, “A game? You mean chores.” He shakes his index finger toward Lucius. “I know that smile you’re wearing, Yuleshua. I’ll be sorry later.”


	Lucius takes a stance in front of them. “It’s not that bad, Fenn. Don’t tangle your goatee over it.”


	Raising a chestnut brow, Baàlsarideem says, “That depends, if you’re playing or not.” He thumbs back. “I can beat these guys at anything.”


	“You might be second in command, but it doesn’t give you the right to bend the rules this time.” Lucius winks. “No cheating.” 


	Hosh’s arms flare out as he eyes Fenn. “We’ve already lost.”


	“Hold on a minute,” Lucius interjects. “I just arrived from speaking with our father. He’s bringing black stallions for us.” He leans forward. “They’re beautiful, nothing like you’ve ever seen.” His palm inches up while adding a quirky grin. “That means we need to prepare stalls for them. They have to breed before letting them out to run the fields.” Fenn’s jawline quivers in silence as he allows a small smile to straighten his lips. “Okay,” Lucius says, “you can’t use your keys, slowest one cleans the stables.”


	Hosh groused, “Yuleshua, that’s not fair. You’re the fastest.” He chuckles, saying, “I knew it.”


	“Hosh is right,” Fenn says. “We can’t beat you.” 


	Baàlsarideem steps forward. “Surely,” he says flashing Lucius a slight twinkle in his eye, “he’ll make it even, Fenn.”


	“You’re right,” Lucius says. “I’ll give twelve tics of a head start.” 


	Grumble.


	“And”—Lucius spikes a finger—“I’ll run backwards.”


	Baàlsarideem nods excitedly. “That’s fair,” he says and glances over at Hosh. “Brother, I like that deal.”


	Hosh’s arms unfold. “You would.”


	Fenn gestures toward Lucius and says, “You’re only saying that, Baàlsarideem, because you’re almost as fast as him.” Fenn’s index finger wiggles between him and Hosh. “It’s not fair.” Glancing at Lucius, he says, “You need to be the judge. I’m only racing Hosh at this point.”


	Suddenly, a new competitor appears from behind the huddle. Hosh glimpses back while smiling. “We might’ve evened the odds a little,” he says, elbowing Fenn with a signal of his chin. “Fenn, look who’s here.”


	Fenn loosens the tension in his shoulders as a smile sprouts. “Thank God. I won’t be shoveling manure.”


	The new arrival wears a slightly different uniform with flame-like colors added throughout. He walks tall with shoulders that are not as pronounced as the others but physically chiseled and strong like his commander.


	Lucius’s face lights up like a pleased father. “Artie, brother.”


	“What?” Baàlsarideem spins with anger poorly hidden behind crumpled lips. “Brother? Artorus?” Baàlsarideem turns back, and Lucius’s smile causes increased scowling.


	Lucius doesn’t acknowledge Baàlsarideem’s expression. He welcomes the arrival of Artorus with an elevated tone. “Artie, we’re getting new stallions in our army.”


	“That’s wonderful.” Artie stops, and his golden eyes widen. “The ones you wanted? Those stallions?”


	“That’s them.” Lucius nods and smiles big enough to show his shining teeth. 


	“So, you two already discussed this,” Baàlsarideem mutters, “instead of talking it over with your second in command?”


	“Briefly.” Lucius brushes the air toward Baàlsarideem and continues. “Artie, do you want to race with us?”


	Baàlsarideem snaps, “No. No harvesters. This is a Gamerin race.” His heated eyes flare, and he points toward Artie. “Brother, we can’t have harvesters running. He’s not one of us.”


	“Whoa…now.” Fenn back steps. “Come on, he lives here.” Fenn points his thumb over his shoulder at Artie. “He’s like family. There’s no reason he can’t run. It’s just a game.” Fenn drops a shoulder and elevates a palm toward a fuming expression. “We already know you’re coming in second, like always.”


	“No, he has his place,” Baàlsarideem says as he gazes toward Artie, “and he needs to get back in it.” Turning around, he barks, “You can’t decide either, Fenn.” He turns in Lucius’s direction. His heat is nearly palpable. “What of it? You going to take Fenn’s side over your second in command?” Looking at Artie. “He’s not a Gamerin. He’s a harvester servant, and the stallions are not his gifts.” Shoving two fingers into his chest, he says, “They’re ours.”


	Lucius rolls his palm half-heartedly. “Brother, calm down.” A heavy breath escapes Baàlsarideem’s lips. Hosh and Fenn glance at each other, shaking their heads and straining to keep from rolling their eyes. Lucius snickers, making light of the moment. He motions at Artie with a wink and says, “If Artie wants to clean the stables, he can. What do you say, Artie, you still racing?”


	Baàlsarideem straightens, waiting on Artie’s reply. 


	Artie’s face beams. “If you’re running, Commander, I’m always in. You’d help me if I lost anyway.”


	Baàlsarideem boils and flicks his wrists. “That’s cheating. I’m out,” he says, snarls, and trudges off, scowling at Artie. “I don’t share with harvester servants. You treat him like royalty.”


	Artie is expressionless as he steps backward to give Baàlsarideem’s fumes a wide berth. Fenn reaches a hand out to stop Baàlsarideem and says, “Brother, please don’t go.” 


	Baàlsarideem slaps Fenn’s hand away. “Don’t touch me, Fenn,” he growls as the bundles of sand track across the beach. “No harvester is a brother of mine.”


	“Baàlsarideem, why’re you acting like this?” Lucius asks. But he gets no answer as each stomp of Baàlsarideem’s boots make sand piles during his exit. 


	Lucius hears the slushy steps like beeping in his ear. His brows come together. “That’s a strange tune.” The sound echoes across his head as he watches Baàlsarideem’s dwindling image in the distance. Lucius hollers out, “Come back. Why are you leaving?” 


	Lucius grabs at his chest with a crushing pain pressing over him. The vision of his brothers slowly disappears, fading like vapors. 


	Artie remains and asks, “Are you okay? Lucius, what are you doing? Wake up. She’s waiting.” 


	Aching shoots through Lucius’s stomach, causing him to drop a knee. Baàlsarideem’s figure fades faster, and Lucius calls out, “Brother, don’t leave me!” He reaches out.


	“You can’t. Not him,” Artie says.


	The jingling alarm sounds as all of them disappear with Lucius’s dying dream that comes to a crashing end with the relentless heat of day soaking in. Lucius’s head jerks from the hammock. “No, come back.” His eyes search the sandy shoreline. No one’s there. It was only a memory, nothing more—a dream. 


	There’s nothing left from the vision, except a communicator buzzing.


	“Augh.” Sweat thickens his clumped hair as it presses over the aged canvas beneath him. Lucius swings his forearm on top of his face, blocking the high afternoon sun from stinging his eyes. The mobile shadow flees, revealing the sweltering heat beating down. Lucius’s body continues to push the alcohol out like a natural deterrent, worsening the more aware he becomes. Lucius swallows and mumbles, “This sucks,” as he tries to trick his body into a void, a habit he’s tried mastering with self-medication.


	His communicator stops, and silence has stricken the air once again.


	With the new silence, Lucius wipes his lids while glancing at his surroundings. Wrinkles of his tired eyes flip beneath his fingertips. It’s painful to look up, but he monitors how much he could steal away. “A few hours, I think. A little sleep anyway.” 


	Looking at beach sands appearing as though storms had invaded, reality seeps deeper as his eyesight clears. He studies the shattered scene. “What did I do last night?” Ogling over at one section, he says, “What the heck? I don’t remember doing that.”


	The beach is lined with sticks, a half-burned pile of driftwood, wads of tangled seaweed, sheets, and slit feather pillows are set out and covering over hundreds of empty bottles, aiding in collecting sand and trash from occasional rogue waves. “Those were my best pillows.” Lucius grunts and shuts his eyes. The quiet catches his attention again, and he takes a gander toward a tree. “Aw. I scared my birds away last night too. They’re all I had left.” He slaps his forehead. “They’ll never come back now.” Only the splintered bark from long-forgotten trees and muddled pathways remain. “I’m gonna miss those purple and turquoise little guys.” 


	Lucius’s head falls. The void of thought needs a little help to continue his normal practice, so he goes to his only default in order to get away. “Thought it was just a nightmare.” His eyelids droop with a guzzle of creamy alcohol. He drinks until drifting off. 


	Ring.


	Lucius is jarred from his twilight sleep. “Shut up!” he yaps out. “I’m finally sleeping. Leave me alone.” 


	Then, he argues—


	with himself. 


	“You gotta answer, Lucius. I’m your only voice of reason. This is becoming a problem with you. And you shouldn’t have a split personality trying to talk sense into you. That means that we both have a problem.”


	“They can call someone else,” he answers himself with closed eyes.


	Like a separate personality, and the only thing left of him that’s willing to survive, his voice of reason says, “They’ve called twice already, nitwit.”


	“So?”


	His reasoning draws him back into a single thought, and he says, “If you don’t answer, they’ll come and see. You moron.” 


	Ring. 


	“Dang it.” Lucius presses a blue band appearing from nowhere across his forearm. He doesn’t look when answering. “What do you want? It’s my day off.”


	“You mean, yes, Commander,” Dextorus says.


	“I’m sleeping, Dex, or I was trying ‘till someone called.”


	“Don’t speak to me like that, soldier.” Dextorus softens his voice. Lucius has the tone memorized after years of Dex breathing down his spine with commands and missions that should’ve been done better than the last. Dextorus never quite says Lucius is a disappointment, but how he feels is clearly conveyed by his popping veins that say more than words could describe. The look of his commanding officer that Lucius has come to understand as dry. 


	Lucius knows Dex is biting his lip wherever he’s communicating from, a habit Dex has adopted from dealing with Lucius Yuleshua Gamerin. Dex has no sense of humor and doesn’t intend on growing one with a botched used-to-be commander destined to hide his existence. Dex eases out. “You’re on call. Don’t make me repeat it.”


	The communicator displays a two-dimensional picture across Lucius’s arm. He gazes side-eyed at the commander’s reflection and recognizes how abruptly he had spoken. Lucius exhales. “Sorry, Dex. I wasn’t expecting calls today. My apologies.” He grunts. “I’m kinda out of it momentarily,” he says as he lays his head back and closes his eyes, as if it’ll go away.


	“You look awful, soldier. Have you been drinking? On call?” 


	Lucius wrinkles his brows. “Thanks, Commander. Nice talk.” Lucius bends his forearm to hide his communicator under his hip. “I didn’t think you could see me through this transmission.”


	“Are you hiding your communicator? I can’t see.”


	“I must’ve pressed the wrong button.”


	Dextorus exhales his orders, much like telling a teenager to clean his room, saying, “Wash up. My second-in-command has a job. Deasja’s meeting you there.” His voice sharpens. “And he’s waiting now.”


	Lucius huffs.


	“Ready yourself.” Dextorus dances the words off his tongue. “Sandstorm weather.” 


	“Twenty minutes, Dex.” Burp. “Expect me to report in twenty minutes.” 


	“You have been drinking. Wake up. Heal yourself. I’m sending coordinates now. Twenty-minute estimated time of arrival, and no excuses this time.” Dextorus disconnects abruptly. He always does. Never wanting to stick around and listen for when the complaining begins. Jett warriors are all the same, as far as Lucius has observed. They loathe complaining. Jett warriors are built like machines and are always giving orders. They’re not the same as the Gamerin. Gamerin knew how to play. Jett warriors are believed to think hunting around enemy lines is the same as playing hide-and-seek. And Dex is the worst of them all. Outside of combat, he wouldn’t know what direction is up when it comes to smiling.


	“Yes, sir.” Lucius salutes no one after radio silence. He misjudges his reach when turning his communicator off completely, and his hammock swings toward one side a little too far, adding extra weight to a slit-in material. Rip. Lucius’s body rubs the sun-bleached cotton, as he drags a white shirt above his shoulders and slides until sand breaks his fall. Liquor drips from a toppled bottle, and he reaches out to upright it. “What a waste.” 


	Lucius rolls over with his leg still tangled in the hammock, wrestling with his environment instead of complaining about orders. “Is everything broken?” He kicks several times, freeing his calf from the snarled netting that shackled him in place. His leg gives way, and his head plops upon the sand. The sweat under his eyes collects beach granules, and bottles poking up from beneath him provide a bumpy padding. Lucius finds himself mumbling under his breath. “It took six bottles to nap, I think. Maybe sixteen? Sixty-ish? How dare he bother me. They could’ve called someone else.” 


	His reasoning argues again, saying, “Why do you complain?”


	Burp. “It took six-ish bottles, though.”


	“You sound like a child and look where you are now.”


	Lucius opens his eyes and gazes across the devastated terrain. He pauses when he sees what is draped above him. “Now my hammock’s torn up, and I gotta go to work.” Sweaty chestnut bundles and intertwined sand meshes his locks into thicker clumps. He rubs his fingers through darkened strands, collecting grit under his nails and groans. “Might be more than twenty minutes.”


	“You should fix this.” He massages his temples. “But you can’t think. Quit acting broken.”


	“You’re right, voice of reason, as always. I’ve gotta heal myself first,” he says, scratching under his arm. Yawn. “So I can get up.”


	“Well, do it,” his reasoning voice answers. “Don’t keep Deasja waiting like last time.”


	His eyes shut, takes a deep breath, and follows his own advice. He takes in a surge of power from his surroundings to strengthen his body. Breathe, breathe, breathe.


	Three breaths later, his concentration is clear. His vibrant reasoning voice says, “Do you feel better?”


	“Yeah, I guess. Time to get up.” Lucius opens his eyes with a grunt, and stands up. “When is vacation?” He dusts his sagging clothes with a slap. The hammock dangles in matted material, gobbed between two trees and held together by fringe. “It figures,” he says, shaking his head. “Everything falls apart here.” 


	Lucius grabs his creamy white alcohol and says, “I need more before coming back. Or maybe after fixing this.” He looks at the beach and thinks about the collection of trash he doesn’t remember leaving.


	Lucius hikes barefoot across hot sand and through ancient pathways beleaguered by washed up debris. Nothing is like it once was during the glorious years. His route finally clears as he pulls off trail. “Gotta pee,” he says and stands behind a tree, urinating over a fern. He listens to the slight waves caressing the atmosphere. “My birds are never coming back with it like this.”—burp—“because nobody wants me. Not even me.” Lucius covers back up and regains his footing over the trail. 


	A scruffy voice mimics his commander, saying, “You look like crap.” Lucius straightens his saggy attire and sticks out his chin. “That’s a twenty-minute ETA, soldier.” He waves his index finger as if giving orders. “No excuses.” Lucius salutes and responds to no one, saying, “Yes, Mother.”














	Two


	Sandstorm


	 


	At the rendezvous, Deasja waits in a corner inside Craden’s restaurant where he secretly watches the bar. A sandstorm holds pub occupants as hostages while the storm continues pelting the outside, like teeny shards against historic old limestone. 


	The building was systematically built without flat sides to protect from the raging weather as the seasons change. Bladed corners slice through oncoming wind, softening the harsh turbulence howling outside. Inverted corners arch high and slant, redirecting gusts over umbrellaed slopes. 


	Inside, restaurant space is divided into four winged quarters. Each section is a petal shape with one reserved for kitchen attendants. The reversed corners of the rooms marry together to create a sharp seam leading up to the ceiling over a main lobby and above bar space, making mahogany and liquor the focal point. The floors are designed with limestone slab and hints of mahogany that trace around the barstools. The wood surrounding the bar is worn down. Natural elements act as sandpaper against wooden grain as the foot traffic of patrons have left their mark over time. However, the mahogany bar is kept polished and highly maintained by Craden, the owner.


	Deasja shakes his head and glances at a camouflaged time band over his forearm. Where is he? You’d think if we mentioned a bar, he’d arrive sooner. Deasja gazes over toward a small window yards away. The solid, aquarium-glassed windows resist the severe weather show outside, muting a roaring storm, but they don’t calm Deasja’s growing worry.


	Two sets of solid doors keep the sand dunes outside and help the lobby to stay clean. He stares at the innermost door that drowns out invading sounds when storms hit. Subtle creaks reverberate during times like this. Whining of wood beams sing throughout a vaulted ceiling. Deasja glances up and nervously taps against the tabletop. Come on, Lucius. Wake up, old friend. Don’t give up yet.


	The table situated one over from Deasja holds two patrons. They calmly sip ale and enjoy a meal with casual conversation while trapped inside. 


	Tap, tap, tap.


	A patron hears someone’s nails drumming and glances over. He realizes that the spot was empty, or so he thought. But someone’s been sitting there and nobody else noticed.


	Deasja sees the locals through his peripheral vision and stops tapping. Great, he thinks. I deactivated my camouflage with that. He quickly reactivates his camouflage. But


	that which is perceived is not so easily forgotten. What is not known, none remember, the rules Oobadoave soldiers know well.


	The local clandestinely studies Deasja’s skin. Deasja almost has a faint glow, a shade unlike inhabitants of the area. His dark walnut hair is worn rugged, but clean. He’s not dusty. The local then focuses on Deasja’s natural waves—grown out—and the soft curls around his ears and neck. His bangs are sideswept, and his cinnamon eyes give off an aura of dominance. What?


	Facial characteristics aren’t what’s alerting the local’s attention; something else is.


	Deasja wears white. No one wears white in a dusty area. The local nudges his buddy. “Thaniel,” he says, and balances on one thigh with his lips barely moving. “Don’t look, but there’s an Oobadoave soldier sitting in Lucius’s usual corner.”


	Thaniel nonchalantly looks and immediately jerks his gaze back over his plate. “I saw him.”


	“I told you not to look.”


	Thaniel whispers, “Hues, why do you think he’s here? In that corner?”


	Hues whispers back, “Um, I wanna know why no one sees him.” He looks around the room, and no one else notices the corner. “He’s camouflaged.” Hues swallows. “Or he was a moment ago, before I perceived him.”


	“Why are you saying that? Perceived? Why would you say such a word?”


	 Hues clears his throat. “He’s wearing a white shirt with three rings on the collar. He’s clearly from Oobadoave. He’s a hidden soldier.” With curled lips, Hues glides closer to Thaniel’s ear. “And he’s sitting right next to us.” Hues withdraws, acting as calm as he can while shuddering.


	Thaniel speaks from the side of his mouth, “Maybe he’s just eating something.” He hangs a brow. “You know, like us, a visitor, like that drunk usually sitting there, what’s his name?”


	“Look. Do you see anything on the table?”


	Thaniel glances over and draws back before looking any further, and says, “No. There’s nothing, not a plate, cup, or anything.” All servers carry on their business as if the seat is empty. Thaniel says, “No one sees him. You’re right. You perceived him.”


	Hues and Thaniel stare forward, pretending Deasja’s not there. Hues’s body stiffens as he leans in toward Thaniel again, saying, “We should get out of here. He’s probably waiting on someone. Better if we’re not involved.”


	“You don’t think? The drunk? Lucius?”


	Hues says, “Craden told me once to be careful around Lucius. Keep your distance, he said. He’s not what you think. If it is him, then we shouldn’t be here if Lucius shows up. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen that guy smash this place.”


	They gradually push off their heels, rising from quaking chairs and simultaneously behold the pelted window. Sand pounds against glass, hiding any city lights in the distance. Their shoulders slump. They sit back into rattling chairs and glance at each other, speaking no words between them.


	 


	Lucius hikes a sandy trail and shakes his head as he reprimands himself, “I’m late for stink’n report again.” He tightens a scarf around his face to protect himself from the piercing blows of pelting sheets of sand. “Dadnabbit. This stupid sand is getting in my nose and choking me.” He clears his throat and activates a weather shield over his body. “That’s better. I forgot I had that one.”


	Lucius barely makes out the faint lights of a town appearing within the oceans of dust surrounding him. “Ugh, this is making me thirsty.” He shakes his index finger and continues, “I’m on the job, as my commander would say.”


	“You gonna talk to yourself?” his reasoning voice asks. “You, crazy loon. You’re on duty.”


	“No one hears me. They don’t know me here.”


	“This uniform might give you away. They’re all gonna know once you take that outer coat off.”


	“Aw, no.” Lucius stops. “Not my last hideout.”


	“You can’t hide forever because it’s time to wake up. You need help. Everybody knows you’ve given up.”


	Lucius regains his previous traveling pace. “No one can help me, not even my voice of reason.” He rubs his chest. “I’m worthless, and they know that too.”


	Lucius reaches the disheveled walkways beneath mounds of dunes hiding the door handles. He says, “It was bound to happen with an assignment like this.” His arms swing as debris flies out of the way by the power of his mind as he enters a small lobby. With the echoing of a wind tunnel around him, he braces at the final barrier with a handle in his grip. “Here we go.” He inhales deeply and lightly treads through the entry with his hefty boots. 


	The storm conceals his arrival, but when the doors invite choking elements in, two patrons hear the whistling gusts. Who could be out in a sandstorm?


	Now they’re looking, Lucius thinks. Well, a couple of them anyway. Lucius keeps his head down, studying the floor through dusty goggles and a scarf. His appearance is no different than any local at the moment. 


	Deasja arises and stares directly at Lucius. Finally.


	Hues’s and Thaniel’s bodies tense, and Hues recognizes the jacket and scarf right away. He pans down to the visitor’s combat boots and leans toward Thaniel. “Lucius,” he says and swallows. “He’s not who we thought he was. He’s a soldier too.”


	Deasja uses subtle movements as he strides over and stops a few feet shy of Lucius. He prepares his covering for sandy weather. Deasja maintains covert communication by a specific technique of speaking telepathically. Deasja transfers to Lucius. “I’ve been made, Lucius. Oobadoave can’t be associated with prisoners like this.” He buttons his long jacket and wraps a woven scarf around his face to guard his eyes and nose. He continues, “People are starting to notice the reactions of those two who saw you come in. They’re the ones that made me. My camouflage won’t work here because they’re too scared to forget. I’m leaving.” 


	Lucius speaks telepathically, “I’m on my own for this one?”


	Deasja smirks. “Twenty minutes, huh? We’ll talk later.” 


	“Is that the real reason you’re leaving? Am I being punished for being late again? I’m really struggling.”


	“Don’t give me excuses, and no, you’re not.” With a subtle movement of scratching his nose, Deasja shakes his head. “It’s not that simple. This situation is complicated. You can handle it.” Using a quick flick of his brow, Deasja gestures toward the bar. “The one you want is over there. Luckily, he drinks like someone else I know.”


	“Only to sleep.” Lucius scoffs. “Don’t go there. I told you I struggle. I can’t sleep in my own jurisdiction without help. I’m alone when—”


	“No excuses.”


	Lucius huffs. “What are my orders?”


	Deasja takes out his goggles and puts them on. “I’ve instructed your usual bartender. He’ll let you know which one.” 


	“His name is Craden, my friend. This is a restaurant if you haven’t noticed. They have great falafel sandwiches here.”


	“I’m sure everything is as you say,” Deasja interrupts Lucius’s defense, says, “But he’s scared of who’s here. The visitor said something. Anyway, he called us within minutes…an hour ago. We almost lost our chance.” Deasja’s lips curl, and his breathing changes. 


	Lucius’s brows draw into a frown. “What is it?”


	“Lucius, don’t believe a word this criminal says.” Deasja raises his eyes to meet Lucius’s gaze. “Keep it clean. No hostages. Our general isn’t interested in gathering extra information from him. He wants you to get him quick or end him fast. We can’t work with him, and he…” Deasja grinds his teeth.


	Lucius removes his goggles. His vibrant, turquoise blue eyes beg for answers, “What did he do?”


	“He took another soldier’s key to get here. Our soldier was tortured and…cut to pieces. It was because he had information about you.”


	“Who? Who was it?” Lucius asks.


	“Keep to your thoughts, no speaking to me openly.” Deasja gestures over to Lucius. With the same calmness in his eyes, a pleasant awareness, but a slight hint of concern. “Be careful. After this, we should go to Constantinople for debriefing. We can catch up safely there at Shuelltyson’s restaurant.”


	“Filthy bastards.” Lucius nods. “I’m sorry I was late. It won’t happen again.” 


	“You said that last time.” Deasja looks Lucius over. “Are you well enough for this? Thinking straight, I mean?”


	“I don’t know what the commander told you, but I’m not drunk. I’m fine.” Lucius fidgets and continues, “I’m over it. I’ll be there shortly, Deasja. You know what to order.” Lucius nods again. “This won’t take long.” 














	Three


	Thirst


	 


	Lucius scans the bar occupants, knowing most of them, except the one sitting at the center of the bar. That’s gotta be him.


	A patron with a long beard sips his tea and turns back briefly. He turns back again and notices Lucius taking off his outer coat. Usually, Lucius enters barefoot and wearing loose fitting islander clothes. Accustomed to walking in like he’s visiting a holy sanctuary, he plops down in his corner. This time, the removal of his coat sets off mental alarms for the current local studying him. A Gamerin warrior covering is revealed, with three small circles linked together on the collar. 


	The gentleman tilts his head. An Oobadoave warrior? A Gamerin? Eyeing Lucius’s artillery boots, he straightens up. He follows a straight line to discover Lucius’s chief focus, until stopping at a new visitor beside him at the bar. After a couple of double takes to be sure, the gentleman shoves his plate over several stools. I’m not getting in the middle of this, he thinks. 


	Lucius looks over several heads before locking a gaze with Craden. Craden shuffles his feet alongside the bar. His nostrils are flaring. More customers glide along mahogany, like a wooden slide as they bustle away. 


	The fugitive glares at Craden, tapping his fingers over his shot glass for another drink. Only silent faces and the whining of wood remains as conversation. No smiles anywhere. Craden pours a drink with shaky hands, and alcohol spills over the bar. The drips of alcohol are heard with the dampening sounds of the storm.


	Now barstools stand vacant. 


	Craden eyeballs Lucius and uses telepathy, “This is him.” His mind struggles to think straight. “Don’t let him hurt us. And please don’t smash anything. I know who you are. I’ve always known.”


	Lucius exhales while answering through a mind transfer, “I’m sorry I never told you personally, Craden. Keep your knowledge a secret. Back away when you’re done pouring.” Lucius gestures with his chin. “And try aiming for his glass. You’re tipping him off.” He studies over at several concerned faces in a corner. “In fact, everyone’s tipping him off.” 


	Lucius unravels his disguise, exposing a freshly shaved face. He presses an invisible button against his ear, and his weather shield retracts, setting off a few glints of transparent blue shielding, as it refolds back into an interdimensional pocket.


	Patrons fully realize, without a doubt, who he is. Undeniable with his unique eyes, uniform, and technology. “My god, he’s a Gamerin,” someone whispers. “I never noticed before.”


	Lucius tenses. I’m gonna have to find a new place, his bothered mind realizes. His eyes flicker with silvery sapphire and shimmer like they’re made of glittery paint as he scans the room for accomplices. He came alone. Lucius nods at Craden. “That’s good enough. Give yourself some distance. Let me be the closest to him.” 


	Craden bustles into a seemingly safe corner. Lucius steps forward, using his body to shield the innocent bystanders still breathing heavy behind him. The criminal doesn’t turn. The room is so quiet that people could hear each other breathe. There would be total silence if not for the pounding of hearts and sand. The silence is broken with the voice that sounds like a crackling gong. “Well, well,” he speaks. “If it isn’t the worthless screwup meeting me in a bar. How long I’ve waited for this.” The visitor huffs. “This is a quaint little meeting we’re having, don’t you think?”


	Lucius’s squinting eyes pierce his foe.


	The criminal continues, “I’ve heard that you’re a mediocre soldier now. Oh, and that you gave yourself a new name. Lucius, you call yourself. And here I thought you fell asleep for good.” 


	Nervousness from the bystanders is as thick as wet fog. Lucius tries calming them by waving a palm at them. “Nobody move. He’s just a prisoner spitting his poison. I won’t let him hurt you.”


	The visitor swigs from his glass and grunts. “Making empty promises again?” He stares at the tiny goblet. “This is good stuff. I see why you hide here.” 


	Lucius rolls his eyes. “Don’t care. Let’s go. You know you can’t stay here, and you know why.”


	The visitor angles his glass to study the reflection standing yards back. Sneering at the image beside his thumb, he says, “I came to talk to you, Gamerin.”


	“Me? You sure? I thought you were gonna say some’n smart, guess not.”


	The criminal chuckles. “You have no idea what news I bring. I just wanted to make sure you really existed and not something they made up.”


	“I don’t talk to traitors. I’m one of many that could’ve showed.” Lucius points over his shoulder at the crowd behind him. “They said I was a Gamerin. That information slipped out of their mouths. You’re not impressing me.”


	“If I was trying to impress you, no one here would be alive. You’d be bowing to me already.”


	“Oh, so you’re an idiot with delusional ideations.” Lucius hunches forward some, balancing on his tippy-toes and changing his voice slightly. “Don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you’re a prisoner, not me. Let’s go back to your hole, traitor.” 


	“I’m no traitor,” says the criminal. “I wasn’t given that chance, asshole!” 


	Gasp. Bystanders huddle tightly together.


	Lucius orders from over his shoulder. “Keep your distance, everybody.” He turns toward the prisoner and says, “Let’s make this quick, shall we? I’m gonna take you back or kill you.” His lips snarl, and he says, “I’m really hoping for the latter right now, especially after your comments.”


	“I was planning on going back after this little meeting we’re having.” The visitor’s empty glass spools sideways against soft palms. “You’re Gamerin, aren’t you? Why haven’t you tried reading my mind yet?”


	Lucius huffs. “I wouldn’t want your corruption running through my head. I was sent here to get you, not talk to someone who might be suicidal. Either that or this little romance you’ve got going on with yourself has to end.”


	 “Get me? You mean kill me, like you do with every apprehension. It doesn’t matter, does it?” He points a couple fingers over toward the heavy breathing. “They’re figuring it out the more you talk.” He lowers his arms, as if he’s practiced his movements a million times over. “Everybody knows you don’t give a damn for prisoners, even in your own jurisdiction. You set them up to rot.” 


	The criminal rolls his eyes toward a vaulted ceiling. “You think I’m the one with a romance for himself?” he speaks loudly, almost singing the words. “The screwup receives every chance known in existence”—lowers his voice—“but everyone else can all go to hell. That about sum you up?”


	“You don’t even know me, traitor.”


	The criminal snaps. “You’re the biggest traitor of them all. You betrayed your own people.” He slams his fist into the mahogany slab and makes a gash in it. “Yuleshua.”


	Lucius gasps.


	Craden covers his forehead and whines. “Not the bar?” 


	“You know my real name,” Lucius says.


	Brushing sawdust from his fingers, the criminal chuckles. “You talk about traitors when I’ve seen soldiers work with the Mangoram. Every soldier does it. And you’re the worst one. You’re worse than all your people.”


	“My people? I’ve never spoken to the Mangoram because I don’t have to.” Lucius rolls his eyes. “A soldier was tortured for this information. That’s how you got my name.”


	“You think everything’s easy, don’t you, Lucius?”


	“You prisoners, you all piss me off. My friend doesn’t want me to smash anything either. So if you don’t mind…” Lucius reaches into a slim harness appearing once it’s touched and then says, “Time to go back to your hole where you belong.”


	“You don’t even see it, do you?” The prisoner waves a finger toward civilians backed up to the walls. “Even they’re scared of you. I heard their thoughts when I got here. You just don’t want to see it. They hate you. They pretend they don’t, but they do, especially the bartender. He’s known about you the whole time you’ve been coming here. Staying hidden was only a matter of time. You’re like your brothers. You don’t fit in, and you’re nothing but a drunk who’s lost everyone—a sleeper.” 


	Lucius presses his lips tightly together. “Now you’re really pissing me off.” Using peripheral vision, he soon recognizes the terror on the bystanders’ faces. “Nobody hates me here.” But the feeling of an unwanted overstayed welcome punctures his soul. He has seen the same expressions on so many other faces before, expressions that haunt him even in his dreams.


	The expressions have become a weapon plunging into Lucius’s gut as the criminal continues. “It was only when you showed that they started running into a corner.” He snickers. “They barely flinched when I was here alone. I said your name, and the bartender…well, that’s when he got scared. He heard that I wanted to meet with you and where I was from. He called that stupid commander that was hardly camouflaged and acting like I didn’t know he was there.” He splashes droplets of the whiskey onto the bar with a couple fingers. “Now they’re all huddled in a corner, like prisoners trying to get away from you. Nobody wants you.”


	Lucius bites his lip and says, “No. They don’t want tainted blood on their shoes.”


	The criminal shows his profile. “I came looking for you. I’m redeeming you by being here, and you don’t even know it.” He rolls his glass off the mahogany. Clank, and then he continues, “I finally got a key so I could speak with you about something, something concerning your brothers, and then I’m going back.”  


	“So it was you.” Lucius swallows his anger. “You know my name. That means you tortured that soldier.” He huffs. “That’s funny. I was just thinking.”


	“What’s that?”


	“I’m gonna hurt you so bad when I take you back.”


	“You don’t order me around, Yuleshua. I go back when I’m done. As I said, you have no idea.”


	Lucius scowls. “I gotta warn you…I can easily gut you and make you kneel before me while dying.”


	He screams, “I’ll never kneel to you. I’m the Gemini twi—”


	“I don’t care.” Lucius snaps. “You have no name to me. The sooner I get this done, the sooner I go home.” 


	 “Home?” The criminal stands and faces Lucius for the first time. “My home was destroyed because of you. You’re known as the Destroyer of Worlds, and you forsake people—a sombera.”


	He spoke Gamerin, practically a dead language. Lucius studies his features. He’s unlike any prisoner Lucius has seen before, smooth skin and natural features. He’s not mutilated or genetically restructured like they generally are, and his brunette hair is well kept. His clothes are different from normal enemy attire, unsoiled and pristinely tailored garments, as if he’s never spent a day in prison. Lucius can’t wrap his mind around what he’s looking at. He’s normal.


	He raises his chin and makes piercing eye contact. “Tell me, Lucius, do you discard everybody or just your brothers? You set them up to die with your orders? Every…last…one of them?”


	Lucius asks, “Who are you?”


	“So you do recognize that I have a name?” He changes his stance. “I’m Abaddon.” His pupils shrink with his stare. “I finally found the murderer of my mother.”


	“Mother?” Lucius squints. “I’ve never killed a female.” 


	Abaddon snaps. “You think the things you’ve done haven’t affected the innocent?”


	Lucius parts his lips. “Ah,” —he nods—“you’re one of those. Truth be told, you had me going for a moment with your little speech, but then you went all weird on me with the whole mother thing. Now I realize that you wanna kill me so you don’t wind up crying like a baby in front of these people, which is gonna happen by the way.”


	Abaddon says, “Surely you recognize my name.”


	“Nope.” Lucius tilts an ear. “It doesn’t ring a bell.” He glances back at the confused eyes that are hiding in a corner. “Abaddon? Anyone?” Lucius raises his palm. “Anybody ever hear of Abaddon? Somebody? This guy here?” 


	No one answers. 


	Lucius glances at Abaddon. “Nope. No one knows you.” He points at Abaddon and says, “It’s official. You’re in love with yourself.”


	“I’m Abaddon. The Gemini twin of Apollyon. I’m famous.”


	Lucius’s eyes enlarge. “Wow. You’re just full of it, aren’t you?” He claps once and says, “Okay, play time’s over.” And he unlinks electromagnetic shackles. “On behalf of the general,” he says, thumbing back at Craden, “and my friend, I’m here to deal with you. I ain’t gonna listen to you, Abaddon. You’ll say anything to find pardon at this point.” Lucius stretches his neck and head out a few inches forward, letting the sarcastic air fill in the gaps between words. “I know it’s a shocker, but nobody wants to go back to prison.”


	“I know about your brothers.” Abaddon postures himself behind a pulled-out barstool.


	“Right. Okay, everybody knows that story now,” Lucius says and glances down to activate restraints. “They died. Thanks for reminding me, jerk.”


	“No,” Abaddon says. “They’re not dead. They never died. I know them.” 


	“Uh huh. Sure.”


	“I know Baàlsarideem,” Abaddon says. “He was your second-in-command. Yaztarifenn is the third oldest. Fenn was your closest confidant before you replaced them both with Artorus, whom you call Artie. Hoshtravay is the fourth-oldest Gamerin brother. You called him Hosh.”


	Lucius fumbles. 


	“Do I continue naming all of them?” Abaddon half-smiles. “The general’s been lying to you.” Abaddon raises a brow and says, “Little soldier.”


	Lucius’s breathing becomes shallow. “How do you know me?”


	Abaddon curls two fingers inward. “Why don’t you come with me? We can all have a drink…together. I can reintroduce you. Baàlsarideem longs to see you again.”


	Lucius shakes his head and says, “You don’t know them.”


	Abaddon sneers. “Who do you think got the key so I could bring you to them?” 


	Lucius’s expression falls. “You lie.” Chills lash through his system when thinking of the tortured soldier for that key. “They’d never do that to someone.” 


	Click. Abaddon tries covering the sound. “Why do you fight your destiny?” 


	Lucius tilts his head and drops his shoulders. “Really?”


	Abaddon pulls his weapon out from behind him, and a metal is discharged. The three-pronged device is immediately airborne. Lucius enters a special skill—ultra-speed. He sways over, watching a frozen world around him as a sharp, electric device whistles by him. He studies the electrical pulses buzzing over the lightweight metal and realizes that it paralyzes victims. Lucius exits his quick speed. The heck was that?


	The forked metal plants firmly into a wall, shooting sparks along limestone bricks. Lucius turns toward Abaddon and says, “You’re trying to capture me? You’re an absolute moron.”


	“I’m taking you to them.” Abaddon shuffles away from Lucius. “But I didn’t know you could do that. You move like lightning. They never told me…”


	“That’s a bad shot for someone planning what you’re planning, self-lover. You’ve done got yourself killed.”


	Abaddon’s mouth opens as he reaches for a sword. “It was to get you to come with me in case you fought, Yuleshua, please.” 


	“Quit saying that name.” Lucius draws two daggers. “I wasn’t planning on going with you, ever!”


	Abaddon jumps back, bumping the mahogany bar and reaching for whatever he can in his arsenal. “Come with me. You owe it to me.” Abaddon raises his hand with a sword, swinging wildly.


	Combat trickles poorly as Lucius blocks Abaddon’s every attempt without any effort. Lucius becomes more annoyed by the novice technique of the criminal and yells, “That’s it!” Lucius drives a dagger through Abaddon’s wrist and into the bar.


	Abaddon screams as he’s locked in place and staring down at his wound. Blood streams over open vessels while he uses his free hand to wield his heavy sword. Lucius pulls a staff from a hidden interdimensional compartment on his back. He bats away Abaddon’s worthless defense, hitting the metal of his weapon, which is knocked loose but still flying by momentum. A poisonous sword made of tungsten flies across the room and wedges high in a wooden crevice a yard above Craden’s head. The sword vibrates through a crack. 


	Craden looks up and sidesteps. 


	Abaddon cries out, “I’m helping you!” 


	“No. You’re a worthless liar who kills people for information.” Lucius pins Abaddon in place by his other wrist with a second dagger. “Who are you working with, prisoner? You don’t just find Mangoram swords lying around. They’re laced with poison.”


	Craden hears what makes up the metal shimmering above him and gulps.


	“No, but…” Abaddon begs. “Please? I can take you to your brothers. You must recognize something about me? I’m not lying. I came to get you.” His Adam’s apple shakes. “Please? They’re hostages without you. My father’s crazy.”


	Lucius steps back and raises an eyebrow. “You’re hiding something, and that bit ’bout my brothers really pissed me off. I’m carrying out my orders.”


	“I’m not lying about this.” Abaddon’s eyes tear up. “You don’t know them. Why would I come and get you? Why come here for you to kill me?” His expression drops. “Or maybe you never cared for them in the first place. Is that why you left them to die? They were your orders.”


	“Liar. You have no idea…” Lucius sneers. “You’d say anything at this moment.” He unsheathes a hidden long sword from behind his back.


	Abaddon’s eyes widened. “You’re making a mistake, I swear. You don’t know what’s going on. The general’s keeping it from you.” 


	Lucius shakes his head and says nothing.


	“No. Wait!”


	Slice. 


	Abaddon’s stomach is carved open, disemboweled. His body goes limp, and his insides rest on the wood and limestone floor. Patches of sand absorb dripping blood. “Grave mistake…by this,” Abaddon’s voice weakly calls out. “You’ll never find them now.” His eyes glaze over.


	Lucius swings a final blow and decapitates him. He opens his hands and uses his mind, calling his Gamerin metal over to him. Daggers yank from Abaddon’s body like a yo-yo restringing itself. He places them into holsters and turns before Abaddon’s head rolls onto the flooring. Abaddon’s body falls, resting first in a kneeling position.


	Lucius opens the first set of exit doors. He pauses without turning back and says, “I told you, you’d kneel before me.”














	Four


	Soot


	 


	Lucius is directed to sit where Deasja is calmly waiting for report, and stops beside the table. “I told you I wouldn’t be long, Deasja,” Lucius says as he dusts his sandy attire. 


	“Why are you so filthy? What about your weather shield? Did you forget it again? The floor…” Deasja points a finger toward a growing pile.


	“Yeah, I forgot I had it,” Lucius answers. 


	“That’s chiseled quartz, Lucius.”


	“It’s okay,” he says, glancing at Deasja with a questioning hand. “Did you have to say that earlier? I never get drunk.”


	Deasja raises his brows. 


	“Well…it’s not my intention, merely getting relaxed, so I can go to sleep.” 


	“Is that what you’re planning after this, sleeping?”


	“No. Not anymore.” Lucius pats his pant thighs. “Man, I get out of one nasty sandstorm just to walk into another one. My clothes are grimy now. I just got washed up.” 


	“Whatever you want to say,” Deasja says.


	“About what?”


	“Drinking.” Deasja shakes his head. “But I didn’t say you were drunk. I only asked if you were okay.” He changes his focus from the messy flooring and continues, “And Constantinople’s famous for its dust storms, Lucius. This place has been this way for thousands of years. Long before you were a thought in your father’s mind.” 


	“I was sober…and…he died.”


	“I imagine it was from something he said.” Deasja raises a couple fingers. “I’m not passing blame. They were your orders if he resisted.” Deasja leans against a velvet cushion. “I was just making sure your mind wasn’t preoccupied. I know you struggle at your place. You didn’t need excuses. I was serious about that.” A large wineglass touches Deasja’s lips. “Dextorus said you must’ve drunk a lot to answer him that way.” He angles his glass. “And that you had a beard less than an hour ago.” He winks. “I would’ve loved seeing that by the way, Yuleshua with facial hair.” 


	“It wasn’t a beard.” Lucius slouches. “I needed a nap, and I couldn’t sleep.”


	“Ah, I see.” Deasja taps the cushion beside him. “Sit, tell me. Did he say anything, the prisoner? They’d say anything to keep them from going to prison or dying for that matter.”


	Lucius sits, staring off. “Yeah, some things.”


	“Well? Tell me.” Deasja slides some creamy alcohol over to Lucius, who eyeballs a thin coating from miniature waves rolling from inside the glass. Deasja examines Lucius’s response, pleased to see he’s not licking his lips or immediately grabbing. Deasja continues saying, “Here you go, banana rum, your favorite. Calm a nerve before you get the shakes.”


	Lucius sips with civility. “I can’t have withdrawals, Deasja.”


	Pointing toward the drink, Deasja says, “I wasn’t calling you a drunk. In fact, I told Shuelltyson you were coming. He immediately got your favorite drink. No one here thinks you’re a drunk. They know you, your abilities, and understand you more than anyone.” Deasja points toward a sand pile. “Maybe someone should grab a dustpan.” 


	“You asked me to come here.”


	“Sorry, it’s not Craden’s bar, but this used to be your favorite place. We have memories here.” 


	Lucius stares into the white alcohol. “It’s not a bar.”


	“What isn’t a bar?”


	“Craden’s. It’s a restaurant. They serve food there.”


	“Sure, but I barely mentioned Yuleshua to Shuelltyson. As soon as your name came out, there was no measuring rod that could do his smile justice. You don’t have to hide here.” 


	“He said they hate me.”


	“Who?”


	Lucius shakes his head nervously, clamping his fingers between his thighs, and says, “Don’t bother, Deasja. I don’t want anything. Hurry with this report.”


	“You must eat, my friend. You’ve lost weight by not eating. It’s very noticeable and alarming. How long have you been fasting?”


	“I won’t be here long.” Lucius drinks while nodding. “It’s good. I miss how he makes it, but I gotta get some things done after washing off. I gotta repair some beach damage. I don’t know what happened when I woke.”


	“Your beach too, huh? Before long, you won’t remember any part of your life.” 


	“I wish. Wait.” Lucius glances over to Deasja. “Who’s been talk’n? What do you mean my beach too?”


	“We’re not here for that.” Deasja taps into Lucius’s mind and stops moving his glass. “Lucius—” 


	“Don’t read my mind, Deasja. I’ll tell you.”


	Deasja exhales. “Don’t believe those prisoners, Lucius. If you have questions, go to the general for answers, not our enemies. What they tell you is just a tangled web of lies.” 


	“I’ve been dodging the general for quite some time.” 


	“I can tell. He wants to see you.”


	“I figured.” Lucius rubs his hands together under the table. “I’ve gotta go home first, clean up what I’ve done.”


	“There’ll be time for that later. Let’s eat first. Clean your beach when we’re done eating.”


	Lucius frowns. “My birds won’t come back like it is.” He stares at nothing and readjusts his jacket over him. “Tell Shuelltyson thanks, but I’ve gotta get home.”


	“Lucius, stop.” Deasja holds his arm. “It’s not good to go home and”—he braces himself—“and talk to yourself.” In surprise, Lucius looks over as Deasja continues, “You look terrible. You look like you’ve given up.”


	“Don’t make fun. There’s no one. I’m alone.”


	“I’m not making fun, I’m concerned,” Deasja says, gestures toward himself. “And I’m here, so is Artie, even Dextorus, if you need to talk to somebody. You have friends that will listen to you.”


	Lucius exhales, followed by a nod, and says, “Dex. I’m in loads of trouble after talking to him today. I’m gonna meet with the general. I’ve already decided. I’ve gotta get my thoughts together first. A lot’s bothering me right now, Deasja. The prisoner. My dream.”


	“Your dream? What dream?”


	Lucius glides his bottom lip beneath his tongue as he blocks his thoughts. 


	Deasja says, “You’re hiding something during the report. Minds open, remember?”


	“Fine, Deasja. There was some’n ‘bout  that prisoner.” Gulping his drink until almost choking on it, Lucius lowers it for a moment. “Some’n he said ‘bout  my brothers.” 


	“What did he say?”


	Lucius finishes the glass and places it onto the table with fingers wrapped around it firmly. He says, “That he knew them and that they…I wish you wouldn’t have told me about the soldier. My brothers wouldn’t do that.” He sniffles while refilling his glass.


	Deasja lowers the bottle for Lucius and leans toward him to say, “The guy was rubbish. You should’ve killed him immediately when he started talking about them. He would’ve said anything to manipulate you during apprehension. They have their ways.”


	Lucius hides beneath his shirt collar, finally releasing his grip, only to wipe muddy tears. “He was planning something, Deasja.”


	“They’re always planning, my friend. They don’t want to get caught.” 


	Lucius says, “I shouldn’t have listened but”—he refastens his jacket—“he had a weapon to capture me, not kill me.”


	“Capture you?” Deasja catches Lucius’s forearm to stop him from leaving. “Hey, what are you doing? You can’t leave after saying that.”


	“It was a little alarming that he knew me. My real name.”


	“Yuleshua? He said that?”


	Lucius nods. “He was trying to make me a hostage, like I owed him some’n.” He raises his hands and says, “I have things to do.” And he nudges his head toward Deasja. “We need to finish this report.”


	Deasja moves the creamy alcohol away from Lucius. “Now we can.” Lucius cocks his head and rolls his eyes. Deasja says, “Tell me what was said.”


	Lucius points at the drink and says, “I’m not going to sleep off of one bottle, Deasja.”


	“What did he say?”


	“He said he was taking me to them or some’n. I can’t figure out what he was doing but…” Lucius grabs his refilled glass and chugs half of it. 


	“Lucius, calm down.” Deasja lowers Lucius’s glass. “Take it slow,” he says, holding Lucius’s arm in place. “Don’t do that here. I realize all this affects you. They try to break you.” He points his nose toward a half-filled glass. “Like this, getting our soldiers to do stuff to themselves. They play mind games. He probably saw your condition and found out who you were and knew which buttons to press. That is the reason why we don’t read their minds.” Deasja releases his arm.


	Lucius stands hastily, escaping his friend’s captivity. “I’ll heal at home before meeting with him.”


	Deasja plops his hand onto the table. “I knew I shouldn’t have let your arm go. Lucius, we must work together to get you through this.”


	Work together, Lucius remembers and says, “Oh yeah, they’re working together. I must run, Deasja. I gotta get some answers after this one.” He stares off at nothing. “I’m meeting with the general.” 


	“Working together? What do you mean?”


	Lucius whispers, “He had a Mangoram blade. The Mangoram don’t share weapons. I doubt he earned it himself. He couldn’t fight, and he didn’t even know the basics. I could’ve had a picnic while fighting him with my feet.” 


	“A Mangoram blade? But he was just an escaped prisoner.” Deasja watches Lucius take a step back. “Lucius, quit trying to escape.” Deasja curls his fingers, signaling him closer. “I worry about you. Everyone does, especially, Artie. He might not say anything, but he worries because you still blame yourself.”


	Lucius nods. “What I’ve done…Every time I turn around, some’n else pops up about them. Nobody can tell me anything. Just that they disappeared, and it was my fault.” 


	“They don’t say that, Lucius.”


	Lucius stares at the furniture. “Some say they’re the cause. That they all went crazy because they believed that I abandoned them. Others say they’re the ones who died.” Lucius locks eyes with Deasja. “I’ve even heard they’ve been abducted, held captive while Gamerin technology kills our soldiers.” He points a heavy thumb back at himself. “And that was today.”


	“Who told you they were abducted? That liar who would’ve said anything?”


	“I can’t talk anymore. My stomach’s hurting now. I woke up with this pain.” Gesturing at the carafe, he says, “Unless you’re wanting me to finish another sixty-two of those, and then they’ll hate me here too.”


	“Nobody hates you.” Deasja asks, “Why do you hide, writing everyone off? You’re trying to leave and your strawberries haven’t even come out yet.” 


	“I’m ashamed.” Lucius’s expression falls. “Report’s over, Deasja.” 


	 


	Twenty minutes pass, and Deasja stares at a sadly placed dish of strawberries as he sits in silence. There’s almost nothing left of him. He’s withering away by himself. I sure hope this plan works.


	Pretending to drink, Deasja brushes the decorated crystal against his lips and then activates a communicator. “It’s done. The prisoner let him know like you said. He’s going home and cleaning up, healing his body. He’s meeting with you for answers. He’s terrified about it, but he said he would.” 


	Deasja disconnects the transmission and rests against the cushioned material. He sips his burgundy beverage while eyeing the plump, red fruit and thinking of what remains. Deasja whispers, “Don’t do anything stupid where they’re sending you, Lucius. She could destroy you.”














	Five


	Delirium


	 


	Four Days Later


	 


	Faint sirens close in. A hit-and-run involving a large truck and a sedan has left an entire family to die in an intersection. “Hello!” An eyewitness shouts. “There’s an ambulance on the way.” Bystanders run toward the car just as a blaze shoots from the engine.


	Screaming.


	A man shrieks, “Fire!” And he withdraws.


	Panic floods the area as cars pile in lines on roadways from carnage cluttering the streets. Shattered glass, twisted metal, and pieces of a sedan block any traffic heading downtown. And now flames.


	Josephine lies in the back seat, buckled in, and struggling to stay awake. Time stands still. For a moment—only a moment—she sees her father climbing out and looking back several times. 


	Daddy, she thinks, he’ll take care of me. 


	But he doesn’t reach for her. Instead dreamlike memories flood her mind, like REM sleep entering into a fading consciousness. Intense dreams lie to her about her condition. 


	Suddenly she’s standing in the foyer, minutes before leaving for graduation. Her mother, Diane, stands with her baby brother held in her arms. Josephine asks, “Momma?”


	Her mother calls up, “Josephine, get in the car.” Diane signals her. “Let’s go, or we’re gonna be late for graduation.” Her mother points over at one barefoot. “Where’s your other shoe?”


	Josephine shrugs. “I thought I had them both on.” She kisses her baby brother in her mother’s arms. “Wait, I need a picture, Momma.” Snap.


	Her mother opens the front door and says, “Forget the shoe.” The brightness of the sun beams through, wiping out her focus of anything beyond the door. Diane says, “Too late now.”


	Screaming can be heard beyond the doorway, waking Josephine. “Where am I?” Josephine tries deciphering what’s real and what’s not. “Was that a dream?” Blurred front row seats catch fire at an area jackknifed from her. Josephine’s mind slips again. 


	She’s standing on her cedar staircase at the cabin. “Where…” she begins and stares down at the foyer her mother hasn’t moved from. 


	“Josephine,” her mom calls up the steps again. “We’re leaving.”


	Fire dribbles lit gasoline from the ceiling beams. Josephine’s brows furrow as she studies them. “What is…” And it stops with a blink. Nothing’s wrong. She shakes her head, trying to figure out what her eyes are seeing.


	“Wake up, Josephine,” her mother says. “Get out of the car.”


	“I have to get in it first.” Josephine shrugs with a confused expression on her face, and walks down the steps. “I thought I saw something up the stairs. Sorry.” She stops on the bottom step, now that her father is standing there. Was he there a moment ago? What’s going on?


	 


	In the foyer, her mother strokes her father’s face. “Wesley? Why do you look so sad?”


	“Diane, I worry for her.” His eyes tear up as he looks back at Josephine. “My baby.”


	“She’s coming too,” Diane says. “She’s graduating. We’re all leaving. This was the plan.”


	Wesley shakes his head. “She’s not ready.” 


	Diane calls to her daughter, “No, Josephine!”


	The entryway catches fire. 


	“Momma, Daddy!” Josephine hyperventilates. “Move or you’re gonna get burned!” Josephine screams. The shouts of people on the street jolt her mind, ripping her from delirium. “Mom, Dad,” she says and gasps. Hot air invades her lungs, as she coughs out her baby brother’s name, “Jo-Josh.” Sharp objects pierce through her leg. She’s trapped partially upside down by a seatbelt. Blood streams over her warm cheeks. She’s in her evening attire, a black pencil-skirt dress, minus one black satin heel, thrown somewhere onto the road. 


	Crackling. Shattered glass burns around her. Josephine hears sirens. Lots of sirens. Too much noise to take in. She’s lost a lot of blood, and with the stress, all noises fade as she drifts out of consciousness. 


	Is this a dream? 


	She’s walking across the gravel in her driveway outside in the country. Before realizing where she’s at, Josephine comes to a full stop. “Where am I?”


	“What are you talking about?” Wesley asks. “You’re staying here. Now, get in the car.”


	Josephine opens the car door and asks, “If I’m staying here, why get in the car?” 


	Wesley rubs her arm as his nostrils flare. “You’re not ready. This is going to be difficult for you to understand. You have to learn on your own.”


	Josephine gestures at his expression. “Why are you so gloomy? What’s difficult?” Glancing at her graduation attire, she says, “I’m ready and only missing one shoe. Momma said it was okay to go with just one shoe.”


	“You can’t come, sweetheart. You’re not ready.”


	The door between them catches fire, as if birthday candles have been lit over the top. “What’s wrong with this thing?” She slaps at the car door.


	Wesley catches her arm and says, “He’s coming.” He caresses her cheek. “He’ll fix it for you. Just hold tight.”


	“Who’s coming? I’ll be late for graduation.”


	“I spoke to him. He’ll be here with you.” 


	“What’re you talking about, Daddy? I wanna go with you.”


	“You can’t come, sweetheart. Don’t forget who you are. You need to save him too. He needs you. Remember what I taught you.” 


	“Who?” Josephine asks. “Who are you talking about?”


	Wesley pulls his arm back and studies her bright-green-hazel eyes. “I’m gonna miss you, little angel.”


	Her door catches fire again. “But it’s just a shoe, Daddy. I’m ready.” Her elbow burns, and she awakens again.


	The sweltering heat burns her throat. Material sizzles and fire crawls toward her. Oh god. The gusts of wind outside travel through shattered window frames, allowing moments of oxygen as the metal grows hotter. “God help me.” A sharp pain shoots through her broken ribs beneath the seat belt. She tries fighting her way out, but she’s too weak. Her foot is pinned between a crumpled door and the driver’s seat. “Anybody?” As feebleness overtakes every nerve in her body, her vision blurs. “Daddy, where are you?” 


	Suddenly—crank, snap. Metal peels back, and the door is ripped from its hinges as someone reaches in. 


	“Daddy?”    


	Bare hands push the crushed pieces away from her, and the metal screams with a pop from the force the gentleman uses. “Okay. I’ve got you,” a gentle voice says against her ear. His arms and body wrap around her, shielding her from the flames. His skin is cool against hers, smelling of fresh rain as oxygen is being forced into her lungs once again. Josephine glances up and squints from bloodied lids. His eyes. They’re electric blue with turquoise centers, reminding her of Hawaiian waters.


	“Josephine, I’ve got you.” He strokes her cheek and lays her on the cold pavement. “You’re gonna be okay.”


	His eyes are the last thing she sees before losing consciousness.














	Six


	Peacock Feathers


	 


	Days later, Josephine lies in a coma under crinkled hospital blankets. Eagerly awaiting new orders, Lucius taps his fingers together. He peeps over while pacing. “She hasn’t moved in days,” he says to no one in particular. There’s nothing to do, only a dripping IV to keep him company and the occasional conversation of nurses out in the hall for a hint of entertainment. 


	Lucius sighs. Very few situations have perplexed him in the past, but this is a new one. He’s been trained to hold his post. No matter how uncomfortable, he’s to wait for further orders and, hopefully, someone to relieve him by listening to report. Usually, his commander. Lucius has lived a lifetime of dealing with circumstances outside of his comfort zone, but this butts up against everything that could—if he ever got scared—terrify him completely. He’s left with nothing to do but pacing to rest the monotonous circular thinking of why me?


	During one of his marches, he assesses her breathing, careful to look around so no one could see him touch her skin. He won’t be blamed for overstepping bounds. He’s not getting a bad reputation because he was thrown into a life-or-death situation and left to watch someone who is causing an itch in his chest. An annoying little itch, probably from boredom and not knowing what comes next. Lucius whispers down to her, “I don’t know what to do. Forgive me.” He strokes her cheek. “I don’t know if I’m allowed to heal you or not. They didn’t tell me, and I’m uncomfortable. I mean…I don’t always get uncomfortable but…What am I doing? You can’t hear me.” He wipes his brow. “I’m apologizing to someone who can’t hear me. I must be losing my mind.”


	He gazes at her soft pink cheekbones and withdraws his hand. “You’re deceiving me. That’s what you’re doing.” He nervously steps back. “This isn’t real. I’m gonna wake up soon. You’re trouble. I can already tell.” A phantom itch crosses his chest every time he looks at her. Grunting, Lucius breathes deeply and swings his head back. “Why me?” He covers his face, allowing hands to glide his cheeks down and trying to peel disaster away from him. He opens his eyes to look at the last thing he was observing. “They’re like peacock feathers, her lashes.” 


	Gulp. 


	“Beautiful.” 


	Lucius half-turns and glances down the hallway. “Where are they?” He tends to the pesky itch again and strides toward the hospital room couch, sitting close to her and trying to mind his own business.


	He realizes the short distance before jumping to his feet. “Trickery,” he says. This time, he takes several strides back and sits as far away from her as he can. His feet fidget and his knees bounce under his arms, all the while trying to control his breathing. “Why am I even here? They can’t possibly think…”


	He studies the little blue rubber pieces, hiding like bandits under her bed, caps from several IV bags he’s watched nurses set and discard carelessly. “They all do it. It’s every night nurse so far.” He shakes his head. “That’s just lazy.” A foot and a half over, he eyeballs their assigned destination. “The trash can is right there.” He mumbles, “I could do a better job of taking care of her.” Her sculptured face, highlighting her neck and jawline, catches his eye. “I can’t believe this.” He stares at her widow’s peak. Complaining, he whispers, “I’m a warrior, not a babysitter.”


	 


	Commander Dextorus enters from the hall. Lucius stands at attention, briefly. “Commander,” he says, turning his head and pretending she’s not there.


	“Only four days and you’re sitting.” Dextorus towers a head taller at over seven feet. His chest is broad with defined muscles that show through onyx-colored skin. His austere presence intensifies the atmosphere of the room, causing Lucius to swallow for some reason. This time, he has shown up dressed in nursing scrubs. 


	Click.


	The light flips on. 


	“They’re gonna see you,” Lucius says.


	“Why were you sitting?” Dextorus glares down at Lucius. “You think you’re on vacation, soldier? I walked right in here, and you were slow to respond. Do you think she’s going to jump up and protect herself?”


	“I…I…I was thinking,” Lucius says, eyeballing his commander’s slouchy blue attire. “Whatcha wearing? You ain’t a nurse, Dex.”


	“They don’t know that.” 


	“So you are letting them see you?” Lucius gestures between Josephine and the door. “Aren’t you relieving my post?”


	Dextorus says, “I received new orders from her father and—”


	“I was wondering.” Lucius drops his shoulders and says, “Maybe I could visit sometime, you know, catch up.” He chuckles. “You guys had me going, leaving me here with this woman. Her.”


	“That’s all part of the reason I’m dressed like this. You never know what our orders are going to be. And this one’s tough.”


	“I believe in you, Dex,” Lucius says and salutes halfheartedly. “If anyone’s right for the job, it’s you.” 


	“It’s not me, Lucius.” 


	Lucius stops walking. “What?” He turns back around to face his commander. “I thought you were dismissing me.” He plops down onto his chair. “Who’s coming then?”


	“I’m here to give orders, not take report.” Dextorus assesses Josephine’s injuries and strokes her cheek. His brows frown. “You barely healed her. You’re Gamerin.” Lucius is resting forward on top of his thigh, deep in thought. Dex continues to ask, “Why?” 


	A nurse in blue strolls by the door. She carries a chart to a different patient’s room. Lucius asks, “Is someone else coming?”


	“Why are you sitting on the job?” 


	“Sorry.” Lucius stands. “I haven’t slept in days.” 


	Dex raises a brow. “You can go without sleep longer than anyone I know.” Pointing toward Josephine, he says, “I asked you a question. She’s still in a coma.”


	Lucius shakes his head between his shrugging shoulders. “Her dad told me to pull her out, nothing else. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Nobody’s been here to tell me anything. I can’t get blamed for something done wrong.”


	“You were told to take care of her.” Dextorus gestures at Lucius’s posture. “You’re shrugging. You don’t see me acting like I don’t know what I’m doing?”


	“I don’t know what I see,” Lucius says, reviewing him over. “So what’s so important that you gotta deliver me a message dressed in pajamas? Aren’t you giving new orders to someone?” 


	Dex says, “I know it’s been a few days, but this land is different. If you’re not paying attention, it will get people killed out this way.”


	“I remember from my training,” Lucius says, pokes the air, and continues, “which I thought was only for grunt assignments in Texas. I know how to handle myself until the new soldiers arrive.”


	“You never know until you’re here. Don’t let your guard down. They’ll get you that way.” Dextorus gazes at Lucius. “Nobody’s coming.” He takes a deep breath. “It’s you.”


	“Wait. What?” Lucius slaps his thigh when he drops his arm. “Okay, don’t punish me? I’ve been a little rude lately. I’m working on that, but—” 


	“A little rude? Lucius, have you studied what an understatement is? Sometimes, I wonder if you studied anything.”


	“I have studied. It’s just…I’ve got other things going on, Dex.”


	“Like swimming in bourbon? Don’t tell me you’re not getting plastered in someone else’s territory. I’m not believing that one. You might do it for a good reason, but remember our last conversation? You owe me an apology.” 


	“I’m sorry. Sometimes I get carried away because I heal too fast. I understand now that I need to be more cognizant when speaking to others. And I have trained and studied, but I’m not supposed to be babysitting the general’s daughter. This is way out of my comfort zone, let alone my jurisdiction.” He looks at Josephine and uses his country slang, saying, “She don’t even know ’bout the war. When have you known me to be a covert fighter? It’s kinda my specialty. I destroy things,” he says, stepping closer and shrinking the distance between him and his commander before finishing, “on purpose.” 


	“I know that’s true.”


	Lucius huffs. “I ain’t never done anything like this before. Are y’all purposely trying to kill me?”


	“That’s why you learned English. The training was for this particular assignment.”


	“Many people speak that language. I thought it was mandatory, or that’s what y’all told me. I wondered at times about the accent I was trained to have. The Texan slang confused me a little. So what you’re saying is, that’s why y’all were teaching me to talk like this? My accent’s thicker than molasses now. I sound like a dadgum hick and everybody I know’s pick’n up on it. People think I’m a Southern alcoholic with a speech impediment, for crying out loud.”


	Dextorus says, “You sound like you’re supposed to, and I like when you say ’ain’t’ and ’whatcha’. It sounds almost as fancy as Gamerin.” 


	Lucius slowly turns a stare toward his commander.


	Dex’s next words dance along his lips, as if he’s winking with them. “You never know if you’re gonna need that Southern charm.”


	“Is that a joke? You rub’n it in that she’s a woman?” Lucius gestures over at Josephine. “I’m gonna sound stupid if she knows I’m here. I’ll sound dumb. You sound like a newscaster. Why couldn’t I have sounded like that? I was fine speaking my own language or even yours.” He presses several fingers into his chest. “I ain’t seen anyone talk’n like this here. Please, at least, let me upgrade.” 


	“Having a twang is part of your assignment. Quit complaining. You’re supposed to be the best.”


	“The best,” Lucius says with a pause as he stresses his next phrase while squeezing two fingers together as if squashing a bug, “assassin, not security detail. I’ve gotta follow more rules here and fight quietly.”


	“Of course, you’re supposed to think twice before acting. Not slice now and ask questions later.”


	“That only happened a few times. I was authorized. I don’t break the rules.”


	“Like showing late for report?” Dextorus says.


	“Sorry ’bout that.” Lucius shrugs. “Look, Dex, this ain’t my jurisdiction. I run out of energy here. It sucks me dry.” Lucius’s voice changes and speaks clearly without an accent. “Dextorus, you know my identity. You know everything about me.” Lucius’s big blue eyes beg. “You know about the Gamerin flaws and that I cannot be assigned to this woman. You understand quite clearly my reservations.” Josephine’s cheekbones and neck catch his attention as he continues, “She could get me killed. Or worse. She’s the cause of it all.”


	“Worse? Her? That’s amazing. Nice try,” Dex says, ticking a brow. “And don’t forget your accent.”


	“Dex.” Lucius arms spring out like a firecracker. “Y’all can’t be serious ’bout me protecting her.” He steps closer. “The whole dadgum universe could cave in on itself.” He grunts and covers his face, breathing like he’s jogged ten miles during their conversation. “Everyone’s gonna die here.”


	“If you believe that, then you have an ego bigger than Texas.”


	Lucius activates an apparatus across his forearm. “You know what I mean.” He measures her heartrate and temperature, says, “I make everything worse,” And he loosens the IV line from being caught in a handrail. 


	Dextorus notices the casual care taking place and hides a smile on his rock-solid face. 


	Lucius untangles her fingers. “Commander, please say you’re gonna relieve me?” He catches his commander’s gaze. “Too much could go wrong with my being here. Send me somewhere else.” 


	Dex raises one of his brows. “Like a bar?”


	Lucius presses his shoulders back and sidesteps. “That’s not fair to use against me. I do what I have to do to keep what’s left of my life together.”


	“Well,” Dextorus says as he brushes aside Josephine’s braided hair. “She doesn’t look dangerous to me,” he says and stares back at Lucius, “and I’m about to tell her that her family’s dead.” 


	Lucius stands still. His breath is ripped from his lungs without a word of reply. How could Lucius respond? Learning his family was gone because of his orders was the worst moment Lucius had ever experienced. Lucius’s expression falls, and he shuts his eyes. 


	Dex says, “Sorry, Lucius. She can’t take care of herself with our enemies around, and she doesn’t speak my language or yours. She speaks pure Southern English and a little broken Spanish.” Dextorus takes a firm position. “She’s your assignment. I’m not relieving you,” Dex says and signals toward Lucius’s chest, “so you can go trotting around with that new key hiding under your shirt. Or drink yourself to death while not eating so the effect works longer. Or trash your home in between sleeping because you woke up enough to remember what you’ve lost. You’re not the only one who’s lost somebody or everything you ever wanted. You must know binging alcohol won’t be accepted as an escape for you anymore.”


	“How would I know something like that when I can’t have addictions to anything?”


	“Because I’m officially telling you, and you looked like a drunk this last time.”


	Lucius says, “That’s not the reason I…” He drops the tubing. “I hate when people say that. I’m not a drunk and I wasn’t trying to be one either.” He grabs his own cheeks. “This ain’t ’bout  me want’n a drink neither. Her DNA destroyed my brothers, dadgummit. I wanna find them. I’m so close here.”


	“I knew where you were going with that fancy updated key around your neck—to look for them.”


	Lucius’s eyes expand. “Yes.”


	“No,” Dextorus says. “These are your orders. It’s time to wake up and fulfill your duties.”


	“Ugh.” Lucius circles the hospital bed. “Please,” he says, pointing downward. “She’s gonna kill me somehow. I’ll never find them.” 


	“Is that what you call finding your brothers, insubordination? I gave you orders, and this is turning into more of a counseling session than report.”


	Lucius plops onto his seat. “No, it’s just that I finally have a meeting, and instead of telling me where to find ’em, he sends me here. He told me, ‘You’ll find your family when you help mine.’” He shakes his head. “What’s that mean, Commander?” Pointing back toward crumpled sheets, Lucius says, “I saved her.” Hanging his head, he covers his face and mutters, “Might as well have given the whole world a death sentence.”


	Dextorus inwardly rolls his eyes. “The whole world? Lucius, you’re very dramatic right now.”


	“Dex, I arrived as ordered. Wesley grabbed my arm and told me, ‘Take care of my daughter.’ I pulled her out of the car.” He fans his palms. “Now here I’s at, country bumpkin and all.”


	“Don’t overdo it. You’re not a hillbilly, and I know what happened. He told me. Wesley wants you here with her. He trusts what’s happening here.”


	“I didn’t think the general was gonna assign me here. I thought he was finally giving me the key to look for my people. They need me.”


	“We’ve been looking for a long time. You think you’re going to find them in a few days?” 


	“Maybe,” Lucius says, folding his arms.


	Dex folds his arms as well and stands firm. “It’s not about you, and it sounds like you’re where you need to be.”


	Lucius says, “To be honest.” The light above the bed catches her chin, making a small shadow over her chest and shoulder. Lucius exhales and turns his focus back toward his commander. “I’m afraid. I’m afraid to touch her.” 


	“That explains why you didn’t heal her completely.” Dextorus wipes dried blood from Josephine’s shoulder. 


	Lucius continues, “She looks harmless, I know, but don’t let her appearance trick you. I know what she can do. Y’all ain’t gonna fool me. I’ve given everything, and I have nothing left. I’m barely hang’n on as it is.” 


	“Fool you? You think we’d lie about her needing help? Look at her.” Dex calmly faces Lucius with an open palm pointing toward Josephine. “No one’s fooling anyone. It’s an assignment, as simple as that.”


	Lucius squeezes his eyes to a thin line. “There’s more to this assignment.”


	“Yes, and you seem to think it’s all about you.” Dextorus asks, “You done crying?”


	“I’m not crying. I’m…” Lucius fidgets. “I’m not supposed to touch her. My abilities put me at risk. I thought y’all knew that.”


	“No, you’re having withdrawals is what’s happening.”


	“I don’t have withdrawals.” Lucius straightens his stance. “I’m Gamerin. Quit saying I’m a drunk. It’s the only way I can sleep.”


	“Maybe so, but I’m not relieving you of an assignment you were specifically trained for. You think she’s growing fangs and sprouting claws?”


	“You’ve gotta be kidding.” Lucius slouches. “Of all the times I’ve tried kidding, making jokes, and now you’re teasing me about claws? This is serious. You keep changing the subject and talk’n ’bout drinking and this woman while my brothers are still out there. I finally got a key to go save them.” He dashes a wonky bedside table across hospital flooring. A tissue box and a package of wipes slide a bouncy trail over the top.


	Dextorus snaps sternly, says, “Quit breaking things, Lucius. This isn’t your property.” Dex inhales deeply and lowers his hand along with his tone. “Control your temper, and I’m not kidding. I never joke, especially on assignment.”


	Lucius says, “Of course,” while flicking a dry bug from the wall border beside the couch before saying, “you’re the driest warrior I’ve ever known.” Lucius wipes dust from his finger and eyes his commander. “You know, you should share a cigar every now and then instead of hoarding them. You might make some friends.” He points at the bedside table. “I didn’t break it. It was like that when I came in here.” He checks her IV pole to monitor what little saline is left. “They don’t take care of her.” 


	“Lucius, I don’t share cigars with crying babies or spoiled brats.”


	“Spoiled?” Lucius leans forward with sadness dripping from his eyes. He pounds an index finger into his chest. “I have nothing left and was abandoned. They could be needing me to save them.” 


	“Just like her,” Dex snaps. “You have plenty. She doesn’t.”


	Dex’s words drown in Lucius’s mind. He zones out as he glances at a widow’s peak, soft cheeks, and the shadow cast over her neck and shoulders. He understands what Dextorus has just said. Blue rubber caps clutter flooring like bottles on his beach. She has no one. His stomach turns. Like me, no one to save her. 


	Partially braided hair slightly glows as the morning sun peaks through blinded windows and highlights unread get-well cards between dying flowers filling a cold windowsill. Single drops of saline enter a drip chamber driven by a timed electronic device. She’s barely monitored. Dry white skin has formed around her parched mouth, and the IV bag is running out. 


	She’ll die here, he thinks.


	The drip chamber hypnotizes him as he daydreams. His floating thoughts turn saline beads into an amber color, reminding him of a recent memory at Craden’s restaurant.














	Seven


	Memory at Craden’s


	 


	His memory plays on of him perched in his usual corner. Lucius watches the final drops of whiskey enter his glass. Weighty eyes hover above a table muddled with numerous empty bottles of several varieties. He worked hours to get to that point where he knows he can fall asleep and forget everything that hurts inside, the point where he’s too tired to cause more damage. With his last shot taken, he gets up shaky and stumbling. A few fingers he can’t count momentarily wave about. “Give me one to go, Craden,” he says, almost poking his eyes. He slurs, “I gotta lie down.” His step misses and catches a table with his tumble. 


	The table is thrown against limestone, spraying pieces into splintered bits like garden mulch had exploded across the restaurant. On his stomach, he raises a heavy head. “What are y’all doing with your furniture?” His face plants straight down, and he falls asleep.
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