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	Foreword


	“Imagine a force weaving and tightening threads for the benefit of the one bound by them.”


	Alethea Stauron


	 


	For my thread master.




Pronunciation Guide


	Lucius(lü-shŭs)       Dextorus (dĕks-tȯr- ŭs)       Akhtar (ăk-tär)


	Yuleshua (yü-lĕsh-yü-wŭ)       Yaztarifenn (yăz-tĕr-ĭ-fĭn)      Hatrueshian (hŏ-trü-shē-ĭn)


	Artorus (är-tȯr-ŭs)      Hoshtravay (hŏsh-trŭ-vā)       Nicholson (nĭk-ŏl-sŭn)


	Rueshta (rüsh-tŭ)       Samstarsey (săm-stär-sē)       Mangoram (măn-gȯr-ŭm)


	Jett Commdearadea- (jĕt\kŏm-dēr-ŭ-dāy)


	 


	Pronunciation Symbols


	 


	ā …. aid, made, tray       d …. dare, dull, fad       z …. sneeze, raise


	ē …. feed, seed, meat      f …. far, whiff, full 


	ĕ …. elephant, egg, led       g …. gig, gone, gore 


	ă …. apple, map, tram       h …. hollow, hum 


	ī …. eye, thigh, rye       j …. jet, gelatin, jack 


	ŭ …. umbrella, mud       l …. limbo, lull, loud 


	ŏ …. ball, ominous       m …. man, mambo  


	ō …. boat, slope       n …. nice, non, naked


	ĭ …. it, hip, sister       r …. race, runt, reek 


	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


	‐  ….  Hyphen divides syllables. 


	( ) …. Pronunciation of item word is placed between parenthesis.


	\ …. Usage of reverse virgule indicates transcription break for dual items. 


	      , …. Commas separate variant pronunciations.














	One


	Checking In


	 


	A hint of fresh cold tickles Lucius’s nose as he patrols while outside of Josephine’s cabin, eyeing the remnants of a harsh winter. It’s a winter he oft tries not to daydream about how it could’ve been warmer. Lucius activates his subdimensional vision, omitting the barriers of a wall between him and Josephine with a single thought. Limestone and cedar vanish completely for him. Josephine’s hair passes the threshold, shimmering the cool light of day until a darkened foyer shadows over her highlights as she passes through the front entryway. Josephine places groceries away in her irrational placement of absurd high kitchen cabinets and unreasonable shelves.


	Lucius rolls his eyes and says, “Those shelves never should’ve existed.” Her placement logic doesn’t bother him anymore, but commenting helps him feel closer to her somehow. Speaking of the past conversations he’s had with her heals his ache in a way. Her little idiosyncrasies are moments he’s grown to love. These tiny things that warm him when patrolling outside. Lucius misses those small arguments when helping her in the kitchen. He thinks of his moments with her and the teeny sideways jabs of name-calling she’d do when trying to pry for information from him. The moments from their days and hours of her company he remembers, painfully so, while they were dating. 


	Why are you doing this to yourself? Lucius thinks. You’re gonna tear up thinking like this.


	He whispers, “Pay attention.” Lucius resituates his feet and stares again when Josephine sneaks a Valentine’s cookie from a heavily sticker-covered container. Passing by a few trees, he smiles. His fingertips massage a pain over his chest. “Gotta enjoy that sweet tooth she occasionally gets.” 


	As he walks the property line, he glances at a break in the clouds. “Spring’s just around the corner,” he says and activates his weather shield. “Still a little nippy, but I’ve gotten better at controlling it out here. I won’t have trouble interfering with the weather anymore, maybe.”


	A flicker of light sprinkles over some budding clover and catches Lucius’s attention. He glances back as Artie appears from an overgrown portion of the hiking trail. Nodding his chin, Artie says, “Just checking in. You need anything?” Artie pinches a lock of Lucius’s hair. “Maybe a haircut?” 


	“My hair’s not that bad.”


	“Not that bad?” Artie baas like a sheep, saying, “It’s bah-ah-ah-aad over your ears is what it is.” He hands Lucius an assortment of different breads and tells him, “I made the biscuits this morning. They should be warm.”


	 “Thank you, Artie.” With a swift movement, Lucius makes himself a seat on a limestone boulder and takes a hearty bite. He nearly folds the biscuit in half, stuffing warm bread over a starved tongue.


	“No problem. Must’ve been hungry.” Artie crouches down beside him.


	“I stopped biting my nails.”


	“You mean you’re eating your rations to deal with your breakup with Josephine.”


	“It wasn’t really breaking up.” Lucius lowers his eyes and explains, “I mean, I was, but I told her—” 


	“Don’t worry about it. I brought you some more comfort food.” Artie uses his watchful eyes, studying forward for any movement so Lucius can finish a peaceful meal while on his patrol. Artie asks, “Any new hiccups?”


	“Relax.” Still chewing on half a biscuit, Lucius shakes his head. “They haven’t made a move yet, only the occasional scouts. It’s been three months. I think they’ve exhausted every resource available with that last attack.”


	“Is Josephine still hung up on you?” Artie instantly raises his hands and says, “Not that that’s a bad thing. I’m just asking. I want to know how tempted you are.”


	“I haven’t broken any rules, Artie. But I visit her in her dreams. I told you I would. Checking in on her dreams is my job. I can’t help that she knows I’m there,” Lucius says with a pause before finishing, “and telling her how I feel about her. I’m not out of line in doing so.” Lucius’s expression falls like twenty pounds had been added to his head. Nibbling on his third biscuit, he says, “I don’t want her to move on, Artie. I don’t know how long the persuasion will last. They screwed my first plan up the last time when they crushed the illusion by making me come out of hiding.” Lucius rubs a chest full of an ongoing painful sting. “I couldn’t live with someone else holding her, brother. I was willing to give her everything to keep that from happening. I wanna make our relationship right. I need to make sure that my persuasion is still working and that she will remain faithful until I can get permission.”


	“I wish there was a way,” Artie says, half shrugging. “You know, letting her know you still think about her? That way, your time limit of persuasive interference won’t fizzle out. She’s not, you know, justifying her actions with someone else.”


	Lucius uses ultra-speed with his hand like a stop sign and strikes his palm through the air for Artie to stop speaking. “Enough of that. Thanks. Yes, I know how the mind works with persuasion.” He takes a moment to lower his hand as his eyes widen. “Wait, there is.”


	Artie taps into Lucius’s thoughts and immediately says, “No,” fervently shaking his answer with a definitive, “No, don’t make me.”


	“It would only be a second, and you could tell her I sent you, but I’m on duty.”


	“No, Lucius.”


	“Just let her know I can’t be with her right now. It’ll help me restart my time limit. The testimony of another person strengthens her belief. She’ll stay faithful to me.” Lucius stretches his arms out, pleading, “Come on. You can wing it. I’m sure this happens all the time when those kids with special gifts see you.” 


	“That’s not the same thing.” Artie points his chin forward and says, “Usually, Mommy walks over there and junior is laughing because the funnyman is making faces. Mommy says, ‘So-and-so has an imaginary friend.’” Artie’s hands swing out as he continues. “And they walk off. The visual contact is not the same thing. I’m not punished for their ability. I’m not authorized to go talk to your assignment.”


	“But you can get away with episodes like that,” Lucius says and motions over at Josephine’s chimney. “Tell her that I sent you to clean the nest out of her kitchen fireplace. If she sends you away…” His gaze sinks toward the cool ground as he finishes saying, “I’ll know my time limit has already exceeded, and what she dreams at night isn’t the same as when she’s awake.”


	“How do you mean?” Artie asks.


	Lucius explains, “I’ll know she doesn’t want me for sure, and my persuasion dreams aren’t working any longer. They’re just dreams to her. Artie, she thinks about me, but things are different in real life. What if she wants to do whatever women do in situations like this?”


	Shaking his head, Artie says, “That doesn’t matter.”


	“It does matter if I lose Josephine and lose my temper out here. I need to make sure my persuasion is working, and she needs to know I’m gonna come back. I’m coming back for her.”


	“Lucius, I need special orders for that. I can’t just show up unannounced and hand her a paper,” Artie says as he mimics holding an ink pen. “Do you like Lucius? Circle yes or no. No more letters. She’s not my assignment, and the interferences stir things up. Add in a calamity at any time during my answer.”


	“I’m ordering you.” Lucius presses his shoulders back and says, “Do it for me.”


	Artie’s jaw drops, and his expression goes flat. “That’s an abuse of power.”


	Lucius looks gloomily downward, shaking his head with the saddest display of a nod. “You’re right,” he says pitifully dragging his steps as if he’ll fall over at any moment. His feet must weigh a thousand pounds each. Lucius says, “I couldn’t ask you to do anything as a friend either.”


	Artie massages the bridge of his nose and whispers, “This isn’t fair.”


	 


	Twenty minutes later, Artie stands at her front door, wearing Lucius’s civilian disguise. He glances back beyond the cedar trees and aloe plants. With a shake of his head, Artie says, “You owe me a big one,” and knocks. Realizing that Josephine had fixed the doorframe, Artie studies the new off-white color.


	Josephine pulls a heart-shaped cookie from her mouth and calls out, “I’m coming,” as she walks away from the kitchen counter.


	“I better not get reprimanded for this, Lucius,” Artie mumbles.


	In the distance, behind a sappy cedar and a couple stalks of aloe, Lucius answers, “You’ll be okay. She’s coming.”


	Josephine pulls the door open and is greeted by a tall figure with golden eyes and a rather large portion of nervousness. She recognizes the purple plaid outfit right away but doesn’t recall the individual wearing it. She leans her ear over one shoulder. Curious and wanting to know what is going on, Josephine squints and asks, “Can I help you?”


	Somehow, her question spoken aloud makes Artie feel even more nervous. He struggles to smile and says, “Hello. I know this is weird,” and closes his eyes. “Really weird.” A breath later, he focuses as he continues saying, “I was sent here by somebody to check on you.”


	Josephine’s brows tighten together, and she asks, “Who?” as she stares at the same plaid that she has memorized, she finds herself trying to control her breathing.


	Artie takes in a deep lungful and presses out his testimony, saying, “He has big blue eyes, chestnut hair, wears something like this minus the gloves and…” Artie wrestles to keep from running. He knows that someone is glaring from under the shaded tree line behind him. Lucius would tackle him before Artie could escape. Finally, Artie finishes what he’s been taught to say during rehearsal, “and he deeply loves you.”


	“Lucius?”


	Artie says, “Yes. Please, don’t say his name, but he wants me to knock a nest out of your fireplace. Or help with something.”


	Josephine gasps. Rolling her hand inward, she says, “Come in. Yes, come in.”


	“I can’t stay long.” Artie crosses her threshold and listens to Lucius’s breathing in the background, sounding a lot like celebrating. Artie closes the door behind him and tells Josephine, “I’m not allowed to give you my name. Actually, I believe my friend was thinking of any excuse to check on you, and that’s why he sent me.”


	“Any friend of his is welcome. When is he coming back? When did you see him? Does he talk about me?” Josephine gestures toward her kitchen and asks even more questions. “Can I get you something to drink? Is he okay? Did he say how long he’ll be gone? How do you—” 


	“Please.” Artie raises his hand gracefully in a form of counseling her. To ease her questioning. Artie calms the room by using his abilities and says, “Josephine, I can’t answer your questions. I could get a lecture from multiple people from being here like this. But I could tell you that he’s doing a mission, one that is sensitive and could take a long time. He doesn’t want you to worry about him, but he wants to know if you would accept him. If—” 


	“If? Don’t tell her ‘if,’” Lucius speaks telepathically to Artie. “Don’t say the word ‘if.’ Tell her ‘when.’” Lucius gnaws his nails. “Say the word ‘when,’ Artie.”


	“I’m sorry, I meant when,” Artie says to Josephine. “When he comes back, would you receive him, or are you moving on?”


	“Don’t give her any ideas,” Lucius transfers his directions to Artie.


	Artie replies telepathically, “You wanna do this?” 


	Lucius grunts.


	“I accept. I accept.” Josephine closes her eyes. “I accept him. Always. Even in my dreams. Every day of my life. He should know I’ll always love him. I eagerly wait for his return.”


	Lucius is repeating himself and nearly hyperventilating as he gives his instructions telepathically. “Tell her I love her, Artie. Tell her I love her. I’m in love with her. Let her know that I love her.”


	“I did,” Artie answers.


	“Tell her again. And happy Valentine’s Day. Tell her I said happy Valentine’s Day, and I’m in love with her.”


	“How many times do you want me to tell her that you love her, Lucius?” Artie struggles with even a partial smile as he tells Josephine, “He wanted me to tell you,” and Artie takes a moment before emphasizing the word love when he says, “he loves you and happy Valentines.”


	“He did? He’s so sweet,” Josephine says. She tangles her fingers together and clasps her collarbone. The news is recent because of the timestamp in the visitor’s message. She knows Lucius must have recently been speaking of her, and the message gives her hope. She tries to keep herself from weeping tears of joy and says, “Tell him I love him when you see him next.”


	Lucius tells Artie, “I love hearing her say that.” 


	Josephine says, “Tell him to return to me safely. But you make sure that he knows that I love him.”


	Lucius grabs a tree trunk as he hears Josephine confess her love openly. She also ordered that the statement be known, as if she were willing to fight to make the message so. Protective, true to what he has witnessed in her dreams and confirmed with this meeting. He knows his time limit no longer matters; she’ll be faithful to him. 


	Since Artie is there running the errand, Lucius transfers more directions to Artie. “Artie, tell her I think of her every day. And I’m working really hard on my mission, so she can see me again. I’ll hold her in my arms when I return to her. Let her know that I will return to her.”


	“I’m not saying it exactly like that, Lucius. She can’t know you’re here telling me what to say. It sounds like you’re answering her.”


	“She won’t.”


	Artie nods at Josephine with a scratch to his temple and says, “And he wanted me to tell you that he thinks of you every day and is trying to finish his mission, so he can return to you.”


	“Tell her she can’t look for me, though.” Lucius rests against tree bark and gazes through the walls. Josephine’s smile reflects onto him as he says, “And that I think she’s beautiful. Tell her she’s beautiful to me, and I wanna hold her.”


	Artie says, “Josephine, you can’t look for him because he’s on a mission.” 


	“And that she’s beautiful to me, Artie, and I wanna hold her.”


	“No. I draw the line, Lucius. I’m not saying that.” Artie smiles at Josephine and says, “You’ll see him when he’s done, but it could take some time. You can’t go looking for him because you won’t find him. He doesn’t want you broken over his mission either. I will say he’s faithful to you.” Artie nods. “Very faithful to you.” Artie rolls his eyes and stretches his word, saying, “And he’s always talking about you.”


	Lucius says, “Yes, thank you. Say that. I want her to know that.”


	“Obsessively,” Artie continues. “Some might say very obsessively.”


	“I’m faithful to him too,” Josephine says. “He didn’t wanna leave. I knew he didn’t wanna leave.”


	Artie admits, “He didn’t. Believe me, he didn’t. He was almost punished for it. He might not ever have seen you again had he not left when he did.”


	“How do you mean punished?” Josephine says as she rubs her collar. “My poor baby. Why would he be punished?”


	Artie’s brows raise as high as his hairline. “Well…”


	“Don’t say anything,” Lucius tells Artie. “I think you’re good. I know what I need to know.”


	But Artie says, “Everything’s a secret about him—” 


	“What are you doing, Artie?”


	Artie continues, “His name,” smiling with a tad of vindication as he blabs on, “where he lives—” 


	“What are you doing? You’re going off script.”


	“His clothes. The food he eats, language he speaks, his brothers, his friends.” Artie twirls his hand and begins enjoying his situation more than he thought he would, and says, “But of all the secret things about Lucius…”


	“Oh, you’re gonna get it when you get back out here,” Lucius tells him.


	Artie chuckles and continues, “His bossiness. He loves to order people around by telling them what to say and do. That’s not really a secret though, is it?”


	“Is that a fact?”


	Josephine nods with a giggle of her own. “It’s true. He loves giving orders.”


	“You’re turning her against me, Artie,” Lucius transfers the thought and is about to start hyperventilating.


	Artie calms Lucius by saying, “No, I’m not turning her against you, and I’m leaving. She’s fine. You have your answer. Believe me, I’m not telling her anything she didn’t already know about you. I know what I’m about to ask makes you tired, but you owe it to me. Erase this moment from her memory. I don’t want this pinned on me. You know your crush still loves you.”


	“Thank you, Artie.” Lucius wipes, spouting tears from his eyes with his collar and says, “Thank you.”












	Two


	Captives


	 


	A commander’s footsteps abruptly stop beside a stone altar. His back is barely visible from the two prisoners watching in their bonds. They try to look from under a dim beam of light, knowing the hidden commander purposefully remains a mystery to them. Their capturer’s silhouette looms over the stone alter and is beaming with irritability. 


	The commander speaks aloud so the prisoners will hear him. “They’re worthless nowadays.” He strokes the thin, soiled mattress, covered by mangled and bloodied sheets before wadding the material between his clenching fists. He says, “She was a screamer,” and drops the sheet. “Too bad she didn’t last long. I quite enjoyed her.”


	The faint glow of the light above the prisoners bleeds a golden color of off-white down a cylindrical opening from the ceiling. The focused light illuminates the top of the prisoners’ heads. The light only allows for the identity of the prisoners, who weakly huff below. One captive says, “You’re sick.” His exhausted lips slur his words.


	The commander’s silhouette sidesteps, and he asks, “What was that? I thought I heard a prisoner speaking to me. I think I’ll call you freak number one. I’ve lost count over the years. Let’s keep names basic, shall we?” 


	“You heard me, traitor. You’re sick.” The prisoner coughs, expelling most of his energy with a gasp.


	“Traitor, huh?” The commander rubs the inside of his mouth with his tongue before saying, “I’m the commander aboard this vessel. You think your death is a threat to me?” He stands only within the deep shadows of the room. “Think about how powerless you are right now. All of you soldiers are the same, freaks with no personality and easily fooled.” 


	“I’m no fool, coward,” the captive says with a cough. “Why don’t you show yourself?”


	“There’s no fun in that. I wouldn’t give you the satisfaction of knowing who I am either. Memories continue on, and you are easily fooled. Only an idiot would leave tracks when he thinks he’s won.” The commander walks the room while hugging the shadows as he continues, “It’s easy to take women from all of you. You’re nothing but foolish soldiers, thinking you’ve already won the war.”


	“I didn’t start this war.”


	“Neither did I, petty soldier, yet here I stand in the dark. And that’s all you need to know about me. I wasn’t your enemy to begin with, but now…”


	Blood trickles from the soldier’s lip as he tries not to drift out of consciousness. He can barely see through his swollen eyes and says, “All of you bastards are the same, lying to yourselves and your victims. You’re nothing more than a coward, thinking you have some kind of authority because you took your power and ran, calling yourselves commanders, kings, lords…” He starts to lose his breath while speaking, pausing several times as he finishes, “or gods. In the end, you’re easily…killed and…left as dust. You think it’s…funny? These games?” he asks with another pause. “These lies you—”


	“Games? Let me stop you right there, freak number one, because your voice is trailing off, and you’re a smart-ass. I like the particular game you’re playing right now. Even with your last breath, you’re fighting. It’s stimulating. Don’t worry about fighting much longer. I’ll kill you in a minute.”


	The captive says, “She’ll be missed. You won’t be…coward.”


	The commander snaps, “I’m definitely not a coward!” 


	The other prisoner grunts with a breathy exhale. “Why are you hiding if you’re not a coward?”


	“Ethereal memories, freak number two,” the commander says, glancing over at the prisoner. “I forgot you were alive. It’s about time you chimed in. Your friend was taking all the amusement for himself.” Taking a few steps, he makes his way around the shadows. “If you think you’re smart, how come I took her when the two of you were watching? You’re all tricked easily. Oh, and hiking in Alaska is dangerous. Did you not know this?”


	“She might not…” the second soldier says with a pant, “had the best soldiers, but we’re willing to die for her.”


	“Correct. And you’ll die with only that knowledge. You’ll never know who slew you. Pity. I’m not a moron, little freaks, and I’m not going to be fooled into giving my identity away.”


	The first captive says, “We might not know you, bastard, but the general will find you. He always does…it’s only aaaa…” His head falls back. His weakened jaw hangs open as he drifts off.


	“Well, that was boring and anti-climactic,” the commander says. “I wouldn’t worry about final speeches any longer. I’m about to take you off the battlefield for good.” 


	Both captives’ breathing become quiet as they lose their strength. 


	The commander continues, “I only have need of one specific soldier for my plans.” The commander’s voice nearly hovers, like it is bodiless, through the dark, laughing like a vinyl record playing backward. A moment of silence takes over. The commander’s presence eludes the captives for a moment, and he says, “You can’t even pick out where I am in the room. You’re so tired.”


	The commander then whispers behind one of the soldier’s ears, saying, “I was once a mindless soldier of the general, a freak like you. And when I’m done, no one will stop me. I have plans within plans.” He uses a rough movement, almost flicking the soldier’s head backward, as if forcing the captive to look up, and says, “I can feel your bodies dying,” while stroking the other prisoner’s hair. “You have no clue who I am. I’ve been completely erased. I have more power than you could possibly comprehend. You’ll be like vapor floating in space when I’m done. Released from duty, as promised.” 


	He unsheathes a sword left on a table between the captives. Metallic material sharply sings a deadly tune, and the commander says, “It was easy to disarm you.” He studies the steel. Faint light ricochets over the blade. “A primitive metal you carry,” he says and draws back. “I’m tired of this discussion. You bore me.” The commander drives the sword deep through two sets of lungs. The steel skewers straight through the hanging soldiers, pinning them side by side. “As promised, you’re released. I can always keep my promises too.”


	Their bodies are jammed together, wheezing through final gasps. 


	The commander’s sniggering fills the shadowy chamber. He presses the sword further, twisting the metal to the rise of screams. He raises his voice over cries and says, “I have your keys. Every one of your deaths serve as bargaining chips to grow my army. You’ve all been working for me and never realized it.” He flips out the light above their heads and stands back, listening to the sounds the dying prisoners are making. “Music to my ears.”


	Chains wriggle, and laborious grunting echoes the shallow breathing of two soldiers across the room as they hang on to the last drop of life pouring from them. Dark drops of blood slowly slide from the blade between the two soldiers. 


	Finally, silence permeates throughout obscurity, and the commander is left smiling at no one. The only sound in the blacked-out chamber is that of the echoes from out in the hall. Movements of people’s feet, and the faint screams down several corridors are bouncing off walls from women. He swims in sorrow


	until footsteps pause outside the door.


	The commander thinks, A visitor, how did I know? The commander snaps, “Who is it? Never mind, it’s obvious that it’s you, Sam. I could hear your mouth-breathing all the way down the hall.”


	Samstarsey peaks through and asks, “Are there any ears in here, my lord? I bring news.”


	“No,” the commander says, hopping down from the stone table. “It’s clear. None are tracking. There’s no evidence.” The commander turns toward the door. “Enter, Sam.”


	Samstarsey steps forward. “My lord—”  


	“I only want good news, Sam. I’ve just lost another wife, a virgin who was too fragile. I’m not turning back for another one, if that’s what you’re asking.”


	“My lord, I bring news about Yuleshua, I mean, Lucius.”


	“Tell me,” the commander says.


	Sam explains, “We just had a visit from a scout.”


	“A scout?” the commander asks. “I don’t like random scouts having access to our docks. I work only with the Mangoram. Scouts leave too many tracks.”


	“Yes, sire. But the scout said that he was sent by the Mangoram.”


	“What did the scout say?”


	“He said, ‘a soldier in Texas has a strange way of protecting the general’s daughter.’ He was speaking about Lucius and Josephine.”


	“I get that. Continue, Sam.”


	Samstarsey continues, “After the account, I erased the scout so this news wouldn’t spread.”


	“The information must be important news. We’ve exhausted most of our resources there. The Mangoram understand this. I’m intrigued, Sam.”


	“The scout reported that a particular soldier lies in bed and speaks with her while she sleeps.” 


	“Yuleshua sleeps in the bed with her?” The commander’s voice elevates, saying, “Then turn this vessel around. He’s already broken the rules by defiling her. Hurry! The Mangoram can’t get a hold of them before us.” He walks toward the door. “We can get Lucius now before she starts showing.” The commander stops and turns toward Samstarsey, saying, “Wait. I thought you said the Mangoram sent the scout. Why would they send a scout with this information?”


	“My lord, this news is different.”  


	“Sam, I know the rules of engagement, and they wouldn’t be different for him. The general won’t send anyone to protect a defiled soldier, not a Gamerin, and especially not that one. Yuleshua has cursed himself if he has bonded to her. The general will exile him if she’s carrying his son. We need to grab Yuleshua before the general punishes him and before the Mangoram grow brains. I need his abilities intact and the child’s DNA. I can harvest the child before he’s full-term.”


	“Not exactly, my lord. Lucius doesn’t touch her like that. The Mangoram said that he and Josephine are both undefiled. They ran scanners and confirmed that both are virgin.”


	“What is it then? Why are you hounding me?”


	Sam continues, “They have been watching him closely. Lucius hides from Josephine while she’s awake. There’s no doubt she waits for his return.”


	“Bye, Sam. You’re on fecal duty now. And don’t bother me again with nonsense. The Mangoram are just buying themselves time while tickling our ears.” The commander waves his hand through a cracked door to show Sam out as he dismisses him. “I already knew this.”


	“This is different.” Sam pauses at the door and says, “This news means that we need to use other measures. They’re catching on.” 


	“Catching on? This news is why we’re taking, as you say, measures. Rueshta is nearly done with plan B.”


	“But Yuleshua, or Lucius, has been watched lying in bed next to Josephine, talking to her. He has feelings for her.”


	“Of course, he does. He’s merely protecting his potential stake in claiming her. What he is doing is called persuasive sleep, Sam. He’s just keeping the illusion for her of them being together and nothing more.”


	“My lord.” Samstarsey lowers his head as he continues, “I’m trying to tell you something important. The ground troops are catching on is what I’m saying. This is the third report of such unusual behavior. He’s letting his guard down because of the sparse attacks. In a way, the Mangoram are letting you know that the information is spreading beyond their control.”


	“What nonsense are you alluding to? You haven’t said anything I didn’t already know, Sam. Quit wasting my time.”


	“My lord, the Mangoram are losing faith in us. They don’t believe that we will deliver what we’ve promised. They’re letting the news spread. We’re running out of scouts, sire. It’s costing us to keep our interest in him quiet, and we’re making more enemies the longer we wait. And now, Lucius is showing signs of letting his guard down. He’s weak for her, and if we don’t act now, our ground troops might not be receptive to harvest what we’ve sowed. This is our only chance.”


	“What are you saying about our alliances? Have you seen a switch?”


	Sam steps closer and says, “I’ve read their minds. Many are making alliances and other ways of getting what they want. They can’t block their thoughts completely from me. We’re losing our recruits the longer we wait. They want those keys that you promised.”


	“Relax,” the commander says. “It means they don’t know who to trust. They’ll quickly rejoin when we dangle keys in their faces. They’ll do anything for a pardon.”


	Sam answers, “My lord, they’re catching on that we’re killing them. Whoever we don’t kill to clean up the loose fringe, Lucius does kill. We need those resources, especially for when we’re ready to grab him. No stories have come back with any successful escapees from prison.”


	The commander says, “It’s simple.”


	“How do you figure simplicity?”


	“Keep the scouts believing keys have already been received for good service. Those who’ve gone missing have merely escaped and don’t want to come back. Nobody wants to follow the Mangoram anyway at this point. It’s easier to believe that they’ve been rewarded, especially if some are being erased, and the Mangoram are sending them here. That thought alone would confuse the hell out of them. They’d rather listen to me and believe that they are being rewarded. Those ground troops are dumber than a box of hair if they haven’t pieced that one together. Anyway, they’ll get over it. Prisoners have no choice.”


	Sam drops his shoulders and asks, “When? When are we going to make our move?”


	“Patience.”


	“But when?”


	“What would you have me do, Sam? We can’t buy off the Mangoram until Lucius is out of hiding. I’m walking a tight rope with the device not functioning properly. Rueshta’s taken it apart dozens of times already. Yuleshua might be weak when we use the army, but that device is an insurance policy that will keep him that way for when we capture him.”


	 Sam says, “Maybe the slave is breaking the device on purpose. Maybe he’s a spy.”


	The commander slaps Sam down into a corner and shoves an index finger against his cheekbone. He screams, “That boy has done everything I’ve asked of him! Rueshta is no spy. You’ll not speak so lowly of him in my presence. He’s like a son to me, and he was there when I lost Abaddon.”


	“Yes.” Sam raises his hands in submission. His fingers still tremble when he says, “I apologize, my liege. I lost myself.” And peels himself up from metallic flooring. After Sam adjusts his jacket and unclogs his throat, he continues, “If you don’t mind my prodding—” 


	“Isn’t that what you’ve been doing? Along with pissing me off?”


	“I think it’s been long enough. It’ll work while Rueshta finishes the weapon…if Rueshta can figure it out.”


	The commander asks, “What will work? What are you supposing, Sam?”


	Samstarsey takes a step forward and nearly touches noses with the commander. “Let’s attack now.”


	“That’s where you were going with this news? Shortening the fuse? My, my, how slow your mind works sometimes, Sam. Are you sure you’re not high?” The commander chuckles and says, “Patience. We need time. Josephine knows nothing, but when she does, I’ll have a bargaining chip. Lucius won’t be able to go back into hiding when the massive cat is free from that bag. Nobody can erase that kind of perception.” The commander paces for several steps before he stops and turns. “Wait.” He leans against the stone altar. The sound of stroked stubble is heard as he scratches his jawline.


	Sam bows his head. “Yes, sir?”


	“I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Have my son—” 


	“Which one?”


	“Don’t be a smart-ass, Sam. You know very well which one. Have Apollyon speak with the Mangoram, the same Mangoram that’s been bugging the hell out of me and baiting you to come knocking at my door. The same Mangoram who’s been sending scouts just to get things moving. Tell that Mangoram to bring in the pawn he was talking about,” the commander says, waving his hand. “The pawn he says will be too tempting for Lucius.”


	“That idea?” Sam asks. “Are you trying to get Lucius to break the rules by killing someone he’s unauthorized to kill?”


	“Of course, moron.”


	“But we’ll lose our opportunity if he is imprisoned.”


	“You forget all the ramifications that go along with that idea of using the pawn.”


	Sam takes a step, asking, “Like what?”


	 “First of all, it will buy us time. The Mangoram will continue believing we’re working with them. Ground troops will blindly follow, as always. And you’ll stop annoying Rueshta and me. We’ll be finalizing our original plan without you beeping an alarm every five minutes. We can send scouts sparingly to keep an eye on our progress. Lucius will be forced out of hiding if he still fears anything about losing her.”


	“You think a civilian will work?”


	The commander says, “We can try it the Mangoram way for a short time. When they go to collect their bounty, have them report to me what they find.”




Three


	Signs


	 


	Josephine stretches while dreaming of how the sunlight ricochets off the turquois water of the San Antonio River. A nostalgic warmth bathes over her, almost like someone lying in bed beside her. Like someone cradling her against his warm chest. 


	She says, “I love dreaming that I’m here.” The birds sing toward the sun beams. A morning glow radiates as she sits along the wall. “Lucius, where are you? I can feel you.”


	“You always know,” Lucius says, walking out from behind trees after entering her dream. The response has become like clockwork for Josephine. Anytime she senses him in a dream or picks up a faint hue of his likeness, like the living color of water, all she says is, Lucius, and he’s there for her. 


	Lucius answers, “Here I am. Of course, you already knew. I’m coming back for you someday.”


	“You say that a lot.”


	“Because I am. I want you to believe it. That’s why I answer you when you call me. I want you to trust me.”


	“When? When are you coming to get me?” She dreams that she stands up from her spot on the stone wall and embraces Lucius. His scent already permeates her senses, and she asks, “When?”


	“Soon, my love.” Lucius strokes her face, and she can taste his sweet and warm breath as he breathes against her temple and cheek. He whispers, “Don’t forget my love for you.”


	“I miss you.”


	Lucius looks down and absorbs her hazel eyes with his gaze. He says, “I miss holding you like this. I miss feeling your love when you’re looking at me, your heart racing against me. This feels so good to be wanted.”


	“Did you leave those presents for me, Lucius?” She winks at him. “The little origami pieces of nature that I find on my front porch from time to time?”


	“Did you mean to say that you find every day?” Lucius smiles as he continues, “Are you asking if I make things grow a certain way just to tell you how much I love you?”


	Josephine shrugs, saying, “Maybe it’s just a coincidence, and I never realized how some things grow.” Her head rests on his shoulder. Lucius holds her as they stand against a knee-high wall outlining the river. 


	Suddenly, there’s a change in her dream. 


	Lucius says, “You’re doing it again.” He glances around. The environment changes as her dream evolves. They’re no longer outside and along the San Antonio River. They’re inside her foyer of the cabin. Lucius exhales. “You clearly have the power to control your mind. You always surprise me, and not many can do this.”


	“I wanna show you something, something I had forgotten for some reason.” Josephine stands away from the couch and points toward the front entrance. “It’s difficult to explain how it happened, like a vague memory or a dream. I don’t know how I forgot the visit.”


	Lucius knows exactly what she is remembering, for he is also in her thoughts as she recalls her memory. He asks, “Oh, really? You remember something? What happened?”


	An ambiguous silhouette of Artie dawns the foyer from her memory, trying to place the visitor back together. The silhouette is a little hazy, but it’s definitely Artie’s likeness. The golden highlights in his hair are unmistakable with his limber frame, even the gloves he wears to hide his hands. Josephine explains, “Somebody came to my house. He’s as tall as you, but with blond in his hair.”


	Lucius stands beside the figure, measuring the generous height she portrays. Lucius says, “Maybe not that tall. Baby, come on.” Lucius widens his eyes and backtracks the confirming words he has just said, saying, “I mean…continue with your memory.”


	The figure’s leather-covered fingers raise to adjust a buttoned blouse, and Josephine continues, “Well, he wore these gloves and the same plaid button up you used to wear.” The character of Artie in her mind clears up some to reveal the memorized stripes of plaid. “The purple one,” she says and squeezes the top of her nose when trying to visualize his face more vividly. 


	Lucius brushes the memory away from her a little more with a sway of his hand over her cheek, and he says, “Don’t trouble yourself, baby.” The vision of Artie becomes less distinct. 


	“I know the visit really happened. Why’s it so difficult? It was so vivid before. He had a woodsy fragrance like a mountain, like the pine that reminded me of my dad. But his posture and clothes reminded me of you. He was just like you.”


	“Truly? Not exactly like me.”


	“In many ways he was. He knew you so well. Anyway…” She tries focusing, but with all her boundless imagination, she can’t bring his face to life. “I know he was real.” Artie’s face soon fades into the room like a sunbeam peeking through curtains. She’s left transferring his presence and memory only through her emotions. Josephine looks up with eyes that are full of apology. “I can’t remember everything. Sorry, I forgot what he looked like.”


	“You’re okay, baby.”


	“He said he was your friend. He said that you still love me and might be gone for a long time. It was Valentine’s Day.”


	“Wait, you still remem…” Lucius says, shaking his head. “I mean, you dreamed that it was on Valentine’s? Do you remember the conversation completely?”


	“Of course, I do. Maybe not his face, but I remember his testimony of you. I remember his words. They were the words I wanted to hear. He had a lighter voice, soft-spoken. He was very peaceful like you. He was almost afraid to say anything, but he brought the message from you.”


	“How can you be so sure of the visit? How do you remember this?”


	She snickers and says, “There was evidence of the conversation.”


	“What evidence? He didn’t do anything. He didn’t leave any evidence.”


	“Yes, there was,” she says.


	“What evidence?”


	She explains, “I ate two cookies from a package and was eating my second one when he knocked on the door. I left the cookie half-eaten on the counter. Amber was joking about me snatching cookies from the package. You see? Those cookies were the dessert I was taking to her dinner party that evening. She knew I would take a couple. And I knew I would. When I came home and saw the remaining half cookie, I remembered why I had left it. Your friend visited me.” 


	“I didn’t think of that,” he says.


	Nodding, Josephine says, “Lucius, I wanna say that I can feel you near me. But I needed to hear someone tell me that you’re real. I was starting to…” She takes Lucius’s hands and places them over her heart. Her heart beats so heavily, her heart rate nearly wakes her. “I needed proof from someone else. I was starting to lose hope.”


	Lucius caresses her collarbone. He immediately regrets erasing the memory and says, “Baby, I’m miserable without you. I’m coming back.” He tries to undo the memory loss with a kiss on her cheek. “Remember his words. I’m in love with you. Say it, so you’ll remember. Repeat his words over and over again. That really did happen. I really sent him.”


	“I do repeat it, Lucius. I ache for your return. This memory was all I had as proof that I’m not going out of my mind, that you’re coming back, and our being together someday is not all in my head.”


	“It’s real.” Lucius presses her warm fingers to his throbbing chest and says, “My chest hurts all the time. I have shooting pains down my limbs from wanting to hold onto you. I cry out of nowhere when people aren’t watching, and I don’t think I would care if they did. I’m a complete mess, and I’m barely hanging on. I needed to hear you say that you love me. I had to send him. I needed to hear you profess to somebody that you’d wait for me. That was my friend, Artie. His name is Artie.” Concern pulls at her eyes, forcing her to fight crying. Lucius wishes he could undo the last few minutes of dream dating. He begs her, “Baby, remember. I need you to remember.” 


	Josephine looks up and says, “I wish I could’ve done something different that night. I wish I would’ve been stronger for you. I wish I wouldn’t have…”


	“Don’t do this,” Lucius says and tries calming her, but she’s already on the verge of whimpering regret.


	“I wish I would’ve acted different for you so…so you wouldn’t have been so mad at me the night you left me.” She feeds a few soft strands behind her ear to hold them in place as she continues, “Are you still mad at me?” 


	“No. I wasn’t trying to. I’m sorry I yelled at you and made you cry.” His whisper tickles beside her hair. “I didn’t want to. Baby, if anything I was yelling at myself, my situation. That night was my fault.”


	She asks, “When will you come for me?”


	“When I have permission. I dream about that day all day, every day. The moment I have permission, you’ll see me. I can’t break the laws. My general will know.”


	“Who is he? What’s your general’s name? I’ll ask for you. I can write him a letter.”


	“You can’t write him anything. He won’t receive your letters.” Lucius raises a brow and says, “Believe me, don’t write a letter.” Her hazel eyes slow him down for a moment, and he gives her the same answer as he does every night. “When you find out who your father is, I can ask for an entire army to protect us. You have to find out who he is on your own.”


	“Tell me.”


	“Baby,” Lucius says as he strokes her cheek. “Even with all my power, I can’t help you beyond your own will. Your mind is my biggest enemy. Read the journal your dad left.” 


	She says, “I’m tired of you talking about the journal. I want you to come home to me. I don’t want to read a diary. What does the journal have anything to do with us? You never knew my dad. How does my dad make a difference about what your general says? It’s just a diary, a dusty old book. My dad is dead.”


	“You’re not listening, baby, even in your dreams. Why won’t you listen?” Lucius embraces her. “Please, Josephine, who is he? Find out. Look for him. Try harder. It’s not what you think and goes far beyond us in this war.”


	“What? What war?” she asks.


	“Someday, you’ll know,” Lucius says, and his presence exits her dream. 


	Lucius opens his eyes while still stroking her jawline beside her in the bed. He gazes down and wipes the tears from her cheekbone. “I can never be with you, if you don’t listen.” He stands and watches the moonbeams brush across the teeny hairs on her neck. He breathes in her aroma deep, as the shooting pain resumes over his chest. Another day. Another failed attempt at getting her to find out who she is.


	“You, stubborn woman.” His heavy boots mope toward the master bedroom door, and he rubs over his heart with his hands, trying to ease the sting of another day without holding her. “How much longer will you fight me on this?”


	 


	Josephine awakens under her blankets a few minutes later. She whispers, “What war?” Her eyes adjust to a spiraling ceiling fan, drawing circular shadows over white spackle. A whiff of Lucius’s scent enters her sinuses, making a deeper breath easily spread her lungs. “Aw, these waking moments after dreaming about him are always torture.” She stretches slightly backward. “I smell him all over me.” 


	“Her saying it like that makes me sweat,” he whispers from the loft.


	Josephine cuddles her pillow. “I wish this was him,” she says and sighs until she no longer has air to press out of her lungs. “I’d trap him here.”


	Lucius puckers his lips and says what he’s thinking, “I’d let you.”


	“My dreams are confusing sometimes,” Josephine says as she rearranges herself sideways and gazes at an opened window, hopeful that he will climb through like a thief in the night to carry her away. “I wish I could see you climb through those just one time to get me.” She giggles quietly. “Yep, talking like you’re here. Listening, like you’re gonna say something. I must be crazy.” 


	She yawns and turns toward a hidden safe. She says, “My dreams tell me to read a dusty old journal.” Her eyes adjust to the abstract lighting lit by moonlight and the driveway light. The driveway light sits at a catty-cornered angle from her second-story window and barely peeks through from the overhang’s shadow. “Almost every night I dream of you talking about the journal. I wish my mind would stop and just let me enjoy my thoughts of you. All I want is to see you again. Nothing makes sense. I’m walking around in life in aimless circles, waiting on you.” Josephine rolls a finger over her sheet while thinking aloud. She says, “You never even knew my dad. What is my brain thinking? I guess I’m trying to figure out how to get you back. I need a real project in my life instead of thinking about whatever nonsense my mind is doing.”


	“Ugh.” Lucius slaps his head. “Persuading her to read the journal isn’t gonna work anymore. I’m making her lose interest at this point. She’s becoming deaf to my words.”


	Josephine stands to her feet and dresses in a flowing skirt. “I bought this at the Mexican market near the river. I’ll wear this skirt because of my dream.” A short twirl of the skirt later, and Josephine turns around to close her windows for the day. The driveway’s light aids in her search as she peers into the early morning. The light governs a covered porch that displays dry pine needles and leaves stuffed into the water trap. A lonely blacktop is scarcely visible by the light. Josephine studies for any headlights that might wander down her secluded street. “I know I sound weird,” she says as her breathing brands small foggy places against the pane. “But I can sense you.” Cold glass rubs across her forehead as she leans over the pane. “It feels like you’re here. Like you’re right next to me and hearing everything I say.”


	Lucius bites on his bottom lip and nibbles for a moment. Keep your feet, soldier, he orders himself. He’s careful not to cross the line. The urge has grown in difficulty these past few months. He’s allowed her to sense him but partially. He knows the persuasion helps to lasso her heart in wanting to be faithful with the strongest persuasion allowed. But the persuasion stops short of the constant interference that would give him away. The persuasion might work, but not without a price. He risks potentially tarnishing his emotions and hers. She recognizes him enough on her own, and the knowledge he transfers to her about his presence alarms and tempts him. He reminds himself, Hold your stance. You need an army. You promised.


	Lucius’s attention is snapped out of his thoughts when Josephine says, “I’ve done lost my mind, thinking you’re here.” Her fingers climb the window, walking her middle and index fingers along with each thought, driving through her memory. Any attempt to piece together whatever makes Lucius feel closer.


	Her dreams always bring her back to hope. 


	She says, “That’s right. My dream. That one dream or memory about that guy. The guy that said you loved me. I almost forgot about him.” Josephine locks the curtain between two knuckles. “Your friend who couldn’t give his name. Or did he? It started with an A. It’s faint, but I remember, I think.” 


	Lucius presses his lashes together and leans against her loft wall. “I hope he doesn’t get mad at me. I can’t erase his visit with her, not this, not completely.” 


	“It’s so vague,” she continues. “Almost like I made all of it up myself. Oh well, perhaps I’m gonna be the crazy cat lady after all.” She takes a few steps back, and the curtain material slides across her fingertips as she pivots toward the dresser. 


	Josephine opens a nickel-coated clip to a box on her dresser. An earthy smell wafts up at her. She’s greeted by the ornaments in the box with the smell of outdoors, as she has been every morning for the past month. A pile of natural origami found on her front porch. The woodsy smell coats her fingernails. She picks one of the dried leaves up.


	Josephine gazes at the oak leaf. “I found this on my front porch, just as mysterious as anything.” The leaf is etched out in the center. Not the common etching of a hollowed leaf, but most definitely left by someone or something. 


	Maybe the wind, she thinks some might say. 


	But not this one. The inner symbol on the leaf tugs at her heart and calls her to believe, as she says, “This can’t be a coincidence.”


	The shape of a heart expresses through leaf veins. The craftsmanship is perfect. Too perfect to be a random occurrence in nature. “Maybe it’s a sign.” She places the greenery back over the pile of similar leaves and studies them. Pine needles occupy her collection with braided weaving of the filaments into hearts. They are woven in a meticulous style, much like the basket Lucius gave her as a gift for their first date. White ash bark has been removed from an area of her land acres away. Bark couldn’t have simply transported itself, not from that area of her woods beside the lake. How would a heart-shaped piece of bark make its way to her front porch and be laid on a welcome mat for her to find? Even the natural swirls of the bark make hearts.


	The occurrence happens nearly every day. It’s a miracle how several objects are picked up from around her land and left in the center of the welcome mat, every element with its little designs in them. Most are hearts. Or maybe that’s just what her mind sees now, hearts in everything. She closes her knickknack box and says, “Mysterious. Maybe, I never noticed before now how some things grow.”


	Josephine opens a jewelry box and raises a turquoise necklace even with her eyes. A small locket dangles the reflection of a desk lamp over her irises. She whispers, “This’ll be my sign for you today, baby.” She opens the locket and studies the first leaf she had ever found. The keepsake that was left by the mysterious wind that started blowing through the day after Valentine’s Day. Josephine is shocked every time she sees the ornament, but the routine of looking upon it reminds her that she’s not crazy when she looks at it. 


	Weeks have passed since she picked the original artwork up. A heart-shaped clover fragment remains. Fresh and green on its edges, three times bigger than any cloverleaf segment she’s ever seen before, and it forms a perfect heart. She wouldn’t have previously cared, except one minor detail she had never seen before had almost made her cry. 


	In the center is a perfectly precise purple heart that winks back at her as the tiny silver hinge of the locket opens. A heart that is the color of Lucius’s plaid shirt. The same shirt she saw on the Valentine’s visitor less than twenty-four hours earlier before getting such a token. If it was possible to stick material inside of a leaf, then she would swear it was from Lucius’s clothes. 


	The leaf is simply a mystery with its tiny thread patterns flawlessly charted. The decoration is identical to the pattern Lucius wore every other time she saw him. Even a line or two of the crisscross outlines where the purples meet the blue design. When she saw the oversized section of clover, that moment was the first time she believed in signs. The first time in a long time that she had believed in anything. 


	She says, “If I see you, I hope you know by me wearing this that I’m thinking of you.”


	Outside on the porch, Lucius releases his chest and says, “I wouldn’t want it any other way.” He gathers an acorn from his pocket. The acorn is bent by his kinetic abilities in the shape of a heart and smells of his lips, his pheromone. Lucius kisses the shelling one last time. “I can’t give you much, my love. I’m glad you accept this of me. Or whatever you believe it is. You accept it. You accept me, and your belief is keeping our memories alive.”


	 


	Josephine enters her kitchen, tiptoeing around Leo’s howling for breakfast. She says, “Okay, Leo. Goodness, you are spoiled.” She tosses the empty can into the trash and glances into the foyer. The family portrait hangs in a glassless frame. “I’m gonna fix the frame. It’s time.”


	Outside, Lucius removes his little symbol from his lips and places his love emblem onto her welcome mat. He sneaks around the corner. “I know I shouldn’t,” he says, gripping the side of the house. “She looks for me every time and could ruin my camouflage if I keep this up much longer. I’ll probably make this the last one,” he says jingling his earthy articles in his pocket. “Maybe.”


	Josephine touches the front doorknob but pauses, hoping with a little prayer she says, “Please.” She closes her eyes. “Let there be another sign that he’s coming back? I know it’s not him, but please.” 


	A dim world greets her before sunrise with a slow swing of her front door. The hinge glides with a tiny whine as the door opens to crisp, cool air. Only the subtle light of her driveway and the cold chirps of crickets are making themselves known. Josephine gazes down and reaches toward her answered prayer. “What a funny little acorn,” she says, giggling as she inhales and grips the acorn firmly with a kiss. “How could this have dropped here?” 


	Lucius covers his heart. His eyes slowly close shut. “My baby’s kissing me, and she thinks of me every time.”


	Josephine dashes up to her collection and places her new acorn upon the pile of other kissable trinkets. “These coincidences and my dreams make life bearable for me.” 


	Darkened windows reflect a small light like the San Antonio River, a soft glow like in her dream. “Hmmm. I dreamed I went to the San Antonio River. I saw him with the sunrise.” Josephine steps toward the window. Hoping. Trying to piece together links in her life, she says, “I’ll go this morning. Maybe he’ll show up at sunrise like in my dream, and the little signs at my door every morning. Maybe this is a sign he’ll be there.”


	“Baby, it’s still dark out. I can’t,” Lucius says and nods. He realizes his persuasion works in many ways, and this is just another sign everything is working. He thinks of the confirmation in her actions, She’s faithful. She’s protected. 


	Lucius says, “I’ll take care of you.”




Four


	Roses


	 


	Josephine travels down the stone steps along the River Walk. She passes through bridges and comes to rest in a quiet area away from the waking birds. She whispers, “Please, come true.” She’s met with the quiet voice of some stranger in the distance, carrying on with his own personal time. The gentleman is hunkered over a knee-high, stone wall, and praying, partially lamenting about something. He must think he’s by himself at this hour, Josephine thinks, deciding to remain quiet and keeping her own problems to herself. She hasn’t knelt like that in a long time and wouldn’t dare bother a man mourning about something for some reason.


	Josephine focuses through the shadows beneath dark trees for Lucius’s spike of hair. She looks up and over. The colors of the sky are a lighter shade of black and nearing a navy blue. The praying man in the background helps her doubt to grow, and she says, “Even those who pray don’t get what they want.” 


	Her shoulders drop. “Of course, Lucius isn’t here. It was only a dream and that’s all it ever is for me.” She curls her arms over her knees. “I’m losing my mind like I did when I lost my family.” Each thought she has about where she is and what she is doing makes her shake her head in disbelief. She had driven out to a river forty-five minutes away. In a dark area before most are awake. She sighs. “I need a purpose in my life. Something worthwhile has gotta happen, instead of living by myself with nothing to do but to take care of my cat.”


	The thought of Southern wilderness and aloe plants leaves her blank. She remembers that the pool was filled in almost a year ago. Also, the weather is too chilly out most mornings for hiking in the wilderness of her property. She wouldn’t want to clean any wild game by herself. She huffs as she says, “I’m so bored. I have no neighbors and no family. Lucius is gone. I’m seriously going insane by myself.” She thinks of what the gentleman across the way is doing.


	Prayer doesn’t work for someone like me. How would that bring Lucius back? Josephine forces her hands out in front of her with a pull forward. “I drove all the way out here, hoping a dream would come true.” She slouches with a deep breath in her nostrils. A sweetened breeze brushes her cooled morning cheeks, a sweetened fragrance that comes from the river water aroma, honeyed from the stone walkway. The sweet perfume is from the layers of sugary treats purchased by tourists from vendors over the years that have been rubbed into the stones over time. She says, “I wish I wasn’t alone anymore.” 


	Ideas and her current circumstances bring her memories in like a flood. She remembers walking along the river with her family as a kid. There was always a friend or two who would join her. Family and friends enjoying being together. But she realizes the atmosphere is different when alone. Much more like the poor man lamenting across the water from her. Josephine says, “How do I fix my situation? I’m like a prisoner in my own home because I’m scared that I’ll miss Lucius or something. Sometimes I wanna give up because I have no one to talk to.” She stands to her feet and paces over stones to get away from the thoughts blending into her mind from what the gentleman hunched over believes in. She wouldn’t even know where to start if she was so inclined to pray like him.


	Her dad would pray. He prayed often with her mom. Sometimes she would wake up early, when the wee hours were unproper to wake children before he left for work. In the dark hours when Wesley was to ship off on a mission, she’d catch him praying with her mom, failing in whispering their goodbyes to each other. Their hugs were tight with his travel bag in hand. Josephine misses the bond of family. The hugs and kisses when all the struggles were too difficult at times to swallow down, but the prayer was real. The love was real. The house always felt full of life when other souls lived there. 


	Josephine stops midtread and says, “Wait. I don’t have to be alone. I can rent out a room in my house. I won’t be alone, and I won’t think I’m going crazy.” 


	Lucius grabs a tree from a small distance behind her and says, “You can’t be serious, baby. None of your friends would live there.” He presses his forehead tightly against the bark. “Why does she make my mission difficult for me?”


	Sunrise catches Josephine’s yellow-highlighted speckles along the hazel of green. She says, “Wow. It’s beautiful out here in the morning.” She regains her previous treading pace and continues talking quietly to herself, “I don’t know who would live at my house anyway. I live in the boonies. Maybe I’ll just get another cat.”


	Lucius opens his hands with a large amount of thankfulness. “I can live with that. Nice to know you’re coming to your senses.”


	“But a renter. A project. Something I’d be doing to help someone else until Lucius comes back.”


	His jaw drops. “Please say she’ll drop this idea.”


	 


	The gold of sunrise shines across the sky, announcing dawn with every singing bird. Josephine travels an ancient path, almost deaf to the morning song as thoughts inundate her mind. Vendors prepare for the day. A vendor strings up blue petaled, pink floral arrangements covered with popping yellow streamers from headbands. The headbands are a well-known tourist favorite for young girls. Knickknacks are highlighted by the weaved designs from the flowered headdresses across his cart. The vendor slides a box of at least a dozen more under his cart. “Eye candy,” she says. Her hazel eyes look down to her feet, and she strolls along the river sidewalks as the number of vendors increase. She says, “San Antonio will be flooded with tourists from all over in the next couple of hours.” Delivery trucks make early distributions and draw her focus. “It’s almost fiesta time. There is so much hustle during the early hours. Everyone’s stocking up for the battle of flowers. And the strawberry festival will soon follow. La primavera—the spring.” Josephine stares down at her sandals, making tiny strides toward nowhere, allowing fate or whatever to seize her attention. 


	She says, “My birthday’s coming up, March 20. I’ll be twenty-one, a virgin, and all alone this year. And I don’t have any idea of what to do for my life.” Her mind drifts like the river water as she walks around, merely enjoying a peaceful morning with nowhere to go, waiting for life to greet her somehow. She’s open to anything at this point, instead of fighting the crazy realization of trying to reenact a dream that only reminded her how lonely she is.


	 


	Daylight has risen enough to glimmer more than just gold and silver across rooftops. She can identify slate and metal colors now. Morning. A business morning with real business traffic, blocking her from wanting to get on any highway. At least, not anytime soon. Josephine looks over and sees the sidewalks slathered with vendors conversing with early-bird tourists. A true testimony that the river is already awake when she sees tourists and families. Cameras pop out like the buds of the trees. A couple of soldiers in uniform brazen the stone walkways. They walk with a confident stride. She says, “I wonder if he’s at the army base nearby, thinking of me?”


	“I’m always nearby and thinking of you,” Lucius says, but he quickly sneers at the camo uniforms with a shudder. “I don’t look good in a pattern.” 


	Josephine giggles, remembering how Lucius and she were trapped inside from blizzard conditions. She says, “He looked so cute in those camo pajamas. That’ll be my new nickname for him, camo pajamas.”


	“Aw,” Lucius says with blushed cheeks and ducks behind an advertisement for fajitas. “For you, anything.” 


	 


	Several hours pass, and Josephine watches the vendors who have all been the same for decades. As she tarries on closer toward the Alamo mission, she notices a few new vendors have shown up for fiesta and the battle of flowers. The Alamo comes into view, along with cameras and family poses.


	Nearby the Alamo mission, Josephine studies a man selling a great assortment of vegetation and floral arrangements on the street. A large family adorns his company with hearty smiles of beautifully tanned faces. They are sun-kissed with a natural Latino glow. Each vendor perfectly plays their role. Several Latina women are dressed as if they came from an old-world photograph and are helping the older vendor to set out bouquets. Their ensemble is completed with a pluming flower in their hair. Josephine keeps her hands to herself, admiring what she’ll only allow her eyes to touch. Colors ornamenting the area pop with evening glow orange, morning yellow, and every purple someone could grow in the area. Each petal color sprinkles along the sidewalk with an inviting smell, reminding her of a soon coming parade, a parade she has no desire to attend if to miss a possible visit from Lucius.


	Again, she reminds herself how trapped she has become. A few yards down, white roses snag her attention. She’s stopped in place as a memory floats across her mind. 


	Josephine remembers the November day well. Lucius handed her a white rose. The petals whisked an inviting cloud of aroma over her flushed cheeks, and Lucius’s deep tone eased her fear. Tingles covered her body and still do with the memory. Josephine breaks through the stuttering of her stomach flutters and says, “I think I still have that rose somewhere.” Her fingers touch her lips. “Where did I put it?”


	An elderly gentleman with a rodeo-styled gait and glimmering belt buckle notices Josephine eyeing the arrangements he’s recently placed out. His mustache holds more silver-and-white growth than all the rose petals set out. A couple of younger Hispanic women smile at Josephine when their grandpa slows and places his workload down. One Hispanic lady says, “You can’t run from this old man.” She winks at Josephine. “He knows a beautiful woman who deserves a flower in her hair when he sees her.”


	“I couldn’t,” Josephine says. “I couldn’t take anything for free. It would make me feel wrong.”


	“Would a beautiful woman like to wear a beautiful rose?” the elderly vendor asks anyway. “Eres muy hermosa jovencita.”


	The elderly man’s daughter speaks up, “Make this old man smile. My granddaddy says you’re very beautiful, young lady. Bring a smile to him.”


	“He’s already smiling,” Josephine says and smiles. “But I couldn’t take it. I’m just looking, and I wouldn’t want it to die. Thanks.”


	Another man standing twelve feet away hangs up his phone and whispers under his breath, “Damn, she looks perfect.” He steps carefully with a slide closer to the conversation. Grabbing the grayed vendor’s attention, he says, “Sir? I’ll buy her one. She don’t have to feel bad, and it ain’t gonna hurt my feelings if a single red rose withers before she gets it into water.” The owner of the twanged voice now in the conversation points at Josephine and continues. “You’re right. She deserves a flower in her hair.” 


	“Um, thanks,” Josephine says.


	The man purchases a single red rose and tilts his hat toward the vendor. “Much obliged,” he says as he sets a steady walk bearing toward Josephine’s long hair. 


	He’s a rugged cowboy in formfitting denim jeans and dressed with a rough Southern flare. He wears natural colors in his plaid shirt, tan where white would usually be in the spring, burgundy instead of red. His hat is definitely the main dish he is trying to serve in his attraction, and it shadows almost everything beneath it. All except his sharp jawline and mild stubble. The gentleman uses all his Southern charm in catching attention from the other ladies with each stride. 


	Josephine thinks, He walks as if his boots give him free access into any personal venue or personal space. She sums him up in her small assessment. 


	The cowboy shows off a flashy belt buckle with every broad step he takes in her direction. He delivers the rose. “Paid in full,” he says and tries placing a dark green stem in her hair.


	Josephine steps back, saying, “It’s okay.” She turns away with disinterest. “You paid for it, you keep it.”


	The cowboy races around Josephine and blocks her from disappearing. “I don’t think you understand, madame,” he says using a low, suave voice. “I bought this solely for you. I have no need for this beautiful gesture.” He motions back at a silver mustache. “My opinion happens to be the same as his.” The man takes a bow and hands her the rose. “A beautiful rose for a very beautiful woman. I believe you deserve this.” The cowboy signals around them and continues, “I believe every gentleman here would agree with that.” 


	Lucius’s nostrils flare. “Chump.” 


	Josephine shrugs, saying, “I guess I don’t know what to say.” She fights giggling and teases. “This means a lot to me…but I wanted a white one.”


	“Yes, ma’am.” The cowboy turns swiftly and gathers a different one for her.


	Lucius says, “What’s this guy doing? She said she doesn’t want anything.” 


	Josephine interrupts the cowboy, saying, “I’m only playing because I didn’t know what to say.” She laughs and covers her lips. “I’m sorry. I tease when I’m nervous.”


	“Madame,” the cowboy says as he pauses and looks up at her. “I could get you the one you want. It’s no trouble, even if you were only play’n with me. You’re not bothering me one bit.” 


	“Thank you. That one is fine. Sorry ’bout that,” Josephine apologizes. 


	The cowboy hands her the original red flower with a tilt of his hat. “For you.”


	“Well, okay,” she says as she rolls her lips inward. “Thanks for the rose.” And without another word, Josephine walks away.


	“Wait, please, my beautiful lady,” the cowboy calls out while catching up to her across the street.


	“I really quite honestly don’t know what else to say other than…thank you,” she says as she shrugs. “I’ll put it in some water when I get home if it’s still alive.”


	The cowboy brushes the back of her arm, catching some soft sleeve and stops her. He says, “Be careful how you hold that rose.” And he points. “You could get a thorn from the stem. The rose wouldn’t be much of a gift if that were to happen.”


	 “Thanks, dude. Now, move on,” Lucius says as he momentarily turns off his camouflage to end any conversation between the two of them, forgetting his role for half a moment. He takes one step as a couple of eyes contact him without camouflage. Lucius nods at the two nuns visiting the Alamo as they walk by. He says, “Excuse me, sisters.” He reactivates his camouflage, deciding to keep hidden in public. He exhales. “This is gonna be rough.” 


	Josephine smiles at the red petals of her gift and says, “I’ll make sure I don’t get a thorn.”


	The cowboy takes off his hat. He holds the dark felt to his chest, bobs his bowed head, and with a Southern twang, “My name’s Drake. You can call me Big Drake or Drake, either one, Ms. Beautiful.”


	“Actually,” she says, pointing with her chin up at him, and starts mimicking his greeting. “My name’s Josephine, Jo, and I used to go by Josey.”


	“Marvelous.” Drake glimpses at an empty ring finger and notices no band of promise. Or an indent from jewelry or even a tan line. He asks, “You here alone?”


	Lucius snarls. “No.”


	Josephine shortens her distance back toward the river walkways and says, “I’m just visiting.” She sniffs her flower. “I was hoping someone would show, but I guess you could say I’m alone.”


	Drake studies how the March winds make her skirt flow against her soft legs. He pauses in his thoughts before he asks, “Where’re ya from, Jo?” He admires her physique a little closer when she slows down. He continues, “If you’re meeting somebody?”


	Josephine winces a little and turns her wincing into a smile after hearing that specific nickname and says, “Well, actually you can call me Josephine.” She motions toward the flower vendor without turning, traveling on to finish her stone walkway hiking trail for the day. “I was joking earlier to mimic the way you greeted me.” She pivots toward him, forcing him to glance upward. She continues, “I wasn’t meeting somebody. I was just hoping someone would show.”


	“I’m someone. A beautiful woman like you should never be alone.” Drake gestures at her with a short wiggle from his straight jawline and says, “I won’t have any of that. Consider me your tour guide for the day. So where’re ya from,” he says and stretches her name, “Jo-se-phine?”


	Josephine smiles. “I don’t need a tour guide. I actually live in San Antonio. I know my way around.”


	“Here?”


	“Well, not right here in central San Antonio,” she says, weaving her hair through a couple of fingers as she finishes, “but I live within a comfortable drive. I grew up here.” 


	Drake, staking some potential claim, steps closer as several men stare with equally hungry eyes. Drake places his hand against her back as they stroll a few more steps. Josephine slows down until they stop. Her hazel eyes glance back, and she says, “I know you’re being kind. I’m a bit of a solitary creature when it comes to touching somebody. I don’t like doting too much. Sorry, I mean, I like chivalry, but I’m not a touchy person when it comes to somebody I don’t really know.” 
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