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​Author’s Note
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Several of the short stories featured in this collection are children’s adventures set in the world of The Heroes of Superior Island. These stories coincide with an ongoing comic book series. Most characters were created by students, while the stories themselves were written by me. The intended audience of those particular stories is elementary-aged students; as such, they have been edited to accommodate younger readers.
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​The Gossamer Lady


[image: ]




Rosie jolted awake, meeting the curious eyes of her young daughter. Evie was pointing with a dainty finger in her mother's direction. Rosie realized then what her fingers had unconsciously grasped for. Hurriedly, she slipped the necklace beneath her blouse. “Oh, this is nothing. Enough questions now, my little sprite. Let’s get you to bed...”

Sometime later Rosie was reclining on the sitting room divan, wrapped in a cozy throw. A mug of tepid chamomile tea was sitting upon the end table and an undisturbed book lay across her lap. The curtains were drawn but headlights could be seen slowly tracing their way across as a car entered the drive. The front door was unlocked and Rosie’s husband came inside. He removed his overcoat and greeted her softly, as not to disturb their sleeping daughter. When Rosie did not stir from her daydreaming, Matthias settled down beside her. “You’re quiet tonight. Something wrong?”

Rosie blinked and turned to her husband with a wan smile. Her face looked more gaunt tonight, he thought. Her cheeks were sallow. Her strawberry-blonde hair, ungroomed and wispy, fell across her thin shoulders.  

At last she said, “No, I’m fine... I was just... reading...” 

Matthias placed his hand on hers. The lines on his face deepened, his eyes marked by weary concern. The book on her lap, one of the colored fairytale collections by Andrew Lang, had been sitting on their end table unread for months. She never once even opened the cover.

Tenderly, he asked, “You’ve been going back there again, haven’t you? Thinking about it.” Though posed as a question, Matthias already knew the answer.

“No!” Rosie blurted. Frowning, after a pause she added slowly. “Not exactly. I just—” 

She bit back her words. She turned away, her hand withdrawing from his touch. Her fingers reached for her neckline. In a whisper, she managed, “You know I can’t do this.”

He sighed. “I know, Rosie. I know.” He reached for her other hand, gently squeezing it as a familiar concession. “But you understand that I’m here for you, right? No matter what. Whenever you’re ready, you can tell me.” Words he meant sincerely, yet now felt almost hollow after so many years of saying so. 

Rosie didn’t need reminding. Despite her inability to express it, she deeply loved Matthias: she always had, ever since they were children. Yet the subject of her past trauma was a heavy and complicated burden. Rosie had become so disconnected from the life she had previously known. The details of her time away had grown hazy and even dream-like. How could anyone hope to explain what happened? Missing for seven years, but for what felt to her like only a few hours. She had left as a girl but returned as a young woman. A child’s mind and emotions in a strange new body. She couldn’t dare tell them the truth; after all, she could barely fathom the truth herself. Furthermore, and most importantly, Rosie had made a promise. A promise that she couldn’t afford to break.

As Rosie lay in bed that evening, like so many other sleepless nights, her hand found its way to the ring resting at her breast. The narrow band of silver, on a chain, was engraved with patterns of intertwining vines and blossoms. This ring was her only connection to the past, to her life before the disappearance. 

Sometimes Rosie would remember things. Fragments of memories. The imagery would bleed into focus at times, like a freshly painted watercolor. She would experience recollections both vague and vivid at the same time. Rosie would remember the path by the river, the thicket not far from her parents’ home. She would be running through the woods, the whispering wind in the trees and the redolent fragrance of wild flowers heavy on the air. Lights in the canopy blinked and shimmered: sometimes they were fireflies, sometimes they were stars.

Happy times had been found there at the riverbank. Yet to consider those memories now, and to think of the price she had come to pay—Rosie shuddered. 

*       *       *
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A FEW DAYS LATER, MATTHIAS was at work and Rosie was dressing her daughter for the day. As she removed the child’s pajama top, Rosie led out a near-silent cry of alarm and dropped the clothes. Around the child’s neck was an all-too familiar sight. Rosie snatched at her own neck, a rebuke riding on her lips. Yet then she stopped. Her necklace was still there. 

Evie noticed her mother’s gaze and turned bashful as Rosie questioned her about the identical item. The girl mumbled something about finding the trinket in the garden at the back of the house. Suddenly ill, Rosie moved with blind abandon to the bathroom. She hunched over the sink, taking ragged breaths, her heart palpitating wildly. 

It couldn’t be! No, no—it couldn’t—!

Evie stood in the doorway. There was no more sign of the chain and ring. The child sniffled, lips pouting and eyes tearing up. She was frightened and gestured to be held. Rosie quickly reclaimed herself. They embraced. “It’s okay, my little sprite. Mum is sorry for scaring you. Everything is okay.”

*       *       *
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THE NEXT DAY AFTER playtime and lunch, Evie wandered out to the yard. At the back of their lot, just down the hill, woods met the river. Rosie peered from the house with mounting disquiet as her daughter sat in a shady spot near the tree line.

Suddenly, a shape formed from the shadows. Fear clamped Rosie's heart. She moved to the door to call out to Evie, when suddenly the ring at her breast stunned her with an intense heat. Rosie fought the intensity. Her eyes seemed now to pierce the shade of the woods with newfound keenness. 

The shadowed figure resolved into the form of a woman, dressed in a chiffon gown, with long, wavy hair. Her garments flowed like gossamer. The woman’s mien was sharp and yet tender. A smile like Spring sunshine lit up the woman’s face as she handed Evie a wildflower.

Rosie felt her heart begin to race. She felt weak and moved for the support of a chair. She was mute but regaining control. The sight of the woman’s face burned in Rosie’s chest a flash of emotions: raw, brilliant ecstasy which clashed with a clinging fear and rancid shame. Rosie knew that face, she knew that woman: the Gossamer Lady. The elusive memories from her past came crashing back, nearly too much for her to bear with conscious resolve.

When at last the warmth had fled her chest and she could wipe away her blurring vision, Rosie fought again to the doorway, and called Evie. She found the girl once again alone, playing as she had before with no sign of the woman. Rosie met the girl at the wood’s foreboding edge and told her it was time to come inside.

*       *       *
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ROSIE REFUSED EVIE’S requests to play outside for several days, but at last she could not refuse her. When the young girl returned to the wood’s border, as before, the Gossamer Lady returned. The heat at Rosie’s chest also returned, seeming to emanate from the ring. Her hands felt sluggish, too heavy to move. Yet, no longer was the warmth an affront and a hindrance, but now soothing. It seemed to reassure her that everything was alright. Despite this, her mind raged in opposition.

Every day for the next week the figure returned, playing with Evie just beneath the wooded shade. The sylph-like Gossamer Lady danced and sang and played with Evie. As these visits continued, Rosie cautiously watched her daughter. Fearful passions diminished to mere weariness, hinting on jealousy.

Yet that’s when things changed. Rosie felt an unexpected release as if the valve of her emotions had been opened. Rosie could see in color again. Every moment was imbued with joy and hope. The wonder seen through the eyes of her daughter had opened Rosie to life again. To her husband, also, like never before. With every chance she got, Rosie embraced Matthias and kissed him. They cuddled in the evening hours with the rekindled passion of newlyweds. 

Her husband was bewildered by the change, but thrilled, and they grew ever closer and more in love. Rosie was living in the moment. She was a changed woman. But what happened? Matthias also noticed a change between mother and daughter. He always knew Rosie loved their daughter, but where before it was a melancholy love, now the relationship was tender and bright. All the while, he wanted to ask Rosie what had changed. Patiently, though, he knew she would tell him when the time was right.

*       *       *
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ALTHOUGH THE VISITS of the Gossamer Lady persisted, Rosie had yet to tell her husband. She determined that guilt would no longer stifle their marriage. One morning, laying in his arms, Rosie finally told her husband about Evie and the sylph-like visitor. Matthias was shocked but Rosie asked him to wait and see.

That afternoon, Rosie took Matthias to the back door and pointed to the shady spot. As often was the case, the Gossamer Lady was playing with Evie. Matthias was troubled. He fumbled with the door, calling out at the stranger. But the figure looked up in their direction with a hard look: stern, but also sad. She knelt beside Evie and hugged the girl. Once the figure withdrew to the wood, Evie came running back to the house in tears.

Rosie knew instantly what that look meant and why the girl cried. At first she felt relief, but then sad and anxious. This was her fault. She had broken her promise to the Gossamer Lady. Was it a mistake to share the truth with the man she loved? Was this new-found joy doomed to be short-lived? Was Rosie’s pain now her daughter’s to bear? 

The necklace pulsed a reassuring, but waning, warmth. The Gossamer Lady was gone. She would never return to their home but Rosie had not failed. A season had come and gone. Now was a time for healing: for wife, husband and daughter alike. Rosie stooped down and embraced Evie. Mother and daughter held each other, crying. Despite Evie’s young age, they now understood one another as never before. As no one else ever could. 

Meanwhile, Matthias was not content to be still. Moved by the stranger’s daring and by his weeping wife and child, Matthias leaped down the hill and into the woods in pursuit of the strange woman. He found nothing there, of course, though he searched long and hard. The sky turned dark, a fierce storm crashing over the woods and river. Matthias returned home, his clothes soaking wet and his anger now quenched. All that he wanted now was to hold his girls and never let them go.

There were no more secrets after that. Rosie explained to Matthias the truth of her disappearance and the reasons for her secrets. With the removal of the Gossamer Lady, and the promise she had made to her, Rosie felt a weight lifted from her heart. For many years prior Rosie was saturated with grief. Yet her guarded thoughts and daydreaming had always been in respect for that magical fairy grove, with the fun and felicity she’d known there. If only so briefly. She had been warned not to tell, for fear the Gossamer Lady and her people would flee never to be found again. But alas, the deed was done. 

Even though the sylph-like figure of the woods never returned, Rosie and Evie could still sense a lasting reminder: a sensation like a song, a faraway chorus joined by bells and harps, which rode on the evening wind and smelled of wildflowers.

​

​
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​Awutku
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The freezing cold of winter lay across the northern country as a deep, somber sleep. The world was entrapped in ice and mounds of hardened snow prevailed down city streets. One morning as the frozen edge of dawn feigned to thaw beneath the reticent sun, a sleeper stirred from its slumber. The sleeper had no soul like men. No flesh quite like a beast. To even say it had a mind would not be entirely true. Yet, there it was. It existed. It breathed, in its way. It perceived, it felt, it dreamed. Whatever it was, or however it came to be, the sleeper was called Awutku.

Eons past, when nomads trekked across the wilds, Awutku occupied a different scenery. It once lived among the prairies, the woodlands, the sloping hills, the tributaries of Old Man River. It flittered with robins and sparrows. It burrowed deep with chipmunks and voles. Beneath virgin skies and vast swaths of wilderness, Awutku’s breath was the wind. Its heartbeat was the pounding of deer-hide drums. 

Awutku simply was. Awutku remained as time itself remained. As the tides of prehistory ebbed and flowed, as global climates shifted in their cyclical course, Awutku stayed the same. As wildfires burned and squalls blew in; as rocks crumbled and the earth was shaped by torrential rains; and even as the Crawling Things were fruitful and multiplied, Awutku remained. 

Much had changed since those days. New forms shaped the world: concrete and asphalt, steel and glass. The Crawling Things were ubiquitous now. They were sforzando amidst the symphonic medley of Creation. For all that, though, the world was not a wholly bad place, just a different one. The world still raged, both beyond and within. Awutku lived through many such changes and would live through many more to come.

Day and night were but moments of an infinite awakening, contrasted with an eternal slumber. Awutku did not sleep or shiver, as creatures do, but life was still a vibrant truth. Even more, seasons were felt in a way. Or rather, they were parts of its vast self. Spring was Awutku’s love, Summer was its joy, Fall was Awutku’s contentment, and Winter was pensive reflection. Contentment now was a distant dream, a faded memory. Love was a glimmering fragment in the forethought of Awutku’s eternal persistence. 

Awutku now stirred amidst winter’s enchantment, dressed in the new forms of modern sensibilities. Yawning, Awutku’s galvanized steel lungs warped with an echoing creak. Its fiery heart began to pound, burning brighter, coursing warmth into stiff extremities. Heavy eyelids were drawn away to see the outside world, still draped in somber twilight.

Awutku’s incomprehensive thoughts lingered on the populace of its expansive domain, their aroma mingled in its nostrils from the corpulent, sacrificial stones. Aroused by the rhythms of their instinctual toil, the Crawling Things awoke. One by one, and then in huddled groups, they parted Awutku’s lips and descended its gaping throats. Their buzzing reverberated through the interconnected halls of its rugged flesh. These Crawling Things were to Awutku an amusing but unintelligible noise. A white hiss which stirred the cauldron of its pensive neural pathways.  

Awutku’s entrails were concrete burrows, forged of brick and drywall, and lined by metal cases with delicate mechanisms. Portals opened and shut. Tricuspid, pulmonary, mitral, and aortic. Intersections of veins and arteries, the trailing nervous system, and robust digestive tract. The nodes of its concrete body pulsed rapidly, passing information to the finer extremities. Electrical lines and their sockets, mechanical apparati, woven textiles, coated particleboard, laminate countertops: all and everything was a portion of Awutku.

Eventually, however, the Crawling Things finished their hectic movements. Hands ticked away the hours, the minutes, and seconds on the discoid time-tellers. The final bell rang out. Doors were slammed one last time, containers filled and emptied. The white noise of their ramblings dwindled and came to an end as they passed again through the orifices of Awutku’s bulky soma; and emerged into the cold, but clear, air outside.

Awutku pondered those final moments. It mourned, in its way, the return of those Crawling Things. The tickling sensation of footsteps, the echoing vibrations of their noise. They could not have known Awutku watched them, nor perceived the smile (in the vaguest sense of the word), which graced the proverbial lips of that mighty living presence. With a voiceless and imperceivable whisper, Awutku wished them goodnight.
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​Threshold of Dawn 
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Cheerful sunlight filtered through the canopy, dancing across the underbrush. Broad, verdant leaves waved in tandem as the sky’s cool breath aroused them to motion. Tree limbs bent in gestures of praise. The air was fragrant with fresh, earthy repose. A hushed “tick-tock tick-tock” harmony flowed through the trees like a lullaby. 

The Son pressed a hand to the rutted bark of an ancient tree, fingers trailing the grooves and knots that defined its surface. Warmth answered at his touch, like the kind smile of a friend or the gentle embrace of a mother. 

The Father was pruning the shoots from around the base of a neighboring tree. His gentle contact and mercifully swift “clip-clip-clip” drew no more than a sigh from the boughs overhead. Once the task was finished, the Son and the Father collected their tools and exchanged a smile on their way. Their footsteps pressed softly into the organic detritus of the woodland floor. 

From the heart of each tree came the steady rhythm, the ticking steps. The trees of this timberland were unlike any other. They had a life of their own. A sentience, even. At the center of their trunks, each tree had a special adornment: a clock face with all its intricacies, including timepiece hands for the hour, minute, and second; ornate glyphs took the form of primeval sylvan script; and all this behind a thin, transparent glass-like bark. As the trees would age their clocks’ natural adornments would also change. Elaborate designs like trimmings, moldings and inlays formed. The eldest of the trees possessed such detail and elegance in their faces as to rival any grandfather clock crafted by human hands. 

The land itself was enchanted, or so the Father said. These trees with clocks for faces were effectively immortal. The very concept of death was a foreign one. Time passed, but always toward eternity. All the more reason for concern, when the Son suddenly stopped in his tracks. “Oh, no. Father!”

The Son could hardly speak for the shift in ambiance. The air took on an uncommon chill, and the bright atmosphere dropped to a more somber tinge. There before them stood the rare sight of a young tree which had died. Its once thick, reddish-brown bark had turned into a sickly, hoary texture and had waned to papery dryness. The branches were twisted and bare. Most of the tree’s leaves had fallen, shriveled orphans in the sallow grass. The ground about its roots had also been affected, for few grasses or herbs could be seen growing nearby. 

The Son touched the tree’s flesh but he pulled back quickly in shock, for there was no warmth or even the slightest hint of vitality. Only a fierce, empty cold remained—a void so abhorrent that it made him shudder. Such emptiness was a sharp contrast to the vibrant, persistent life of the remaining woodlands around them.

“What happened, Father? How can this be?”

The Father groaned, wavering on his feet. A deathly pallor drained all color from his face and his mouth fell as if to express a deep disturbance, but no words came.

The tree’s face was raw with implications, and the boy looked upon the wonder with sad recognition. One of the tree’s spindly limbs, bowed unnaturally, was bent back upon the timepiece. The bark of the limb was split from strain at the outer curve. The translucent tree bark covering the clock face lay shattered on the ground. Like the desperate grasp of the forlorn damned, the bough’s extremities held taut, like a cucumber vine, to the hands of its own clock. 

As if appealing for explanation, the Father looked around the wooded glen. But the trees did not answer him anymore than they did the Son. Their only reply was the groaning of boughs in a sudden gust of wind. Yet the anguish and grief were palpable.

“We can’t always know why,” said the Father, at last. With a grim edge to his normally serene face, the man added, “I’ll collect the tools.”

As he did so, the Son dropped to his knees. How could the tree resort to such a terrible act of self-immolation? As he waited, the boy's mind ran wild in trying to understand. His imagination fought to grasp what he was seeing.

“If only I knew what you were thinking,” the Son thought desperately. His words implored the woodland to share a witness of this unbelievable heartache.

The Father returned with their implements. “We must cut it down. It’s diseased.”

Eventually, the tree finally fell beneath the swing of their axes and the tug-and-pull of the crosscut saw. With each pull, their own hearts were rent painfully. The dead tree, to a degree, seemed already well decayed. The innermost heartwood had been reduced to pulp, as if by a churning grief.

The Son wondered quietly as they worked: had this inner sickness preceded the tree’s personal destruction, or merely followed in its wake?

Once the tree was felled, they took turns chopping apart the boughs and severing the trunk into smaller pieces. The thin-most limbs were so dry as to easily snap in the strength of their gloved hands. They loaded the wood upon a pile and started a fire. Smoke burned the Son’s eyes as the stump too was hallowed and burned. The flames consumed the remains hungrily, erasing all evidence of the tree’s former existence. 

The Father and the Son had worked well into the night. By then the moon was casting silver beams through the canopy, shifting at the gesture of the leaves. In the end, all that endured was an ashen ring around a blackened-out pit.

Their backs and arms were sore, their clothes damp with sweat. The Father gathered once again the tools. He rested a hand upon his child’s shoulder and left in silence. The Son remained longer, requiring final moments to grieve and reflect.

A gleam of moonlight danced across the neighboring trees’ clock faces. Vaguely, the Son perceived the sky was turning from jet black to a deep purple: that the shadows no longer fell as profoundly.

“Dawn is at the door,” the Son whispered. As he said this, he came to a sudden truth that served only to deepen his anguish. 

Fresh tears flowed anew as the Son’s empathy carried him. The saddest fact of all was now plain, the realization of what was now before him. Although long burned to ash, the image was pressed into his mind. All the trees surrounding him now bore the same measure of time as was frozen in the lost tree’s strenuous grasp. The hour hand at one angle, the minute hand at another angle. It was this time exactly, twenty-four hours to the dot when this tree had succumbed to final defeat and ruin.

The Son shuddered a cry. “You brought your own life—once so full and beautiful—to a horrible end. You gave up at the night’s darkest hour! Oh, but if only you had known the worst was soon ending and that the light of hope was soon to rise!”
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​Vertex in Peril
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Today was Roger’s day off and he was going to enjoy every moment. There would be no showering today or brushing his hair. His pajamas were now all-day attire. His diet would consist of cereal, chips and energy drinks. Most importantly, it meant lounging in his oversized bean bag chair, listening to his favorite streamers on Twitch, as well as immersing himself in a recently purchased and eagerly anticipated video game.

Roger had only been playing for about an hour when he heard knocking on the front door. Nope, not today. Someone else can get it. He spent far longer than necessary in his videogame’s overly detailed character creator menu. The actual game was just getting started. From here on out, he refused to get out of his chair until either his stomach or bladder forced him to do so.

Knock knock knock!

Why wasn’t anyone getting that? Wasn’t his mom working from home today? He certainly had better things to do than answer the door. Or talk to people. Ugh.

Knock knock knock!

This person wasn’t giving up. It was probably another salesperson, a political campaigner, or one of those starchy-dressed religious cult members. More likely, it was one of their neighbors primed to complain, gossip or otherwise waste his time over matters he couldn’t care less about. Regardless of who it was, they needed to go away. 

Knock knock knock! 

“Ugh, fine, I’ll get it!” he groaned, placing his game on pause. Roger grumbled as he made his way down the hallway and over to the front door. He mentally browsed through his tried-and-true quips for whichever annoying visitor would be there. He learned pretty quickly the kind of answers that turned them off and sent them packing. Roger flipped the security latch and pulled at the door’s handle. 

Well, he wasn’t expecting this. The visitor was a young woman he’d never seen before (although there was something vaguely familiar about her). Furthermore, she didn’t match the expected stereotypes. She was maybe in her early twenties. Initially, she was looking over her shoulder. Her face was hidden behind dark aviator sunglasses and a ball cap. She was dressed in a casual windbreaker over a sports tee, dark jeans, and high-top sneakers. 

Roger was suddenly self-conscious of his disheveled hair and his shabby pajama bottoms. “Uh... help you?” Roger asked in a jumble.

Before Roger knew what was happening, the woman slipped inside and slammed the door shut behind her. Her platinum-blond hair, tied back in a ponytail, poked out from above the hat’s strapback. He caught a whiff of something strangely nostalgic. There was an urgent tone in her voice when she finally spoke. “Have they been here yet?”

Roger was dumbfounded. Who was this woman? What was she doing here? There were so many questions and concerns bursting at the seams of his mind, but only one word escaped his lips. “What?”

The woman appeared distracted. She tilted her head like a dog as if listening for something. She frowned and peered into the adjacent living space. There were several large windows there which overlooked the parking lot outside the apartment, and a little bit further away was the main road. She sidestepped Roger and moved to the windows. After staring through them briefly, she yanked the curtains shut and turned back around. 

“What are you doing? You need to leave or I’m calling the police.” 

The threat rang hollow in Roger’s ears and she seemed unphased. The woman looked back up at Roger, restating her earlier question with more emphasis. “I said, have they been here yet? Have you seen them?” 

Frustration, confusion and anger laced his voice. “I have no idea what you’re talking about!” 

The woman sighed and stepped closer. A sad smile dancing across her lips. It was a smile that stirred something familiar inside him. “You’ve changed, Roger. You’ve grown up.” 

She knew him. Or his name, at least. Yet between the scent, her voice, and that smile, an overwhelming sense of déjà vu shocked him to silence. What was it about this woman that was so familiar? She knew him. Did he know her? Unsure how else to respond Roger finally asked, “How do you know...?”

He didn’t finish the question. He couldn’t finish the question.

The young woman pulled away her glasses, revealing periwinkle eyes. Something about them glittered with a friendly warmth, although her face was solemn once again. She actually looked scared. She spoke slower this time. Calmer. “The Strangers are back, Roger, and they’re coming for you. The Maker wasn’t who we thought he was and now Vertex is in trouble.” 

Memories from his childhood flooded Roger’s senses. Strangers. Maker. Vertex. Words that carried heavy meaning, but were only now emerging from the mist of his unconscious mind. It couldn’t be her. She looked different. She looked too human. “Iota? Is that really you?” 

The gentle smile returned, happier this time. “Yes, it’s me. This new look—it’s something I’ve been learning. An alteration program. Pretty convincing, isn’t it?” 

Roger just stared. He had some facts now, but was finding it hard to take in all the resulting implications. Her new appearance aside, there were so many other things that didn’t make sense. “How are you even here? I thought the Keepers couldn’t go beyond the Scape’s frontier? The childstones aren’t powerful enough.”

Iota tilted her head again, her face painted with fervent alarm. Her hurried voice continued, “Listen, Roger, a lot has changed since you left. But now’s not the time. We have to go. Now!”

She yanked on Roger’s arm as she moved for a nearby sliding door. Iota flipped the latch and stepped outside. Roger shoved his feet into a pair of slip-ons and followed her. They were now standing on a small balcony, lined with iron rails. Within jumping distance was the flat roof of the apartment building lobby. To their left was the main entrance of the lobby, and down to their right was a small courtyard. The space was enclosed by a brick wall at least eight feet tall.  

Iota climbed over the balcony’s rail and leaped to the nearby rooftop. She then climbed down the side of the building, gripping pipes and thin ledges until within reach of the ground floor. His heart racing now, Roger made the leap next. He then tried to copy Iota’s grips and footholds but strained to do so. He slowly and awkwardly made it down into the courtyard. He was trembling from the exertion and his hands ached.

“Where are you going? The backdoor to the lobby is over here,” Roger asked.

“No, there could be others. It’s not safe,” she answered, quickly closing distance across the courtyard. Iota leaped to the top of the surrounding walls. Her hands caught a firm hold and then she pulled herself up. Roger’s jaw dropped in admiration, but he subsequently felt sick knowing that he could never make that kind of vertical leap. Not like Iota had just done. Humans weren’t built like Keepers.

A crash sounded, some muffled chaos. Iota looked up at the windows of Roger’s apartment. He looked too, and could vaguely see two or three figures moving around in there. The sight both angered and frightened him. 

“The Strangers! They’re here. We don’t have a choice, come on Roger. Jump!” 

Roger frowned with unavoidable determination. “Great. Okay, I’ll try.” 

He made a run at the wall and jumped. His hands and feet just slapped against the wall, and he bounded back to the pavement. “I can’t do it! It’s too high.”

Iota’s distress was only growing. “You have to, Roger. We need to go now. The Strangers are going to kill you.” 

Roger panicked. Kill him! She never said anything about being killed. He tried to climb the brick wall again, and again. Each time he could only get so high. And there was nothing nearby that he could use to step upon or climb over. “I can’t!” 

Iota leaned over the edge, urging him on. He jumped, running a few steps up the wall, his hands finally catching onto hers. He adjusted his grip and it held. She pulled and strained, trying to bring him to the ledge. “I remember... you being much... stronger.” 

Iota grunted and slowly shifted her legs for more leverage. The muscles in her arms were taut, her upper body trembling from the exertion. “You’re a lot... heavier...” 

A shout came from the balcony behind them. Roger strained his neck to look. The Strangers had found them! They were moving into position to reach ground level. Each looked like an incognito human, just like Iota. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one to master shape-shifting.

“Come on, kid,” Iota groaned. Roger kicked against the wall, his knees knocking once or twice, but finally managed to pull himself atop the wall. Iota fell to her rear, but stood just as quickly. She was poised to jump down to the sidewalk on the other side of the wall.

Roger followed her example, pivoting atop the wall, all the while trying to ignore the mounting ache that permeated his entire body. “I’m not a kid anymore.” 

Abruptly, a flash of viridian light burst in Roger’s peripheral vision. Chunks of brick and concrete shot painfully against his side and to the sidewalk below. Roger looked back instinctively to see that one the Strangers was welding a small glittering object that he could barely make out. “Since when did they—?“ 

Iota yanked him aside, just as another shot blasted through where his head had been. “Jump!” 

And he did. They leaped down to the temporary cover of the brick wall. The soles of his feet protested the impact. Then, he pursued Iota down the sidewalk and across the street, dodging moving vehicles, street signs, garbage bins and other articles of urban living. 

They turned at the next intersection, running haphazardly through the stoplights. Roger narrowly missed being clipped by a passing truck. Angry car horns echoed as they sprinted down the street, turning again at the next intersection. Roger thought he heard another energy blast, but he couldn’t be sure amidst the other sounds of the city. He was too frightened to look.

Historic downtown loomed ahead three blocks away, while the avenue here was lined mostly with small businesses and the occasional residential lot. A block later, two- and three-story buildings dominated the neighborhood. They passed an upscale hotel, an ethnic pub, and several other businesses. Iota led them down an alleyway, then two, and finally a third which ended abruptly near a dog park. 

“Where... are we... going?” Roger asked between gasps. He felt his chest tighten, his head aching from the unfamiliar strain of physical exercise. His knees and arms were throbbing with pain from his various abrasions. 

“Just a little further.”

Sure enough, Iota stopped a block later outside a small and mostly empty gas station. The buildings adjacent were old and ominous, some with boarded-up windows where they had been broken at some point in the recent past. There was little foot traffic here and only the occasional passing vehicle. 

Roger couldn’t stop himself now. He kept looking back anxiously, expecting to see a Stranger appear at any moment. He kept dreading the mysterious lethal beam which they wielded. Thankfully, as of yet, there was no sign of them.

Iota stared into the sky, desperately trying to find something. Roger followed her gaze but couldn’t imagine what she was looking for. All he could see was a stray cloud or two.

Then, with a triumphant outburst Iota called him over. Roger watched as she pulled at her shirt’s collar. Previously hidden and dormant, was a now-glowing shard of viridian crystal, embedded within the artificial skin of her chest. This was her childstone. It was pulsing faster and faster, like an indicator light. Something was about to happen.

“It’s calling, Roger,” she called out. “You ready?” 

Roger was about to ask what he was supposed to be ready for, but then he saw it. Iota took his hand with her left, and pressed her right hand to the shard glowing in her chest. The stone burned brighter than ever, almost blindly, and the very air around them began to hum with energy. They stared heavenward. Roger’s senses became one large blur of noise and light; cascading, overlapping and permeating his entire being. And then they were gone.
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​Obscura


[image: ]




There is a stillness in the approaching twilight that haunts the young photographer and stirs within him a deep unease. The DSLR camera feels heavy in his hands, as if in open resistance. The evening sky darkens. Only a few minutes remain before this moment will pass and the opportunity is lost. Despite the risk, he waits anyway. He isn’t ready. He doesn’t yet know why.

The photographer watches the marbled clouds, painted tangerine and plum amidst the tired cherry sun. He cannot help but stare at the drowning light with somber, distracted eyes. For some inexplicable reason his unease is mounting to dread. Something is stirring within him; something is challenging him. The photographer does everything he can to find a sense of calm in the scene. He tries to correct his thoughts, but they are locked down tight on the circular track of his mind.

He is reminded of a certain friend. She is from another country. He recalls her tawny hair, curled and wild; her blue eyes and ready smile; her alto voice with sing-song accent. She is an artist, like he is, and they have many other things in common besides. There was a strong attraction between them, although it was particularly complicated in the end. Just like their friendship, the scene he now beholds has wrought in him a disparity of emotion: the hint of something obscure, tangled with murky apprehension. 

The photographer hefts the camera to his chin, his finger hesitating over the shutter button. He feels as if taking this picture would mean losing something personal. Moreso, it would be a reminder of the lost friendship. He peers through the camera’s viewfinder which frames the awesome composition of natural beauty. Dusk hangs before him like an incorporeal muse. 

Then, just like a camera’s aperture, the realization clicks into place. These feelings are both ridiculous and unfounded. He isn’t losing anything. The sun will rise again in the morning, fresh and bold and blazing. With it, the glowing orb will carry the promise of a brighter future. Another chance. Another day. Another hope. Now he comprehends the ‘why’ for his trepidation. He knows that this day, of all days, is one for which he loathes to say goodbye. Today was perfect. Today was comfortable. Everything that transpired in the past twelve hours had been the fulfillment of his idyllic romantic longings. He knows, of course, that no good thing can last forever. All moments are transient. Each is only the thin facade covering a reality far less attractive but far more meaningful. These moments are hope encapsulated. These moments are defined by their impermanence. They fade and change; they come and go like friendships. However fleeting, these moments are equally defined by their impact, which last for all eternity. 

The young photographer snaps the photograph.
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​Something Like Fate
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It was for the best, they had both agreed.

This world had been their home for more than three years, but they were no longer safe. Things had changed. Too much attention had been drawn from their allies among the local insurgents and native swamp-dwellers. Those loyal to the evil regime had multiplied.

No, they certainly were not safe here any longer. But was it really for the best?

The man held the child, the young ruddy-faced toddler, with hands that had seen far too much violence. “This is not the life we wanted for you,” he whispered. “This is not the life your father had wanted.”

The woman beside him knew what he was thinking. She might as well have been reading his mind; it wouldn’t have been the first time. “It’s for the best,” she said mechanically, the mantra they had unwillingly procured for themselves.

The words caused the man to frown. How many times had they said that, how many times after all they’d been through and after all they’d done?

The man was reminded of his many transgressions, of his temptation and how he had succumbed to the darkness. Even after his redemption, the man remembered the part he played in the downfall of others; he vividly recalled the children killed by an enemy he had failed to protect them from. He winced to think of the lives taken in that battle, this very child in his arms, whose parents were killed—one immediately, the other not so long afterward.

The man thought about the natives he had trained against the evils of their day; he had forged warriors, but to what end would they ultimately fail? More criminal masterminds, more deranged knights-errant? Or would they be desolated (as so many before them) under the evil regime’s ruthless galactic conquest?

The man then considered his most recent student. This was the one he had sent away to survive amidst a rag-tag group of adventure-seekers, on a planet in the very heart of that same evil regime. He had envisioned that student’s ruin, and desperately sought to spare him of that. Or had he unknowingly sent the young man straight to his demise?

And now... now the man was fleeing his new job, home, and life to escape the impending doom that was ever encroaching upon them. They had to leave. What choice did they have?

The worst part of all was yet to follow. The man knew that he was slipping. He was not the father this boy needed, he never could be. He was not the husband his wife needed, for there was too much darkness left in his heart, no matter how diligently he fought to purge it from within.

He saw the brokenness that lay between them all, as if his inner sight made tangible the invisible threads that once bound them together. He was hurt, and she was hurt. He had fallen and still felt the slimy shame of his past. She had been forced to slay her protégé and this after suffering the deepest of betrayals.

We’re too broken, the man mused, watching her dark eyes as she took the child from his arms. She caught his stare, and paused, the mutual understanding as clear as crystal, as mournful and final as a loon’s call.

They would find a safe place for the child. They would take a break from their attempts of parenting and from their marriage of play-acting. They would leave no clues to their former lives, nothing to tie them to their past.

They had already destroyed their iconic weapons and burned their order’s robes. They would shroud themselves in new identities and quench the inner sight which once so strongly defined them.

Something like Fate was tugging at the heart of Candrai Enn’ado, and he knew that soon he would know why. He would embrace it, even if it meant doing so alone.

It was for the best.
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​The King’s Promise
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There once was a girl named Hanna, who knew that her world was all wrong. She could feel in the earth and see in the sky, and hear through the bird’s mournful song.
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