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Crosswords

	 

	Every day, Julius crossed that square to get to work. He used to alternate his route, sometimes circling the square from one side or the other, sometimes crossing it through the winding paths that led to the fountain in the center and around it. Several benches lined the paths. From the first day he took that path, he noticed the curious figure that inhabited the square.

	The more hurried and inattentive pedestrians—he himself, for a while—would see nothing but a homeless man. One day, however, Julius bent down to tie his shoelaces very close to him. At that fortuitous moment, while his fingers mechanically tied the knot, his eyes searched for something to occupy themselves with.

	For the first time, he then examined the apparently shabby old man sitting on the nearby bench. He had white, short, straight hair combed to the side, and a white beard going from sideburn to sideburn, neatly trimmed. His dark clothes were wrinkled and worn haphazardly. This composed his appearance of an apparent homeless man, reinforced by the true profusion of torn papers he had in his hands, on his lap, under his feet, and coming out of both a nearby bag and the piles of notebooks he always had beside him on the bench. On the notebooks, an ancient portable radio, tuned to an AM station.

	The old man never stopped examining the papers with square-framed reading glasses, scribbling on them with a pencil. Julius had already noticed this peculiar habit of his, but then realized that all those papers were covered with lines forming grids, and the old man filled the squares with letters. Crossword puzzles.

	After that day, Julius looked for the old man in the square and chose a path that passed near him to satisfy his curiosity. The “crossworder,” as he began to call him, didn’t have a preferred bench. He was in the square even on rainy days, then staying on the bench at a covered bus stop. The old man was always there, filling in the grids, consulting his notebooks at a measured pace, occasionally stopping to clean his glasses, losing his gaze in the distance.

	At the end of a month-long vacation, Julius passed through the square and decided to see if its inhabitant was around. He sat on a bench in front of him, able to study him without his usual hurry. The crossworder sketched, scribbled, counted using his fingers, cleaned his glasses, and fiddled with the radio. At one point, he paused to take a sandwich from his bag and ate it slowly. He brushed the crumbs off his hands, sharpened his pencil, and resumed writing.

	At a certain moment, the crossworder’s eyes fixed on him, over the top of his glasses. Julius tried to look away. When he glanced back, the old man was still staring at him. With an unexpected smile, he made space on the bench next to him and gestured for the young man to sit.

	Julius hesitated. He felt familiar with the man, having spied on him so much, and imagined the old man might have noticed his curiosity. Somewhat embarrassed, he sat beside him. He could finally hear what was playing on the radio, always too low in volume. It was a news station. After a few moments of silence, the old man removed his glasses, extended his hand, and said, “Victor.” The young man introduced himself. The crossworder let out a smile.

	“Apparently, someone finally noticed my mess”, the old man said, smiling, putting his glasses back on, and returning to his writing. Awkwardly, Julius explained everything, that he passed by on his way to work, that he always saw him doing crossword puzzles.

	Willing to satisfy the young man's curiosity, Victor showed the pile of papers he had in his hands at the moment.

	“This is the side, this is the bottom, these here are the layers, and here I have the clues.”

	At the young man’s expression of incomprehension, the old man laughed and opened the notebook on the top of the pile beside him, to a marked page. On it was drawn a cube sliced into layers. Lines gave alphanumeric codes to each of the layers. Victor showed the papers he called layers, the codes noted in the corner of each sheet.

	“Three-dimensional crosswords?”

	Victor nodded, without stopping writing. Bringing his hand to his open mouth, eyes wide finally understanding what all those papers were, Julius felt all the idleness of his life like a terrible weight that made him slump his shoulders.

	“You must really like this”, was all he could say.

	Victor paused his pencil and waved it. He read something in the crossword puzzle, turned to Julius, placing his arm over the back of the bench, and asked:

	“Do you want me to tell you why I do this?”

	Of course Julius did.

	“I always liked doing crosswords. I would buy puzzle booklets, cut them out of newspapers, and keep them in a notebook to work on. I was a professor at a college, and to pass the time between classes, I would do crosswords. The horizontal clue was: 'professional activity.' I wrote down, 'job.' The vertical clue intersecting the 'r' was 'privation.' I wrote down, 'loss.' That day, I was fired. Days later, cursing my luck after unsuccessful attempts to find work, I resumed the crossword to clear my head and realized the coincidence. It was the first time this kind of thing happened, and I decided to record if it happened again. The notation of the first occurrence had every reason to lie without continuation in the notebook. Until it happened again.

	“The vertical clue was 'small bird.' 'Sparrow.' The horizontal clue, 'opening in the wall for light and ventilation.' 'Window.' As soon as I finished writing on the sheet, something hit the window in front of the desk where I was, cracking it. I looked for what it was without realizing it yet, but when I saw the small corpse at my feet, I shuddered and remembered the notation in the notebook.

	"I thought it was another coincidence. But the thing about coincidences is that the subsequent ones multiply the impression caused by the previous ones. That's how, I thought, men believed in gods, in magic, in destiny. By the accumulation of coincidences.

	"I decided to approach the matter scientifically. I am still proud of being a rational individual, despite what you might believe at the end of my story. My reasoning was that it was an occurrence resulting from probability, meaning that no matter how small the chance, two words intersecting in a crossword puzzle matching an event in the world was just a matter of time. To increase the chances of it happening, I should do more crossword puzzles for a longer time. I didn't expect it to work. I mean, the plan was for it to work. But not so much.

	"I always liked silence to do my crosswords, but one day, in a restaurant, looking for a job in a classified ads newspaper, I stumbled upon unexpected crosswords. The food arrived, and I alternated my attention between picking food from the plate and writing the answers in the grids. I finished eating and solving the crossword, when I overheard people commenting on what was on television. Paying attention to the news, a persistent shiver ran down my body as I looked at the television and the crossword. The horizontal clue was 'composition on rails, plural.' 'Trains.' The vertical clue, 'meeting.' 'Encounter.'

	"The shock gave me a terrible notion that I had discovered a way to see the gears of the universe at work. My reason refuted this mystification. I wasn’t predicting anything, as things happened as the words intersected. The most I allowed myself, which certainly already escaped pure reason, was to conclude that I was experiencing the facts of the world differently, through those crossing words.

	"Soon I realized that I couldn't maintain my pure reason. My initial argument preserved it for some time. Well, I was merely an observer, as there was no causality. The words were written, the creator of the puzzle, yes, perhaps he could be considered the originator, a prophet. I, like countless other people, was just solving those crossword puzzles. We couldn’t be the cause.

	"But I began to note the occurrences as soon as they happened after solving them. For another person solving the same puzzles at a different time, there wouldn’t be a coincidence. They were happening to me. The fact that they occurred regardless of the puzzle source, whether newspaper, booklet, or almanac, undermined the existence of a 'crossword prophet' somewhere.

	"My experiment required maximizing the number of solutions and my attention to possible results. If I could rule out the use of commercial crosswords, I would prove once and for all that the effect was within me. It was necessary for me to create them myself, but to maximize the probabilities of occurrences, I started first with multiple crosswords, that is, with horizontal, vertical, and depth, where the words seemed to sprout or cross the original plane.

	"I feared for my sanity when I realized not only that the coincidental events continued to occur, but that their frequency increased. I tried to cling to the idea that I had only discovered a curious way of associating words with events, based on probability. I repeated to myself that the separate terms were generic, that even when crossed, the words formed too broad a picture, and that what gave them value was my perception of the circumstances and, above all, my interpretation, which linked and saw a relationship between the words and the occurrence.

	"I tried to hold on to the fact that I had intentionally increased the potential crossings between words and my attention to news. And in this field of interpreting possibilities, the larger the scope, the greater the chances of finding results. If I was free to cross two words and find, at that moment, somewhere in the world, an occurrence to which I could link the crossing, I wasn't really doing anything magical, was I?

	"As I said, I tried to hold on to these notions. I don’t know, today, if I succeeded. I expanded my crosswords from three planes to cubic. Today I make, as I showed you at the beginning, a three-dimensional crossword, where a particular letter occurs in three words, on three different planes, X, Y, and Z. You can take any two planes as initial and consider the third in layers. I first create the base of the cube—the lowest X plane—then the left side—the first Y plane—then I start with the first slice, the front face, the first Z plane, and move forward to the back. That’s what I showed you at the beginning.”

	Victor adjusted his glasses and resumed his scribbling, leaving a perplexed Julius examining the drawing in the notebook, containing the various sheets with the solutions of all the layers, of cubes with faces of 4 squares by 4, 5 by 5, 6 by 6, the cubes growing as the dates written on the covers increased. The most recent ones were huge, with faces of 20 by 20 squares. A notebook in the pile had sketches of a monumental crossword, formed by grids of hexagonal cells.

	“Or just to pass the time”, Victor laughed at Julius's perplexity. "How about that explanation?"

	Relieved after what he considered a complex fantasy of Victor's—not to call it madness—Julius understood that the old man had played a trick on him. Still laughing, Victor offered some crossword puzzles for Julius to solve, invited him not to be shy about greeting and talking with him, and assured him that he was neither a beggar nor crazy. Julius accepted the offer, chatted about trivial matters with Victor who, despite appearing more concerned with his papers, seemed to welcome the conversation.

	He bid farewell to Julius, who let out another sigh of relief before walking away through the paths of the square. Victor completed another crossing, turned up the radio volume to an audible level, paid attention to a news report, and shook his head. He turned back a few pages to those he was working on when the young man sat in front of him. Horizontal: "colleague, companion." Vertical: "_____ Caesar, Roman emperor."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


The Drink

	 

	The cocktails the customer had requested were the only clue the bartender had to his strange behavior. A few hours earlier, with the bar fortunately still quiet, he had sat down and, without ceremony, asked for a Mai Tai. As was his custom, Roger waited a few moments in front of the customer, elbows on the counter, fingers of both hands touching and flexing. The man did not even make eye contact.

	“Traditional”, he finally said.

	“By the book, then.”

	With agile hands, Roger poured jets from bottles of white and dark rum and orange curaçao, along with an unlabeled bottle, before squeezing fresh lime juice into the two-piece shaker, shaking with ice, straining the mixture with a Hawthorne into a highball glass, garnishing it with pineapple, mint, and lime peel, and adding a straw before pushing it toward the customer.

	Despite the speed, the customer studied each gesture and movement, taking quick notes in a small notebook. In the end, with furrowed brows, he pointed with at the unlabeled bottle.

	“What orgeat did you use?”

	“I make my own”, said Roger, already moving away, believing he was dismissed, and moving on to the next customer. But it wasn't long before his attention was once again captured by the "critic's" behavior, as he mentally nicknamed him. With the glass still full on the counter, the critic took notes and analyzed the drink with strange instruments. Eventually, he began sipping it, displaying the facial contortions of a taster. Roger was content once he saw him give a half-smile, close and store his notebook, and start enjoying the drink more normally.

	However, that story was not over.

	“Yes, sir?” said the bartender, attending to the critic's call, made with a simple raised finger.

	“Sazerac.”

	It was Roger who raised his eyebrows this time, keeping them raised as he poured absinthe into a chilled lowball glass. He added ice, and in another identical glass mixed Cognac, sugar, and Peychaud's with more ice. However, the customer never took his eyes off the glass. Roger performed spectacular tricks, making bottles spin in the air in front, behind, under his legs, or spinning glasses and coasters on the counter, drawing interjections and applause from the surrounding audience, but the customer paid no attention. Instead, he studied the precision of each dose poured into the glass. Removing the long spoon, in two quick motions Roger discarded the greenish ice from the first glass and poured into it, through the Hawthorne strainer, the contents of the second. With a lemon peel, the glass gently parked in front of the customer.

	“Cognac. Ice and absinthe discarded”, observed the customer, almost making eye contact.

	“By the book”, Roger smiled.

	While sliding three customers to the side on his heels, Roger watched out of the corner of his eye as the mysterious man observed the untouched drink on the counter. Already preparing the next orders, stretching and bending down behind the ingredients, and with the bottles launched into the air, he couldn't help but occasionally look at the critic. He conducted the same tests and experiments as with the first drink. At least, the conclusion was the same: apparently satisfied, he also enjoyed the second drink.

	With the bar already heading towards the calm of the end of the shift, having no more obstacles to see that strange bar inhabitant, still in the same spot he had stayed all night, the raised finger came once more, promptly attended to.

	“Sir?”

	“An Old Fashioned.”

	Soaking the sugar cube with dashes of Angostura, Roger gently crushed it with water, tilting the glass at the end to ensure everything was completely dissolved and settled at the bottom. He filled the glass with ice.

	The bottle of Old Forester bourbon completed a pirouette in the air, neck down, exactly into his hands. A profusion of small bubbles appeared in the liquid inside as a golden thread flowed from the pour spout into the glass, mixing with its contents. The thread was cut only a few seconds later. Roger didn't even look at the glass. He determined the measure by the weight of the bottle, its inclination and the position of his wrist, by the time he kept the bottle tilted, by the muscle memory practiced through decades of fluid movements putting fluids in motion.

	The low glass received a slice of orange and a cherry before sliding over to the customer. He pulled out his strange instruments, placed them in the drink, and made notes in his notebook before sipping from the glass slowly, making odd faces and expressions. The bartender might have feared the man was a recipe thief if he had ordered any of his original creations. But that wasn't the case; he had requested classic, renowned recipes, perhaps difficult to get right, but any competent bartender could manage.

	He concluded that the man must be a critic or a connoisseur and continued his work through the long night. After studying the critic so much, it was now his turn to be studied. The mysterious man finished his last drink and, after a brief thoughtful pause over the three empty glasses before him and the notes in his pad, turned to the figure of the bartender.

	Anyone casually observing him there, in his work environment, would see a man in his late fifties—or sixties?—with a balding forehead, the remaining gray hair forming an arc over the nape of his neck. He resembled James Caan. The expression on his face seemed frozen in slight irritation, with furrowed brows, slightly squinted eyes, and a cynical smile that could release the most vulgar curses at any moment, though his voice remained calm and gentle. He persisted in wearing the same maroon vest he had worn since his twenties, which now always made him look slightly squeezed. He was taller than average, and his hands were large with slender fingers, making precise and fluid movements that could belong to a pianist or a surgeon.

	A quick glance at the walls behind the counter displayed numerous mixology and cocktail awards, frames of varying sizes fitting together like a puzzle that concealed the entire wall. Mixed among the bottles—set further back to not interfere with their handling—were trophies with medals hanging, a testament to decades of recognized successes.

	At the end of the night, the bartender helped flip chairs onto tables, after which he embarked on the thankless task of shooing away customers who lingered even after closing. Two regular drinkers, a miserable soul drowning some recent sorrow, and... the mysterious customer. He knew the man was still there, and he already knew it wasn't due to drunkenness.

	As was his habit, he crossed his arms on the counter and leaned on them, facing the critic.

	“Roger Woods”, he said with some solemnity.

	“It's me, the bartender replied. “I'm at a disadvantage, sir...?”

	“For nine years, I've traveled the world after you”, the man said, ignoring the question.

	Roger chuckled, straightening up from the counter and placing his hands on his hips before leaning in again. The client did not change his somber expression as he spoke.

	“Please, don't end this good night with a cheap pickup line”, the bartender said, still smiling, “or with a subpoena”.

	“Neither of those options, I assure you. I've been looking for someone with your skills, Mr. Woods. You must be one of the best bartenders in the world. Or mixologists. Or whichever you prefer.”

	“I prefer bartender. I noticed you were examining my drinks.”

	“Yes. The measurements. I believe they're very close to perfect doses. Very close.”

	“Well, thank you”, Roger said, raising his eyebrows and rolling his eyes. “Are you from the IBA? Or do you work for a magazine?”

	“No. I work for a gentleman who requires your talents. Would you be at your best state earlier in the evening? Or in the middle?”

	“Best state?” Roger chuckled. “For what?”

	“To prepare a drink.”

	Roger stood up again, smiling. He dried his hands with a cloth, rubbed his fingers, clapped his hands a few times.

	“The bar is still open.”

	The customer smiled and manipulated the phone he held in his hands. In moments, the doors opened and two men in suits entered. Shortly after, an electric wheelchair came in, operated by an extremely elderly man. He had fewer hairs than eyebrows. His eyes were sunken in their sockets, his nose competed with his chin for prominence, and his flabby lips indicated that not a single tooth remained in his mouth. His skin was delicate parchment stretched over his skeleton, marked with age spots scribbled by time. He would be little more than a corpse left on the chair, with his legs under a blanket, were it not for the skeletal claw operating the wheelchair's joystick.

	With his attention fixed on the old man, Roger barely noticed one of the men in suits approaching to place a small chest on the counter. It was made of crystal, wood, and gold. Covered in strange ornaments, it displayed suns, people in indigenous attire holding vases and knives. And skulls. Skulls everywhere. In the center of the lid, prominently positioned, was a metal scorpion whose tail served as a lock for the box. A reddish patina covered the entire chest, embedded in its recesses and joints. The box emitted a scent of earth, rain, and violets.

	“I suppose that's your boss”, Roger said.

	“Inside this box”, the customer said, ignoring the question, “there is a chalice, and four vials with highly volatile ingredients that dissipate quickly while the box is open. The two figures depicted on the box show in their hands the ingredients from the vials and their respective doses, with a specific order and a precise procedure to mix them. Additionally, there's a need to include other ingredients that you surely have at your disposal. For your convenience, this paper contains the recipe.”

	The man placed a paper on the counter. With his arms crossed, still incredulous about the whole situation, Roger glanced at the paper, then at the chest, the old man, and the customer. He took the paper to study it more closely. Numbered vials, mixtures. The herbs from the third vial were to be macerated into powder. Apple juice. Pure water. Milk. A chicken egg.

	He left the paper on the counter and separated the ingredients from outside the box. He cracked his knuckles and stretched his fingers, reaching out for the scorpion's tail. The customer stopped him, placing his own hand over Roger's. For the first time—in both instances—they made eye contact, and the customer adopted a much more emotive tone of voice.

	“Wait. I need to say... I need to say we've made several attempts over the years. In laboratories. With other mixers. Chemists. Cooks. Bartenders. Even robots. All failed. The attempts consumed the ingredients. One of them is about to run out. This could... could be our last chance.”

	“My friend”, the bartender said with a gentle smile, “in forty years, I've never failed to make the drink I was asked for.”

	The customer withdrew his hand. Roger took a deep breath and opened the box. He took out a crystal chalice shaped like a skull, seemingly made of ice. Nestled in four holes behind where the chalice sat were the four vials. They were stoppered by the chest's lid, and with it open, their contents were exposed and dissipating every second in four wisps of thin smoke, each of a different color, intertwining before dissipating above the chest.

	With skill, Roger added two doses of apple juice, followed by one dose from the first vial. Spinning the chalice with one hand, he added three doses of pure water and two doses from the second vial. Halting the spin abruptly, he waited for granules to form at the bottom before adding one and a half doses of milk. Quickly, he ground the dried leaves from the third vial into powder and added the resulting powder to the mixture. The entire liquid immediately turned a dark coffee-like color. Using a glass pipette, he gently stirred it, feeling the granules dissolve until the liquid clarified.

	The chalice grew warm, then warmer still. Breaking the egg on the edge of the counter, he cracked it open with one hand, pouring the white and yolk into the chalice. Over the intact yolk floating, he poured what were intended to be three doses from the last vial... emptying it completely.

	The customer audibly swallowed, squeezing his eyes and fists. A fizzing sound made him open his eyes again. A hiss emerged from the chalice, where the yolk dissolved and the liquid took on a golden and... luminous hue.

	The man's face also seemed to light up with ecstasy. He picked up the chalice and brought it to the elderly man in the wheelchair. Placing the vessel to his lips, the old man sipped the liquid with difficulty. Roger tried to see what was happening, but his client and the men in suits were in the way.

	Finally, the customer took a few steps back, turned, and walked towards the counter, towards Roger. When he could see the old man again, he was gone. Standing before the wheelchair was a young man in his twenties, healthy and vigorous. He looked at his own hands and body, laughed, and shouted with joy. He moved his legs, hugged the man in a suit next to him, and ran out. The men in suits followed him, and the customer also stepped away to leave.

	“Wait, what... what...” Roger pointed to the wheelchair and to the door through which the young man had run out.

	“I believe my boss's gratitude is evident, Mr. Woods”, said the man before leaving. “And you will find that your reward is indeed the satisfaction of a job well done.”

	The man waved before leaving, and Roger, dumbfounded, pondered for a moment what reward the man had referred to. Then he looked on the counter at the chest with the now completely empty vials, due to the time they had remained open.

	Next to it still stood the luminous chalice, which still contained a few sips of the "drink" he had prepared.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Shooting Stars

	 

	He turned 27 and thought it was time to join the "Club." He wanted to go with a time-honored method: a drug overdose. Great icons had chosen to go this way—Hendrix, Joplin, Marilyn. The King himself. There was something romantic about bare skin emerging from cluttered sheets dotted with multicolored pills, the summary of a narcotic life in every sense. "His career was brief but intense, like the euphoria of the drug that took his life." He wanted something like that in the newspaper.

	It was his favorite way to plan the whole scene, imagining how it would appear in the newspaper. The chambermaid would find the body. Soon the police would arrive, isolating the scene until the medical examiner arrived. Up to this point, it had to be impeccable. It was impossible to avoid having a few policemen who were not part of the scheme. The family did not allow him to use the client's apartment, which was better. He could find the perfect hotel for the occasion among the various ones he worked with.

	The apartment met the client's request: simple and sober, without being dirty. From the doorway, only the feet of anyone on bed could be seen. Closed with a small chain, through the tiny gap, one of their arms could be seen stretched out, relaxed, with very pale skin. The door would need to be forced open. Right away, on a table near the entrance, clothes would be strewn over a backpack, and the client's diary laid open. The page contained what was meant to be their final song, with chords and lyrics. It would be a massive hit following news of their death. Its inclusion in soundtracks was already secured for at least two years. Parts of the lyrics were highlighted as his suicide note, and over it he would leave a photo of him with his wife and children, the picture covered in pills. On the table beside would be the room service cart with empty drink bottles. 

	He stopped at the door of the room. The body was already in place, naked, hair disheveled, beard unkempt, the face serene with closed eyes, the mouth half-open with traces of chewed pills in one corner. A trail of multicolored vomit snaked down a fold of the sheet, ran down the arm until the fingertip dripping into a splash on the carpet worthy of a Pollock. The other arm was by his side, hand gripping the sheet, with "tenacity and angst"—the client's words.

	The windows of the bedroom were locked. In the bathroom, vomit in the bathtub water. He checked the clock. He took out a syringe and waited. As soon as the time came, he inserted the needle into one of the body's armpits and injected its contents slowly. He checked the clock again. A few minutes later, he felt the body. The skin tone, temperature, and rigidity were all perfect. They could even momentarily fool the forensic experts, if they weren't also part of the scheme.

	Hours later, the call came. Nothing had yet made it to the news, according to plan. With his assistant, he headed to the hotel, passing through corridors occupied by police officers, past the room where a crying chambermaid was being comforted by hotel staff, everyone along the way already using the word. "Overdose." They reached the room. The hardest part of his job was pretending he had never seen it. He greeted everyone, opened his briefcase beside the bed, put on his gloves, and felt the body. He reported the conclusion that everyone had already drawn from the circumstances, while his assistant filled out the paperwork. 

	Then they moved the body from the bed to the bag on the stretcher. The police cleared the way through the corridors and soon the stretcher reached the elevator. The ambulance was waiting in the basement. With his assistant driving, they left.

	This first stage, the only one in which he personally participated, would soon be over. The next stage would be the media's responsibility, handled by certain professionals in strategic positions. Leaks to the press, rumors, photos, witness accounts—all would be controlled, manipulated, or fabricated, depending on the fickle media's reactions and the client's requests.

	The ambulance entered the morgue's garage. They got out with the stretcher and the body bag into the refrigerated room. They opened one of the drawers for corpses, where a previously unidentified body had been prepared to resemble the client as closely as possible. They deflated the airbags inside the body bag, closed the drawer, and returned to the ambulance. They departed, this time heading to a private clinic. Along the way, he quickly applied makeup to the client's body, cut and darkened his hair, and added a false beard.

	Upon arrival, they took the body to the awaiting room. Once inside, he was hooked up to machines and received doses of medication to revive him. Nearly an hour later, the client was conscious. The medical examiner examined him personally. He was in perfect health, with only numbness and lethargy remaining, which would pass in a few more hours. In a few days, he would be ready for the various plastic surgeries he had planned.

	A new identity had already been created as requested, complete with a life story, documentation, and assets. In this case, family was not a problem: the client wanted to sever ties with them. If he didn't want to—and could afford the extra costs—they could be included, or ways for contact could be created.

	The client turned on the television and saw the news of his own death. Fans were crying and holding up signs with his name outside the hotel where he was found dead. He smiled contentedly. He had ended his career on a high note and could now enjoy his wealth without being disturbed by the public. He could create freely, free from media influence and any commercial interests, and would join a community of great icons deceased to the world.

	A firmament of fallen stars.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Helios and Selene

	 

	Drops of drizzle mingled with tears on her face.

	“I'm alone, Helios. Utterly alone.”

	Her hands, in black lace gloves, were gently taken by his.

	“No, Selene. We have each other. You'll never be alone.”

	Gently and slowly, the coffin was lowered into the grave. However, it hit the bottom with a loud thud. They both shrugged in surprise. The shock pulled her from sobs to bitter weeping.

	She hid her face in his chest, he held her tightly. He gave a reproachful look to the gravediggers, who ignored him and continued their macabre activity.

	The priest paused in front of the couple, and gently placed a hand on each of their shoulders as a farewell.

	They would have been alone with the gravediggers, if not for the last man waiting at a distance. Helios looked him in the eyes—which showed only cruel and cold indifference—and hugged Selene tightly.

	“It will be alright. I'll never leave you”, he said, leading Selene away from the grave.

	The waiting man watched them go with a cold gaze as they moved away.

	 

	hammer blows

	The house was a two-story colonial monster, with a basement and attic, proudly standing atop a green hill, sovereign over vast surrounding grounds. It hailed from more glorious times, when "out of town" meant wealth.

	Between the hammer blows, Helios remembered when they were young.

	“Do you remember when we used to wear city clothes? You in that cream dress, and those shiny shoes, and Mom used to put two braids with bows in your hair?”

	“And you used to wear that coat with a tie, but you still wore shorts with high socks! And your hair, slicked back like a cow's lick?”

	They laughed, while Selene held another board for Helios to nail.

	“We couldn't stay still. It was as if wearing clothes that weren't meant to get dirty made us want to play and run more. Catch insects. Throw rocks.”

	“They had to fight us to get in the car, but we kept playing inside, and then they had to fight us to get out.”

	She screamed, holding her finger. Helios picked up the finger, squeezed it, pulled a splinter. With a melancholy smile, she rubbed her finger and held the board again.

	“We didn't want to go to church. We didn't want to go to the stores after. I mean, when I was younger I didn't like the shops very much.”

	“Later it was all you wanted to do!”

	They laughed. Stepped back, and the laughter died as they surveyed the finished work. The double doors at the end of the hallway on the second floor of the house had been completely boarded up.

	 

	a visitor

	They had just returned from the town. Selene had bought a dress, shoes, a purse. She was radiant. She also carried several bags with newspapers and magazines. Helios brought food and supplies for house repairs.

	He was an engineer and sculptor. Selene loved music, although, in her own words, she was much better at listening than playing. She was a capable pianist and violinist. But while she sounded like a genius to Helios's ears, she felt mediocre to herself. She had never performed beyond children's recitals.

	Encouraged by the sale of some of his works, Helios decided to dedicate himself to art to spend more time with his sister. She never truly recovered from mourning, increasingly staying at home. She wanted to take over several domestic tasks, so he decided it was best to let go of the couple of employees who did everything in the house: kitchen, cleaning, repairs, and shopping. This way, Selene would keep busy, while they saved some money.

	He left her in the kitchen with the food, went to the living room to drop off the books and newspapers, and then descended to the basement, which served as a storage and workshop. Thanks to the elevation of the terrain, the basement had a small service door that accessed the back of the grassy land.

	As always, he soon became absorbed in his tools and project sketches. He prepared material here, assembled a model there, consulted his notebook collection, updated some sketches, or created new ones. He reverted to his youth, when his world was the workshop, illuminated only by the daylight coming through the slightly open door.

	It took a while for him to hear the screams. He ran up the stairs, found Selene crouched against a wall. The man with cold eyes stood in the doorway.

	“What did you do to her?” Helios said, picking her up from the floor, not letting go of the hammer in his hand.

	“I startled the girl, accidentally”, the man smiled with false gentleness. “I just wanted to leave this... reminder about the debt here on the table. Taking advantage of the open door.”
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