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Universal Movietime Newsreels 
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“September 1938, New York City: The Empire State Building officially opens and docks the first dirigible, something the building’s managers hope to continue in the spirit of international cooperation. Protestors block the streets around the German consulate and picked outside the Empire State Building, showing their opposition Nazi symbols displayed on the first blimp to dock.

On the international front, fear of war looms large as British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain's diplomatic efforts to avert a crisis with Adolf Hitler over Czechoslovakia take center stage.

Despite the attempts at diplomacy, New Yorkers conducted air raid drills to prepare for potential conflict. While on the scientific front, RCA Laboratories unveiled electronic television. Tele-what? This reporter had to ask.”
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SARAH WILLIAMS
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“Cleo,” Sarah mumbled, as the cat walked across the foot of her bed. “I’m sleeping.” But the words didn’t make it from her brain to her mouth. Sarah pulled the blanket up against the cool night air and went back to dreaming. It was more a memory than a dream. Ever since Detective Lopez had let her down, her nights had been plagued with painful memories.

The full moon shone through the windows of the dormitory. These were the best nights to explore. Tonight’s mission was to steal a flashlight from the Brotherhood’s offices in the catacombs. She should have felt scared. No eight-year-old had any business in the catacombs. But Sarah felt drawn there, as if she would open a door and find her parents working late with Father Michael.

Sarah waited outside Sister Helen’s door, between the boys’ and girls’ dorms. Sister Helen was Sarah’s favorite, partly because she was young, but mainly because she was kind.


A high-pitched nasal gurgling echoed from the room. As soon as she heard the snoring, it was safe to start her expedition, and Sarah slipped past Sister Helen. She saw a few beds were empty as she peeked into the boys’ dormitory. Avoiding the older boys was a challenge Sarah enjoyed. It made her reconnaissance missions feel more dangerous.


The wooden stairs creaked unless you walked right next to the wall, which Sarah did. She plastered her back against it like she was on a thin mountain ledge. Past the dining hall to the chapel, then through the nave to the vestibule, and down the wide stone staircase to the catacombs.


Sarah’s bare feet padded on the cool dusty stone along the basement’s main hall. Around the corner and past the Lemniscate Cross office, she heard voices. Back pressed into the wall, playing her mountain cliff game, she slid from column to column, deeper into the labyrinth.


A monk turned the corner, freezing Sarah halfway between two columns. Bracing herself for Sister Helen’s disappointment, she leaned her head back, pushing a loose stone farther into the wall. A click, then a scrape, and the wall opened. Sarah couldn’t believe her good fortune, a secret passage. She slipped backwards through the opening and pushed it shut.

Holding her breath until the monk’s sandalled footsteps faded, Sarah found herself in an archive. As her eyes adjusted to the moonlight, a rolltop desk, heavy oak tables with books, papers, photographs, and artifacts materialized in the dark.

Finding a black penlight in the roll-top desk, Sarah squealed. She flicked it on and did her best impression of a detective examining the room. The photographs fascinated Sarah. She identified the uniforms and flags from the Civil War. Father Michael was in the photos. She recognized him easily because he looked the same. Father Michael didn’t age.


An illuminated manuscript caught her eye as the flashlight reflected off the gold leaf. Secundum Evangelii Michael - The Gospel According to Michael. Sarah noticed notes in the margins of the text. Sliding her fingertips across the pencil marks, she recognized her father’s distinctive writing from the few birthday cards that had followed her to the orphanage. Her father, Dr. Williams, had been in this room.


Noises from the hall and the scraping of the secret door stirred Sarah from her memories. She ducked into a small maintenance room at the back of the archive.

The lights clicked on, halting Sarah in her tracks. Her eyes adjusted to the contents of the maintenance room. A table covered with medical supplies stood in the room’s center, a slop sink in the corner. It smelled like the infirmary, where Sister Helen tended Sarah’s cuts and scrapes and admonished her for fighting. “They’re bullies,” Sarah would explain. “I’m not going to turn the other cheek.” To which Sister Helen would just smile.

Whoever opened the secret door was still behind her in the archive. Darting across the room, Sarah squeezed herself into the shadows under the slop sink. She dropped the penlight; it clinked on the stone floor, rolling behind a mop bucket. Reaching to retrieve the light, Sarah knocked over the mop. She caught the mop handle before it banged on the floor. Too heavy to lift, she let it lie. Footsteps approached from the archive room.

Sarah’s breathing echoed in the confined space under the sink. Pinching the soft skin on the inside of her wrist, she calmed herself. Peering through the apron around the sink, Sarah recognized Father Michael, and a man from the Brotherhood’s halfway house. Only the legs of the third man were visible.

The men sat at the table as Father Michael came to the sink for glasses. Sarah held her breath as Father Michael stooped to pick up the mop and lean it against the wall. He scraped the bucket under the sink with his foot, pushing it under the apron and against Sarah’s side.

Father Michael crossed the room and got a bottle. Sarah slowly exhaled. The men drank while the priest incanted scripture in Latin. Three glasses into a second bottle, the man Sarah recognized slid off his chair to kneel before Father Michael. The man who Sarah couldn’t see struggled to pull him back onto his chair but failed.

“Brother George,” said the priest, clutching a straight razor and shaving a small patch of hair off the side of George’s head. A whimper escaped Sarah’s throat. She hugged her knees, struggling to become invisible.

Making a cross-shaped incision with a scalpel in the shaved area, Father Michael handed George gauze to catch the blood. The priest picked up the hand drill from a surgical cart. Sarah’s body rocked back and forth without her permission.

Placing the drill on the incision, Father Michael cranked the bit through the man’s skull. George wobbled a little and tears ran down his face. Fear turned Sarah’s organs to jelly. Squeezing her legs together, she tried not to pee.

Father Michael handed the man a metal spike that looked like a letter opener. George knew what to do. He held the spike half an inch from the tip with one hand and inserted it into the hole Father Michael had drilled. He reached his other hand over his head and wiggled the spike back and forth in the gap.

Father Michael anointed George’s forehead with the sign of the cross and said, “Brother George, be sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit.”

George responded, “Amen.”

“Time be with you,” Father Michael and the third man incanted together.

“And with your spirit.” George seized. He vibrated like he was being electrocuted. Shaking so fast he looked like double exposed film, he became translucent, then disappeared.

A pile of clothes lay on the floor where George had knelt. The room was silent, save for the buzzing of the fluorescent lights.

The third man came to the sink to wash his hands. Squeezing her eyes shut and pushing back into the stone, Sarah curled her toes away from his wingtips. A gust of wind cut through the sound of the water and blew dust under the sink. Sarah opened her eyes.

Now four legs stood at the sink. The slacks and wingtips of the man washing his hands and the sandals and robe of a monk behind him. Dust tickled her nose; Sarah stifled a sneeze. She wished she could melt into the stone.

The man crumpled to the ground, his long black hair spread out like seaweed on the floor, a hypodermic protruding from his neck. His eyes fixed on Sarah’s, glazed over, rolled back, and closed.

The monk gathered the man by the belt and collar. Sarah recognized the trepanning holes that dented the monk’s skull like a peg board. It was Brother Peter Cosmas; Creature Pete, the children called him.


Brother Peter plopped the unconscious man in a chair, holding him upright as Father Michael rushed through the ritual: shaving then man’s head, cutting his scalp, drilling his skull, and inserting the letter opener. They left out the incantations.


The man’s unconscious body vibrated, blurred, and disappeared, leaving only the fluorescent buzzing sound of the lights overhead and a pile of clothes.

Creature Pete gathered the clothes and followed the priest out of the room. The lights went off and Sarah hid in the darkness. Without even the fluorescent buzzing to keep her company, she couldn’t move.

When the moonlight had stretched across the room and touched her toes, Sarah’s paralysis lifted. She retrieved the penlight from behind the bucket and mopped up the puddle of pee under the sink.

Sarah’s nightgown clung warm and wet to her thighs as she set the mop and bucket back the way she found them. Clicking on the penlight, she tiptoed through the archive to search for the switch to the hidden door. She located a foot switch, and the door scraped open.

Drifting along the catacombs, through the chapel, past the dining hall and up the stairs. Sarah stayed close to the walls so the stairs wouldn’t squeak, but didn’t play the mountain ledge game.

She had to change and wash the pee from her nightgown. Contemplating how she could accomplish this without waking Sister Helen, Sarah found Jimmy sitting in the dormitory hall. Head on his knees, hugging his legs, body jerking to squelch his tears. Jimmy’s head jerked up.

Clicking off the penlight, Sarah put her hand on his shoulder. “What happened?”

“Those f-f-f-fuckers. They took my books, m-m-my comics.”

“Show me.” Sarah shoved the penlight into Jimmy’s hand and dragged him into the boys’ dorm.

The bully boys were four years older than Sarah and Jimmy. They skulked by the bathroom, sharing a cigarette and reading Jimmy’s comics.

“Give ‘em back!” Sarah growled at Billy, the head-boy with dark hair and a snarling mouth.


“Piss off, Dumb Dora. You’re not his mother,” Billy said, waking the rows of sleeping boys.


“G-g-give ’em back.” Jimmy stepped out from behind Sarah, clenching his fists.

“Did woo hab a widdle accident, baby Sarah?” Billy pointed at Sarah’s nightgown. Hunter slapped his thigh, howling. His dirty blond hair, beady eyes, and chipped tooth made him look like a hyena.

“Last chance, you goons.” Sarah moved toward them with her hand out. Billy held the comic book above Sarah’s hand and pulled it away as her fingers closed.

Hunter brushed Sarah aside so Billy could exit the bathroom. Jimmy grabbed at the comics, then found himself looking up from the floor. Hunter snarled at Jimmy, his chipped tooth glinting like a fang.

Sarah kicked Hunter in the crotch and jumped on Billy’s back, punching, scratching, pulling hair.

“Get your pissy pants off me!” Billy twirled around as the room erupted with chanting. “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Jimmy gathered his comics off the floor and hid them under his mattress, along with Sarah’s penlight. Sarah pulled, punched, scratched, and kicked at Billy until Sister Helen, with the help of two monks, pried her off.

Sarah bolted upright. The yellow dawn glinted off the red and gold jacquard upholstery in Sarah’s living room. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted through the window from the bakery below. Cleo stared back at Sarah from the foot of the bed, with a ‘now who’s waking who’ look. It’d been years since she got a good night’s sleep, and the memory dreams were getting worse.

Sarah swung her legs off the side and let her feet sink to the floor. She had to get to work on time. She was lucky to have a job, even if it was at the Ministry, working for Father Michael. It was the best she could do until she came up with a plan. Keep your friends close and enemies closer, Agent Black had told her.


DOUGLAS MICO
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Doug smelled the fetid stench of rotting garbage. Traffic noises and talking cut through the ringing in his ears.

“Call the cops.”

“He’s breathing.”

“Where are his clothes?” 


A chilly breeze constricted his skin. He felt the ground on his cheek, and pain in his hip from lying too long on something hard. Just a little longer, Mom. He didn’t want to open his eyes.


Doug remembered going into the alley. It was winter, and he had on a long wool jacket. He had been at a party. Too drunk to enjoy himself, he left.


His eyelids fluttered. He saw shoes, men in suits and hats, women hiding behind them with purses, dresses, high heels. The sun was out, people were on their way to work. Shit, this is embarrassing.


Pushing himself up on his arms, squinting, what he saw perplexed him. The people, the cars, the clothes, the stores looked like a movie set. Some bizzarro MGM musical. A police car pulled up, round siren lights on top.


Covering his groin with his hands, Douglas stood up while the cops approached. What happened to my clothes?


“Hello, officers, how can I help you?”

The short fat cop retrieved a blanket from the trunk. Douglas wrapped it around his waist. It felt like fall, but he was sure it had been winter when he left the party.

“You get rolled?” the skinny cop asked.

Douglas nodded. As the cops escorted him to the back of the squad car, he avoided the glass, fluids, and congealed substances on the ground. The men and women ogled him, then dispersed.

“Nothin’ to see here,” the cops said. “On your way. Keep moving.”


Douglas made eye contact with an auburn-haired woman in a white pillbox hat and matching outfit. Hey, nineteen-thirty called and wants that outfit back. He winked and got her to blush as she turned and giggled with her friends from the steno pool.



The cops drove him home. Only someone else was occupying his apartment. They’d never heard of him or his mother. What the fuck is going on?


Doug was eighteen, but he was pretty. They wanted to take him to a juvenile detention center he’d never heard of on Randall’s Island called the House of Refuge. Doug didn’t do the boroughs, or cross the rivers, unless a girl was involved, and even then, she’d have to be really special. His smirk and attitude convinced the cops he was older than he looked. They let him choose between the Tombs downtown and Bellevue instead of juvie. Douglas chose Bellevue.


Day one was a haze. They shot him up with something. He was aware of a thin blond woman, probably in her 40s, coming in and talking to him. Dr. Bender, they called her. She had an abrupt bedside manner and military bearing. Doug didn’t like her. Fascist bitch.


The glass IV bottles and hospital uniforms didn’t look right, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.


Did he OD, or was it food poisoning? Those cookies from the Easy-Bake Oven were nasty. He should have known better. Maybe this was just a dream, a vivid dream.


Day two turned into a nightmare. He tried to keep his cool, begging to make a phone call. They finally let him, but the number wouldn’t go through.

“Number, please?” the operator kept asking. She did not know what 2-1-2 was. At first, he had no idea what she meant by an exchange. “Regent-seven,” he yelled into the phone, remembering what a friend had told him about a number they’d seen on an old sign in the neighborhood. Douglas slammed the receiver and threw the phone across the room.

Restrained and sedated, he found himself back in his bed. The smell of shit cut through the bleach. His brain wouldn’t acknowledge what he was seeing. If he allowed the clothes, the music, the equipment, the phone operator into his consciousness, he’d have to admit that something was very wrong.

Day three, he ignored the questions they asked him. Dr. Bender tried again, a little nicer. He could sense the energy it was costing her to be patient.

“I want another phone call. That orderly wasn’t very helpful. He should be fired.”

“Mr. Mico, we are trying to help you, but you must cooperate with us. This is very simple. Please stop being so perverse.” Bender’s German accent came out as her frustration grew.

“Untie me and I’ll fucking cooperate.” Douglas thrashed about in the bed, yanking against the restraints. The rails seemed to bend.

He didn’t see the orderly and nurse, but when he felt the needle in his arm, he knew they were there.

Doug was in and out of consciousness overnight. They injected him at regular intervals, the injections having less effect as the night went on. Maybe he was building up tolerance.

It was still dark out when he saw the crazy-haired boy wearing pajamas sitting on the edge of his bed. Doug tried to sit up, but the restraints prevented him. The boy looked like he was carving something on the wall under the window. Doug convinced himself he wasn’t hallucinating and opened his mouth to speak. The boy buzzed away as the night nurse entered with Doug’s next injection.

Day four, Douglas took a different tack.

“If you untie me, I’ll answer your questions. I’ll cooperate. I’ll be calm. I promise. Get Dr. Bender. I promise.”

Doug kept his eyes on the hallway, watching for the boy with the crazy hair. Maybe he didn’t dream him; maybe it was somebody he could talk to. Somebody who could help make sense of all this. Testing the restraints, Doug found the rails were bent. He hadn’t imagined that.

Ignoring the foul smells assaulting his nostrils, Doug whispered, “Just be calm. Just be calm. Just be calm,” over and over. The blue-whiteness of the fluorescent tubes intensified as the sky outside darkened.


Dr. Bender arrived with four orderlies. Large men, 200 to 250 pounds apiece, sporting institutional crewcuts. They removed his restraints, compressed him into a chair, and stood at arms-reach.


Dr. Bender dragged a chair over and sat facing him, her clipboard a shield as she began the questioning. “What’s your name?”

“Douglas Mico.”

“What season is it?”

“Fall. Almost winter,” he qualified.

“What month is it?”

“October.”

“Where are you?”

“New York. Hospital. Bellevue.”

“What’s this called?” She held up her pen.

“Pen.”

Those questions he could answer.

“Who is president?”

“Ronald Raygun.”

“You mean Reagan?”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“You like the motion pictures, Mr. Mico?”

“Movies? Yeah, you could say I’m a fan.”

“What year is it, Mr. Mico?”

‘Nineteen-eighty-three.”


Dr. Bender lowered the clipboard, “No, Mr. Mico, you have it backwards, it’s nineteen-thirty-eight.” She waited for a reply. When it didn’t come, she added, “Did you see Love Is On The Air, Mr. Mico?”


“No, Dr. Bender, I fucking didn’t. Are you kidding me? Stop fucking trying to gaslight me, you fascist Nazi bitch.” Doug regretted this right after he said it, but he couldn’t stop. “Get me the fuck out of here! I want to get out of here. At-ti-ca! At-ti-ca!” he yelled. “You fucking Nurse Ratched bitch. You can’t keep me here.”

Static crackled, filling his head. His skin felt like it was vibrating. He stood up, knocking the chair into an orderly. “I want a fucking lawyer. Is this even sterile in here?”

An orderly grabbed for him. Doug slammed him against the wall. “What’s up with these rooms, with your clothes? What the fuck are you using glass for?” He smashed the glass IV containers on the floor.


Dr. Bender backed out of the room as the orderlies pushed Doug face first onto the bed. Straightening his arms, they got them in the straitjacket. Doug thrashed until his eyes fixed on the spot under the window where someone had written Killroy Was Here. He hadn’t hallucinated the crazy-haired boy. Mustering his strength, Doug lifted the orderlies off the bed. A second later, a tremendous weight landed on his back, flattening him. The nurse administered another sedative as they tied the arms of the straitjacket behind him.


∞

Doug woke up wedged in the corner of a padded cell. Through the small glass window in the padded door, the crazy-haired boy stared at him. Doug blinked, and the boy was gone.

Four orderlies squeezed through the door; the same giants who had put the straitjacket on him.

Pushing himself up the wall, Doug muttered to himself, “In this corner, weighing in at one-hundred thirty-five pounds. Standing five-feet ten and a half inches tall with a twenty-eight-inch waist. The crowd goes wild. Douglas Mico.”

The orderlies didn’t get the joke.

Doug charged headlong into the nearest body, buckling the large man. The crowd cheering in his head became static as he continued the play-by-play. “The villainous orderlies grab at the champ’s shoulders. He’s outnumbered, but the champ still has a few tricks up his sleeve. Mico delivers a kick to the stomach, and the orderly doubles over, but the others are already behind him. The Suplex, Full Nelson, Power bomb, Downward Spiral, Clothesline, Piledriver.”

The narration went better than the actual fight. Doug noticed a gurney roll up to the cell door.

“Choke slam. Our champion spins like a top. The whirling dervish maneuver.” Doug threw the orderlies off, but not before a needle pierced his neck.

The lights on the ceiling zipped past as they rolled him down the hall. Coming to, Doug arched against the leather restraining his chest, abdomen, thighs, and legs. He twisted and tugged at the fleece-lined cuffs on his wrists.

The gurney racked and rattled sideways into a room with two, three, maybe more people. They ignored his struggles, talking about dinner and other mundane topics. Doug strained to lift his head a quarter inch. Green tiles covered the walls. Before Doug could identify anything else, a surgical light blinded him, searing an orb on the inside of his skull. Doug clenched his teeth as his mouth filled with a metallic taste.

The room quieted as the door opened. Footsteps clacked across the tile toward Doug, ten steps from the door. Click, clack, click, clack.

A cold, numb sensation radiated from Doug’s stomach to his arms. He wished he could float away, disappear, turn invisible. Dr. Bender leaned over, blocking the glare. Doug blinked, the light forming a halo around her blond head, her face in darkness.

“Mr. Mico, we are going to do a procedure to help you with your delusions.” She said it like she was talking to a four-year-old. “You will sleep for a while. Tomorrow, you will feel different. Much better.”

A string of curses caught in Doug’s throat as he strained against the leather straps.

“Orbitoclast,” Dr. Bender commanded.


Metal slapped her palm. She’s not even wearing gloves, Doug thought.


“Mallet,” Dr. Bender said. “Please remain still, Mr. Mico. This is precise work.”

Doug watched the pointy end of a letter opener move toward his eye. He lengthened his neck and tucked his chin, prolonging its journey.

The lights slammed off. Then four thuds as bodies dropped to the tile floor.


“Scheisse,” spat Dr. Bender in the dark.



SARAH WILLIAMS
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The sky was dark outside the basement windows of St. John’s administrative office. Sarah’s eyes blurred as she transcribed the last two sentences and looked up at the window. She was exhausted; her dream memories had been preventing her from sleeping through the night.

To her left, Miss Smith entered numbers in the ledger, her eyeglasses on the tip of her nose, the gold chain keeping them around her neck glittering in the yellow of the accountant’s lamp.

Sarah’s stomach grumbled. She looked at her desk clock. 4:45 p.m. It was Almondine’s turn to cook. Sarah couldn’t have found a better roommate when she aged out of the orphanage. Even with rationing, Almondine had a gift for making their meager allotment into gourmet meals. If Sarah couldn’t sleep, at least she would eat well.


Sarah typed the signature line, Father Michael Branch-Brotherhood of the Lemniscate Cross, ripped the page from her typewriter and put it in the pile for Father Michael to sign.


Pulling her handbag from the top drawer of the thick wooden desk, Sarah straightened her Salvation Army-looking uniform. The thick blue wool kept her warm in the drafty cathedral basement. She headed to the restroom to freshen up.

Sconces flickered on the walls of the stone hallway. Her heels clacked on the dusty floor. There had been nothing interesting to report to the Executive since she helped bring Detective Lopez, now Major Lopez, in from the cold.

Anger growled in Sarah’s stomach. All the help she gave the Executive, the danger she put herself in, and they still hadn’t made Father Michael pay for killing her parents. The Executive had gone radio silent, only contacting her when they needed something.


Sarah walked past the restroom, finding herself outside the secret door to Father Michael’s archive and the trepanning room, where he had dispatched Lopez and her parents. Turning back, her hand brushed the stone that opened the door. Not hard enough to activate the mechanism, just enough to remind her she had something over Father Michael. I have to be more proactive. Waiting for something to happen isn’t working.


Sarah entered the restroom, hiked up her skirt, and peed. Three years of detent between the Executive and the Ministry had been torture. She’d been so close to getting Father Michael, then nothing.

She excelled in her secretarial studies at the Gibbs School and that cemented her position at St. John’s, where she could monitor Father Michael for the Executive. But Sarah wanted to avenge her parents. It was supposed to be a quid pro quo.

A monk’s sandals shuffled down the hallway. As Sarah washed her hands, the thought that Father Michael suspected she was spying on him crossed her mind.


I’m too careful, she decided. He still thinks of me as an eight-year-old. Thinks I don’t know about time travel; about what he did. She reapplied her lipstick and darkened the beauty mark on her jaw. People said she looked like Ginger Rogers. Miss Smith didn’t like her to wear makeup in the cathedral. Not appropriate, she said. Sarah clacked along the hall to the office.


“Miss Williams, can ya’ll come in for a moment please,” Father Michael drawled.

Sarah’s stomach clenched. She tossed her handbag in the drawer, grabbed her steno pad, and a tissue and walked toward the priest’s office. Pretending to cough, she wiped her lipstick off.

Entering Father Michael’s sanctum, Sarah’s gut flipped. The smell of sweat filling her nostrils, she lost her appetite. Brother Peter Cosmas stood in the shadows behind Father Michael’s classic oak desk. She could smell him across the room. Creature Pete’s stench made her eyes tear. She wondered how Father Michael was immune to it. She hadn’t seen him come in. He could have, when she was in the bathroom, but maybe there was another secret passage she hadn’t discovered yet. One that went directly to Father Michael’s office.

“Ms. Williams?”

Sarah stood in the doorway, like a deer in the headlights. Was he on to her? Why was he calling her into the office at 5 p.m? Why was Creature Pete here? She thought to turn and run but took a step toward the straight-back chair where she took dictation.

“Please sit, Miss Williams.” Father Michael gestured toward the red leather chair in front of his desk. “No need for the steno pad. I want to talk to you.”

Sarah sat in the chair, eyeing the letter opener on the priest’s desk. Back straight, knees together, hands and pad on her lap. If they were going to fire her, or worse, she was going to go down swinging. She was no match for the strength of commuters, but they didn’t know she knew what they were. That might give her some advantage.

Father Michael waved his hand and Brother Pete moved behind Sarah. “Would you like some tea? It’s getting cold out.”

“No thank you, Father. I’m expected home for dinner. My roommate is cooking.” Sarah shifted, the leather squeaking under her blue wool uniform. Father Michael’s office was hotter than the rest of the basement. A sheen of perspiration spread across her forehead and beneath her arms.

Father Michael nodded at Creature Pete. Sarah heard the door close behind her. The monk was hovering out of sight. Her eyes darted from the letter opener to the priest. She wondered if she could move fast enough to grab it.

“You’re fluent in Spanish?” Father Michael asked.

That was a strange question if they were going to fire her or trepan her. “Yes, and French. Italian, not so much... yet.”

“Miss Smith is getting older.” Father Michael lowered his voice. “Don’t get me wrong, she will always have a job here. The church takes care of its own.”

Sarah nodded. She felt her nose wrinkle, the way it did when something puzzled her.

“There are some parts of her job that we want... need to shift.”

Sarah smiled, leaning forward. For the first time since helping Lopez and the Executive, she might be getting closer to the Ministry’s machinations and a chance to avenge her parents.

“We have partnered with an orphanage in Switzerland, and we need someone to escort some of the children there,” Father Michael said.

“Why send children to Europe during a war?” Sarah blurted, covering her mouth as soon as the words escaped.

Father Michael tilted his head, letting Sarah steep in her discomfort, just like when she was a child. Creature Pete’s sandals creaked as he shifted his weight behind her.

“That’s a very good question, Ms. Williams.” A smile spread like a mask across the priest’s handsome face. “Switzerland is neutral, and the war will be over soon.”

Sarah nodded. “Will I be travelling alone with the children?”

“We were planning on sending Mr. Dobreva with you. He can watch over the boys and you, the girls. Together, we think you’ll make appropriate chaperones.”

∞

Sarah buttoned the blue wool jacket. Her feet flew over the pavement. She’d make Jimmy tell Agent Black that she had to speak to Major Lopez; if Jimmy hadn’t already told the Executive that he was going to Europe and stolen her leverage. This was her chance to get the Executive to help her again.

She didn’t want to ask Father Michael too many questions, but these could be the missing children from the Eugenics Research Center. The ones that disappeared after the raid. It was a long shot, but they would be the same age as the children Father Michael described. She had to speak directly to Major Lopez. Agent Drew Black be damned. She was finally going to move forward. Jimmy better not ruin it.

Wind blew off the Hudson, tearing Sarah’s eyes and chilling her ears. Footsteps scuffed behind her. At the crosswalk, she spied a pair of Directorate couriers in a car window. Bowler hats, black suits, no overcoats despite the fall weather. Sarah cut downtown on the more populated avenue.

Ahead, another pair of couriers walked toward her. Sarah crossed the avenue in the middle of the block. A car honked, the driver yelling as Sarah sprung onto the curb.

Rushing to the corner, Sarah turned west again and wove through the crowd coming down from the El. A third pair of couriers headed toward her. Clattering upstairs to the train, she turned to see the bowler hats bobbing in the crowd behind her.

The thick wooden turnstile slammed Sarah’s hip as she squeezed through, then darted toward the closing doors of the downtown train. Jimmy would have mocked her for not hopping it, but her work uniform curtailed that kind of athletics.

As the train pulled out, three pairs of bowler-hatted couriers emerged on the platform. The Directorate had no business uptown. She wanted to wave, stick out her tongue and flip them off, but why were they following her?

Sarah shouldered her way through the crowd and plopped onto a backward-facing, rattan-covered bench as the station disappeared.

Directorate couriers had no business with her unless something about this trip to Europe had appeared in the equinox courier’s dispatch. That alarmed her. What was it Jimmy had said? Compossibility? Everything has already happened.

The train rattled on the elevated track. Sarah crossed her arms and hunched forward over the void in the pit of her stomach. It reminded her how hungry she was, but Almondine and dinner would have to wait. Sarah needed to contact the Executive.

Two stops and Sarah got off. Looking over her shoulder, she trotted down the stairs and backtracked home. She had ditched the couriers. For now.

The sweet smell of bread filled her nostrils as she cut through the bakery to the back door of her building.

Sal’s voice startled her. “Here ya go, Miss Williams. Make sure you tell Ms. Almondine I says hello,” the dark-haired widower said, handing Sarah a bag of broken loaves.

“Thanks, Sal, you’re a mensch,” Sarah said, not breaking stride. Almondine could do worse, she thought, going out the rear of the bakery into the courtyard. She tugged the handle on her building’s back door. The cardboard keeping the latch from catching fell on the concrete. Squeezing the bread under her arm, Sarah replaced the cardboard and pulled the door closed.

The second floor smelled of cabbage. By the third floor, she could smell garlic and onion cooking in olive oil. Her mouth was watering when she got to five. As she was getting her keys out, the floor phone rang, startling Sarah.

She approached the new phone resting on its wooden table like it would bite her. “Hello?” Her voice caught in her throat. “Hello?”

Silence on the other end.

Sarah tapped the switch hook until she got a tone and dialed Jimmy. “Stuyvesant-6-8-4-6-3” she mouthed, accustomed to telling the operator. There was something about these automatic phones that spooked her. Or maybe it was just that everything was happening so quickly after three years of...

“J-jimmy Dobreva.” He picked up after one ring.

“I need to see Agent Black.”

“H-hi, Sarah. I’m f-fine, thanks. H-how are you?”

“I think I found the missing kids from the Eugenics Center. Father Michaels wants us to escort them to Europe.”

“Wh-what do you m-mean, us? You got a rat in your pocket?”

“Didn’t he tell you yet?” Sarah sounded impatient. “I’m not kidding around, Jimmy. Father Michael wants me to go to Europe on Ministry business, and you’re supposed to help, and there were couriers following me home. Forget Agent Black, I need to talk to the Major.”

“B-bowler hats?”

“That’s what I said. Couriers. Uptown. Following me.”

“O-k-kay. I’ll tell Drew-”

“I don’t want to talk to Agent Drew Black,” Sarah snapped. “I need to talk to Major Lopez.”

The apartment door opened.

“Jimmy,” Sarah mouthed to Almondine with her palm over the mouthpiece.

“O-ka-kay, I’ll do my-”


“Thanks. Gotta go.” She hung up. “Smells wonderful.” Her mouth watered as she stepped toward her roommate and handed her the bag of broken loaves. “Sal says hey.”



“Putanesca,” Almondine said, her slight underbite and French accent slurring the end of the word. She took the bread and held open the door. “In the style of the whore.” She winked.


The apartment smelled amazing.


DOUGLAS MICO
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A high-pitched ringing pierced Doug’s consciousness. The dusty smell of a stone floor filled his nostrils. His arm was numb. He rolled onto his back.

Something, someone, flicked his cheek. Doug’s eyelids parted. A head of crazy hair loomed over him. He closed his eyes and rolled on his other side.

It all came back: the hospital, injections, the hallucinations, orderlies, that bitch of a doctor. Being manhandled off the table in the operating room. He jerked up. The room was empty.


Reaching for his eye, he didn’t find any damage. He was sitting half-naked in a stone chamber. Columns supported sections of vaulted ceiling. It seemed to be an empty storage room or the former dungeon of a castle. His neck cracked as he looked for the crazy-haired boy. The same artist at the hospital who had scratched Killroy Was Here on the stone pillar closest. White scratches on the dark stone complete with the nose and hands peering over the wall.


Steadying as he stood, Doug noticed a small window. Grey light shone through on an angle, dulling the colors of its stained glass. The angle told him he was in a basement.

Doug smelled sweat. Not his own though, it rubbed off from whoever had carried him out of the hospital. It was nasty.

The frigid air goose-bumped his flesh as he walked through the arched section of the chamber toward a dark wooden door. He crossed his arms over his naked torso. He could see his breath.

Warm yellow light shone under the dark door.

Hymns, chants, religious-like music vibrated the stone and seeped through the door. Douglas clenched his fists, tightened his abs, bent his knees, ready to go berserk on whatever lay beyond the door; orderlies, the smelly giant that carried him out of the operating room, the crazy-haired boy.

He waited a minute, shivering in that stance, then cracked the door open and peered out.


A young priest sat behind an ornate wooden desk, looking over a stack of correspondences. He turned and hit Douglas with a warm smile and a welcoming hint of southern drawl. “Ah good, you’re up. Welcome, my son. I’m Father Michael Branch.”
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