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			Editor’s Welcome

				

		

		
			Kevin M. Casin

			Editor/Publisher

			I’ve probably said this a hundred times (I just can’t believe it), but when I started this magazine I had planned to only publish four issues because I was convinced no one would submit anything. Here we are ten issues later!

			If you pardon a little astrology talk, my writing/publishing journey began with a Jupiter-Saturn conjunction. In the words of the great Chani Nicolas:

			This [was] the perfect time to set out on a new venture that you wish to be in long-term – mark the moment with an important declaration or set in stone your mission statement. 

				It’s a whole new year of Tree and Stone Magazine! This first issue of the year comes with a transit Saturn (diligence) conjunction with the magazine’s natal Jupiter (growth). To honor this, I’ve given the magazine a make-over! And to honor Pluto’s and Saturn’s ingress into Aquarius and Pisces, respectively, and the Vernal equinox, I made the graphic here. 

			You may notice some changes (I might even say improvements). 

			I really hope you like it! 
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			Consider supporting us!        Every cent goes to supporting contributors!

		

		
			Become a Patron!
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					Early issue access
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					Discord critique group access
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			Stef is a non-binary illustrator from Germany.
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			Elizabeth Broadbent

			With a life uncomfortably resembling “Malcolm in the Middle,” she lives in Richmond, VA, where she enjoys lecturing her children on the evils of capitalism, listening to David Bowie, and attempting to befriend the local crow population. Her work has appeared, or is upcoming in, Penumbric, Wyldblood, Flash Fiction Magazine, Ghostlight, The Cafe Irreal, and Tales of Terror. Find her on the web at https://www.writerelizabethbroadbent.com.

			Brandon Nolta

			He is a writer, editor, and professional curmudgeon living in the transportation-challenged wilds of north Idaho.  His fiction and poetry have appeared in Stupefying Stories, The Pedestal Magazine, Every Day Fiction, Uncanny Magazine, and a cacophony of other publications. His novel Iron and Smoke was published by Montag Press in 2015; his second book, a collection of short fiction called These Shadowed Stars, escaped in 2020.

			R. Michael

			He lives in rural Minnesota with his family.  His works have appeared in Dark Recesses, Twenty-two Twenty-eight, Land Beyond the World Magazine, Metastellar, and other publications. He enjoys reading, gaming, and walking with his border collie.

			Cameron Craig

			He is a writer and screenwriter currently living in the Boston area. When he isn’t working on short stories or his debut novel, he’s likely watching films as he is an avid movie buff. 

			You can find him on Twitter @FilmEnjoyer93 or read his movie reviews/commentary at cameron-craig.medium.com/.

			Z. T. Gwynn

			He is a writer of offbeat fiction and perpetually unfinished poetry. His other work has appeared in Five on the Fifth, Reflex Press, and Chrome Baby. You can find writing updates and other general nonsense by following him on Twitter @gwynn_z

			L. Acadia

			L. is a lit professor at National Taiwan University, a dog pillow at home, and otherwise searching Taipei for ghosts and vegan treats. L. has a PhD from Berkeley and photography published or forthcoming in Autostraddle, FERAL: A Journal of Poetry and Art, Reservoir Road Literary Review, Santa Fe Literary Review, and Sycamore Review (featured artist).

			Twitter and Instagram: @acadialogue
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			Addison Smith

			He has blood made of cold brew and flesh made of chocolate. He spends most of his time writing about fish, birds, and cybernetics, often in combination. His fiction has appeared in Fantasy Magazine, Fireside Magazine, and Daily Science Fiction, among others. 

			You can find him on Twitter @AddisonCSmith.

			Heather Santo

			She is a procurement lead living in Pittsburgh, PA with her husband and daughter. In addition to writing, her creative interests include photography, painting and collecting skeleton keys. Follow her on Instagram and Twitter @Heather52384.

			Mari Ness

			Other works by Mari Ness appear in Tor.com, Clarkesworld, Uncanny, Lightspeed, Nightmare, Apex, Nature Futures, Diabolical Plots, Fantasy and Beneath Ceaseless Skies, and have been finalists for the Canopus, Elgin and Dwarf Star Awards.  A tiny collection of tiny fairy tales, Dancing in Silver Lands, is available from Neon Hemlock Press, and a poetry novella, Through Immortal Shadows Singing, from Papaveria Press. For more, visit the occasionally updated marikness.wordpress.com, which lists other publications and more or less keeps track of the ever shifting social media accounts.

			Mason Yates

			He is from a small town in the Midwest, but he currently lives in Arizona, where he graduated from Arizona State University.  He has interned with the magazine Hayden’s Ferry Review and has served as the fiction editor for ASU’s undergraduate literary magazine Lux during the 2021-2022 school year.  His works can be found in magazines/webzines such as Land Beyond the World, Scarlet Leaf Review, Fabula Argentea, Idle Ink, Pif Magazine, and others.  To read more of his publications, go to https://linktr.ee/masonyatesauthor.  

			Joyce Reynolds-Ward

			She has been called “the best writer I’ve never heard of” by one reviewer. Her work includes themes of high-stakes family and political conflict, digital sentience, personal agency and control, realistic strong women, and (whenever possible) horses. She is the author of The Netwalk Sequence series, the Goddess’s Honor series, and the recently released The Martiniere Legacy series as well as standalones Klone’s Stronghold and Alien Savvy. Joyce is a Self-Published Fantasy Blog Off Semifinalist, a Writers of the Future SemiFinalist, and an Anthology Builder Finalist. She is the Secretary of the Northwest Independent Writers Association, a member of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers Association, and a member of Soroptimists International.

			Madalena Daleziou

			She is a Greek writer living in Scotland. She holds an Mlitt in fantasy literature from the University of Glasgow. Her work has previously appeared in The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction, The Deadlands, the other side of hope, and other venues. She can most often be found in a bookshop, or in front of a keyboard, writing stories with too many ghosts.

			Daniel I. Clark

			He is a teacher, writer, and musician. Somehow he mixed up the papers, and his wife and three children are at home, or they have gone out, and he is running behind; but when he is not reading, he is writing; and when not speaking, singing. His work has appeared, or will soon, in Black Petals and Planet Scumm. He puts messages into bottles @danielclark3rd@zirk.us.

			B. Zelkovich

			She writes Speculative Fiction, anything from dragon hunting and space whales to demon-dealing and ghost tales. She likes to explore human emotions in very inhuman situations. When she isn’t escaping through her imagination, she escapes into the wonders of the Pacific Northwest with her spouse and their four-legged son, Simon.

			Georgene Smith Goodin

			Her work has appeared in numerous publications, and has won the “Mash Stories” flash fiction competition. She lives in Los Angeles with her husband, the cartoonist Robert Goodin. 

			Follow her on Twitter, @gsmithgoodin.

			Emily Jo Scalzo 

			They hold an MFA in fiction from California State University-Fresno. Their work has appeared in various magazines including Midwestern Gothic, Mobius: The Journal of Social Change, Blue Collar Review, New Verse News, Halfway Down the Stairs, and others. Their first chapbook, The Politics of Division (2017), was awarded honorable mention in the Eric Hoffer Book Awards in 2018.
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			Flash

		

		
			Fiction

		

		
			Neither River Nor Rain by Brandon Nolta

		

		
			The tide rises, and we may yet be free, if the world doesn’t collapse upon us. I cannot be sure. My days beyond these rocks are long past, and I no longer understand mortal waters as I did. But you, my fellow captive, you I understand. 

			Even as you gaze upon me from the deep, I know you, who drink the sea thrice each day, must feel the changes to come. When you sing at night, long and low through the depths, your understanding rumbles my bones as the water warms and the jellyfish teem, even into the thinning fold imprisoning us.

				I feel your thirst’s deep bellow through the atoms of the water, up the bones of the earth, and into my ragged black talons upon the rocks. Across the choppy sea, the first signs of your long inhale appear. Since the folding, no ships pass through this strait, no screaming men to sate our hunger, so only I am privileged to watch.

				The sea dimples, and the waves become scything arcs of foam. Water falls, spins, and a dimple becomes a pit, roaring foam and sea rending the air. I stretch my necks to their limit, waiting. Soon the maelstrom reaches its greatest depth, and…there. For a moment, your great baleful eye rolls and focuses. Your gaze brushes me like sunlight. Every scale of my necks expands.

				Too soon, the roaring fades as the whirlpool ends, curse sated. Water covers you again, and we are alone on different sides of the sea. Did the gods foresee this torment? I doubt the witch who poisoned my bath knew; jealousy alone was her motive. Yours, however…I feel he crafted vengeance from his lightning throne with an extra sting to the tail, as it were. He knew your heart.

				Not that it matters. All the gods are vanished, and should the fold collapse before we are ready, we will be, too. That may happen anyway; magic is fickle. For now, your thirst is quiet, and the worldfold shimmers out of reach. The seas of man are empty, although a large merchant ship can be seen weighing on the horizon. 

				I rehearse the spell, dredged over centuries from my curse-corroded memory, and wait. Tides roll and ebb, and the merchant ship approaches the fold, great metal boxes lashed to its deck. From the seafloor, I feel a tremble. I know the need is upon you. 

				A gentle flow of energy dances across my skin as the ship nears the outer fold. I begin the chant, ancient words strong in a dozen throats, my curse’s deformity finally favoring me. The sailors and their machines perceive nothing, but the first parting of the worldfold is a cool breeze on my scales.

				There. If the sailors paid attention to the sea beyond their instruments, they could see the change in light as their bow passes the worldfold. The spell is working, but I dare not stop. All my effort is needed to keep the breach open, as it takes all yours to restrain the thirst. My voices shake, then steady. Ponderously the bow moves toward you, and the spell gains strength.

				Finally, the ship completely enters the fold. The spell ends. 

			I clatter my talons against the rocks and roar.

				Your thirst opens the sea. Foam deepens into the first arcs of the whirlpool, and a klaxon sounds across the water. Slowly, the ship tacks to port, away from your skirling curse. Toward me.

				I trudge to the edge of the rocks. My prison has no shore, but we have spent centuries exploring every space afforded us, and I know how far I can go before being driven back. Careful observation tells me the ship will approach just within reach of my longest necks.

				Your vortex widens, and the klaxon continues to ring. Crouched down, I see painted railings pass by, inching toward me. Salt spray in my faces, I reach out.

				The taste of rust in my jaws is sharp but welcome. I pull myself toward the ship, and another neck reaches out. A second set of jaws close, and suddenly I am paddling, moving through a burning sea of salt and fading magic. Hoisting myself upward, I fall forward onto a plain of cold steel, and the last strands of my curse are snapped.

				I get to my feet, a nightmare of tooth and talon and scale, and face a bridge rising vast and flat like a temple to the gods. There are crew on the deck, most frozen in fear or awe. A few use their weapons, their impacts like flies. On a balcony that rings the top of the bridge, a man stands before the windows, hands on the railing. His cap is white in the sunshine, the only pale shade on him. Our eyes meet, and his thoughts are open.

				Take me close to the maelstrom, I think, and there I will leave. I will not harm you or yours if you do this.

				Calmly, he ponders this. He handles the surprise well.

				Your word? he finally replies.

				You have it, if it means anything, I reply.

				He nods at this, and shouts an order. They obey, and I coil myself at the point of the bow and lie down facing them, thinking of you. The maelstrom shrinks, but continues to churn. 

				Soon, I think, and hope our magic still connects us.

				Quickly, the ship approaches the slow revolution of your draught. I know time is against us as surely as the tide, now that I have broken free. Of all our mad planning, this is the greatest unknown. Will we be broken free of this folded world, restored to what we were? There is no way to know except one. 

				“My love,” I roar into the wind. With all my strength, I bound overboard into the maelstrom’s heart, falling to the great and baleful eye turning toward me, a tear forming in its corner as your gaze meets mine.

			© Neither River Nor Rain by Brandon Nolta. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Birth by R. Michael

		

		
			I watched the quasar, transfixed. Any moment, the cumulation of six millennia would emerge from the ravaging black hole. Long ago, my parents abandoned their roles as caretakers, slipping away into different realities, leaving one final offspring incubating in the quasar before departing. My nine other siblings would rather demand mortals’ worship than maintain the order of existence, so I spent my time alone in the void, awaiting my brother’s birth.

			The stream of energy from the supermassive black hole flickered crimson, and I drifted closer. Time slowed, and matter wobbled before sinking inward. From the dark heart of the spacetime wound, an emerald energy glob wriggled forth. 

			Two pairs of hands with six fingers materialized on either side, mirroring my form. Once he emerged from the cosmic womb, he mutated into a shrouded, whirling mass with a bluish aura. Despite his youth, I sensed immense power radiating off him. The temptation arose to increase my own size, but I did my best to squash that thought as soon as it formed, reminding myself I had nothing to prove.

			“Sister,” he greeted when our minds connected.

			“It is good to finally meet you, Ambrose.” 

			His form flared with tongues of black flame. “What a marvelous place this is.”

			“I hoped you’d think so. Our family has either abandoned or abused it. I’ve held it together, but the eons erode my strength.”

			“Who could take such grandeur for granted?” Ambrose drifted outward. “There’s so much vibrance, but it’s hampered by a slow rot.” His face warped with disappointment. “Death is everywhere. Valernima, how could you permit this?”

			I froze, uncertain how to respond.

			“Fear not, you don’t have to do all this alone. The destruction of life, planets, and stars no longer needs to persist. I can help you eliminate it.”

			“There’s an order, Ambrose. Things end so that others may exist. When stars die, others are born.”

			“It doesn’t have to be that way. I know your strength is waning, I can feel it. Holding everything together whittles you away.”

			“That isn’t why death exists. It’s built into nature as Mother and Father dictated.”

			“You said they left. We are the gods now, and with our shared power, we can reorder things. Everything can endure.”

			“I wish it was that simple, but when we destroy the foundations of existence, all of reality unravels. Trust me. Soon you’ll learn that some things must be as they are.”

			“So we must tolerate all this death? Are we not capable of shaping reality? This is your chance to forge something new. Why not take it?” 

			Ambrose’s sudden belligerence startled me. “You misunderstand …”

			“Age has lulled you into passively accepting things as they are.” The flames along his body morphed into an ebony inferno, then Ambrose doubled his previous size. 

			The words I searched for eluded me. While I reeled, he approached a red giant in the process of using the last of its hydrogen. Ambrose’s inky essence encased it. The star wobbled within him, and in an instant, it shrunk to a yellow dwarf. Smugness exuded from him when he turned to me.

			The once doomed object resumed nuclear fusion. I couldn’t believe it; Ambrose appeared to have done the impossible. But within moments, currents of green energy crackled from the star’s corona, warping it into an ellipsoid. 

			“Restore it to the way it was, now!” I shouted, knowing I couldn’t get there in time. Green energy overwhelmed the star, shredding it. I rushed after, hoping to contain the anomaly, but it overwhelmed the orbiting gas giants then weaved toward the next solar system at an accelerated rate. 

			I stole a glance behind to see Ambrose wrestling with the blackhole that birthed him. I whirled around. “Can’t you see what you’re doing?” Out of the corner of my eye, the destructive currents tore through more stars. If I didn’t act soon, the universe would be consumed.

			“Then lend me your strength!”

			“You must stop!” I pleaded.

			Ambrose severed our mental link. His non-response was all I needed to know I couldn’t get through to him. With all four of my hands, I drilled into his essence, grabbed on, and started to pull. However, he retaliated in kind. Every ounce of my being burned. Ambrose’s ebony flames devoured my lower two arms, and excruciating pain threatened to overcome me. Yet if I didn’t stop him, he could cause irreparable damage. I looked away and pulled harder, digging in. Writhing, he howled, trying to enlarge himself. Dark tendrils coiled around me. Pressing further, I at last felt his core. Without a second thought, I dislodged it.

			What had I done? A weight bore down on me as I watched his remains dissipate in a cloud of energized particulates. Never had I ended one of my kin before, but there was no time to dwell on that. The damage had to be corrected. Weakened, I raced to stitch the cracking universe back together, but hundreds of planetary systems still met an early demise. 

			Once the calamity abated, I tried to ignore the encroaching loneliness. Did I act rashly? Could he have been saved? Deep down I knew the answer, yet the gnawing sorrow within tried to convince me otherwise. 

			Looking at the black hole I spared, I wondered if I could beget my own children. It would be impossible to keep the balance alone for an eternity. It took two combined essences to forge my generation, and my power continues to wane. The time will come when necessity may force me to try conceiving divine life on my own, even if it ends me. For now, though, I must heal and continue to preserve things in solitude.

			© Birth by R. Michael. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			A Burning Thing by Elizabeth Broadbent

		

		
			Heat came first, then the sharp scent of smoke and a fire’s crackling snarl. I opened my eyes. A blood moon hung high and orange-red; a deep winter chill gripped the earth beneath me. I sat up, popped my knuckles, and wiggled my toes. 

			Ella Lee stood beyond the circle of flame. 

			I sighed a long puff of white. “Goddammit.”

			“Henry.” Her voice brimmed with love and grief and absolutely no remorse. 

			“Fuck you.” 

			“Please.” A strong wind tangled her blonde hair. The bald cypresses beyond her didn’t rustle; no swamp-sounds rose over the flames’ snapping. “We need to talk.” 

			“There’s nothing to talk about!” When I scrambled up, the fire reached my navel. I could jump it with a running start. 

			“No!” Ella Lee held up a hand. “You can’t go beyond the circle.”

			I folded my arms. “Still ordering me around—how many years later?”

			She looked away, maybe off into that swamp. “Ten.” 

			“Witch.” 

			“Henry.” Her voice caught. “Please.”

			I stared her down. “What else should I call you? You dragged me here—” 

			“Our daughter’s nine. She’s beautiful—your spitting image, dark hair and all.” I hardly heard her over the fire. 

			Using that kid to manipulate me—another cruelty. She knew how much I’d wanted a baby. “So is the witchling out dancing with Satan, or did you leave her alone in the middle of the night?” 

			“Don’t you call our daughter that!” She rose from tears into anger, and that wild wind picked up. The fire leapt. “Don’t you ever say that about her!” She looked away again. Softly, Ella Lee said, “Her name’s Talitha. She asks about you.”

			 “What do you tell her?” My crossed arms seemed more like a protective hug, as if I were searching for an unreachable comfort. 

			“The truth.” She was watching that swamp. I could tell her what was out there, and God help her if she asked. I wouldn’t spare details. “You walked into the swamp and never walked out.” 

			“I walked in there to die because you never loved me. You used me to get a baby who’d lie like you did.” 

			“I wasn’t lying!” She caught herself mid-sob. “I swear to God, I never did anything to you. Never.” 

			I spit. “Why the fuck should I believe that?”

			“You just trust me, I guess.” Her voice was small. 

			“I was a clueless anthropology student who thought Lower Conagree might have some good folk tales. But you found yourself a dumbass who didn’t ask questions. You made me fall in love with you, got a baby off me—”

			“I never made you fall in love!” The fire leapt again. “I told you then and I’m telling you now. I never worked anything on you.” Her words dropped to a hiss. “You know I could’ve had you on your knees, Henry Jenkins. You’d’ve done any miserable thing I wanted and thanked me afterward.”

			The fire flared hot on my face. It had battered me back then: Ella Lee killed men who deserved it and healed women who didn’t. But she was right. She could’ve made me crawl. She never did. “Then why didn’t you tell me?” I hugged myself tighter. “You hid it because you had me under some spell.” 

			The flames roiled between us. Ella Lee took a long time in answering. “You know the worst part?” she finally asked. “I worried you wouldn’t love me if you knew what I could do, and I was right.” 

			“I do love you!” I shouted across that fire. “But how do I know it’s real?”

			Tears traced pale trails down her sooty face. “Because you’re dead, Henry. Spells die. Love doesn’t.” 

			It slammed like a punch. Ella Lee had never spelled me into anything. She loved me, and I loved her, and we’d made a baby because we loved each other. “Oh, fuck you.” I swallowed a hard sob. “Goddamn you, Ella Lee.”

			“I didn’t want some witch baby.” Smoke and tears turned her blue eyes red. “I wanted your baby.” 

			“I wanted her, too.” I closed my eyes for a moment, like I could hold in some terrible hurt. “She looks like me? Talitha?” My daughter’s name felt strange in my mouth.

			Ella Lee nodded. 

			I’d left them. I’d walked into suicide instead of raising my own child. My life had turned on one misunderstanding, and in that doubt I’d lost everything. I’d lost my daughter. I’d lost Ella Lee.

			“I love you.” Tangle-haired, ash-faced, red-eyed and weeping, she was beautiful. I stared past the rising ring of flame, then through it, and I held out my hands. “Oh God. I love you and I’m so sorry.”

			“No, Henry!” she shouted. “You can’t leave the circle!”

			I wouldn’t lose Ella Lee again. “Spells die,” I told her. “Love doesn’t.” Arms open, I walked into her leaping blaze.  

			© A Burning Thing by Elizabeth Broadbent. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			The Young Knight by Cameron Craig

		

		
			Queen Lena raised a chalice of soup to King Elver’s frail lips. Scraggly gray hairs trickled down over his wrinkled, slender face. He laid in bed in the king’s quarters with minimal and inexpensive furniture and decorations a room you’d never expect would belong to a king. He coughed and wiped his mouth. 

				“Cade, which one is next?” He addressed his teenage son who sat on the floor at the foot of the bed. 

				“Bercilak the Great Knight,” Cade said, grabbing the book from the pile beside him. 

				“A good one,” said Lena. “A great one actually, a book about legacy.” 

				“I hope the books are kind about mine,” said Elver, masking his face from more painful coughs. 

				“What would you want to be known for?” asked Cade. “You always said you’ll tell me when I’m older. All I know of your deeds is from songs and poems written about you.” 

				“There’re two accomplishments I hold dearest: giving my family the life I never had and reading with you every night.” Elver placed his hand on top of Lena’s hand, which rested on his shoulder. “Now go to bed. I need my rest. We’ll start the book after the banquet tomorrow.”

				The banquet took place in the grand hall of the castle’s keep. It was full of fine food, plentiful ale and delicious wine. Elver’s constituents danced on the tables, sang songs in drunken harmony and retold embellished stories of Elver’s triumphant deeds. 

				Cade sat quietly at the end of the king’s table, interacting with only his food and the closed book in his lap. He periodically looked up from his plate at the drunken celebration , but did not participate. Cade wore steel chainmail armor under his banquet robes. he did all he could to hide them. He had plans for after the banquet. He did not want to make a fool of himself if someone were to see the chainmail. He patiently waited for the banquet to end but the minutes felt like hours and the hours felt like days. He looked at Elver, who was too occupied with a small gathering of military commanders, knights, and jesters. 

				That night, Cade, Lena and Elver sat in the king’s quarters. 

				“Is everything they said true?” asked Cade. “The songs, the poems, the recounted battles. Is it all true?” 

				“The wine made it sound more grandiose than it was,” admitted Elver. “However, most of it was true. In honesty, I didn’t want you to hear some of it, but it was necessary. Everything I’ve done has been for you two,” he said, placing his hand on Lena’s knee. “Everything within these castle walls are safe. I fought long and hard to make sure you wouldn’t see the things I saw.” 

				“The books will be kind to you,” Lena said with a grateful smile. “Books are written about those that do, not those that do not.”

				Cade looked down at his pile of books in discomfort. “Are we reading any more tonight?” 

				“It’s been a long day,” Elver said, straining as he coughed. “I need more rest. I do not have the same energy I had when those songs and poems were written.” 

				The next night, Elver and Lena waited patiently in the king’s quarters. 

				“Where is Cade?” Elver asked Lena.

				“I think I know where. Come on, let’s go find out.” 

				Elver and Lena walked down the cobblestone corridors of the king’s keep. In the distance, they faintly heard the sound of steel on metal. They followed the song to a training room where they stood unnoticed in the doorway, watching Cade wearing his steel chain mail and practicing his swordsmanship against a training dummy.

				“He’s like you,” Lena whispered to Elver.” 

				“I know. That’s what scares me,” Elver said, his gaze drawn toward the book ‘Bercilak the Great Knight’ resting on the table in front of him. “I fought so hard to make these walls safe. I fought my whole life to take away the thing he wants most in this world.” 

				“You can’t keep him here forever. Everyone should have the ability to write their own story. Books are written about those that do, not those that do not.” 

				Elver reluctantly nodded. “You’re right.” 

				“Come on, let’s let him be,” Lena said, rubbing Elver’s back as they turned out of the doorway. 

				They walked back to the king’s quarters as Cade’s slashing sword echoed through the corridors.

			© The Young Knight by Cameron Craig. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Back in Smoke by Z.T. Gwynn

		

		
			Bonfire scent lingered in Edward’s hair no matter how many times he lathered, rinsed, and repeated. Every scrub produced more of the smell, as if he were still sitting by that campfire, ashes blowing into his face in the breeze. He squeezed shampoo directly onto his head. This hadn’t happened the last time he went camping—certainly he would remember the devastating combination of forest reek and schoolboy awkwardness.

			Suds slipped down his body into the drain. Steam billowed about his head, vapor and smoke. He rinsed, smelled, recoiled, and gave it up for no use.

			Stepping out of the shower, the towel hung around his curved shoulders like a cape, dragging on the floor. His feet appeared tiny against the bathroom tile. He looked toward the mirror, but found that his eyes were level with the sink, and craning his neck upward earned him only a reflection of the ceiling.

			“The pantry’s empty,” his wife called from down the hall. “Chinese tonight?”

			Edward felt himself over. “Yeah, fine.”

			“Orange chicken?”

			His shirt fell off his slender frame like a poncho, and to wear his jeans he was obliged to roll the cuffs past the knee. “Go ahead and order, I’m going to take a walk.”

			Her footsteps rounded the corner. “Is everything alright? If you found a tick, I know how to take care of it.”

			Outside, Edward witnessed the city through a smaller pair of eyes. Streetlights stretched upward into the clouds, giants shouted into buzzing headsets, and dogs the size of horses sniffed at him placidly as they passed. He focused on the sidewalk. More than the distractions on the street, he wanted to avoid his own shrunken and confused reflection in the glass buildings. Certainly he had never been that gaunt. Never so wide-eyed and frail.

			Passersby treated him with the pointed indifference or passive worry that busy adults afford unaccompanied children. Google Maps directed him out of downtown, into a side alley and a partially dilapidated apartment complex; unit fourteen on the fourth floor.

			A bearded man opened the door. “Wrong apartment, kid.”

			“Hold on, Jeremy.”

			The man squinted. “How do you know my name?”

			“It’s Edward,” he said, spreading his arms. “The fifth grade version, as close as I can tell.”

			“How in the hell?”

			“In the shower, I was washing my hair, and the smell of smoke wouldn’t leave, and I was thinking about the last time I went camping…”

			Jeremy’s mouth hung open. His eyes unfocused. He breathed in and, suddenly shuddering, lifted Edward clean off the ground in a ribcage-endangering bear hug. “This is amazing!”

			“Alright, alright, calm down. You’re taking this better than I expected.”

			“Course I am! It’s not every day that your old best friend comes knocking at your door. And in mint condition, too!”

			Unframed posters lined the walls of Jeremy’s apartment. Shelves stuffed with toys circled the den. The man slept in there, among the mess of pillows and blankets, on a pull-out mattress. His bedroom was filled with bean bag furniture, CRT televisions, consoles, discs, and carts. “I knew I had to find you,” Edward said. “You’re the only person from our class who still lives in the city.”

			“I didn’t go on that camping trip. Asthma flare-up.”

			“Shit. Right. Well, did you hear anything about it? Anything weird?”

			Jeremy laughed, and clapped him on the back. “You are priceless. I’ve never seen a kid with an expression like that on his face. Come on, these are the best years of your life that you’re reliving.”

			“Maybe they were for you.”

			“I know what my life must look like to you. Is that why you came, to poke fun?”

			“I’m sorry.”

			Jeremy breathed, exhaled. “I bet you have all those fast-twitch muscle fibers back. How about some Smash? Super Mario Kart?”

			“No, man, what’s wrong with you? I need to fix this!”

			“What for? Listen, I just got back from Japan. Wicked trip, I’ll tell you all about it. Akihabara was out of control. Out. Of. Control. I got a fridge full of energy drinks—one has Sonic’s balls on it, I swear—and plenty of snacks. Hang out for a bit.”

			Edward hung his head. Tears stung the corners of his eyes.

			“What happened on that camping trip?” Jeremy asked.

			“We roasted marshmallows by the fire. Mr. Kulimo told ghost stories. In the daytime we swam in the lake.”

			“Sounds fine. Boring, but fine.”

			“Do you have a bathroom?”

			“Down the hall on the left.”

			Edward opened the door onto loose gravel and shivered in an impenetrable purple dusk, listening to the echoes of his friends’ chatter around the distant bonfire. The camp’s ancient rotary phone left indents in his cheek. Let me come home, let me come home, I don’t want to spend the night out here.

				Above the phone call box, or perhaps above the toilet, there sat a bright and cheery cartoon figurine. That was what he wanted. That was where he wanted to be: wrapped in a warm blanket in front of the TV on a bright Sunday morning, spooning sugary cereal into his mouth.

				Edward sat alone in the bathroom. A cool spring breeze ferried the scent of rain and smoke through thin plaster walls. His cellphone vibrated in his pocket. A text from his wife: Food’s here! Time to come back.
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			Under the Mountain’s Shadow by Madalena Daleziou

		

		
			The Eighth Mountain is taller than the rest. It expands as far as the eye can wander. You can’t look North, or Northeast, or Northwest, without seeing part of it blocking your vision—and your way. It’s nameless, for it’s young as mountains go: thirteen years, three suns, nine days.  

			One day they’ll stop counting, Elissa knows. Her magic tells her many things, but she needs no magic to tell her that. They will simply grow bored. In this land, one can’t grow any other way.  

			Under the autumn sun’s gaze, Elissa makes her way amongst gray lavenders. They had a color once. Until last year, she could just about recreate it, mixing makeshift paints of beetroot and dark berries to humor the children when they asked what color the lavenders used to be. But they’re older now, and she too restless to hold a paintbrush.  

			They have forgotten their true color, child. They have forgotten.   

			They trail a bit ahead, the little girl and the dead boy. Each time a squirrel comes out of hiding, the boy goes after it. His pockets protrude with hazelnuts and breadcrumbs he saved from his breakfast to make the animals climb up his breeches and eat from his hands. 

			The girl watches everything; the timid deer, the blood-red, white-spotted mushrooms, the season’s last, swollen cherries. All growths Elissa can name and some she cannot. Did this white moss always cover the oldest tree trunks like a funeral cloak? Did the taproots always look like claws out to get you, or like animal feet struggling to run free? They did. Didn’t they? 

			Elissa stops short when the rose-path’s smell assaults her nostrils. 

			“Gloves on.” 

			The girl wordlessly fishes the tattered leather out of her pocket. She even stoops to pull up her left sock, slipped all the way down to her ankle. She’s native to the land and needs no mother to tell her she must fear it.  

			But they are not from here, Elissa tells herself. They’re from back home, and they are mine.  

			This is not strictly true. The girl is a Mountain child through and through; born too late. The wood’s sleepiness runs in her veins, the haunted branches are her bones. She regards her mother’s warnings with the resigned sigh with which children in these parts regard everything. 

			The boy only frowns. “It’s too warm.”  

			He’s still a child where squirrels are concerned, so Elissa sometimes forgets he is almost twelve, and no longer completely hers. 

			“Very well,” she says without raising her voice. “Next time you will stay with gran when your sister and I go for water.”  

			The woman Elissa is talking about is not the children’s grandmother, of course. Just a landlady kind enough to do business with Astarians. You must make do with what you have. Else the children might grow to think such family bonds are only a matter of fairytales.

			The boy puts on his gloves deliberately slowly. When his lower lip is so tight against the upper, he looks like his father. He had also been a dead boy. 

			As they approach the Mountain, lavender memories give way to the sighing smell of roses. Or blood. They’ve always smelled similar. Haven’t they?  

			  	When they cross the bridge, the scent engulfs her completely. Elissa covers her nose with her scarf. It’s not nauseating, not exactly. The little girl seems immune to it. It’s the memory—   

			Elissa’s uncle would always bring roses when a child was born in the house. The room would reek of blood. There were three younger ones when Elissa left, her mother had been all alone, how could she make it—

			“Mother?”  

			The slightest touch—hand on gloved hand, and by the time Elissa looks, the boy is already walking ahead. He also covers his nose with his scarf when in the rose path. He was born after the Mountain, too late, but he’d been in her belly before the Mountain rose. For three brief moons, he had belonged to her only, not to the Eighth Mountain-god. 

			The moment passes. The boy runs after a fat squirrel. And why should he wait for her? All she has is silly stories about flowers and their colors. 

			No new roses bloomed since the Mountain. No roses died either. They merely changed—turned wood, more than petal. Like the lavenders, they lost their color. 

			“What color did the roses use to be, Mother?” 

			They were red child, Elissa thinks, and so they might be again, if you cut them with bare hands and paint them with your own blood.  

			Not that she’d let them bleed for such trivial matters. No; she’ll force gloves on their hands, as if wool is enough of a shield—as if she doesn’t know better. 

			“I forget, child. I forget.” 

			 

			Elissa hadn’t always known she would lose a child to the Eighth Mountain. Once, the rag doll against her chest and the little sister at her heels were her only babies. Nor did she know she would lose her home to it. She’d seen a lot of things, but no eye, no magic had foreseen the Eighth Mountain.  

			Aged four, she saw a red stream running from her mother’s thighs, staining the carpet—that’s how it started. Elissa screamed the baby was coming the wrong way and stormed off to wake the midwife and guide her to her home, among the fields.  

			Her mother had been too heavy to run after her. She’d yelled at Riella, her eldest, to follow Elissa and bring her home. Only then did she think to run her palm between her thighs. It had come back dry.  

			Elissa’s baby brother, Ryon, had been born healthy. Her mother lived. Elissa had brought the midwife just in time.  

			When Elissa’s father came home in a brief breath after dozens of battles, he looked at his second daughter differently. Pride combated pity in his eyes, his mouth a half-moon of sorrowful understanding.  

			Elissa had once overheard him tell her mother strange things; he could never weep over the bodies of his slain friends. Most of the time, he had seen their deaths already, so he had done his crying in private, at night, stuffing the lousy blanket in his mouth to muffle his sobs. In the morning, he would bite his cheek and force smiles upon his face and try to save them. Once or twice, he had succeeded. Most often, he had failed. 

			It all suddenly made sense to Elissa when she saw her mother’s blood on the spotless carpet.  

			She was there when little Nessa was born three years later. Elissa had seen no horrible thing about her. She had seen her mother in pain though. It had been enough to start flames under her feet and send her panting to the midwife’s doorstep once more. 

			She saw many things after that. Burns covering Riella’s hands—golden, evenly tanned from years in the orchards—and screamed at her not to touch the stove, still scalding hot from boiling marmalade. She had kept Ryon home, doing chores with her, when the pox broke that made his friends cry blood. Seeing the orange trees, heavy one blink, empty the next, she got her uncle to fix the fence and kept the thieves away. 

			The soldiers put an end to it when they brought her father, ashes in a little velvet pouch. Elissa had not seen him dying; she had hardly seen him at all those years.  

			The General gave Elissa her father’s rifle. There had to be a new soldier for every fallen one. She was the unlucky one. No first-born, so the family shop could keep going, but not too young to leave her mother.  

			Elissa looked up to the General, a good head taller, and saw a dead man. 

			Tell him. Tell him to go home to his old, blind father and little son, never to go South again trying to conquer what doesn’t want to bow to him.  

			Bile rose to her throat, the morning’s bread and orange marmalade clawing their way out. Her lips trembled, struggling with the premonition. But then the General came so close she could smell the wine in his breath. An outsider would think he was saying a word of balsam to an orphaned girl. Elissa never repeated his words to anyone: 

			“It’s this or the Inquisitors.”

			 He knew about her father. He knew about her. 

			That night, Elissa stared at herself in the washroom mirror, the little red lines veining her hazel eyes, her thick lids and long lasses. She looked and looked until it no longer felt like regarding herself, but a stranger. She blinked at the last possible moment, averting her gaze fast, finding she would rather not try that. 

			 You are not dead yet, she told herself. You are not.   

			Studying her naked body in the mirror had never revealed burns where smooth skin should be. Never red roses blooming in her belly, nor bullets between her eyes, never pregnant blood down her thighs. 

			Just as well. It was bad enough to see people’s deaths. Nothing would be more unbearable than knowing of her own. 

			At least, so she had thought before the little girl and the dead boy. 

			They trail back carrying full buckets, fresh from the well south of the Seventh Mountain. It’s water this time. Stale, smelling of earth’s breath, but water all the same, not blood. It will last them three or four days. Then they’ll go back for more. It will be like every time then, like tossing a coin. Heads; smelly water. Tails; blood. The coin has no side for a good, clear well, close to home. It has no side for home either. 

			There is little military training left in Elissa’s body, but, at least, her arms are still strong. How could they not, with all this carrying? She is slower, of course. She feels the children’s restlessness. 

			“I’ll help, mother.” 

			“No need,” she tells the boy. “Plenty of time for calluses when you’re grown.” 

			She doesn’t tell him he might not grow much. At night, she will stuff her blanket into her mouth and cry herself to sleep. 

			“I must grow stronger,” the boy murmurs to himself.  

			He runs after a squirrel before Elissa can ask him what for. 

			Apart from Elissa’s family, only Clemen knew of visions. She told him some sleepy afternoon, balmy enough to dry her tears. Back when he was her best friend, not her husband. Before he became a dead boy.  

			When she was done talking, he’d put one arm around her shoulders in sweet awkwardness. 

			Go on, she’d challenged him wordlessly. Tell the Inquisitors, get a plump pouch of silver and exemption from service. I’ll be here, waiting.  

			He’d only rested his back against a blood orange tree and sworn he’d die before revealing her secret. They had to turn sixteen and be given rifles to find out someone knew already.  

			He only had one request; he had whispered it, kissing a tear away from her cheek before the warm breeze could dry it. 

			“Please, don’t see my death. And if you must see it, please, don’t tell me.” 

			She looked into his eyes and saw only blue-gray sea, too far for them to ever visit, too far. She saw trembling life. 

			Those had been the golden days—the most short-lived. Then the wheat ripened, and it was reaping time, and they would not be the ones to reap.  

			The evening before marching down to Liridem, they sat together watching the sun bleed. Elissa listened to his rumbling about all the things they would do in the southernmost land, as if there weren’t being sent south to die.  

			“We’re in the same order, at least, can’t you smile for that?” 

			“On my first day off duty, I’m taking you to see the sea, there’s a port down Lyontis. Say, haven’t you always wanted to see a ship?” 

			 And then, further ahead. 

			“We’ll come home soon; I know it. We’ll join our families’ shops and drown in gold. Wouldn’t you like to get married in a crimson gown, in these golden fields?” 

			Elissa was used to looking at her feet when he spoke, at her skirts, or the cuticles she had pulled out of raw fingers. Safer that way. But she turned to look at him at that moment—was he really suggesting—   

			She killed the thought before dressing it with words, because the blue-gray eyes were not all she saw, not that time. She saw he would marry privately, in a haunted land, on a floor of grey lavenders rather that golden wheat. She also saw the red line cutting his throat and she almost flinched, lest blood splash her face.  

			“You fool,” she whispered, muffling a sob, “fabricating dreams like that when we’re sent off to die—”  

			  	“We won’t die,” he said, taking her face in both hands. “We won’t.” 

			So swollen with hope, so golden under the dying sun. Elissa recalled her promise. At that moment, she felt a thousand years old, but she was also sixteen, and didn’t know what to do with the longing in her chest. She told herself that she could be mistaken just this once. And, anyway, one kiss was not marriage. 

			So, when the dead boy kissed her, she kissed him back but did not close her eyes.  

			 

			The coffee cup falls and breaks into a thousand pieces when Elissa’s son tells her he will join the Guard.  She looks at the dead boy straight into his father’s sea-gray eyes and raises her voice for the first time since she met a landlady kind enough to do business with Astrarians. She has brought up the children with the same principle that kept her alive; head low, tongue drowned.  

			At times like this, she misses her big belly. When they were mere ideas inside her, unable to exist independent of her body, she could pretend that her life with them would be like any mother’s. While they remained inside her, their fates were silent.  

			When did she first see the boy’s death? Shortly after giving birth to him, or does she merely think so because a mother’s days are always endless when she knows she’s fated to bury a child?  

			 Again and again, she tells herself that she saved her own mother that one time, when she saw blood on the rag under her feet. Sometimes it works. But back then, when her son was red and wrinkled in her arms, thoughts of her parents would only make her curl up, shrouded in blankets. Her husband, grown from a dead boy to a dead man for the occasion, had tried to talk her out of it. 

			“Why cry? Look what a child we have, in spite of everything. He doesn’t know we’re trapped. This is his land for better or for worse. No good to see us fretting over it.” 

			Elissa had buried her face in the curve of his neck; easier than looking in his eyes and hearing death whisper “soon, soon.”  

			Why am I crying? I want my mother to tell me what to do with this child, and I will never see my mother again. And one day, soon, my bed will be cold, by breast dry, my milk yellow. What do you want me to tell you?  

			“No,” she had said defiantly. “Liridem is not his land. He’s from home and he is mine.” 

			Her son is not a Mountain child, she keeps telling herself. He was conceived before anyone could conceive such a devilish thing. 

			But the Mountain is a thief. The locals cursed it and its demon-maker, but at least he made it to protect them from troops like Elissa’s. It was punishment for the sins of the Astarians, even those who had only followed orders.  

			Perhaps they deserved it. The buzz of Clemen’s honeyed nothings did little to change her mind on that. 

			 “We were just scared children. They gave us rifles and marched us down here to die. Where’s the blame in that?”  

			Elissa had always envied him his easy smiles and untroubled sleep. It must be nice to think you’re blameless.

			 She has never felt innocent. She could have chosen the Inquisitors.   

			In her dreams, Elissa does not see death. She sees the Mountain being born. It’s the same thing. She’s there again, on elbows and knees, finding her way through darkness she can’t penetrate. The dead man who is not yet her husband must be somewhere close, and all the friends she has yet to bury. Her arms are protective around her belly. Not because of her son. She doesn’t yet know that she’s carrying a dead boy. It’s simply her first instinct to guard her softest parts from the demon’s fists. 

			Of course, she also knows this is no demon at all, whatever the Liridemian soldiers scream around her. Elissa knows Astarian dark magic when she sees it. It’s that notorious, even if the Inquisitors reaped most users like wheat. Those few who escaped the purge are hiding in basements in North Astar, or in the study in Mount Aefos, 

			biding their time. He must have borrowed their power, this Liridemian mage who created the Mountain. Most likely, he stole it.  

			Liridemians could never wrap their heads around it. Their own magic was for creation; a gift from their gods, to call rain when the earth cracked with thirst, to tame wayward waves and travel safely. They could keep their chests from taking cold in the winter with fires springing from their fingers or bid the wind to transfer their voices. But make an Eighth Mountain, taller and more haunted than all the seven holy ones combined? Only a god could do that, or a demon.  

			Well then, maybe some of Elissa’s people were demons too, wanting to reap a country as if it were their wheat fields, just because it stood between them and the richest sea ports. The rest were just complicit, scared children with rifles in their trembling hands. It was a particular kind of irony, for a Liridemian to use Astarian magic to force back home those Astarians close enough to the border and ensure they would never return. 

			That he also trapped those Astarians unlucky enough to be too far from home, that he lost control and haunted the land forever, closing it off from North, and Northeast and Northwest, and died before he could fix any of that… this must have been a mistake. No human could have wanted this. 

			Could they?  

			When Elissa dreams of the Mountain, she finds she no longer cares. 

			The Guard’s uniform is crimson, like living roses, like blood. Elissa likes the color on the boy. It brings out the golden undertones of his skin and the dark of his hair. 

			He looks like his father in more ways than one; Clemen was among the Astarians who took the crimson after the Mountain rose. How else to promise good intentions? How to reassure it wasn’t their fault that their superiors sent them to clear Liridem, to dig a blood path for Astarians to cross the sea—now impossible to tread because all the sea-mages are gone, and the Mountain’s long claws reach all the way South?

			Seeing her son like this, Elissa lets herself hope for the first time in years. Her mother had survived. Riella’s hands remained golden, evenly tanned and smoothed by a hundred creams and ointments. Little Ryon never cried blood. Maybe, just maybe, her son is going to live. Perhaps the Guard will keep him from doing something thoughtless, such as going straight to the Mountain looking for a loophole, like his father before him. 

			She and the boy have reached a fragile truce.  

			“You will still live at home,” she tells him. “And when you are too old to live at home, you will visit every day.”   

			Deliberately slowly, he dons the gloves that go with the uniform, never raising his eyes. “Yes, mother. Whatever you say.” 

			He doesn’t mean a word. 

			Every day, the rose blooms in his belly. The visions have no logic. She saw her mother bleed once before giving birth, she sees him bleed every day. Perhaps he was already dead the moment she birthed him under the Mountain’s shadow. 

			 She searches the deepest leaves and branches of her heart for love. She finds grief, and longing for Astarian wheat to tickle her legs. But there’s pride there as well. Liridem is safer while her son’s in it, even though he isn’t safer for being the Mountain-god’s. At least, blood doesn’t show when he’s wrapped in this shade of red—this is why they chose it. 

			Could this cloak be the crimson she sees in his belly? Perhaps it was never blood at all.  

			Hope killed her husband, but some nights Elissa hopes. 

			Most nights, she stuffs the blanket in her mouth. 

			With her brother away most of the time, the little girl grows restless. Sometimes she dusts the house in half a morning and reads all of Elissa’s books, the Astarian ones and the Liridemian ones. Then she tries to help around more, breaking things in the process. For every lost teacup, she grins to herself, because her mother notices her.  

			Forgive me, child.

			Two dead in a family of four are two too many. She can’t bear to look at the girl. What if she sees something new, something crimson? If the dead become three, Elissa might start thinking they were never dead at all.  

			She might start thinking she’s been the ghost all along. 

			 Each night, she and the boy go through the same ritual. 

			“You will never approach the Eighth Mountain. Never. Your father went and did not return.” She whispers, for the landlady not to hear, and for him to pay attention when she actually raises her voice. 

			He doesn’t look her in the eye. She can’t remember when he last did.  

			“Yes, mother. Whatever you say.” 

			  

			 There’s a woman preceding the soldiers who bring her son’s body home. Her hair is red, the color of roses, of blood. So is the scarlet blooming in his belly. They always looked the same. Didn’t they? Didn’t they? 

			 The woman has a name of course. But in these parts, they don’t call her anything, unless it’s behind her back. Then, they call her Inquisitor, because wherever she goes, mages die. Liridemians used to celebrate their magic. Not anymore though, not after the Mountain. In taking revenge against the Astarians, the Mountain-god made the Liridemians a little more like them. 

			The woman is somber. “An accident,” she says. “He got too close to the Mountain. It affects your vision. Got impaled on a sharp rock. Sorry business, but he did not suffer a minute.” 

			Somber. Not sad.  

			Elissa cannot weep. After sixteen years of crying, lousy blanket stuffed in her mouth, her tears dried out. The woman is lying. She has heard Liridemians whisper it. Far too many accidents happen to magic-users nowadays.  

			Elissa had always known she would lose her son to the Mountain. But she had thought he would die because he was like his father; silly-hopeful, heartbreakingly young, thinking he could bring down a mountain. 

			She had never thought her son might be like her.  

			            For the Inquisitor to bring his body, he must have been slain for a magic. Magic Elissa didn’t know he had. Was this why he wouldn’t look her in the eye lately? Did he see death, like her? 

			And did this all happen because, when she was sixteen like him, she chose the rifle instead of the Inquisitors? It is unbearable to lose a son for his magic. Especially so in a foreign land that only hunts mages because one of their own stole your country’s magic and ruined everything with it. She would appreciate the irony if her son’s blood wasn’t staining the rag under her feet.  

			Elissa falls on her knees. She never told her son about magic, or about Astar. She had been too busy waiting for the rose to bloom in his belly.  

			The girl is not little anymore. She will come of age before the next sun. Elissa doesn’t know what she would have done without her. Forget to eat probably. Die of forgetfulness. 

			She never looked her daughter in the eye, for two years, three years after the boy died.  

			But the girl will swear loyalty to this country whose branches are her bones, and Elissa knows the country is lucky to have her. She wants to hate the haunted earth under her feet, the smelly water and the wooden roses, but she can’t, no more. It is exhausting to hate a whole country. 

			The girl is pale as all Mountain children, none of Riella’s honey tan or her brother’s coal curls. There is not much color in her cheeks nor in her hair, pale gold under the shy autumn sun. Elissa helps her braid it. The girl’s fingers are clumsy and the locks unruly.  

			The girl turns abruptly, her braid only half-done, leaving Elissa no time to look away. No choice but to look into her daughter’s eyes. Gold eyes, like wheat. They always had the color of home. Didn’t they? 

			Elissa sees the fields. She sees herself running, rag doll pressed against her chest, baby sister at her heels. She sees the Mountain too, this life with her daughter, slow like a cold honey stream, this haunting emptiness. But no death. Not yet. Not yet. 

			“Mother,” the girl asks, “what was your homeland like?” 

			What was it like? 

			Golden, like your eyes, child, dripping honey, like the curls on your head, like this pendant, your father’s gift, cold on my chest, until I die. Home to berries red as sin and birds whose songs made grown men cry. 

			We had a little shop, and a jar of savings, one coin for each half-pound of blood orange marmalade. The silks, like water, were glistening in my hands and when sleep claimed our tired limbs, it took them to some warm, comfortable place. We slumbered to the sound of clear water and did not wake up to the scent of blood. I touched a thorny rose once. My finger bled, and the petals were the same color, blood, not wood. 

			But how can she tell her daughter this, when they dress to go to the well, placing bets between themselves—water this time, or blood? The girl might grow silly-hopeful then, like her father, and end up too close to the Mountain. 

			Elissa sighs as she ties a red ribbon at the tip of her daughter’s braid. 

			 “I forget, child. I forget.” 

			© Under the Mountain’s Shadow by Madalena Daleziou. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			For You I Return by Addison Smith

		

		
			I retch and my throat burns. Bile pierces the porous tissue of my mouth where rot and infection have eaten me away permeating the microscopic layer of sensitive material an instant before it alerts the ship. You feel it, I think. Can you ever understand it? Hosts feel pain.

			Lights flash red in my quarters. Our vessel sets a thousand scripts into motion—notifications to apprehend me for my crime, the crime of you What would Maya think of these notices? Maya, my love, who would not know whether to protect me or kill me or leave me to the others. 

			I wipe my lip and rotten-teeth grin. They can’t have you. I love you. I have loved you since you introduced yourself to me weeks before on our excursion into the depths, where strange things live and Maya rests. Since you showed me the scale of the world and the tiny space I occupy—not tiny at all to one like yourself who can move between spaces too small for human or rodent or air.

			I love you for your words—thoughts cooed after long nights where I have blacked out, done strange things for you, entered places I am not allowed to be and washed the red from my skin in a sink dirtied by clot and gore.

			I love you, and though they mean you harm I know it cannot be. You flow through my body, blood hot and thick in my veins. You suffuse me, overtake me. They tell us you are a lie—that my love for you is to ensure that I will die protecting you or live to spread you.

			I breathe deeply as red light bathes my skin and bare feet toe the corridor beyond my room. They come for you. I know you are a parasite and I know what I am meant to do. Even so, I protect you.

			The door slides open and I meet my first challenger. My palm drives upward into her chin amid the crack of cartilage and the slow realization of pain. The ones who follow hesitate. They are unsure—so unlike you or me or the endless depths. They want a thousand things and they conflict in their minds, making them slow to decide.

			The next approaches and her trachea collapses in my hand. You build within me like a spore seeking fertile flesh, but for now you are mine, this woman’s body broken and unable to serve. I hold you dear, but you are in my sweat and my blood and the sick which drips from my lips.

			Suited bodies lay around me, thin plastics meant to protect their bodies from you, but I am your vessel and it is me they must fear. I step into the corridor and already I feel you taking control of me to further your desires.

			The blackness creeps around me as you take over my body, and in that blackness I see Maya’s dive lights fading into the black as her body sinks farther away from me, deep into an alien sea where no human has been.

			Soon even those thoughts are gone. The world slips away and I know no fear.

			I return.

			I am in my body, our ship, the boundless ocean and a strange world outside. My thoughts return to me, bringing pieces of my dissociation with them. In those empty hours I see blood and broken bone and a trail of bodies leading me to this place. The memories are bruises on my flesh which you are quick to caress.

			The dead surround me, but I am no longer in my quarters. You have taken me far this time, deep into the ship where I cannot hear the groans of deep sea pressure. This is not my place, but it is where you need me, and so it is.

			My thoughts move to memory and you push me away to prevent me from mourning what I have lost. She was not you, though I loved her. She is the reason I am dead inside—a mere carcass for you to do with as you will. Without Maya I have no place, no heart, and it is a void you fill perfectly with your words.

			Tears well in my eyes. It is curious that you allow me these thoughts. My mind clouds with visions of her face, her malfunctioning suit, the water taking her lifeless body to the depths.

			But there is more than that. I see her hair draped over my lap as I caress her scalp. I remember long nights and evenings too short, as we court and make love and plan our future when the mission is over and we have returned to the surface, to orbit, to our home.

			“Maya.” My voice echoes from thin ductwork around me, as if those feelings are enough to rattle their walls, free them from rivet and screw and collapse the ship into the sinking beyond with my infected body at its core.

			I know why you have brought me here, though I don’t want to see it. The ship’s air circulates through these vents, and bodies lay all around me, trailed by red streaks where I have dragged them, packed them into the ducts so the air may carry their disease. My hair blows in the false wind, but I feel nothing, the same as the dead which surround me.

			I beg you to take me again as tears fall from my eyes. I don’t want to see them. You can protect me from death, from their bodies, from Maya and the lights of her suit disappearing into the dark.

			My hands are on my face, tearing at my hair and digging nails into my cheeks. You take me, and though I am broken, the darkness is sweet.

			I return.

			Maya stands before me, pleading with me as she holds something sharp in her hands. It takes me a moment to realize it is a harpoon—the same she carried when she drifted away. Her face is bloody and streaked with dragged fingers, but she is alive. She points the harpoon at me and shouts as tears fall from her eyes. I cannot hear her over my own thoughts and your pressing voice.

			I hold my ears against the noise and scream silence into the ship. Maya is dead. Maya is dead. I relive her death again and again as she stares with concern. I am back outside the walls, and it was not her suit which failed, but my own. How did you find me? How did you get into my suit for me to carry you home and spread you to my family?

			I scream again, and the harpoon clatters to the floor. Why do you show her to me? I know you are in my mind and you are welcome there, a calming presence. I know you have implanted thoughts to save me from the agony of saving you. This is too much. Of the visions you implant, this hurts the most. She is dead, sinking, gone.

			I strike at the false vision and she recoils, so real. I bite and claw and punch, trying to free myself of the specter you present to me. Tears stream down my face, no longer in my control. They are not my tears, but those of my body, empty of what used to be me.

			You test me and I know I have passed. She is not real. She is a test of my loyalty. The specter of Maya raises the harpoon. She cannot hurt me. She is dead. I give myself over to you and stop resisting. I lower my hands.

			Pain sears through my body and darkness takes me, but I am not in your grasp.

			“Wake up.”

			You abandoned me.

			“Wake up.”

			I return, but I find you gone from me. Wires and tubes hang from my naked body and my thoughts are dull and weak. I reach for your comfort, but find only emptiness, the remainder of my being where once you lay.

			“You left me.” The words are from my own lips, stretched and pained and joined by tears which are not my own. Maya stands above me, crying over my empty body.

			“I’m right here,” she says, the death faded from her eyes. You left me, but she is here. Why do you still test me? She holds me, lifts my head from the table and embraces me.

			“Maya,” I say, but she shushes me, checks the tubes which fill my body with strange liquids. They burn you from my body, designed to destroy every cell of your being and every nuance of your voice.

			“You’re going to get better now,” she says, and I smile. Warm memories flood through me as sure as her voice. Her body pressed against my own, our fingers entwined, soft sighs escaping her lips.

			She does not say what will happen to me. Our crew is dead, our ship infected. I killed them, infected them, spread you through their bodies. You fill the air around us, inoculate us with your presence.

			Maya shifts her arm and I see her own intravenous tubes. I smile, knowing she will survive.

			“You’re dead,” I say with defiance in my voice. “I watched you die.”

			Confusion. Concern. I watch your eyes and they tell a story you cannot explain with all of your words. “I’m right here. Something happened on your last dive. You came back with it, some sort of parasite. You—“

			“Burn my body,” I say. “The incinerator.”

			“Incinerator?” Maya says. “What are you talking about?”

			No incinerator. No dead Maya sinking further and further from my life. I know this world for what it is, and I smile in the light of truth.

			I no longer black out. You no longer speak to me, but I know what I have lived. As I leave the medbay I am aware of every life I have destroyed. Every bone broken and throat crushed and infection spread to fertile bodies.

			I feel the floor beneath my bare feet as I walk through our ship, so much emptier than before. I see all of this not as a memory but as life passing before me. I am here. I exist. The pressure pushes on our ship, our tiny home, and I make my way past diving suits and tanks and devices for grappling and taking samples. I ignore them all.

			I leave Maya behind, knowing in my heart what is truth. The walls are thicker here, the great skin of our ship meant to withstand the pressures of an alien sea. Before me is a door, a great wheel set in its center that is meant to take two to open. I find that I am stronger—that you have made me stronger—and I open it myself, seal myself in the tiny room beyond.

			I turn the lock on a thick door I have been through a hundred times, a great thing of steel and pressure-resistant glass. I feel every step as surely as I felt Maya’s death.

			You test me still. I look out the window to the black depths and the tiny creatures which thrive in the pressure. I hear nothing behind me, but I am aware of her ghost. The lie of Maya shouts, but in turning I see only her mouth moving. I cannot hear her words beyond that glass barrier, but what would she say? She cries and pounds at the glass and all I see are her dead eyes as she descends into nothingness.

			Maya is dead. I trust you.

			I turn toward the second hatch and the crushing sea beyond.

			I open the hatch, and I return.

			© For You I Return by Addison Smith. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			From Identifying the Tripoda: A Preliminary Report by Mari Ness

		

		
			1. Originally reported as either Norway or France, but this is incorrect. The discovery was made on Mallorca.

			2. The word “ship” is perhaps misleading: the vessel, when found, measured approximately ten meters, or 33 feet – the size of a very small mortal yacht or simple sailboat. In historical tradition and the songs from the Court of the Indigo Sun, however, the Tripoda is called a ship, and modern research has tended to follow that terminology.

			3. In addition, of course, to avoiding detection by mortal radar – something few enchantment spells are equipped to do.

			4. Six other lost or abandoned ships, to be precise, although one of these–the Märchen–is believed to be nothing more than a legend. The descriptions of these ships, however, do not correspond as closely to the vessel found on Mallorca, and several features of the vessel fit what we know or can infer about the Tripoda’s construction.  

			5. The word “Princeps” does not necessarily indicate any high rank at the Court of the Indigo Sun. At the time, positions and ranks at the various Courts were quite fluid, with individual Courts adding and subtracting titles at will. See Mazoe Glas-Foraize, Grace and Rank: an Introduction, and Gliten Eldritch, A History of the Courts in the Days Before the Iron Storms. We cannot even be certain that the Princeps was directly related to the Queen of the Court, or which Queen ruled the Indigo Sun at the time. It is entirely possible that his duties involved some sort of outreach to other Courts, or to the sea Holts, then just beginning to open communications with their largely shorebound counterparts. 

			6. Several Courts had, of course, already built ships larger than the Tripoda without a single trace of iron, but none of them were particularly seaworthy.  

			7. Later claims that Tripoda was built without any mortal assistance must be dismissed; the Court of the Indigo Sun had no skilled shipwrights, or even carpenters capable of carving the boards and fastenings needed to build the ship in the first place. 

			8. For shipbuilding practices of the period, see Thiten Ambranai, Manufacturing Enchantment in the Early Ages of Empire, and Mazoe Glas-Foraize, A History of Mortal Employment, Volume II: Bronze, Wood, and the Advent of Iron. 

			9. The Courts of the time had not yet codified, or even considered, laws regulating mortal employment and enchantment, though discretion, then as always, was strongly advised, leading to extensive enchantments and memory distortions. 

			10. The Court of the Indigo Sun did not typically keep records of mortal employment – a practice that helped conceal their reliance on mortal work, and a custom that continues today.  They did, however, keep scattered records of enchantments and purchases of the materials needed for such enchantments. A review of these records suggests that the Princeps hired approximately forty-nine mortal workers over a period of seven years to help build the Tripoda.

			11. The Tripoda, of course, was only one of many ships of the period built with individually carved, mismatched wooden nails and bolts, since mortals were engaged in active shipbuilding and seatrade at the time. Our records, however, suggest that it would be the only ship of the period that would have been enchanted to leave the seas for the skies, and the only ship of the period to use ropes bound with starlight. 

			12. The six other lost ships–assuming, of course, that the Märchen is not merely a legend–were all constructed later, after mortals had developed more standardized methods of shipbuilding. At least three were constructed after mortals began using iron to build their ships, and although the Courts would, of course, have avoided the extensive use of iron, iron in very small amounts, or concealed in wood, was not infrequently used. The vessel found on Mallorca contained not a single trace of iron.

			13. The researchers sent to investigate the vessel traveled on powerboats formed from fiberglass and aluminum. They were naturally heavily wrapped in enchantments for the journey.

			14. Thiten Amhranai, for one, believes that the Princeps had always intended to sail directly to the stars without once testing the Tripoda out on mortal seas. Mazoe Glas-Foraize, however, citing personal knowledge of the Court, notes that the Court of the Indigo Sun was, even then, well aware of just how distant even the nearest stars were, and would never have authorized payment for the Tripoda had they had even an inkling of this as the original plan, much less allowed the Princeps to enchant mortals to assist with the shipbuilding.

			15. Enchantments to hold and control wind would not be fully developed, much less perfected, for at least another two centuries. Seaholt denizens typically made no use of ships at all, instead choosing to swim, for precisely this reason. 

			16. The art of individual flight is not usually taught at the Court of the Indigo Sun.

			17. Ironically, the ropes used to tow the Tripoda back to the cliffs below the court were woven from starlight. 

			18. A current resident of the Court of the Twilight Herons, she refused to travel to Mallorca to confirm the identity of the shipwreck, saying that she had “no interest in becoming trapped in emerald music.” When pressed for an explanation, she turned the interviewer into a frog, terminating any attempt at further research.

			19. At least, if we are to believe the songs. Raidne Seiren, citing oral sources and personal interviews, believes that the Tripoda was taken out on at least six more journeys on sea and air. It proved, however, to be a distinctly cranky vessel, likely to toss those onboard into the winds or waves without notice, as well as taking on dangerous amounts of water. These flaws may also help account for the abandonment of such a vessel. 

			20. Such a dramatic pronouncement was not unusual at the Court of the Indigo Sun, which had been known to curse persons to hop on only one foot without stopping for five hundred years, to the great detriment of their footwear.

			21. Quite how the Princeps managed to accomplish this is unknown; Mazoe Glas-Foraize documents that he told at least seven different stories at seven different courts.

			22. Documenting its true location in a footnote was the best way to ensure that it would never be found.

			23. During those seven centuries, the Tripoda was reportedly seen in every ocean and sea on the Earth and the Moon. None of those sightings could, however, be confirmed.

			24. Beyond the nails, which can be considered sufficient evidence for identification, these included five indigo crystal goblets, barely scratched; and a silver ring that, when touched, played a song often heard at the Court of the Indigo Sun. 

			25. The starlight ropes vanished when touched.

			© From Identifying the Tripoda, a preliminary report: by Mari Ness. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Night Bugs by Heather Santo

		

		
			Beulah’s mother would kill her if she knew where she was right now. Out, in the middle of the woods with an older boy from school. 

			A boy Beulah had agreed to participate in illegal activity with. 

			Jessie handed her a pair of leather work gloves. 

				“Ready to catch some night bugs?”

				Beulah nodded and accepted the gloves. The sun was setting over the trees, rolling acres of emerald bathed in citrine light. Jessie shook dark bangs out of his eyes, considering her. 

				“You sure?”

				Beulah looked over her shoulder. She’d parked her tiny Honda on a gravel-covered rectangle on the side of the road. Jessie’s mud-splattered Jeep was parked beside it. She looked back toward where they were headed. This trail had not been maintained for years. The marker was all but swallowed by branches, and the path was mostly overgrown. 

				The sunset deepened to ruby. Jessie was backlit by the bleeding sky.

				His eyebrow quirked, waiting for Beulah to answer.

				Her heartbeat quickened. His deep blue eyes had a bewitching effect on her. 

				“Yeah,” she replied. “I’m sure.” 

				“Does your mom know you’re here?”

			The excitement at being alone with Jessie outweighed her fear of breaking the rules. “No,” she said.

				“That’s probably best,” Jessie replied. “You got water and a flashlight?”

				“In here.” 

			She slid the backpack off her shoulder and stuffed the gloves inside. He patted his own backpack.

				“Me too. Plus, the other supplies we’ll need.” He took out his flashlight and motioned for her to follow. “Let’s go.”

				Tall grass swished around their legs as they entered the woods. Jessie held back bramble, searching. “There’s a deer trail we can take to the creek. From there we can walk down to the falls. There are some rocks nearby where we can set up and wait.”

				Beulah swatted a mosquito at her neck. 

				“You do this a lot?”

				He chuckled, passing the flashlight beam back and forth across the forest floor.

				“Once a season, during a certain full moon.”

				The mid-July heat pressed in on them. Beulah gulped in thick, humid air. She’d worn a long-sleeve shirt and jeans at Jessie’s suggestion, and her back was already slick with sweat.

				“How do you know where to find them?” she asked. What she really wanted to ask was why he’d asked her to tag along, but she wasn’t ready for the answer yet.

				“My uncle. He hunted night bugs as a teen before it was outlawed. And then after.” He paused. “Much more lucrative after.”

				Beulah made a neutral sound in her throat, not sure what to say. They fought their way through the bramble for another hundred yards. 

				“Ah, here it is.” Jessie’s flashlight revealed the deer path, narrow but visible through the overgrowth. He continued to lead, with Beulah following at his heels.

				Above the tree canopy, patches of sky deepened into violet, and then indigo. Tiny pinpricks of stars winked awake, now that the day was gone.  Beulah took out and switched on her flashlight.  

				“Soon the moon will be up. Should be pretty bright tonight.”

				“Which full moon is it tonight?” Beulah asked.

				Something rustled in the brush on their right. She yelped and her flashlight beam bounced wildly. Jessie chuckled.

				“Probably just an opossum.” He reached back and squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry, I know these woods better than anyone else.”

				Her heart fluttered. “Okay,” she said, and cringed at how weak her voice sounded.

				“Really,” he promised. “And it’s called a Buck Moon.”

				Ahead, Beulah heard the faint trickle of running water.

				“And they’re green, right? The summer night bugs, I mean.”

				Jessie stopped, tucked the flashlight under one arm. “Yeah. Fall are red, winter are blue, and spring are yellow.” He unzipped his bag and pulled out a water bottle and took a long drink. She did the same. At this rate, she was sweating so much, she would be dehydrated before they reached the falls. 

				“What do people use them for?”

				Jessie hesitated. 

				“Look, I know you’re risking a lot, coming out here with me. Fines, jail time…your mother’s wrath.” He paused and scratched his head. “I was actually surprised you agreed to come.”

				She shrugged. “I’m such a rule follower. I guess I want to try new things.”

				“Look,” he said again. “Maybe the less you know, the better.”

				This time, Beulah grabbed his hand.

				“It’s a little late for that,” she said.

				He chewed his lip. “Okay, so the bugs are put through, I don’t know, a kind of distillation process. I failed chemistry, so you might understand how all that works better than I do, but whatever is left over is turned into a powder. You can press the powder into pills or dissolve it in liquid. Each color causes a different reaction when ingested.”

				“You’re kidding.” Beulah didn’t try to disguise her shock. “Like drugs?”

				Jessie put his water bottle back in the bag and started walking again.

				“Yeah, like drugs. Red creates feelings of love and passion; blue has a sedative effect that induces sleep. Yellow makes people happy.”

				“And green?” she asked.

				“That one brings in the most cash,” he said. “Green causes the user to believe.”

				“In what?” 

				Night, a liquid, inky darkness, wove through the trees.

				“In whatever. My uncle told me the Catholic church used to put them in the communion wafers, to keep congregations devout.”

				Beulah thought of her mother clutching rosary beads at her bedside. A mix of pity and anxiety stirred in her stomach. 

				“All of that,” she said, “I don’t know, it sounds made up.”

				“Maybe,” Jessie agreed. “But after my dad’s accident in the Mill, I had to find a way to pay the bills. And this? It gets the job done.”

				The deer path dropped off where it met the creek. Jessie jumped down and turned, offering his hand to Beulah. She took it and jumped down. Mud squashed beneath her boots. 

				“There it is.” He released her hand and pointed at the sky. The Buck Moon was rising, like a bright coin on black paper.

				They walked upstream, just at the edge of the creek. Moonlight danced on the rippling surface, somehow cold and alive at the same time. Rocks scraped underfoot, and Beulah lost her balance a few times, but managed not to fall into the water. She didn’t think it was possible to look less cool, but she wanted to keep her socks dry at the very least.

				Minutes ticked by. Then hours. The question she wanted to ask burned in her throat, but Beulah stayed silent. When the moment was right, if there was a right moment, she would know.

				“Not much farther,” he told her finally. The creek current quickened, and Beulah could hear the rush of the falls ahead.

				“It is bright,” Beulah said. They had turned off their flashlights awhile back. The moon burned in the sky, like the question in her throat, and the night, approaching midnight, glowed in the reflected light.

				“Yeah,” he said. “The night bugs can’t see very far, so that’s why they only come out under the full moon. And that’s why we need to hide behind the rocks, so they don’t see us.”

				“Are those the rocks there?”

				They rounded a bend in the creek. A pile of large boulders, probably fallen from atop the falls, emerged on the same side of the creek they traveled. Behind them, water spilled down a rock wall in the middle of the forest valley, crisscrossed with mossy, dead trees and hanging vines. A deep pool collected at its base and fed the creek they had just trekked up.

				“Yeah, we can rest here. Shouldn’t be much longer now.”

				He unzipped his bag and pulled out a large blanket.

				“Didn’t want you to sit in the mud,” he said. Beulah blushed, worried the moonlight would reveal her reddening face.

				Jessie spread the blanket out and plopped to the ground. When she didn’t move, he patted the spot next to him. “Want to sit next to me?”

				“Sure.” She sat down. Unsure what to say, she removed her water bottle out of her backpack and took a long drink.

				“What do you think?” he asked.

				“It’s pretty here.” And it was. The sound of the falls calmed Beulah’s frayed nerves, and her heartbeat slowed

				Well, if there was ever a time, it’s now, she thought.

				“Jessie, why did you ask me to come with you?”

				He scratched at his chin, considering his response. A long, thin scar flashed at his jawline.

				“I know I have a bad reputation around town. I did those couple years in juvie for theft, but you never judged me. When I got back, you treated me the same as you did before. Everyone else, they treated me differently.” He pushed his bangs out of his eyes. “High school has been absolute hell for me, except for you. This past year in study hall, I don’t know, I thought maybe we could be more than friends. I actually dreamed about it. And I thought, if you came out here with me tonight, that would really prove that you don’t hold my past against me. That you trust me. I don’t have that with anyone else.”

				He looked at her, his eyes two dark pools she wanted to drown in.

				“I do trust you,” she whispered. 

				Jessie leaned in, cupped the left side of her face with one hand. Beulah dropped her water bottle, spilling its contents on the blanket. 

				So much for dry socks, she thought fleetingly, as he kissed her. Long and deep. She’d been kissed before, by a few different guys, but never like this. The muscles behind her belly button pulled, and her heartbeat quickened again. 

				She leaned back, out of the kiss, out of breath.

				“Was that, okay?” he asked.

				“More than okay,” Beulah replied. 

				“Good.” Jessie gently angled her chin to the right. “Look, there they are.”

				And it was a sight as magical as the kiss. Green lights, lit by some otherworldly glow, winked on and off along the edges of the creek. 

				“What do we do?” she asked. 

				“Put on your gloves and be very careful. These bugs bite, and hard. Trust me, I have scars.” Jessie removed several glass screw top containers from his backpack. “Once I grab one, hold out a container. We don’t need many, maybe six or so, and then we’ll head back.”

				Beulah nodded, still dizzy from the kiss. She slipped on the gloves, picked up a container, and followed Jessie. He picked his way carefully around the rocks, and then lightning quick, his hand shot out and closed around one of the summer bugs. He turned around and she unscrewed the lid, holding the container out to him.

				He dropped the glowing green thing inside.

				“Hurry, now shut it!” he whispered.

				She did as instructed, and then held the container up at eye level.

				Inside was a tiny fairy. Naked, bald, and unmistakably humanoid, the creature was roughly the size of her thumb. Its translucent wings beat furiously, sprinkling a glowing green dust inside of the glass. The sound reminded Beulah of a hummingbird.

				Jesse grinned, and she pushed away the pang of guilt. Once all of the containers were filled, she tucked them back inside Jessie’s backpack.

				“Good work,” he told her, grinning. “I knew you would be a great assistant.”

				She blushed, and then he added, “And a great kisser.”

				Beulah didn’t think she could blush any deeper.

				“Here.” Jessie handed over her water bottle. “I filled it with creek water. It’s a long walk back, and I don’t want you to go thirsty.”

				“Thank you,” she said, and took a large gulp. “And for, well, for tonight. It’s been unlike any night I’ve ever had.”

				Something in his eyes shifted then, and Beulah thought she glimpsed, what? Sadness? Regret? She wasn’t sure. She took another drink from her bottle.

				“Are you ready to head back?”

				“Sure, let me finish packing up,” he said. She nodded, took one more drink, and stowed the water bottle in her backpack. 

				Suddenly, the creek and the forest valley tilted, got fuzzy.

				“Hey Jessie, I don’t feel so good,” she said.

				“Maybe you should sit back down,” he replied, but Beulah was already on her butt before he finished his sentence. She felt rocks cut into the seat of her jeans, and her vision tunneled, until it was a tiny, star-like pinprick.

				“I’m very tired,” she said, voice slurred. “I think I need sleep.”

				Jessie’s reply was lost in the rushing sound in her ears, and then Beulah’s entire world went black.

				She came to, hours later, she judged, by the rising sun peeking over the tops of the trees. “What’s going on?” she said, but the words felt strange and mushy in her mouth. She tried to move, and realized she was in the trunk of her car, with the trunk still popped open, wrapped in the blanket Jessie had taken on their hike.

				Jessie was talking to someone on the phone.

				“Yeah, I got the bugs, and the girl,” he said. “Five grand for the bugs, but twenty-five for the girl. Non-negotiable.”

				“Jessie, what are you talking about?” Beulah tried to sit up, but her limbs felt heavy and leaden, and she realized her wrists and ankles were bound together.

				He looked down at her.

				“Gotta go,” he said, and ended the call.

				Tears streamed down her face.

				“I’m really sorry about this, believe me,” he told her, as he placed duct tape over her mouth. “But I have to get out of this shit hole town, and this is the best option I have.”

				Beulah pleaded with him with her eyes. Hours before, his lips had been on hers.

				Now hers were sealed shut with tape.

				Without another word, he slammed down the trunk, blocking out the rising sun, and started her car.

			© Night Bugs by Heather Santo. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			In the Woods Under the Glass by Mason Yates

		

		
			The truck engine rumbled as it fought the freezing cold. The tires crunched hardened snow on the narrow pathway, and the headlights were a bobbing stream of light into the dark sky while the old Ford maneuvered up the side of a steep ridge.  The vehicle found purchase on a few rocks that jutted out of the white.  It leapt forward with a low grumbling.  In the bed of the truck, a blue tarp covering a massive object rattled before it slipped and revealed a pair of large antlers.  There was a thud as the animal body shifted.  

			Dean Gibbons, on the other hand, sat inside the truck next to his rifle.  He gripped the steering wheel and pressed his foot all the way down on the gas.  And in response, the engine roared; and the tires spun like mad.  The truck dashed forward, slid down, and turned to the right in an effort to find a better way up the side of the ridge.  Another thump in the bed caused Dean to look over his shoulder.  The deer was completely exposed to the cold and falling snow. 

				“Shit,” Dean said with a grimace and twisted the wheel.  The truck found another place to grip and lurched again.  The headlights illuminated the top of the ridge.  So close.  

			He shouted an assortment of obscene words as he pushed the vehicle farther.  The tires squealed, and the engine continued to rumble and moan and thunder its disapproval.  Yet, the truck bounded forward.  The red body sailed over the top of the ridge and landed on a flat surface.  The machine bounced for a second, and while it did so, Dean whooped and hollered and beat his fist against the ceiling.  “An old truck can just about do anything!”

				In the rearview mirror, the landscape looked more like a painting than actual reality.  The Alaskan mountains (no more than shadows in the night) towered in the background, and the lake, a large body of dark water beneath the mountains, reflected the starry night sky.  The road that he had just traversed was also cut to pieces by tire tracks.  But neither of those things caught Dean’s attention.  Rather, he looked into the rearview to spot the uncovered deer in the metal bed.  It was lifeless with its dead eyes gazing into oblivion, and its tongue was lolled out of his mouth.  

				“Poor thing,” Dean whispered and shook his head.  He gazed at the deer for a little longer before he raised his hands to the air vent.  A steady stream of warm air blew against his palm and went up the sleeve of his jacket.  He breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed in his seat, then he went for the volume knob for the radio.  Static erupted from the speakers, so he pressed the CD button.  Johnny Cash’s voice replaced the silence, and the country artist sang about prison.  Dean grinned as he listened and looked out the windshield.  His headlights illuminated another gorgeous view.

				“I’ll tell you,” Dean said to himself.  “Life has always been better out in the wild.  I don’t remember one damn thing about society that’s ever been good.”  He grabbed his rifle and set it to the side all the while looking out at the vast landscape that seemed to go on into infinity.  “Yup.”  He nodded, reached for the coffee in his cupholder, and sipped it.  His eyes never left the view of the magnificent forest below.  “Ah, best coffee ever.  Nothing better than a good cup of joe after a night hunt.  Nothing better.”  This time, he shook his head and looked down at his watch on his right wrist.  It read six in the morning.  He smiled and leaned over for the glovebox.  He pulled a box of white pills out: Zyprexa.  He popped one in his mouth, swallowed, then took a final sip of his coffee before he returned the thermos to the cupholder.  Afterward, he took his foot off the brake.  The truck began to slide forward, about to start its descent down an easier slope.  It would take him straight back to the cabin.  Then, his phone buzzed in his pocket.  He pressed the brake.

				“Good morning, babe,” Dean said into the phone once he pressed it to his ear.  “Sleep all right?  Did you miss me?  It must be different sleeping by yourself after all these years of me being right beside you.”  He chuckled into the speaker and took his foot off the brake again.  The truck went forward.  Snow crunched underneath the tires.  The engine whirred but did not rumble or moan or cry like a banshee.  The descent was a lot easier than the steep incline.

				“It was a bit harder to fall asleep,” his wife spoke on the other end of the phone, “but I’ve got to admit, it was kind of nice having the whole bed to myself.  I might have to have you go on the couch to sleep from now on.  I could take the whole bed.”

				Dean chuckled.  “Don’t dream now.  Tonight I’m going to be at the cabin.  Unfortunately for you, you have to sleep by me again.”

				His wife giggled.  “Oh, how unfortunate.  At least I can wrap my arms around you.”

				“You better,” Dean laughed.

				“Did you take your pill?”

				“Just did,” Dean said while he navigated the truck down the slope.  The headlights did the job of illuminating the path very well.  The snow glistened, and the trees were clear as day.  “The pill is now in my stomach and dissolving.  How does that sound?”

				“Hmm,” his wife hummed.  “Sounds good.  Hunt go well?”

				Dean flicked his eyes to the deer in the bed of the truck.  “Very well.  Poor deer is frozen, though.  The tarp covering it came off while I was going up a tricky slope.”

				“You’re on your way back, right?”

				“Yeah.  I’ll be at the cabin in like fifteen minutes.”

				“Good.  I miss you.”

				“Me too.”

				“How much longer until… sun… up?” his wife’s voice crackled over the phone.

				“An hour,” Dean told her.  “I think we’re starting to lose connection.”

				“Ah,” she said.  “Well… see… headlights pull…”  The call stayed on for another minute, but there were no other words that came through.  Dean took the phone away from his ear, and at the same moment, the call dropped.  The message “Failed Call” was written across the lower half of the iPhone screen.  He examined the words for a moment, then he put the cellphone down.  An eerie sensation caused his skin to crawl.  The hairs on his arms and back of his neck stood up like spikes.  He examined his surroundings.  He found himself on flat ground now, trees on both sides of the vehicle.  It was a good explanation for why the call dropped.  Nonetheless, the atmosphere felt electric.  Somewhere, something hummed.

				That’s when the truck stopped dead. 

				“What the hell?” Dean said seconds after the engine cut off.  He reached for the key stuck in the ignition and tried to start the Ford again.  Nothing happened.  He tried again.  Still, nothing happened.  Around the truck, snow drifted out of the sky and onto the ground, the trees rustled in the icy breeze, and gray clouds were sweeping across the firmament.  But Dean Gibbons was not able to see anything due to the lack of headlights.  He tried the key one last time, then he gave up after getting nothing.  The engine did not even try to chug on.  Silence reigned upon Alaska.  The radio had died with the car, the phone in his lap did not make a sound, and even the wind was not whistling.  However, there was some sort of very low humming coming from somewhere.  It was dull, barely audible, but still Dean could hear it.  He perked his ears and listened.  Then, he saw it in the night- well, maybe not it, but something that might have been causing it, at least.  A bright, glaring blood-red light illuminated a distant section of the forest.  Dean leaned forward in his seat and pressed his hand against the driver’s side window before pressing his forehead against it.  An awful thumping noise replaced the humming.  It sounded like a rhythmic beating of drums. 

				Dean opened the truck door and stepped out into the freezing cold.  Goosebumps covered his arms and legs as soon as his foot hit the snowy ground.  The blood in his veins chilled.  Every part of his body screamed at him to get back in the truck, but he was put in a trance by the red.  It almost seemed to beckon him forward.  Dean moved.  The hard snow crunched underfoot.  There was no time to waste.  He started to walk a little faster, but before he could get too far, the rifle in the truck returned to his thoughts.  He went back for it, and when he had it in hand, he ran toward the red glow.  It enveloped him. 

				In the glow of the bloody red light, Dean could see much better.  He saw the bare trees on either side of him, their shadows long and dark, then he saw his footprints behind him.  They had an ominous quality to them as they led into the darkness where the truck had died.  He could also see the gray-blanketed sky better, too.  It hovered low.  Dean stumbled towards a tree and put his hand against it to catch his breath.  Mist poured out of his mouth and disappeared.  The thumping was replaced by the continuous humming again.  He glanced around to see if he could spot…

				A hundred or so yards from his position, Dean saw something glimmer against the snowy ground, something much different than the hard white ice he had been stomping on.  He smiled a little, then he took off for it.  His legs were moving by themselves at that point, urging him to the shining ground, possessing him to run deeper and deeper into the cold night.  He breathed heavy, and his lungs started to hurt the more he ran.  Still, he continued, not about to stop.  Curiosity did a wonderous job for a man’s bravery, and Dean knew that more than ever as he reached the place he had seen from a distance.  A piece of glass shimmered in the snow.  He fell to his knees, and a hard thump sounded underneath him.  He brushed away the snow, uncovering something that did not seem real.  He had fallen on a thick slab of glass, and under the glass, something red and dark glowed.  It looked liquid, like a sea of blood gurgled below. 

				“What the hell?” Dean said again and brushed away more snow.  “What the hell is this?”

				The more he wiped away from the glass, the more of what was underneath revealed itself to him.  The dense liquid below him looked like lava.  There were black chunks in there, too.  At one point of pushing away the white ice, Dean thought he saw something move in the red, but he was unsure of what he saw.  His tongue curled at the corner of his mouth when he paused to take in the sight.  Something crawled over his flesh.  The goosebumps did not leave his arms.  Before he knew it, he grabbed his rifle and tapped on the glass with it.  Three knocks.  He wondered if a person would appear.  But no man or woman came.  Something else did.

				Out of the murky red, a fish-like female being came into view.  It pressed its fins against the glass, then it smushed its forehead there, too.  She- it might be better to call it she due to its female structure- had big and curious eyes, and they were a sharp blue.  She had gills at the base of her neck on either side, along with scales that covered her cheeks.  There were human features, too.  For example: her nose, her five-fingered hands, her ears, her eyes, and her brunette hair that flowed behind her.  It would be an understatement to call the female being beautiful.  A better phrase would be “a work of art.”  The thing was a creation of God, though it did look a tad scary as well.  Alien.  Unknown. 

				Dean’s jaw dropped.  He started to scuttle backwards, but before he could get far, he took a second to calm himself.  He paused and breathed in deep through his nose.  

				“It’s just a hallucination,” he whispered to himself.  “It’s just a hallucination.  I forgot my pill, that’s all.  I just forgot to take my pill.”  But he remembered taking the little white pill like it had been a second ago.  He had popped it in his mouth before his wife had called, and he told her he had taken it.  He knew for a fact he had had it.  Dean closed his eyes and stuffed his hands in a pocket of his jacket.  His heart thumped like mad in his chest, and his thoughts were racing.  That thing below him was not real.  He kept telling himself it was not there.  “It’s just a-” he started as he sat there, but when he opened his eyes, he still saw the fish-like thing.  It eyed him, and it… it smiled like a human.  Dean screamed.  He scuttled back again, this time getting off the glass.  An urge to run far away possessed him.  He started to his feet, but due to the old age and the fear, the ability to jump up did not come easy.  

				“Where are you going?” the fish-like woman asked on the other side of the glass.  “Please don’t go.  You’re the first one to come across me.  I’m alone.”

				Dean grabbed the rifle for support and started to hobble away, but before he could get too far, the words of the mermaid creature tolled in his noggin.  I’m alone.  He stopped, glanced over his shoulder, and stared at the thick-glassed window on the forest floor.  The red liquid under the glass sloshed like the waves of an ocean, and the mermaid stared at him with wide far away eyes.  Tears twinkled on her scaly cheeks.  She sure did not look like an illusion, but then again, lots of the hallucinations brought to him by his overbearing schizophrenia were very realistic.  He felt at bay for a moment, though.  His heart settled in his chest, and he frowned at the miserable lady on the other side of the glass.  She pressed her five-fingered fin-like hand against the underside.  An empathetic grin curved the corners of his mouth, and he shrugged before returning to the glass.

				“What are you?” Dean asked.  “Can you understand me?”

				“Yes,” the creature said.  “I’ve known your language after years of study.  I’m Yola.”

				“Yola,” Dean tasted the pretty name as it escaped his lips.  “I’m Dean.”

				“Dean,” the creature said.  “You are human.”

				Dean nodded.  “Yes.  What are you?”

				“Foreign.”

				Dean chuckled.  “Well, that’s obvious.  I mean… what are you?”

				The mermaid raised an eyebrow, another humanistic feature she possessed.  “I don’t have an understanding of what you are trying to ask me.”

				“Are you from here?” Dean asked and tapped the butt of his rifle against the hard snow.

				Yola shook her head.  “No.”

				“Where are you from?”

				In response, Yola pointed a finger straight upward.

				Dean investigated the night sky.  “You’re from the stars?”

				Yola nodded.

				“This isn’t happening,” Dean said and chuckled.  He took a step back.  “You’re just all in my head, Yola.  I forgot to take my Zyprexa.  I must have hallucinated taking it, that’s all.”  

				“I’m not a figment of your imagination.”

				“I think you are.”

				“I can show you that I’m not,” Yola told him.

				“Yeah?” Dean asked.  “How’s that?”

				“Come here,” the mermaid said and beckoned him to her with her scaly index finger.  “If you come closer, I can show you.”  She smiled, this time showing a hint of her teeth.  They were sharp, especially her incisors.  They were white daggers.  Her eyes, on the other hand, were cold.  They twinkled underneath the glass.

				Dean edged closer.  “How?”

				“Closer.”

				Dean did so.  His feet were inches from the glass.  “What now?”

				“Squat down to me, Dean.”

				“I’m not in my thirties anymore,” Dean told the mermaid.  “I’m in my early sixties.”

				“Try.”

				Dean sighed and bent his crackling knees.  His face was a couple feet from the glass.  His rifle helped him hold his place.  “Okay.  Now, how can you show me?”

				Before Dean could comprehend what happened, he felt a tug on the back of his neck.  An overwhelming sense of weightlessness occurred, then it all disappeared as he crashed down.  The warm red liquid enveloped him like goo.  The humming amplified.  The air felt more electric.  In the goo, everything felt surreal.  Something- well, not just anything- dragged him deeper into the abyss of red.  The mermaid’s scaly flesh caressed his feet as she drowned him.  Then, he felt pain shoot up his leg.  Daggers dug into his flesh.  He wanted to scream, but he knew if he did, the red goo would pour into his mouth and down his throat and into the rest of his body.  He winced.  An aching feeling screamed inside of him.  Dean knew it was real now.  Too real.  His lungs begged to receive oxygen.  His guts contorted.  The mermaid creature continued to bury those needle teeth into his ankle.  His eyes were wide open, watching as he sunk away from the surface to the darkness below.  He flung his hands around.  Then, he realized that he still had the rifle.  It was gripped in his hands.

				Dean swung the rifle down and pointed it into the murky liquid goo.  He did not know the exact location of the mermaid beast, but by the way his ankle hurt, he had a good feeling where it was chewing on him.  The gun jolted when the trigger had been pulled.  The humming grew even louder, almost as if the goo was upset by the sudden booming of rifle fire.  A scream emanated at the place where his leg should have been.  The red darkened.  Dean shook his leg free.  He didn’t waste time in pushing himself to the surface.  Out of pure luck, he breached the surface of the red in no time.  He sucked air into his burning lungs. 

				But it wasn’t over.  He put his rifle into the snow and grabbed the sides of the tank he had been pulled into.  The outside world was much colder than inside the red goo.  The freezing wind slapped his face as he pulled the rest of his body out of the mysterious liquid.  Every single bit of his body was covered in the alien substance.  It smelled like sulfur, and Dean winced as he took a breath of it.  He immediately began to crawl away from the tank, but before he could get far, that beast managed to grab his ankle again.  Pain roared in his leg.  It felt like the damn thing had torn a nerve.  He felt his body pulled back to the liquid.  Dean dug his hands into the snow, but he felt the pull still.  It took him a moment to wheel around for the rifle.  He grabbed it, then put its butt against his shoulder.  He never bothered to aim.  As soon as he saw the horrendous beast halfway out of the red liquid, he fired at it.  The rifle jolted for a second time.  The Alaskan woods roared.  And the beast’s head flung back as a bullet lodged itself into the thing’s brain.  A gaping hole smoked where Yola’s left eye had been.  She felt limp to the snow. 

				“Jesus Christ,” Dean gasped as he eyed the mermaid creature.  “W-W-What the hell?”

				The blood-red light from the tank painted his whole face as he stared at the dead creature, and the liquidous goo covering his body started to grow colder as the wind pushed alongside him at a greater and greater speed.  The naked trees rustled, the air hummed, and the echo of cracking gunfire continued to boom in the distance.  Dean gasped again, then he sucked in two tons of air.  A chuckle escaped his lips while his chest rose and fell.  A smile crossed his face.  It did not turn out to be a hallucination.  No, it had been real.  Too real.  He glanced at the dead creature.  Yeah, it was real.  The thing was halfway out of the red, deader than a doornail with a bullet in its head.  Again, Dean chuckled.  But when he saw his leg, the laughter faded.  

				“Shit,” he whispered.  “Oh, Jesus.”

				A pool of blood surrounded his leg.  It had been cut badly by the beast.  Huge teeth marks were imprinted in his flesh, and all the inner sections of his leg were dismembered.  There were a handful of slippery veins trailing out onto the snow.  The snow looked bright red at first, then the white darkened to a crimson color.  Blood did not stop trickling down his leg.  It was like a never-ending waterfall.  But at least it did not hurt.  He felt no pain at all, just a very faint and dull throb.  Nonetheless, Dean winced at the sight and returned his focus on the mermaid.  Yola- if that was even her name- bore a faint resemblance to the deer in the bed of his truck with one of her eyes open and staring into oblivion.  Not to mention, her tongue lolled out of her mouth, too. 

				“Damn creature,” Dean mumbled under his breath and sighed.  “You damn beast.”  There was a thin cloud of mist that streamed out of his mouth after he spoke.  It vanished not long after.  On his back, Dean could see the naked tree branches rustling above him.  They swayed in the ice-cold breeze, and Dean watched them for what seemed like a few moments.  A smile stretched the corners of his mouth upward.  For some reason, his muscles relaxed.  Then, he knew what his next move would be: firing the rifle in the air three times, then wait for rescue.  Surely, his wife would hear the gunshots from the cabin.  Then, she would come.  Or, maybe she was already on her way after hearing the other gunshots.  He did not know.  Nonetheless, he grunted and raised the gun into the eastern night sky.  He fired three times at a star, then dropped it.  It hit the snow with a soft thud.  Now, he just had to play the waiting game… either blood loss would take him, or his wife would find him.  That was when he felt the sharp pain in his leg.  Dean winced.  And he could not help but smile as well.  It was real.  Not an illusion.
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			In the Librarian’s Garden by B. Zelkovich

		

		
			It all started with coffee, which was how Abigail Betts preferred to start most things. 

			The alarm shrilled and as she reached to turn it off a book fell off of her chest and onto the floor. She lay back into the pillows and considered sleeping in. After all there was nowhere for her to be today. 

			Or tomorrow. 

			Or the day after that.

			The bedside lamp was still on, competing with the sun, bright with the promise of spring. She stretched and groaned and wriggled her toes and admitted that she was awake. Beside her on the bed the dog harrumphed his displeasure at being disturbed. 

			The bed was warm. 

			The hall not so much. The kitchen not at all. The pot on the counter stood empty. No comforting aroma, no warmth spread through the house to greet her. 

			No coffee.

			In a caffeine-free haze she promised the dog she’d be back soon and stepped out into the front garden. The irises were just blooming though the tulips had already come and gone. Since school had closed Abigail had spent many mornings in the garden, drinking coffee and reading to the plants.

			It was nice to see results. 

			She walked her dusty red bike through the gate and pedaled off down the lane. Spruce and oak trees that lined the road conceded to broad meadows and fields where cows stood in little clumps, heads obscured by the tall grass.

			She’d never wanted a rural life, but it was a peaceful one. Abigail appreciated the quiet and the smell of grass in the sun and flowers on the breeze. She did not appreciate the seclusion.

			The bustle of town made her smile. While her world may have screeched to a halt, the community still had lives to live. Shop doors stood open, inviting the good weather and their customers inside. Families walked down the street, restless children straggling behind their parents to ogle sweets in a bakery case.

			Abigail recognized a pair of twins, red-headed and identical, who caused as much trouble as they had freckles. When Rachel (or was it Rebecca?) saw her the girl’s eyes went wide. 

			She snatched her sister’s hand and ran across the street. “Ms. Betts! Ms. Betts!” 

			She grinned at them, crouching to be eye-level. “Well if it isn’t the Misses Laurie!” She pressed an index finger to the tip of each of their noses and the girls giggled. “You’ve stayed out of trouble, I hope.”

			They nodded. “We have, honest,” said one.

			“Well, mostly,” said the other. 

			The first rolled her eyes. “It’s not trouble if you don’t get caught.”

			“Not true,” said Abigail. 

			The second grabbed her hands. “We miss your stories, Ms. Betts!”

			“Yeah! And the library.”

			“And the plants.”

			“And the books!”

			Abigail bit back her sadness. “I miss them too.”

			“When do you think we’ll get to go back?” Their eyes shone, bright as sunlight on the creek. 

			She sighed. “It takes a long time to rebuild a school. I don’t think we’ll be back until after the summer.”

			Rebecca (or was it Rachel?) groaned and threw back her head. “That’s forever!”

			“We can’t go all that time without storytime, Ms. Betts! We’ll die!”

			Abigail agreed. She hadn’t even managed a week before she’d begun reading to the dog and then to the house plants and finally to the garden at large. 

			Looking at the Laurie twins, it was easy to see she needed to do something much sooner than the fall. For all their sakes. 

			She squinted at the girls. “I have an idea. But I’ll need your help.”

			“Anything!”

			“Anything at all!”

			She whispered in each of their ears, watched their determined little grins grow, and gave them one of her own. “Go on then, we haven’t got all day.”

			The girls snapped hasty salutes and sprinted down the street toward the charred ruins of the school. Abigail watched them go until they rounded a corner out of sight, then sighed and shook her head. 

			There was someone she needed to see and he would not be happy about it. 

			Elijah Crenshaw wasn’t a hard man to find. He was taller and broader than most, strong from years spent woodworking. It also helped that Abigail had once called his house home. 

			She didn’t bother with the front door. He wouldn’t climb the porch steps until at least an hour after dark. So, she rode her bicycle up the driveway, tires crunching gravel, and parked it against the converted barn behind the house. The radio played from inside, something bluesy and deceptively upbeat. She heard him singing along and paused. 

			There’d been a lot to love about Elijah — his heart, his hands, and the hoarse baritone of his voice chief among them. She could stand there listening to him sing forever, but that was a dangerous path. 

			Besides, she had a favor to ask. 

			She stepped into the workshop and stopped at the sight of him. He stood with his back to her, sanding a piece of wood. It left a fine powder of sawdust on his arms, pale against his dark skin. 

			She rapped her knuckles on the barn door.  “Knock, knock,” she called over the radio. 

			Elijah startled, turned to face her with wide eyes. “Abbie.” He set the sandpaper down, peeled off his gloves, and hurried to turn off the radio. “What are you doing here?”

			She grimaced. “I hoped to ask for a favor.”

			“So, not a social call then.”

			“No.” She would never admit to it, but they both knew she’d been avoiding him ever since she moved back to town last fall. They hadn’t seen each other since her father’s funeral.

			Elijah shook his head. “All right, let’s hear it.”

			“I need to build a gazebo in my front garden.”

			He gave her a look. “Your garden’s a little small for—“

			“— It doesn’t have to be big,” she said. “Just enough for me to sit and read from.”

			Elijah looked her up and down and squinted. “What are you scheming?”

			She blushed. “Nothing much, just a weekly storytime. You know, while school’s closed.”

			“I heard about that. How’re you holding up?”

			Poorly, if the mess of her kitchen and the pile of half-read books beside her bed were any indication. “I’m fine.”

			He raised a brow at her. “And here I pictured you wrist deep on your third pint of ice cream.” There was a smile in his voice, a flicker of that old teasing tone. 

			“I’ll have you know I’ve reformed my coping habits.”

			“Oh?”

			She smiled. “I’m on my third batch of chocolate chip cookies.”

			His laughter settled around her like a favorite sweater, but it petered off too soon. Elijah cleared his throat. “Can I get you something to drink? Water, coffee?”

			Coffee sounded delightful, and she almost accepted his offer, but then she imagined sitting at the kitchen table with all the years between them and shook her head. 

			“No, thank you.”

			He watched her, like he could solve the riddle of her if he just stared long enough, then nodded. “A gazebo, even a little one, is a big job. When do you need it by?”

			“Saturday after next?”

			He rolled his eyes and gestured to the work table. It looked like half a leg for a chair, walnut if she had to guess. “I have this dining set for Mrs. Laurie to finish, but I can start drawing up the plans.” He shrugged broad shoulders. “I should be able to get it done by then.”

			“You’ll do it?” She’d expected him to turn her down. She’d half expected him to tell her to get off his property the moment he saw her.

			He nodded. “And since it’s for a good cause, I’ll give you a discount.”

			She covered her surprise, because she should have expected it. Elijah’s magic was his carpentry, pouring emotion into the wood until you could feel it even years later. He deserved to be paid for that sort of wonder. 

			She’d just have to dig into her savings. “Thank you, Elijah.”

			He pulled his gloves back on, signaling the end of the conversation but Abigail lingered. She had something to say, something they should talk about, she just didn’t know how to begin. 

			He beat her to it. 

			“I’m surprised you came back.” He kept his eyes on his gloves. “I thought you wanted a big city life?”

			“I did.” Life in the city was everything she’d thought it’d be, and a lot of things she’d never imagined. It’d been vital, pulsing with life and people and magic so much it overwhelmed. Constant excitement with no one to share it. 

			“Yet, here you are.”

			She shrugged. “Wants change.”

			His head snapped up, the question clear in his eyes.

			She didn’t have any answers for him. Not yet. There were other questions she needed to answer first, like who she was when she was alone at night. When the work went missing and left her in a house too empty to feel like home.

			When it became clear she wasn’t going to say anything Elijah sighed. “So I’m told.”

			Abigail flushed and tried to come up with some response. He deserved at least that much.

			As always, he saw her floundering and gave her mercy. As always, he let her go. “I’ll swing by your place in a day or so and show you what I’ve drawn up.”

			She nodded, backing out of the barn. “Thank you!”

			He waved her off and turned the radio back on. The song shattered the spell and Abigail mounted her bike and hurried back up the drive.

			It wasn’t until she parked the bike against her fence that she realized she never bought any coffee. 

			The next day, after another trip into town for coffee beans, Abigail knelt in her garden digging out the ferns to replant them elsewhere. The gazebo needed to go somewhere and the far corner, just against the house seemed as good a spot as any, even if the ferns disagreed. She hummed while she worked and the dog huffed from his spot lounging in the sun. It was peaceful and still in a way she hadn’t known in the city. 

			In a way she hadn’t known she’d missed. 

			The rumble of an old truck engine woke the dog, but he didn’t bark. The truck stopped at her gate. The door opened and closed, then gravel ground beneath boots, and the dog’s tail wagged a happy, sweeping rhythm. 

			Abigail sat back on her heels and wiped her dirty palms on her apron. Elijah let himself into the garden, rolls of sketch paper under one arm, and stopped to admire the splendor. Bright orange zinnias and pale pink peonies broke up great swathes of green moss and fern. That alone would be enough to impress, but the irises were what stole the breath. The intensity of the violet bleeding into blue contrasted with the vibrant yellow centers — a display so rich the hummingbirds could not resist. 

			Elijah loved hummingbirds. 

			“Abbie,” he said. “You did all this since…?”

			She smiled, but didn’t bother fighting the sadness that swept through her at the thought of her father. “There wasn’t much else to do.”

			He blinked at her and his shoulders sagged. As if he carried her grief like it was his own.

			She looked at her hands in her lap. “Did you have something to show me?”

			“Yeah.” He gestured toward the front door. “Can we…?”

			“Of course.” She stood and led the way into her childhood home.

			He paused to pat the dog on the head. “Hey, old boy,” he said, his voice soft and full of love before he remembered himself. But not before Abigail remembered nights when that voice whispered in her ear with so much adoration she’d shake. 

			She’d been too young to be responsible for a heart that big. And while the city had taught her more in two years than she’d learned in twenty, she still wasn’t sure she could bear the burden of his love. 

			Inside, she led him to the dining room. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

			“No, thanks.” He spread out several rolls of paper on the table. “I drew up two different designs. There’s this one—” he pointed to the smaller of the two sketches “—it’s more traditional and matches the house better, but, personally, I like this one —“ he pointed to the other sketch. 

			Abigail leaned toward him to get a closer look at the design. It showed a small, simple A-frame, but instead of a raised platform with stairs it consisted of three conjoined benches, with intricate lattice work rising up to the roof. 

			“It’s classic, but different,” he said. “Plus, some of the kids could sit with you instead of on the ground.” He glanced at her, eyes flickering over her face, and cleared his throat. “I’d use red cedar either way. It’s resistant to rot and pests, so it should hold up.”

			She ran a finger over the A-frame sketch, felt the familiar warmth of Elijah’s magic suffused on the page, and smiled. “This one.”

			He smiled at her, big and bright and beautiful. It would be so easy to lean into that smile, to press her lips to his and remember all the reasons she’d loved him in the first place.

			Until the Laurie twins came screaming up the lane.

			“Ms. Betts!”

			“We did what you asked!”

			The clank and shudder of the gate, along with the dog’s excited barking doused the tension between them. 

			Elijah nodded and scooped up his drawings. “The A-frame it is, then.” He headed toward the door, avoiding her gaze. 

			She followed after him. “I was hoping to put it in the corner, where the ferns used to be.”

			“I can make that work.”

			“When do you think you’ll start —“

			“— I can start this weekend.”

			They laughed as she opened the door and the Laurie twins started talking. 

			“Ms. Betts! We told everyone!”

			“Every kid in town will be here!”

			She blinked down at them. “Every kid in town? I asked you to tell your friends!”

			Elijah chuckled. “That is every kid in town.”

			“Yeah,” said Rachel (or was it Rebecca?). “We’re poplar!”

			Rebecca (or was it Rachel?) elbowed her sister. “It’s pop-U-ler.” Then she noticed Elijah and grinned. “Hi, Mr. Crenshaw! Mama says you’re making us a new dining table.”

			“Can we see it?”

			“Yeah! Can we?”

			He waded out into the garden, a girl at each elbow. “It isn’t finished yet.” He looked back at Abigail, eyes begging for assistance. 

			She stood in the doorway, crossed her arms, and laughed.  “I’ll see you this weekend, Mr. Crenshaw.”

			He scowled at her. “Oh, I won’t forget, Ms. Betts.” He helped the girls load their bikes in the bed of his truck and boosted them in after. He paused long enough to pat the dog goodbye, and then the truck rumbled back down the lane and toward town. 

			Abigail smiled and watched them go, until she lost them in the dust kicked up in the truck’s wake. 

			Saturday morning the coffee pot gurgled and spluttered. It filled the house with that deep, roasted scent. It warmed and reassured Abigail while she waited for Elijah to arrive. The dog watched her from his place on the couch, attuned in to her nerves. He let out a gruff little bark, announcing the truck moments before she heard the rumble of its engine. 

			She smoothed down her father’s old flannel and tried not to seem like she’d been waiting for him when she opened the door. She watched him back the truck to the gate, watched him hop down out of the cab and around to the bed.

			“Do you want a cup of coffee before you get started?”

			He shook his head. “I’ve got a thermos in the truck.”

			“Oh.” She cleared her throat. “You’re sure? It’s fresh.”

			“I’m sure, Abigail. Thank you, though.”

			“Well, then, can I give you a hand?”

			And so they got to work unloading planks of wood and tools and every manner of thing she knew nothing about. Mostly things with sharp edges and even sharper teeth. Things that, in anyone else’s hands, would scare her a little. She helped when directed and offered input when she thought it relevant. And all the while she tried not to think too much about the coffee she’d brewed and he’d refused. Luckily, Elijah made for quite the distraction.

			He hummed to himself, often singing under his breath while he worked, pausing only to give her some direction. The spring sun was just warm enough to be comfortable, a cool breeze shushing through the trees. 

			For four mornings Elijah worked in her garden, the gazebo coming together in leaps in bounds. For four mornings Abigail brewed extra coffee to share. And each morning he turned her down, always having brought his own. 

			There had been a time when he’d sworn she made the best coffee he’d ever tasted. Now he wouldn’t even take a sip? 

			On the fifth morning, after he turned down her offer again, the tension was unavoidable. His refusal rankled her, and as the day wore on something between them shifted. Finally, as the sun dipped behind her pitched roof, Elijah dropped his toolbox into his truck with a clang and turned to look at her. 

			“Why’d you come back?”

			“You know why. Dad needed me.” And that had been most of it, but a little part of her had been relieved to leave the city behind. To be held close in the comfort of the home she’d always known, even if it was different now.

			He tilted his head, conceding her point. “All right. Then why are you still here?” He pointed at the house. “Your dad’s been gone over six months, Abbie, and other than the garden the place is the exact same.” He shook his head. “You’re not living here. You’re existing. So why not go back to the city and chase all those dreams you had?”

			She flinched, pulled back from the truck as if the steel had shocked her. “Dreams? I wanted to go to college, get an education, have a career. Put my magic to good use! Is that so crazy?”

			He ran a hand over his face. “Of course not. You were right to go—“

			“—Then why are you so mad at me for it?”

			“Because you never once asked if I wanted to come with!”

			Abigail blinked. “What?”

			“You left me here, Abbie. Alone.”

			“You had your business, your folks’ place—“

			“—And I would have left it all if you’d asked me to.” 

			How different would her life have been if Elijah had moved with her? If she’d had someone to explore and share all the wonders of their new, vibrant home? If that piece of her heart hadn’t been waiting back in her hometown but right by her side instead?

			“I couldn’t ask that of you.”

			“Why was that your decision to make?”

			“You would have hated it.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“I hated it there!” She sniffled against tears that threatened to fall.

			He watched her from across the bed of the truck, but didn’t move.

			“I was so alone. And everyone I met… I just kept comparing them to you.”

			“What are you saying, Abigail?”

			“I don’t know!” She scrubbed at her face. “I’m a mess, Elijah. It’s just me and the dog and the garden and the books I can’t ever seem to finish. It isn’t enough. Most days I can barely get out of bed because the house is so damn empty.”

			He rounded the truck, reached for her and stopped just short of taking her hand. “Then come home.”

			She bit her lip. “I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			She shrugged, the saddest little lift of her shoulder. “It’s all I have left of him.”

			Elijah watched her for a long moment. For a second she thought he might kiss her, but he just shook his head and stepped back toward the driver side door. “I’ll be back in the morning to finish up.”

			She nodded, but he didn’t wait for a reply. He climbed into the truck and drove into the dusk, never once looking back. 

			The next morning Abigail woke to the dog’s soft bark. She heard the truck door slam, heard the creak of the tailgate as it dropped, and she thought of all the reasons she should get out of bed. Not a single one of them was good enough. 

			He didn’t knock on her door. He didn’t check on her or call out for her. He worked alone for hours until she heard him pack up his tools, close the tailgate, and climb back into the truck. Until he started the engine. If it idled longer than usual, that was something, but still he drove away before noon.

			And still she lay in bed.

			It took a frantic set of fists knocking on her door to finally convince her to set her feet on the floor.

			“Ms. Betts!” Said one Laurie twin.

			“Mr. Crenshaw said the book nook’s done!” Said the other.

			“It looks awesome!”

			Abigail pulled her robe close and opened the door. Rebecca and Rachel Laurie stood on her front step, grinning up at her.

			“Does this mean we’re ready?”

			She stepped out into the garden and peered at the gazebo. All long, sloping lines in a cheery red finish, it sat nestled beside the house surrounded by shrubs and ferns and flowers of every color. He’d even set a pillow at each bend in the bench, begging her to curl up and bring a story to life. 

			A piece of paper fluttered in the breeze, taped to the intricate latticework above one pillow. She took it with cautious fingers. What did Elijah need to say so much that he would write her a note? Something he couldn’t say to her face. Something that might hurt him to say as much as it would her to hear. 

			She tucked the paper into the pocket of her robe.

			“You’re not gonna read it now?” Asked Rebecca (or was it Rachel?). 

			Rachel (or was it Rebecca?) shushed her sister. “It’s private,” she said. “From Mr. Crenshaw.” She sang his name and gave Abigail a knowing look. 

			She gave them a playful glare. “Oh, hush. Don’t you two have work to do?”

			Their grins spread wide across freckled faces. 

			“Saturday morning, 10am,” said Abigail. “Tell your friends.” 

			They didn’t waste time on goodbyes, they just ran for their bikes and shot down the lane, screeching to each other and anyone who would listen to them about the upcoming storytime. 

			Back in the house, she took out the note. 

			Abbie,

				I’m sorry for yesterday. Not for what I said — I meant that — but for how I said it. I know what you’re going through, losing your dad and all, but you know that. And now I remember why I hate writing letters so much. I never was very good with words… I guess you know that, too. 

				What I want to say is that you don’t have to be alone. I’m here if you need me. Always am.

				 If you want.

					Yours,

								Elijah

			She read his letter through a dozen times, and with each pass she felt worse and worse. What did she want? After her father died she wanted to disappear. Curl up and vanish into a hole of grief and memory. She’d done that all winter. 

			After the school burned down, she’d wanted a purpose. Something to do. To feel useful again. She’d done that too. Hatched a plan to bring some sort of normalcy back to the students and herself.

			But what did she want now?

			Jolting as that first morning sip, Abigail knew what she wanted. She dug a notepad and pen from under a stack of mail on her entry table and scribbled a short reply: 

			Coffee? Saturday. 10am.

			Mid-morning Saturday, Abigail Betts’ garden bloomed with life. Children she hadn’t seen in months shrieked and laughed and played on the lawn, their joy at being reunited with their friends infectious. Their parents, many of whom she had never met, stood at the fringes, mingling with drinks and snacks in hand. But there were even more, unexpected guests. Townsfolk who had no children, but wanted to experience her magic for themselves. Curious people with nothing better to do on a sunny Saturday morning filled her front garden.

			The Laurie twins really had told the whole town!

			Someone had started up a collection plate to raise funds for school. It made rounds through the garden and each time Abigail saw it the pile was taller. It would have brought a tear to her eye if she hadn’t been so nervous. 

			She was used to reading to students, and while they could be brutal in their honesty, they were often appeased if she did enough funny voices. But adults? Her peers and neighbors sitting in her garden to listen to a story about a donkey? She’d made a terrible mistake.

			Then she saw the face she’d searched for all morning. 

			Elijah stood near the gate, his thermos in hand. He wore his Sunday best, a crisp white button down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, khaki pants and suspenders. He smiled and laughed at something someone said, and his presence eased her nerves. 

			He had seen her read more times than either of them could count. In the garden on sunny days, in his workshop when it rained, and in the shush of their bedroom, her free hand brushing through his hair as he fell asleep. 

			Reading to Elijah was her favorite thing to do. 

			So when it came time to sit in the gazebo he’d built, a Laurie twin tucked at each side, Abigail read to Elijah Crenshaw. Her tongue trilled through the complex rhymes, sure as the donkey’s footing, and brought the book to life. Her magic flowed and the donkey flickered to life for her audience. With every page the book projected before her, large enough for all to see, embellished and animated by her imagination. 

			When the donkey got lost in the canyon children yelled helpful advice. Parents shushed, but the spectral donkey paused, looked at the audience, and tilted his head, big ears flopping comically to one side. Everyone laughed and Abigail read on. 

			Then the donkey made a friend in a cactus wren and the children cheered and parents clapped when the bird flew loop-the-loops. And when the pair made it out of canyon to find a bright green field the whole garden let out a sigh of relief. Safe at last. 

			Abigail shut the book and the magic donkey and bird dissolved from view. She looked up at the crowd, blushed at their cheers and claps, and smiled at Elijah. But he didn’t see it. He leaned against the gate with his eyes closed, hands in his pockets and his thermos at his feet. As the cheers died down and conversations started, he batted his eyes open and met her gaze. 

			His slow smile, warm and just a little shy, drew her through the crowd. She stopped before him, rocking on her heels, the picture book a shield held against her chest. 

			“Well? What did you think?”

			He glanced around the garden, at their community gathered and laughing. “I think you throw one hell of a garden party.”

			She rolled her eyes. “I meant the story.”

			“It was cute,” he said. “I liked the bird.”

			Of course he did. The bird was resolute, the anchor for the wayward donkey. “But you didn’t even watch.”

			The way he looked at her then stopped her fidgeting and rooted her in place like a flower in her garden. “The magic isn’t in the images, Abbie. It’s in your voice.”

			She blushed again and cleared her throat. “Would you like a fresh cup of coffee?”

			Another smile, this one bright and vital as the sun. “I’d love one.”

			She took his hand, his rough palm warm against hers, and led him into the house. As the crowd dispersed back to their weekends, the only hint that Elijah Crenshaw hadn’t left yet was the thermos that stood forgotten beside the gate. 

			© In the Librarian’s Garden by B. Zelkovich. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Aspens by Joyce Reynolds-Ward

		

		
			Aspen pulled loose the little triple-folded bookmark she had slipped in the gym’s side door to keep her hideaway accessible. She ducked into the small alcove between the gym and the walkway to the stage, and pressed hard against the wall so she wouldn’t trigger the automatic lights in the main gym.

			One. Two. Three. She gulped for breath, choking back sobs so she wouldn’t betray her hiding place.

			“Hey! Hey! Shoulder butt!” Cody, one of the more obnoxious jock boys, yelled outside the locked door. A heavy body slammed against the door and someone fumbled with the lock.

			“Gotcha!” Cody bellowed again.

			“I’ll get you back, Cody!” Kari, a girl who ran with one of the jocks, hollered. Aspen smiled, imagining the glare on Kari’s face. Kari was nice to her—sometimes.

			Someone else rattled the lock, with more purpose. “I’m gonna hide in here!” Marisa hissed, probably to Kari. “Old tighty-whitey Larsen won’t notice.”

			Aspen tensed, sliding up the stairs while shoving herself as hard as she could against the wall, step by careful step in the darkness.

			“Knock it off!” Mrs. Jones, the Science teacher, yelled just outside the door. “This behavior doesn’t belong in school. Get to class!”

			Aspen heaved a heavy sigh of relief as the tardy bell rang and the sounds of the other students faded away. She slid down the wall to sit on the steps and leaned her head back, finally relaxing.

			Crazy morning. Crazy, crazy morning.

			Three of the regular middle school teachers were out sick. Two of the worst substitute teachers ever were in Math and Language Arts, and Principal Larsen had cancelled PE to make it a study hall under his supervision. Which meant spitwads, thrown pencils, and the casual bullying of the smart cool Leadership kids who could go anywhere in the building at any time and do anything they wanted.

			Ever since one of the Leadership kids had jammed a wad of gum in her friend Emily’s hair, Aspen had braided and put up her fine blond hair. She couldn’t stand the thought of having to get gum out of it, and except for Mrs. Jones and the reading teacher, Mr. West, none of the staff could stop the mean kids from doing stuff like that.

			Aspen sniffled and wiped away a tear. She buried her head on her knees. Principal Larsen wouldn’t notice she was gone from PE and Health. He never took roll. Next period was Social Studies. By then Mr. West would have started work, and she could practice reading with her friend Allyce.

			Reading still sucked and was hard. But Mr. West joked with them as they read through the passages. That made it fun.

			A faint rustle in the main part of the gym startled her. Aspen shrank back further into a corner.

			Had Mr. Larsen changed his mind about study hall and brought the other kids in PE and Health to the gym? The automatic lights hadn’t switched on, so someone else must be hiding here, like her.

			But it could be Kesh niggling around, looking for a victim to torment. It wouldn’t be the first time.

			No lights came up. More rustling.

			A rat?

			If so, she wanted to see it. The science teacher had lost a couple of rats. Rumor suggested Kesh had something to do with their potential gory deaths. But no one could prove anything, and several kids had claimed to see the distinctive gray and white rats around the school.

			Delicately, Aspen eased out of her alcove, ready to bolt for further cover once the light came up.

			She caught her breath in delight as the light switched on and revealed several small aspens almost as tall as she was in the middle of the gym, leaves glowing gold.

			“How—” she started to say, and took a step forward.

			Yelling outside the back doors. Her PE class exploded into the gym, yelling, screaming, and pushing against each other. Lorena, a tall cool girl, was the first to see the trees.

			“Look at that!” she yelled, pointing at the trees. Aspen shrunk back to her alcove. “How’d these get in here?”

			The class clustered around the trees, jostling with each other for a better view. Principal Larsen ambled in. He stopped suddenly, staring at the trees.

			“Who did this?” he asked sharply, his perpetual frown deepening.

			Aspen couldn’t hear what her classmates said over the chaos. An uproar arose from the group. Several boys jumped on the trees, stomping them to pieces with gleeful shouts. Aspen covered her mouth to keep from crying out as the boys continued. Meanwhile, Principal Larsen stood to one side, one corner of his mouth turning up in a slight smile. The other kids grabbed the inflatable dodgeballs and began splitting up into teams.

			Aspen shrunk down further in her corner, arms wrapped tight around her legs. She didn’t move until the bell rang and the other students poured out of the gym. When all had gone quiet, she crept out and knelt over the aspen remnants. A couple of her tears fell on the shattered saplings, and she fancied they quivered.

			The tardy bell rang. Aspen sprung up, startled, racing toward her next class. She didn’t really want to miss Social Studies, because if she was late, she might not get pulled out for reading.

			“So did anything happen at school yesterday?” Aspen’s mother asked the next morning as she made pancakes, the one meal of the day she actually had time to cook.

			Aspen squirmed. “Um, nothing different, not really. Why?”

			Her mother shrugged, deftly flipping pancakes to join the bacon on Aspen’s plate. She added two more to her own stack and put the batter in the fridge. “Just wondering. There was a funny post in the parent Facebook group about a prank involving trees in the school gym. Aspen trees. I wasn’t certain if they were for real or if that was code for something else.”

			“I—um, well, no one picked on me, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

			“So, what happened?” Her mother plopped the plate down in front of Aspen and corralled her own plate. She handed the blueberry syrup to Aspen.

			Aspen concentrated on pouring the syrup. It was too much to hope that Mom would stop asking questions, and she wasn’t sure what to say next.

			“Aspen, honey, I know things aren’t right. Larsen’s a beast but we’re working on getting rid of him. What happened?”

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Aspen whispered.

			“Try me.” Her mother quirked an eyebrow. “Besides, I want to make sure that Larsen’s not going to be blaming you for anything weird that happens. Strange things happen at that school sometimes. Larsen’s got a bizarre obsession about that aspen grove that grows next to the school. He’s talked to the PTA about cutting it down.”

			“No!” Aspen blurted. “He—he can’t!”

			“It’s okay, honey.” Her mother reached across the table and patted Aspen’s hand. “I know you love those trees. You’re not the only kid who’s grown up playing in that grove.” She smiled wistfully. “Enough of us parents grew up playing in that grove. It’s safe, don’t you worry.”

			“Thank you.” Aspen pushed around a chunk of pancake in the extra syrup. She stuck it in her mouth and chewed, savoring the blueberry flavor.

			“But I need to know what’s going on. What on earth was that Facebook post about, do you know?”

			Aspen froze. She swallowed hard and chugged a gulp of milk to wash down the chunk of pancake that wanted to stick in her throat. “Just a prank someone did.”

			“What prank?” Her mother scowled. “Come on, Aspen. I don’t have time to play twenty questions.” The exasperated note in her voice shifted. “Just tell me. Please.” Her voice almost broke on the last word.

			Aspen looked down at her pancakes. “It looked like trees were growing in the gym,” she said in a very quiet voice.

			“Trees growing in the gym?” Something about the tension in her mother’s voice made Aspen look up.

			Her mother looked scared. Aspen’s throat tighten up, so much she could do nothing more than nod.

			“Okay. Trees growing in the gym.” That note of fear still hung in her mother’s voice. She sipped on her coffee, coughed, and then sat up. “Thank you, Aspen.” She coughed. “How’s your reading doing?” she asked in a lighter, forced voice.

			For once, reading was safe to discuss. “I—it’s—getting better. Kinda. I wish I could catch on like Allyce does.”

			“Honey, I know reading is hard for you. I wish it weren’t,” her mother said sadly. “You get that from me, I’m afraid. Keep trying.” She glanced up at the clock on the wall behind Aspen and jumped. “And I need to get going or I’ll be late to work.”

			“Can you drop me off at school?” Aspen bit back her pleading tone. “I’m ready.”

			Her mother hesitated, then nodded. “Let’s do it. I’m working late again tonight. I won’t get home until you’re in bed.”

			“Thank you,” Aspen murmured, grateful for the reprieve from school bus hell.

			Aspen skulked inside the school after her mother dropped her off. She joined the small group of early arriving kids in the hallway outside the office. Most of them were sleepy, though a couple of kids stared at their handheld game systems. Kari and Lorena giggled over something on their cell phones, texting furiously.

			Probably about me.

			Aspen huddled at the end of one of the benches, wishing that Mrs. Jones was already here. Sometimes she’d let kids come into her room early.

			Maybe if she went to the bathroom, no one would follow her. Aspen stuck her head in the office.

			“Can I go to the bathroom?” she asked Sandy, the grumpy but kind school secretary. Before Principal Larsen had yelled at Sandy about it, she let Aspen and some of the other bullied kids hang out in the office before school. 

			Sandy smiled at her. “Of course, honey.” Her voice lowered. “Be careful. He’s on the warpath. Too many weird comments on Facebook, and he’s looking for a kid to blame. Don’t let it be you.”

			“Thanks,” Aspen breathed. She slunk down the hallway and darted into the bathroom. She lingered over washing her hands, trying to find a reason to stay here. Voices made her freeze in place.

			“I’m not sure how this happened,” Principal Larsen’s annoyed voice echoed from the back door as it slammed shut. “I can’t figure out why or how trees would grow in the gym, much less sprout so quickly overnight. I need you to check the floor. This place is too spooky.”

			“I’ll do that,” said Mark the head custodian, a distant cousin of Aspen’s. Their voices echoed down the hallway toward the gym. Aspen sucked up her courage and glided down the hallway. Mark happened to look back as Larsen kept talking, and winked at Aspen.

			“What the—!” Larsen yelled, louder than ever. Mark leaned on the door, letting Aspen peek in to see that the trees were back, larger and more elegant than before.

			“Go to your spot,” he whispered as Larsen stomped around the gym. “Witness.”

			Aspen nodded. She ran around the far side of the gym to slip into her hiding place and peered cautiously through the curtains hiding the stage.

			“Someone’s been in here!” Larsen screeched. “I thought you said you kept this place locked!

			“I do,” Mark said calmly, walking around the trees, gently grabbing a branch to examine it. “And they were all gone when I cleaned in here last night. No cracks in the floor, nothing to show that trees were growing here. Didn’t you say the kids broke all the shoots yesterday? These look like they’ve been growing for five years if not longer, and they’ve not been broken.”

			“I thought they were broken,” Larsen growled.

			“We’ll take care of that,” Mark said cheerfully. “It’ll take me a couple of days to requisition the right herbicide.”

			“What are we going to do about this in the meantime?”  Larsen waved his hands disdainfully at the little trees.

			“Oh, I guess I’ll cut them down. Is Mr. Markel back for PE today?”

			“No, he’s still down with the flu. I don’t want anybody coming in here until we deal with this situation,” Larsen snarled. “We’ve got to deal with this before Markel comes back. I can keep the kids in the room today.” A whiny note came into Larsen’s voice. “More teachers sick, and we don’t have enough substitutes willing to make the drive out of the city.”

			“You’ll figure something out,” Mark said affably, whistling as he examined the trees. “Pity. Nice-looking little aspens. Maybe I should transplant them outside.”

			“No. Not. One. More. Tree.” The sharpness of Larsen’s tone made Aspen nervous.

			“Whatever you say,” Mark said, shrugging again. As he turned away from Larsen, he grinned at Aspen’s hiding place.

			Don’t worry, he mouthed. They won’t be gone very soon.

			Somehow Aspen found that thought comforting. And it was funny to watch Larsen fume. He grabbed one of the saplings and yanked hard.

			“Ouch!” he yelled, letting go of it. “That thing bit me!”

			“Aspens don’t sting,” Mark remarked. He winked again in Aspen’s direction.

			“After we get rid of these trees, next we’ll take care of the rest of them,” Larsen muttered.

			The first bell rang. Aspen eased out of her hiding place. It wouldn’t do to be marked absent for first period math. Not when her mother had dropped her off.

			Despite Mark’s assurances, Aspen worried about the trees. Principal Larsen had sounded so mad about them. Funny that the one tree had hurt him.

			She thought about that during the silent reading period of Language Arts, while pretending to read the thick chapter book she had picked at random from the shelves during the last library period. She tried once again to sneak into the gym during PE, but someone had pulled her little doorstop, so she couldn’t. Principal Larsen’s eyes never seemed to drift away from her during his droning lecture about the evils of fast food.

			Aspen schemed during Larsen’s lecture. Maybe Mark would let her into the gym during lunchtime. She usually brought her own lunch and didn’t go through the lunch line, so she could sneak away while the aides managed the unruly line. The biggest drawback was that the table the various lunch cliques shoved her off to was deepest in the corner of the tiny lunchroom. If she could somehow find a way around that obstacle, perhaps hide right at the door so she could duck out, then she would get a chance to sneak into the gym before the aides chased everyone out of the building for recess.

			Or she could use the restroom and gamble that the nosey aides wouldn’t pay attention to her, giving her time to duck into the gym by a different route. The aides liked Aspen and sometimes gave her a chance to slink out of the lunchroom early so she could get to the aspen grove outside, hide from the bullies.

			But not always.

			Like today.

			The nosiest old lady aide of all glared suspiciously at Aspen as she snuck into the lunchroom. Aspen’s heart sunk as she realized Marta guarded the door. Marta watched everybody who left the lunchroom when she was on door duty, even the popular kids. She even dared to go into the boys’ restroom a couple of times when a fight had broken out there.

			Aspen took up a seat by the door, doing her best to appear small and as close to invisible as she could.

			“You’re in my place.” Cody poked her shoulder with his lunch tray and glared at Aspen as she turned around.

			“Oh—am I? I’m really sorry, but I have to go to Mr. Santino’s class over recess for lunch,” Aspen improvised quickly. Everyone had to spend some time in Math during recess at some point. “I wanted to sit here so I could go sooner.”

			Cody scowled. “Nerd. Who wants to hang out with Santino, anyway? I didn’t hear your name at announcements.”

			“That’s because you didn’t shut up during them,” Lorena shouted across the table, grinning as she leaned into Cody’s face. “Jerk! I wanted to hear announcements today!”

			Lorena’s apparent support gave Aspen the courage to speak up. “He asked me to come in and make up a test. My choice.” Even as she said the words they didn’t sound right.

			“But still, that’s my spot,” Cody insisted.

			“Ah, come on, Cody,” his buddy Luke said. “Let her be.”

			Aspen shyly smiled at Luke and he grinned at her. Luke was a good guy; he really was, even though he hung out with the jerks like Cody.

			“No,” Cody insisted. “That’s my spot. That’s where I sit at lunch. She can be with the other losers.”

			Luke sat down. “Hey, she can sit with us. It’s no big deal, dude. Plant your butt before Marta gets a bug up her ass. She’s glaring at us.”

			“Only if she moves,” Cody muttered, shaking his head.

			Marta came over. “Is there a problem?”

			“She’s in my spot,” Cody insisted.

			“You don’t have an assigned spot,” Marta snapped. “Now sit down!”

			“All right,” Cody growled. He slammed his tray down hard, half in Aspen’s space, half next to it, bumping Aspen’s hand as she picked up her apple juice, making her spill part of it over her lunch. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said with fake sorrow in his voice, fakey enough to make the other jocks at the table laugh.

			Aspen felt her face burn and she shrunk down. But she held her ground and didn’t move until she’d finished eating.

			“Can I go wash my hands?” she asked Marta. “Cody—ah—bumped into me and I spilled juice all over them.”

			“Go. Wash. Quickly.”

			Aspen hurried down the hallway. Principal Larsen walked past her, scowling. He stopped before she had gone much further and she could feel him staring at her.

			He knew she was connected to the trees. Somehow.

			Just how am I connected to them? Really? she asked herself as she washed her hands.

			Loud cheers erupted from the lunchroom. Then the sound of pounding feet thundering into the gym.

			Aspen gave up the pretense of hiding and raced out of the gym, dread choking her throat hard as she hurried into the gym. The biggest jocks were stomping on the fresh saplings, just like yesterday.

			But three bigger trunks rose high, two as thick as her waist. And one of them, the biggest one, had a climbable set of branches on it. She spotted a fork that angled off just right for a place to sit.

			Aspen smiled softly. Like many mountain children, she spent a lot of time climbing trees.

			I can do this.

			Dropping her lunch bag, she darted quickly into the small grove, dodging the little shoots until she found the biggest tree. She sucked in her breath and jumped for a branch. Someone grabbed at her and she fell to the floor.

			“You will not climb the trees!” Principal Larsen bellowed, his pale cheeks blazing red with anger. His short red-blond hair bristled like an angry cat’s ruff.

			Aspen rolled away from him, using the other shoots to block his grabs and come at the big tree from a different angle. The shoots slowed Larsen, but not enough. He tried to tackle Aspen as she ran hard at the tree.

			This time Aspen managed to duck away. She gained enough momentum to snag a limb just barely out of reach as she scrambled up the trunk. Larsen pulled at her foot. She kicked the sneaker off into his hand. The tree’s bark seemed to stick to her, offering her purchase as she scurried up higher, dodging another one of Larsen’s attempts to grab her.

			The promising fork was higher than she thought. Aspen didn’t look down as she pulled herself up the tree. Branches offered convenient hand and foot holds, the branches seeming to place themselves where she most needed them. Meanwhile, Larsen fumed below her, sliding down the trunk as he scrabbled to gain enough purchase to climb up after her.

			At last, she gained the promising fork, a set of three sturdy branches placed at an inviting angle. She could sit on the middle one while using the top one as a backrest and the bottom as a footrest. It felt like a natural chair, but it was higher than she thought, higher even than Mark’s big ladder.

			“Get. Down!” Larsen yelled at her. He whirled and gestured to Marta. “They listen to you! Get her down!”

			Marta rolled her eyes. “Get down,” she said mildly, in a tone softer than her usual authoritative voice. She shrugged and turned back to Larsen.

			“GET DOWN!” Larsen roared at Aspen.

			“Stop it!” Aspen screamed back. “Stop them from trampling the babies!” She spotted Luke and Cody. “Cody! Luke! Stop them!” Her voice cracked and she winced at the begging tone in it.

			Cody didn’t notice but Luke paused. Aspen’s heart leapt. Luke was a strong tree climber. And he was popular. If he’d climb up, commit to saving the trees, maybe more kids would join them in saving the trees instead of destroying them.

			Marta ambled toward Larsen. She appeared to stumble over a small shoot, and shoved Cody away from the small saplings he had been stomping. Immediately, the saplings popped back up and began to grow. Larsen screamed and jumped on them, his face puffing into greater redness as his feet got tangled up with the quickly growing saplings. He fell, the saplings twining around his feet and ankles like they were vines instead of trees.

			Marta grinned. Luke grinned back at Marta. And then, to Aspen’s surprise, he took off running for her tree. He scrambled up to the first big limb easily. Larsen bellowed and tried to get up.

			“Hey guys, let’s stop killing the trees and start climbing them!” Luke yelled.

			“No. No. STOP!” Larsen tried to pull himself up. He grabbed at the mass of kids running past him who started to scramble up the trees. More saplings tangled his feet and he fell hard. The kids who had already found a suitable place to roost laughed at him.

			Luke began to work his way slowly up the tree toward Aspen. She felt something bump, then flinched as white ceiling tiles fell past her and the tree shuddered slightly. She looked up. The very top of the tree now pressed through the top of the ceiling.

			What’s going on?

			Aspen clutched the trunk. It didn’t occur to her to climb down.

			Luke scrambled into a matching set of branches on the other side of the trunk from her seat, a set she hadn’t noticed until Luke got up there.

			“So hey,” he said.

			“Hey,” she said back, heat rising strong in her face.

			Luke laughed. He pointed down at Larsen, still struggling with the saplings that seemed intent on tripping him. Incoherent invectives rose from his lips. “I didn’t know Mr. Tighty-Whitey could even say such things!”

			Cody tried to yank Larsen out of the patch of saplings.

			“Cody! C’mon! Leave him alone and climb up here!” Luke yelled.

			Cody shook his head. He turned back to helping Larsen.

			“Damn it, he should be up here with us!” For a moment it seemed as if Luke was going to scramble back down. He pulled at the branches but seemed to be having a hard time getting free.

			“He’s made his choice,” Aspen said.

			Luke eased back into the easy branch seat. “That he has, hasn’t he?” He looked over at Aspen and laughed.

			More tiles and now boards fell around them. The cries of the people still on the ground echoed like birdsong in Aspen’s ears. She felt herself shifting, changing, as the framework of the school seemed to fall away.

			Transformation isn’t what I thought it would be.

			Once upon a time there had been a school on the site where a thickly clustered aspen grove now stood. A high concrete fence topped by barbed wire surrounded the grove. Long-limbed skeletal robots with flamethrowers paced around the outside of the fence, clanking with each step, whirring and wheeling at the slightest rustle of plant life.

			A single aspen sprout began to push through a crack in the concrete pad just outside the wall. A robot stopped and seared the tiny sapling with a blast of fire, shooting until all was black around where the sprout had been. Then the robot continued on its way, leaving yet another charred spot on the concrete.

			So far neither the robots nor their masters had noticed the growing cracks in the charred spots.

			Another sprout began to stir, the thin leader barely poking above the crack further away from the wall.

			Meanwhile, the secondary mother tree rustled encouragingly.

			Once she had been a girl named Aspen.

			Another opening will come, she murmured to the sprout.

			Until then, the grove would keep trying to regain its rightful place in the community. What remained of Cody and Principal Larsen had enough energy to fuel an endless supply of invasive shoots, thanks to the fertilizer Mark and her mother kept sneaking to the grove.

			Meanwhile, her job was to guard the children of the community as best as she could behind these concrete walls. And when it was safe, they would return.

			The mother tree wondered what that world might look like.

			© Aspen by Joyce Reynolds-Ward. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Fair Copy by Daniel I. Clark

		

		
			I.

			We made an inventory of the car after admitting to ourselves that we were lost.

			In the trunk I found an emergency blanket and an ice scraper. Underneath the seats were a road atlas and two pens. One was already dried up. The other I’m still using.

			I found this notebook in the glovebox, tucked in with the manual—blue cover, spiral bound, a little larger than my hand—forgotten property of the car’s prior owner, I assumed. Only the first page had been written on. The names of towns and cities were listed there, alongside strings of numbers that looked like distances in miles or odometer readings.

			You won’t talk to me anymore, so I carry on a one-sided conversation here. It gives scant satisfaction, but it’s better than nothing.

			The plan was to take the ten-hour drive in shifts. You had to work late the day of our departure, so I said sleep, I’ll drive first. I might even be able to get us all the way to the city.

			Don’t overdo it, you said.

			We hit the road around nine. You fell asleep after we got on the interstate.

			What waited for you in the city? I was headed there for a job interview. Is that why we ended up taking my car? I can’t recall, and I haven’t wanted to ask you since it might be taken as shifting the blame.

			Your car was newer, it would probably have been more comfortable, but no matter.

			I’ve always enjoyed driving on the highway at night. Darkness simplifies the picture framed by the windshield, reducing billboards to floating shapes and colors that glide over trees and empty fields; the road rushes to meet you, and the red tail lights on cars and trucks, flatbeds and trailers, are like eyes in different configurations, the inscrutable faces of a strange menagerie racing forward, turned back to ask—are you coming? will you join us?

			Every car is headed in the same direction, making continuous progress via clearly delineated channels.

			All of the lights are blinking hello and goodbye.

			All together and all apart.

			All at rest and all in motion.

			Each driver the nucleus of a cell.

			I drove along that dark road beneath a cloudy, moonlit sky, feeling an almost perfect contentment. I found the ideal speed, at an ideal distance from cars ahead and behind, and stayed in the pocket as hours passed in minutes.

			Fog rolled in just as early morning began to sharpen contours and color the scenery. I slowed to sixty, fifty-five, fifty. The other cars on the road steadily pulled away from us. The thought entered my mind, watching them go, that I would never see those particular lights again. Then came the thought that I had stayed at the wheel long enough. At the next exit I pulled off and found a gas station.

			I got out to stretch my legs, and the air was cool and damp. Each of the station’s arc lights was caught by the fog in an egg of glowing mist. Except for their electrical hum, it was very quiet. Nothing moved.

			You were still sleeping.

			The register was unattended when I walked inside. An empty drink cooler buzzed in a corner. The shelves were flimsy and understocked: no racks of sunglasses or magazines, no travel-sized medical products; soap and motor oil, but hardly any snack food.

			The bathroom smelled strongly of cleaning agents, but the usual stains were present on floor and walls.

			When I came out a couple minutes later, there was still no one around, but I decided against calling for the attendant. We still had a fair amount of gas in the tank, and you had slept the whole time, so I figured hell we’re almost there, I’ll just keep driving.

			(Should I have woken you to take your turn? Would that have made any difference?)

			Back on the highway, the fog had gotten heavier. Soon I was straining my eyes to make sure we stayed in our lane. That’s when I finally woke you. I said it might be best to pull off and find a truck stop or a fast-food place where we could wait for the fog to lift. You agreed.

			An exit ramp appeared on the left and we nearly missed it—and the ramp made a curve that was long, too long—but we were nervous and taking it very slowly.

			The ramp came to an end at a road running perpendicular to it. We weren’t sure which way to turn and neither of us could get any kind of signal.

			I put the car in park and turned on the blinkers. You were upset.

			Why didn’t I wake you at the gas station?

			I said it didn’t seem necessary.

			You’re certain we were on the right road?

			Yes, I said. Yes. Which way should we turn?

			That way, you said, pointing left.

			We were in a rural area, though I had assumed we couldn’t be far from our destination in the city. There wasn’t much visible from the road: driveways to ranch homes, ruts left by tractors, dirt and gravel piled near half-finished housing developments.

			Then the road took us alongside a lake. Its surface was perfectly black, without any sheen, as though the water had been replaced with tar. We were past and away before I could say anything to you.

			I rolled down my window.

			The air was thick. There was a sour chemical reek to it, faint but insistent.

			Close the window, you said.

			The clock read 6:00 am. It wasn’t very bright, but that could be attributed to the fog. We concluded after minimal discussion that since our road was larger than those connected to it, somewhere ahead would be an even larger road, or a highway, or a town where we could stop and get our bearings.

			So we drove on.

			6:30 am, not much brighter.

			7:00 am, the light was unchanged.

			The road forked, and I took us left without consulting you. I drove on, obstinately—all the more so because you said nothing—I drove on, flanked by trees that in the fog seemed a single bristling mass.

			Is the clock broken? you asked. It still says 7:00 am.

			We tried watching the clock to see if something was wrong with the display, but inevitably the fog and the road would demand our attention.

			I.

			Your turn to drive, you said.

			I pulled over onto the shoulder. There were fields on either side of us. Spread over the fields was the fog.

			A ditch ran next to the road. As I walked to the passenger door, I heard a sound like something small splashing around in shallow water, but I kept my eyes on the car, away from the ditch.

			Strapping myself in again, I commented on the absence of other vehicles. You may not have heard me. The road was plunging into the fog ahead of us; we were going over the falls.

			Now and then I thought I could see the sun glowing behind the fog; but the glimpses were so brief that they may have been tricks of the eye; and the position of the dimly apprehended circle varied every time I saw it, appearing first closer to the horizon, then higher in the sky; and once I thought I saw it over the other side of the road.

			We were moving fast. It felt like we were adrift. I said hang on, have we gone off the road? But you didn’t slow down.

			I raised my voice, which I regret, and at last you put on the brakes, straightening out the wheel but still not speaking.

			Then a shape appeared in the headlights, low to the ground, the fog swirling in eddies around it: what looked, incongruously, like a rooftop ventilator unit.

			You shut off the engine. After a minute you opened the door. I followed your example.

			Walking over with a show of fearlessness, I put my ear up to the opening, careful to avoid touching it. No air moved through the duct. The metal was in rough condition—pitted and uneven, like the skin of a rhinoceros.

			Maybe it’s defunct? I said.

			You shook your head, saying it must be connected to someplace nearby even if it wasn’t currently in use.

			I looked around.

			We appeared to be in a dilapidated parking lot, except that there were no barriers of any kind and no lines anywhere.

			You stood furthest away from the car at that moment. I was holding on to the open passenger door, looking at you, wondering if I should volunteer to search for a building while you stayed with the car.

			I’ll drive, you said. We’ll find something.

				We determined to keep the ventilator in the rear-view mirror and to drive straight ahead. If we found nothing, we would put the car in reverse and backtrack.

			Somehow this didn’t work. After we drove out twenty yards or so, there was still nothing ahead of us; and backing up, we couldn’t find the ventilator. It ought to have been directly behind us, but it wasn’t.

			I wanted to keep looking for it and insisted this was the only thing to do.

			But you said there had to be an edge to the lot, even if it were attached to an enormous chain store or athletic complex. You said we should head in one direction till we hit an edge, then follow the edge till we hit a corner, and so on, until we found an entrance or an exit.

			The road crackled beneath our tires as you took us forward. It wasn’t a paved surface any longer, more like a gravel-strewn lot extending without limit in every direction. Slowly, we picked up speed.

			Ten miles an hour became twenty. Twenty became thirty. Forty, fifty.

			Sixty. We cut through the fog faster and faster.

			It parted and reformed behind us so that all evidence of our passage was blotted out, and still nothing came.

			You kept your foot to the floor. Finally, as we were getting close to ninety, you eased off the gas.

			I watched the odometer turn over as the car coasted to a halt. We had driven over two miles in the fog without hitting anything.

			What is this? I said. Where are we?

			What is this? Where are we?

			What is this? Where are we?

			It was your idea to inventory the car. You know how that turned out.

			Though we hadn’t eaten since the previous day, neither of us was hungry: a nonissue, since there was nothing to eat in the car when we entered the fog, and nothing to drink. (Would it have changed things if there had been? A different input yielding a different output?) You suggested we try to get some sleep. Very matter of fact. Then you took the emergency blanket and turned to face the window.

			I made do with clothing I’d packed: a button-up shirt spread out to cover my legs, a jacket draped over my upper body, with a wide strip between them frustratingly exposed no matter how I arranged myself.

			What is this? I asked again. Are we hallucinating?

			I don’t think that’s what this is, you said.

			What, then? A secret military experiment or something?

			No, you said. I hope not.

			What does that mean? I asked, raising my voice again, which I regret.

			No point in speculating, you replied. Let’s wait. See what happens.

			And that was it. You didn’t want to talk anymore.

			You were trying to sleep, you said, but I could see your open eyes reflected in the window.

			The seat backs reclined far enough that we were almost lying flat. Staring up at the unlit dome light, I tried on theories like they were different hats. 

			(I never thought I would wander into another dimension.)

			(I never thought I would fall under a spell.)

			(I never thought I would become a ghost.)

			I wore all the hats, putting them on and taking them off, sometimes wearing two or three at a time.

			Until finally I slept.

			I woke with a start. So did you, and at exactly the same moment. Both of us were upright in our seats and alert in a matter of seconds.

			A new landmark had appeared. Impossibly close, no more than four feet in front of the bumper, was a mailbox.

			You started up the car and put it in reverse.

			What are you doing? I demanded.

			That’s not a mailbox, you said.

			You drove backwards into the fog until the mailbox disappeared from view, then hit the brakes, put the car in drive and rolled forward.

			The mailbox, of course, was gone.

			I’m driving now, I shouted, all but pushing you out of the driver’s seat. Without saying a word, you climbed into the back and lay down with your eyes closed.

			I.

			It’s your turn to drive again. I’m in the backseat trying to write neatly with the notebook on my lap.

			Whenever we stop for long, the fog assumes a solidity that we must defeat with speed. Practically speaking, this means we wake to drive through the fog, over an unending gravel sea, stopping only to sleep. Our days are measured by this routine.

			You like to turn the car off when we’re parked. I like to leave it running. It doesn’t make any difference. The car never needs gas. The tires don’t lose air.

			We fall asleep together, and we wake up together, without exception. We are apart, if at all, only in dreams, which we never remember.

			In the morning, we pick a direction, more or less at random, and drive, hour after hour, day after day, but the expected collision never comes.

			No matter how wildly we turn the wheel, how far down we push the pedal: it never comes.

			So we keep driving.

			Whenever it’s your turn, you change directions frequently, as though you were still searching for an off-ramp.

			(You still check your phone, even though it never needs charging and never gets a signal; and you glance at your reflection whenever you think I won’t notice, even though it always looks the same.)

			I prefer to drive straight ahead with my arm out the window. Rolling forward, like a boat under low power, I can always find pockets where monuments hold back the fog. They only surface when we slow the car down, and they’re single-use packets; there is no remainder, no balance.

			The mailbox was a monument. (Not the first, that was probably the ventilator unit, or maybe the gas station.)

			The next was a single trash can.

			Then there was a set table.

			An umbrella; a threadbare carpet; a length of hose; a statuette of a rider on horseback.

			Garbage bags full of laundry; plastic packaging; boardgames in ragged boxes; jars of nails and screws; cables in a variety of gauges.

			They continued in this vein for a long time—weeks, it seems, or months—but so slowly that no single monument stands out from the sequence, they acquired a more deliberate, meditative quality. This fascinated me. You even started to show some interest, squinting at each discovery as though considering what to do with it.

			A shelf, tipped at a sharp angle and half-sunk in the gravel.

			Yards and yards of magnetic tape, unspooled in drifts.

			A dozen mirrors, face down on the ground, but still intact.

			(Why didn’t we ever take one of the monuments with us? It could be that you wouldn’t allow it, or that I assumed you wouldn’t. That would fit.)

			Around this time I started writing everything down in accordance with what I call the First Principle:

			Each new monument modifies the others. In the correct order, they will impart some lesson. At present their proper alignment or sequence is obscured by the fog. From this I derive a Second Principle:

			Since the fog cannot be dispelled, it must be charted.

			I offered to let you write in the notebook, but you didn’t even say no, just looked at me wearily, or contemptuously, I couldn’t say which.

			(Now I begin to understand why you might have felt that there’s no point in trying to preserve any of this—that it’s an endless series of non sequiturs, discontiguous islands. But the mark of a poor craftsman? You reached this conclusion too quickly, I think. We have to be special. It wants to tell us something, but either it doesn’t know how, or we lack the ability—at present!—to understand.)

			What does? you asked.

			I was surprised to hear you speak—how long had it been, by then?—and surprised too because it meant that either I had been talking out loud or you had been reading this notebook.

			Whatever it is that brought us here, I answered. Whatever made this place.

			The surface of the road expands endlessly, and no signs come, only sights, one after another.

			A wooden fence around an empty pot.

			A spring mattress the size of a sail.

			A highchair covered in mossy gray fur.

			A stone hand with fingers like chimneys.

			I.

			The last term in the sequence was a house we found in the fog.

			(We’ll live here for ten years together, counting the days. I’ll have time to write, to fix some of the errors that inevitably creep in. The fog will grow thick as snow. We’ll scoop it up in our fingers.)

			I’ve gone back to the beginning of the notebook. It reads like an old tale too often retold, everything distinctive worn away or slightly out of focus: a memory of a memory, words about words about words, words all the way down.

			The house—I almost wrote ‘our house’—has a door in the basement that opens into the attic. I rise from my bed in an upstairs room and walk down to the kitchen. I hear the sound of your footsteps through the ceiling. (When I am awake, you are awake.)

			Then I walk down the narrow flight of stairs leading to the basement and open the door at the back of the tool room and emerge in the cramped attic space.

			It is not precisely the same house I was in before, but you’re still in your bedroom. I walk past you, standing at the door, on my way to the stairs, to the kitchen, to the basement. You’re still there, in your bedroom, when I descend from the attic and walk past again, but now your door is closed.

			Ten years.

			In one version of the house, there was no furniture at all.

			In another, there were so many lamps that moving from room to room was like pushing through a crowd passively resisting my efforts.

			All these houses were stacked one on top of the other.

			A house with walls that gave slightly when I pushed on them.

			A house with floors buried under countless knives and forks and spoons.

			A house with every window broken out to admit the fog.

			What other conclusion could I have reached, but that the formulation of a new set of principles was required? Clearly, the time of monuments had passed; this was something else.

			I was a fool, wasn’t I? You stayed in your bedroom, shrewdly, while I hurried from house to house, noting each variation as it appeared.

			A house with one additional room—a house with one fewer.

			A house that smelled precisely—precisely!—like the house I grew up in.

			A house creaking and groaning as though buffeted by a strong wind.

			One day, sitting on the porch and working on revisions, I saw a diamond of harsh white light hanging in the sky. It seemed to rest on a plane not quite parallel to our own, like a face tilted slightly forward, looking down on us.

			All around it, piercing the fog with a purity scarcely less agonizing than that of their master shape, were pinpricks of light that writhed and looped as though trying to orbit themselves. Each itself, purely; each a blister of light.

			I rushed inside to tell you. It was a pointless gesture. Your door was closed. You were almost gone.

			Writing that now, I feel an unutterable sadness. Many other feelings are muted, dull and distant. But the diamond is still there in my eyes, searing and severe.

			I.

			I’ve reread again from the beginning of the notebook.

			This time a more skilled editor has made changes. Subtraction, mostly. It reads better, but there are some parts I wish had been kept in.

			Ten years was too long, I admitted as much to you before we got back in the car and drove on—but the house was ours every time. Don’t forget that.

			Don’t forget—we rode on the hood—we even slept there sometimes—with the gas pedal rigged to keep the car in motion.

			I no longer sleep at all, now that you’re gone. Why is that?

			Parts of how you left have been removed as well. Was there no hint of it? Did we never discuss it?

			(You will point out that we never discussed anything.)

			I remember we had stopped the car and were sitting on the hood, looking at the fog rolling and twisting. Past four or five yards all was lost to the eye.

			You stood and picked up a fragment of the road, hefted it in your hand, and threw it into the fog. Then you walked off in the same direction, as though you were simply going to retrieve it.

			Did I call out, running after you, only to find nothing?

			Did I stand by the car, unmoving?

			Why did you leave?

			One guess: you had held on to a fear I’ve now lost, and tired of waiting, you dove in.

			Alternatively: it just didn’t hold your interest. You didn’t want to know anymore. I still do. I do. But wherever you are, I think you can still read this. I’m right, aren’t I? And if I keep driving, you’ll keep reading?

			I.

			I’m far out on a wave. It’s gone wrong again, in certain ways, in my opinion. A few errors have been especially persistent, requiring multiple fixes before the alterations would hold.

			The world is an empty driveway of porous stone, a breathing sponge.

			The road is a cross-legged mountain.

			It is still trying to get my attention, but now it uses rougher methods.

			There are too many shoes in the car, I have to keep throwing them away. The upholstery comes off in patches that adhere to my skin. Little hairs grow everywhere on everything.

			Under the hood, it doesn’t look how I remember. There are lots of tubes connecting different elements but no belts and nothing that resembles an engine. There are reservoirs filled with fluids of dull, urinous yellow, tarnished orange, scabrous purple.

			Here, now, a ladder rises out of the ground as though it were a vine climbing into the sky. But how could I climb that ladder? What would be the point?

			I lost you before seeing the diamond. There were eyes in different configurations. Only when I’m writing are the pages apart.

			There aren’t any blank pages left. I’ve had to erase earlier drafts to free up space for writing. (Many times, I suspect.) 

			A final guess, then: this was your notebook.

			You left it in the glovebox for me. You’re helping me. We take turns.

			Alternatively: you abandoned the notebook, that’s all. It never added up, never came to anything—so let me try.

			I’m trying. I’ll keep trying.

			© Fair Copy by Daniel I. Clark. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Swan Song by Georgene Smith Goodin

		

		
			We Lacantors were as endangered as the Latin language we’d taken our name from; Laca for lake and cantor for singer. Unless we recruited another, we would lack quorum for our solstice ceremony and the extinction of our kind would follow.

			When we learned the junior high orchestra had scheduled a Memorial Day concert at the bandstand along the shore, we could not believe our good fortune. Of course, a chorale would have better suited our purposes, but who were we to scoff at our only opportunity? Beggars can’t be choosers. 

			We polished the mollusk shells for days before threading their opalescence onto a reed to make the necessary necklace. We selected Clarice to do the recruitment and swam with her to the shallows under the dock. Our eyes followed as she heaved herself on a flat rock and slithered across it, splaying her body on its surface.

				We lingered, hidden among the pilings, watching as the moonlight shimmied along her scales. We watched until the sun rose; we could see her scales had dried into an emerald and crimson gossamer dress, that her feet had emerged and her head had assumed its human shape, with fiery red curls stretched by their own weight into long, skinny esses. 

			We watched her first tentative steps, collectively wincing because our own experiences had taught us the pain of these transitions. Only when we were certain her legs had garnered enough strength did we hastily swim off to avoid being glimpsed by the early morning joggers or, worse, snared by the fishermen who favored live bait. The popping sound of hooked cray fish had long been a siren song for us and we’d lost two of our number in that manner in just the past winter alone. 

			When the sun had set and the sky had winked the last slivers of pink and gold from its face, we reconvened under the dock. Clarice reported that it had not been hard to get Lena to wear the shells. To the contrary, Lena had been charmed at first sight by the necklace and reached to touch it before catching herself.

			“It’s so beautiful,” Lena had said. “May I try it on?”

			If Lena had felt the necklace cast its spell, she’d shown no surprise. She’d followed Clarice willingly to the dock and when Clarice led her to the water, she showed more concern for her violin case than her own inability to swim. Clarice assured her the case was strong and the water would not penetrate it, although she herself harbored doubts.

			Lena told Clarice that no one in her mother’s family was musical, so it had puzzled Lena when her mother pushed her towards the violin. Whenever she inquired as to motive, and she inquired many times, her mother had simply replied, “They told me you had to play.” No amount of prodding could extract the identity of the mysterious “they,” but her mother’s evasiveness had made Lena treasure the violin all the more. Secretly, she hoped her music was somehow connected to her father.

			We swam our circles around Lena. It was her first changeover and the joining of her legs and the coating of scales took far longer than any of us thought it should. She turned snow white instead of the normal red and green. There was a whisper in our minds that this did not bode well and we quickly banished it by telling ourselves we were elders now, our memories had faded. Surely all new arrivals had been white at first, perhaps a testament to their purity? We could not bring ourselves to acknowledge that Lena might not be a good candidate. The solstice was almost upon us. We could not afford to fail.

			We had never taught a newcomer to swim before, not that we could recall. They’d always seemed to arrive knowing and Lena’s pathetic flailing struck us as another poor omen. We floundered on how to instill in her an ability that was second-nature to us and finally, in desperation, we pushed her along to our cave like dolphins rescuing a sailor from a shipwreck.

				We worried someone would come looking for Lena, but she assured us it was unlikely. In her own words, Lena was an “oops,” father unknown. She often went AWOL without her mother noticing. She had no friends, either. Lena had joined the orchestra in the hope of finding a place she fit in, but her playing was so elegant, so sophisticated, it left the other students dumbstruck. In typical adolescent fashion, they made a great show of ignoring what they could not understand. 

			We lost precious weeks trying to teach Lena the skills all Lacantors require, but her vocal cords could not vibrate as needed and although we succeeded at coaxing Lena’s body to float, we could only elicit the most pathetic paddling along the water’s surface. Deep dives and long, underwater glides, a hallmark of all Lacantors, were not forthcoming. Late one night, when the full moon puddled like mercury upon the lake’s surface, we hauled ourselves upon the rocks at our cave’s entrance.

			“Oh, I have failed,” Clarice keened. 

			None clamored to correct her.

			“Perhaps we should take her back?” the youngest of us suggested. 

			Before the rest could respond that such a thing had never been done, a voice boomed, “No!” from out of our cave, rattling its stalactites. Mercifully, none fell.

			We had not realized Lena was still awake. The afternoon’s lessons had exhausted us; surely the efforts should have brought her to slumber?

			“I may not be able to sing,” Lena said, “and I shall certainly never swim. But music is my heart and surely a love of song is enough to be a Lacantor?”

			We glanced among ourselves. No one wanted to admit our backs were to the proverbial wall, our hours few. Surely Lena’s desire and willingness should count for something?

			“Lena does mean ‘alluring,’” Clarice offered up tentatively.

			“And light,” another of us suggested.

			“And is it not also a river in Russia? Surely being named for a body of water is an asset?”

			“Bring me my case,” Lena commanded, sensing the tide had turned in her favor.

			We brought the violin from the outcropping where we had stashed it. She tuned it carefully. When the strings had reached a tension that satisfied her, she drew the bow across them with a grace we had not previously seen her exhibit. The melody that emerged could only be described as other-worldly. Without meaning to, we hummed along as if our mothers had sung us this song in our cradles.

			The splash in the water startled all but Lena. We glanced among ourselves, counting each other as if in fear one had disappeared. Upon arriving at our correct number, we cast our eyes upon the water and saw there schools of our long-gone sisters rushing towards our cave; the Lacantors we thought forever lost were returning to us in droves. All that had been required to bring their resurrection had been the proper song.

			When the last note died away, we begged Lena to play again. We swam our circles around her, certain that she truly was meant to be one of us. We closed our eyes and raised our voices into the chorus that for centuries had defined Lacantors and bound us to one another. So immersed were we in our song that we failed to notice Lena was no longer playing.

			When we reopened our eyes, we saw the void in the center of our circle. The weight of our communal grief threatened to sink us all.

			It was Clarice who noticed the swan swimming towards the center of the lake. And although it dodged the glints of moonlight on the surface, we could all see the opalescence of the mollusk shells sagging against the arch of its neck.

			© Swan Song by Georgene Smith Goodin. 2023. All rights reserved.
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			Hydrogen Bubbles by Emily Jo Scalzo 

		

		
			It started on the day of my big math exam, following a night of feverish study after work. I splurged to grab lunch from the student union after the exam and before Chemistry 101, and the sleepy full feeling coupled in deadly marriage with my exhaustion; I wanted to crawl out of my seat, spread out on the lecture hall aisle floor, and nap through class with the hope I would somehow learn through osmosis. Instead, I used every trick in the book to stay conscious, from copious note-taking to pinching myself. 

			Professor McPhallen had a tendency to stop the lecture five or ten minutes early so he could demonstrate a chemical reaction. Today he was setting fire to hydrogen-filled bubbles, which amused or terrified different students depending on how close they were sitting—and whether or not they were actually awake.

			I had witnessed this experiment with glee several times in high school chemistry, but now I just stared with fatigue-driven disinterest.

			Of course, that was until the dragon emerged from the hydrogen-fueled flames of a particularly large bubble, jolting me quickly to full attention. The creature was two to three feet long, bright orange with blue markings, as though it had been made from the flames it’d emerged from. It soared over our heads in the lecture hall for several minutes before perching on the light above the chalkboard and eying the class. 

			The bubbles continued to pop in fiery brilliance, and the professor continued to explain the experiment, but I barely noticed. Instead I glanced around the class, only to find no one was reacting to the presence of the dragon. How that was possible, how they hadn’t seen the dragon emerge and loop over us, was beyond me, but somehow despite an orange and blue dragon sitting right in front of over four hundred people, no one was pointing or gaping at it. There was no pandemonium.

			My eyes were drawn back to the dragon, which seemed to be studying the class. It was different than I had imagined a dragon might look, with four clawed limbs and separate wings sprouting from its back. Somehow I had imagined dragons as similar to bats, with their forearms doubling as wings. I froze as it fixed its gaze on me. We stared at each other until a student walked in front of me and broke the connection, class having ended while I was transfixed. When I glanced above the chalkboard again, it was gone.

			I chalked it up to a lack of sleep and filed out of the hall with my classmates, feeling like an idiot for buying into what must have been a hallucination. I hadn’t been getting enough sleep since my roommate had skipped out and left me to pay all the rent and utilities for our two-bedroom apartment. She was supposed to be my best friend, but less than a month into our first semester of college she’d moved in with a new boyfriend, and I hadn’t heard from her since. The complex manager didn’t care, just said I was responsible, so I’d been catching double-shifts for weeks to make ends meet and avoid accruing student loans, coming home exhausted and with waitress-weary feet. I had to keep my grades up, too, to retain my scholarship, the only reason I was able to go to college in the first place—foster kids didn’t usually have many options. I barely interacted with anyone outside of work as a result; I wasn’t exactly an extrovert, but I was starting to feel withdrawn from the world.

			The rest of the day and the entire weekend passed hallucination-free, though busy. I spent the weekend grabbing as many double-shifts as I could between doing homework and readings for my classes. My tips enabled me to put gas in my car that might last me a couple weeks. I had almost completely forgotten about the incident before the next lecture Monday afternoon.

			The memory came surging back as I entered the lecture hall to see the dragon soaring above our heads again. I stood in the aisle staring at it until someone bumped into me, reminding me that class was about to start. I took my seat and hesitantly peeked up again, hoping the dragon had just been my imagination playing tricks on me as punishment for lack of sleep, but it was still flying around.

			As Professor McPhallen entered, the dragon settled on the light above the chalkboard again, and I tried to turn my attention to the lecture as it began. However, the dragon was staring straight at me, and I found my attention pulled to the electric-purple eyes that were set in its angular head. When I made eye contact, it snorted, sending a small cloud of smoke billowing up toward the ceiling. I was half-afraid it would set off the fire alarm, but the smoke dissipated before reaching the detector.

			I reminded myself that the dragon had to be a figment of my imagination and couldn’t possibly set off the alarm, and turned back to the lecture, trying to keep my eyes on the professor, trying not to allow my eyes to wander above the chalkboard.

			I could feel the little dragon’s unwavering and unnerving gaze for the rest of the hour, and my eyes were continually drawn to the little creature. Each time I noticed something different: the little ridge around the crown of its head, the single tiny dark orange horn that curved backward from its forehead, the blue frill along its spine. I wound up having to text Dave, my lab partner, to ask for his notes.

			u ok clara?

			headache hard 2 pay attention

			check ur email

			The recurring hallucination bothered me, but my chemistry lecture was only three days a week, and at least my mind wouldn’t have an excuse to play tricks on me for another couple days. I pushed concerns from my mind to focus on my job, serving the dinner rush and managing to make a decent amount in tips. It was midnight by the time I got home, and I had to stay up to study for my first class until 2am.

			Early the next morning on my way to my computer programming class, while I was enjoying the way the early autumn heat mixed with the scent of impending winter, an orange-blue blur swooped down in front of me, shocking me so badly that I stumbled into another student and nearly knocked them over. Shaken, I apologized and hurried to class, not looking up for fear I would see the dragon. 

			I needed to start getting more sleep. Even if dragons were real, they certainly wouldn’t randomly show up on a college campus in Indiana, of all places.

			But when I reached class, it was already there, perched on a computer monitor. It let out a tiny puff of smoke when it noticed me, and I skirted around it to sit as far away as possible. To no avail—the dragon moved to sit atop my monitor as soon as I sat down, spreading its wings to balance itself until it found a comfortable perch. I couldn’t help but notice, with it so close, the delicate, scaly orange and blue membrane that made up the dragon’s wings.

			I tried to ignore it and concentrate on the coding assignment, hoping no one noticed me crane my neck to look around nothing at the board.

			Three different days had me starting to question my assumption that this was a figment of my imagination, an exhaustion-induced hallucination. On the one hand, it had to be, because dragons aren’t real, and because no one else seemed to be able to see it. On the other hand, the dragon was too persistent a hallucination to not be real.

			I wasn’t quite ready to admit I might be losing my grasp on reality.

			I concentrated on coding, since the assignment we were given was complex, and the dragon had evidently decided not to bother me. At the end of class, I saved my work, logged out of my account, and left the room, not looking back at the creature.

			I hoped it wouldn’t appear or follow me, and was relieved when nothing happened on my way to the library, where I needed to finish an assignment for Spanish. The dragon wasn’t in the library, so I was able to get my mind into Spanish mode and complete a short essay. With two hours between my classes, I even had time to read the chemistry notes and get my math homework done in advance, which would maybe let me get to bed a bit earlier.

			When I arrived at class, though, the dragon was on the overhead projector, like it was waiting for me. Like it knew my schedule. The moment I sat down, it glided over and situated itself on my desk. I took out my notebook, using the bit of desk it wasn’t on and trying to ignore it and avoid touching it. Touching it would make it real, and logic told me it couldn’t be.

			The dragon had distinct markings, orange with a blue that lightened and darkened almost marbled through its scales. The blue frill that ran down its spine looked as delicate as feathers and accented the blue in the scales. I wondered briefly if the dragon was male or female, then shook my head at myself for wondering such a ridiculous thing about a figment of my imagination.

			The dragon stretched out until it hogged the desk, and to avoid touching it I was forced to move my notebook to my lap to take notes, earning an odd look from the girl next to me. The dragon seemed content to survey the classroom, then curled up on the desk and took a nap, releasing a steady tendril of smoke from its nostrils. When the professor asked me a question, the dragon chose that moment to let out a yawn that made it breathe out a tiny bit of flame. I was barely able to stammer a halfway-coherent answer, Spanish suddenly completely foreign to me, even though I’d taken three years in high school.

			The end of class was a relief—Tuesdays and Thursdays ended by noon, and I could hopefully catch a nap and rid myself of the hallucinations before work.

			As I left the room, a weight settled on my shoulder. When I turned my head, expecting a student or maybe the professor, I discovered the dragon was perched on my shoulder. Moreover, I felt the weight of it on my shoulder, which certainly wasn’t normal for a hallucination. I tried to shake it off, but its claws clung to my shirt and people began to stare. I stopped trying to dislodge it and headed home, hoping it would go away on its own.

			But it was still there when I reached my apartment building, despite the fact that I’d ‘accidentally’ bumped my shoulder on everything possible on my way home. Only when I entered my apartment did the dragon take off from my shoulder, settling on the back of the ratty couch I’d seen a neighbor putting by the dumpster last month. 

			I retreated to the kitchen and rummaged in my cabinets, looking for something to fix for lunch. There wasn’t much left; I desperately needed to go shopping when my next paycheck came in. I just hoped it would be enough to cover the electric bill and groceries. Pretty much all I had left was stale bread, peanut butter, ramen, eggs, a tiny bit of milk, and a few pickles. I’d been subsiding on ramen for the past several days, so I decided to treat myself to the rest of the eggs and milk before they went bad.

			I cooked myself a plate of scrambled eggs and poured the remaining milk into a glass, then sat at the table to eat. The dragon abruptly launched itself from the couch, skittering uncertainly on the edge of the table before catching itself. It slid across the slick wood surface to the plate and sniffed at the contents briefly before helping itself to a bite of egg.

			I moved the plate away. The egg had actually disappeared into the dragon, again challenging my insistence that it was a hallucination. The dragon hissed and clawed its way closer to take another bite, prompting me to move the plate against my chest. I shoveled egg into my mouth, eying the creature. The dragon stared at me for a moment, then moved closer and tried to stretch out to reach more, but I blocked the move with my arm. It stayed there, neck stretched, begging.

			Disturbingly, I could smell it, the scent of snakeskin and burnt matches, light and barely tickling my nose. 

			When the dragon moved away, it was a relief. It gingerly moved to the glass of milk, sticking its small snout inside and drinking. Before I could react and grab the glass away, it tipped and spilled the contents over the table and my lap. The dragon hissed and moved out of the puddle of liquid, shaking the milk off its claws like a cat might, then lapped at the milk on the table.

			I was frozen—the milk, unless the dragon was real, had tipped over by itself. And the idea that the dragon could be real struck me as insane. I shook my head—I must have jostled the table. It had to be the fatigue, so I got up and left the mess at the table, called in sick to work, and headed to my bedroom. I obviously needed a small break. It was barely noon, but hopefully getting sufficient rest would cure me of my hallucinations.

			I woke to the light of the setting sun streaming through the blinds, nearly six hours later, feeling better than I had in a long time. I was well-rested and clear-headed, at least. I could still do my chemistry and English homework, and then get a regular night’s sleep on top of the ‘nap’ and catch an extra shift at work later in the week. Everything would be fine.

			I stretched, and my foot hit something unyielding on my covers. I glanced down to find the dragon curled at the foot of my bed, sleeping quietly. More than that, it sleeping atop a bed of coins—certainly not mine, since I was broke.

			I stared at the creature for a while. This dragon couldn’t actually exist, and apparently only I could see it. Logically, that and the fact that I believed I could touch and smell it meant I had to have lost my grasp on reality. I didn’t feel crazy, though. Nothing else about the world had changed.

			The dragon stretched and yawned, looking like a weird cat. It glanced at me with sleepy purple eyes before turning and nibbling at its wing. Hesitantly, I reached out to initiate contact for the first time, flinching back slightly as my hand encountered the scaly creature, its body solid and real. I ran my hand along its side, surprised at the warmth and softness of the scales, the texture of the scales like tiny ridges tickling my fingers. The dragon pushed its head against my hand, insistent that I scratch around its horn, then let out a contented trilling noise and blew out a tiny puff of smoke when I did.

			I reached with my other hand and took a coin experimentally—dragons were supposed to be protective of their hoards, after all. It rose and stretched again, then pushed more of the coins toward me with its claws. Just at a glance, it was enough for a few groceries, some food to last us through the week.

			I sighed, resigned and a little elated, and a little hopeful for the first time in some months. 

			“I really hope you’re housebroken.”

			© Hydrogen Bubbles by Emily Jo Scalzo. 2023. All rights reserved.
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