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Foreword



 

by Braxton Cosby

Author of The Star-Crossed Saga: ProtoStar

 

What would you be willing to trade for Sin? And what would any man be willing to trade for Sin? The whole world? …His soul?

To those who believe, there is no price that equals the value of the human soul. That is the absolute truth, no comprising. But what is it about Sin that is so compelling? That constantly draws us in? That offers us pleasure while disguising the pain that subsequently follows? At its heart, Sin is the line in the sand between spiritual and natural existence. Sin entered the world and formed a schism between creation and the Creator. But we were all given a gift—a reward that not only retains the covenant between us and God, but also sustains the promise of glory—that being Jesus Christ, the Son of God; the perfect sacrifice. And through him, we have been redeemed by Grace, not of our own power. 

So what of Sin, and its price? Seven Deadly Sins offers an answer to that question. This book captures the essence of the relationship between Sin and the struggles of the daily walk of just being human. Through the immaculate art of storytelling, the Seven Deadly Sins of Wrath, Greed, Pride, Lust, Envy, Gluttony, and Sloth are brought to life. We are told to be not of this world, but we must still live in this world, and the only way inevitably to free ourselves from the confines of Sin is to overcome our greatest enemy: our mind. 

Penner's character Michael in Mens Rea demonstrates the disastrous effects of allowing unbridled anger to cultivate, maturing into its most devastating phase: Wrath. Greed rears its ugly head in Russell's story The Soul's Eye, where smooth-talking Iceman finally gets outhustled and burned. Pride and Lust come to the forefront in Adair's Queen of Black Dragons and Kirby's Sinful Pleasures, where the main characters of these tales wrestle with the crippling temptation of a covetous spirit, all the while losing sight of what precious gifts they already possess. Longoria's I am, Envy is all of that, and some. This powerful tale conveys a picture-perfect depiction of how dangerous it can be to submit oneself to the practice of Envy, but highlights the undeniable liberating capacity of charity. Hunger Pains by Ilinca illustrates Gluttony, in this fairytale that cautions the practice of having excess while losing sight of what is most important. Which perfectly leads us to Picarella's Sloth story, Claim Your Fate, which displays the values of hope and encouragement, along with the power of sowing a positive seed in one's own life by speaking things into existence: claiming your own fate. 

So what is to be gleaned from the messages in these powerful stories? Or even in the words scribed on these few pages? I can summarize it in two words: Hope and Love. Hope for the continual deliverance from our own indelible inclination to justify our Sins and explain them away as merely innocent behaviors that define our existence of being human. It is Hope that makes us not ashamed and which allows us to accept our sinful nature, thus bringing accountability to the forefront, so that we can fully appreciate the importance of establishing change in our own lives. So that Love—once actualized as truth—can reign bounteously and empower all of us to do justice to one another, be merciful to those who hurt us, and walk humbly in the will of God.

Enjoy!
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 Men often make up in wrath what they want in reason.



—William R. Alger






  







I. WRATH

 

Mens Rea

 

by

Stephen Penner

 

He dragged the plastic chair across the floor and sat down next to me. I didn't look at him.

"Do you want to tell me what happened?" he asked.

I didn't. But I didn't see why it mattered anymore. "I got angry."

"We all get angry, Michael."

"I got really angry. Really, really angry."

He didn't say anything for a moment, but I knew what he was going to say next.

"Tell me about it."

So I did.

 

I woke up late that morning, slept through my alarm. I'd stayed up too late reading the night before, but I couldn't bring myself to put the book down and go to sleep. It was like I didn't want the next day to come. I must have known somehow.

I pushed myself out of bed and went straight for the shower. When I got out I was a bit more awake, and I figured, if I hurried, I'd only be about fifteen minutes late. I'd been with the firm long enough that Old Man Johnson wouldn't have cared. The problem was, Old Man Johnson was dead and New Man Johnson was running things.

I pulled on my clothes, brushed my hair and went to grab my wallet, keys, and phone. There was a new message on my phone. It had to be Janie. She was the only one who called me that early. And when she did, there was only one reason.

"Hey, Mike. It's Janie. Look, um, about next weekend. I know it's your weekend with the kids, but Derek found this great deal to Six Flags, and he went ahead and told them about it, and they're really excited. So maybe we can swap weekends or something. You'll get to see them this month, I promise, it's just, well, you know. Oh, and um, even though Derek found the deal, it's still pretty expensive, and he still hasn't found another job, so I was wondering if maybe you could, you know, help out a little bit. Just a couple hundred. We can take it out of next month's child support or something. Okay, um, great. Give me a call. Thanks, Mike, you're the best."

I closed my eyes and counted to ten. Then I slid the phone into my pocket, grabbed my keys and walked to the front door, where I'd left the envelope with very expensive, right-behind-the-dugout tickets for next Saturday's game against the Yankees. I stuffed them into my briefcase and headed outside. My old Ford sedan only took two tries to start, and I headed to work.

Traffic was terrible. It always was when I left that late. Ten minutes late out the door meant thirty minutes late to work. And everybody else was late too, so it was all tail-gaiting and no-signal lane changes. Some jerk in a BMW swerved in front of me just before my exit and I had to slam on my brakes to avoid hitting him. That was great, except that the jerk in the BMW behind me smashed right into me.

"You fucking asshole! What the hell is wrong with you?!"

That might have been appropriate for me to yell, since I was the one who got rear-ended, but instead it was the short, mustached rear-ender who jumped out of his car and ran up to me before I could even get my door all the way open.

"Back up." I tried to stay calm as I forced myself out of my car. I wasn't the tallest guy ever, but I was bigger than that jerk and I hoped my several-inch height advantage would convince him to back down. It didn't.

"You did that on purpose!" he yelled. "You slammed on your brakes on purpose."

"Yes, I did," losing my patience quickly. "Because somebody slammed their brakes in front of me."

"Then it's your fault," he shouted. "You admit it's your fault."

My size wasn't working, and I really didn't want to get into a fist fight with this guy—although the idea was becoming more tempting—so when I saw that the impact had popped open my trunk, I thought I'd try one more effort at wordless intimidation.

"No sir," I said as I stepped to the rear of my car and pulled the trunk all the way open. "The law is that you have to keep a safe following distance, enough to stop no matter what happens with the car in front of you."

"That's not true!" he practically wailed. "How do you know that's the law?"

"Because I'm a lawyer," I answered forcefully. Then I reached into my trunk and took out the holstered handgun I bought when I'd switched from criminal defense to family law a few years earlier. I pulled the holster over my shoulders and fastened it. "Now, let's exchange insurance information and wait for the cops to get here."

Jerk looked at me, clearly intimidated by the gun, but there was something more in his eyes.

"I don't have insurance!" he shouted. "So go to hell!"

Then he ran to his crumpled car and drove off, nearly crashing into yet another car as he swerved into traffic.

I closed my eyes and pushed the anger down into my stomach. Then I reached into my car, pulled on my suit coat and waited for the cops to arrive.

I was over an hour late for work, but I had a police case number for an excuse. I stormed into my office hoping that looking frustrated and frazzled might discourage the chorus of 'where-ya-been?'s I was expecting. It worked.

Mostly.

Danielle walked in right behind me.

"You're late," she said. It was somewhere between a growl and a purr.

She was the same middle-age as me, but you wouldn't know it looking at her. Long legs, long hair, with a perfect ass and tits in between. She was my legal secretary. Well, mine and three other attorneys. But that's all she was. Just my secretary. Really. Janie never believed it. I still think that's part of why she went looking for a Derek.

"I know," I answered. "Some asshole rear ended me."

"Tell it to Mr. Johnson," Danielle said. "You missed your nine-o'clock with him."

Damn it. I'd forgotten all about that.

I stepped around Danielle. She didn't move quite enough and my crotch got way too close to that perfect ass. I pushed those feelings down into my stomach too. I was pretty sure Danielle giggled at me under her breath.

I was going to bolt through the door and hang the quick right to Johnson's office. Mine was the last office before the Big Guy's. That was because Old Man Johnson thought I was the best lawyer at the firm. New Man Johnson not so much. Missing our meeting wasn't going to help.

But I was going to be even later. Jason Fletcher was standing in my doorway.

"Good morning, Mr. Mitchell," he said. "We all noticed you were late this morning. Is everything all right?"

Fletcher was a complete dick. He only called me 'Mr. Mitchell' to remind me that I was older—a lot older—than him. Like ready to get shoved aside older. And the only reason he was at my office was because he had his eye on it—and Danielle—since he'd shown up.

Oh, and he was New Man Johnson's college roommate.

"Fine, Jason," I grumbled. "Somebody rear-ended me on the way to work."

I expected him to get out of way. He didn't.

"I need to see Mr. Johnson now," I encouraged him to step aside.

He paused for a second—just enough to piss me off—then stepped out of the way. "Say Hi to Brian for me."

Subtle. First name basis with the boss. Got it.

'Brian' was sitting behind his daddy's desk, feet up, looking through some papers.

"You missed our meeting," he said when I walked in. He dropped his feet and motioned at the single chair opposite his desk. "Time is money."

I sat down. "Sorry about that. Some jerk rear-ended me on the freeway. He didn't have insurance and took off, so I had to wait for the cops so I could fill out a hit-and-run report."

I didn't mention the oversleeping thing.

He nodded for a few seconds, assessing my credibility. "Okay. Just get me a copy of that report."

Great. He wanted to see what time the accident happened. "Will do, sir."

Time to change the subject. "So what did you want to see me about?"

The sour expression he'd worn while assessing my story melted into a beaming smile.

"Money, Mike. I want to talk to you about money."

I tried to keep smiling. If there was one difference between Old Man Johnson and New Man Johnson it was money. Or rather, the way they pursued it. Old Man Johnson figured if he built a high quality firm with top notch attorneys, then the money would follow.

New Man Johnson wanted the money now. And as much as possible. It was a business to him, not a profession.

"Okay." I wasn't sure what else to say.

"You have the most clients here," he went on.

I knew that. Everyone knew that. I pretended not to, though. "Oh, really. Well, that's nice."

Johnson smiled, but a cold smile. "It is and it isn't," he said. "You charge less than the other attorneys."

That was news to me. I said so.

"No, everyone else is raising their rates, Mike," he explained. "You need to too."

I shrugged. It had been a while since I'd raised my hourly rate. I supposed we could do that. "Okay, I'll have Danielle modify my fee agreement. I've got a prospective client coming in this afternoon. Messy divorce. Kids, pets, boat. I'll start with him."

Johnson laughed, but a cold laugh. "No, Mike. Don't start with him. Raise your rates on all your clients. You have the most clients, that means you're costing us the most money with your low rates."

"But they have fee agreements," I protested too quickly. "I can't just raise my rates."

Johnson's smile and laugh—cold or not—were gone. "You don't care about the financial well being of this firm?" he accused.

I was staggered. "Of course I do. But I have contracts I need to honor. I agreed to do certain work at a certain rate. I can't just—"

"You can and you will," he interjected. "Raise your hourly rate by seventy five dollars. If they refuse to pay it, tell them we're done doing any more work for them. The last thing they'll want to do is go find another attorney, and if they do start looking most will charge that much or more. They'll pay it, Mitchell. Oh, they'll pay it."

I was disappointed in him. "That's not how your father would have—" I started but he cut me off.

"I'm not my father!" Johnson slammed the desk and stood up. He leaned over the large oaken table and jabbed a finger in my face. "I don't want to be my father! The days of my father running this business like a goddamn hobby are over. My kids aren't going to miss out on things they need just because their old man is too chicken shit to try and make a solid profit!"

I knew better than to say anything. I'm sure he already regretted blurting out as much as he had. I waited a moment for the blood to run out of his face and for his finger to drop a notch.

"Got it," I said. I couldn't bring myself to call him 'Mr. Johnson.' "If that's all..."

He regained himself a bit and stepped back. "Yes, yes, that's it." He picked up his figures and charts. "We can talk more after my lunch with Jason."

I forced a smile. "That'll be great," I said. Lunch with Jason. I swallowed my pride and added, "Mr. Johnson."

I walked back to my office to find Jason looking out my window.

"Nice view," he said when I came in. "Just admiring it."

"Don't start measuring the drapes yet, Fletcher," I growled.

"You're not gonna have this office forever," he shot back. "Things are gonna be changing around here."

"Yeah, I just got the memo," I said. "Now if you'd kindly leave, I guess I need to start calling some of my clients."

Before he could protest, Danielle walked in again. She leaned forward and placed some papers on my desk. Her boobs practically landed on top of them. "These were just filed on the Cunningham matter."

I managed to only look at her tits for a second before looking at the pleadings. It took all I could do not to look at her ass when she left.

Fletcher didn't even try not to look. He even whistled quietly as she stepped out.

"Damn, Mr. Mitchell. You've got one hot secretary."

"She's a good secretary," is all I replied as I scanned the motion to dismiss that Danielle had brought me.

"Tell me," Fletcher went on. "How do you think she'd look with my dick in her mouth?"

I dropped the motion. "Okay, that's uncalled for."

Fletcher put up his hands, but his smarmy smile remained. "Whoa, whoa. Sorry, sir. I thought you were done with her."

I narrowed my eyes at him. I thought that rumor had been put to bed. "I never started with her."

"That's not what I heard," Fletcher snickered. "Not that I blame you. Is she a screamer? She looks like she might be a screamer."

I'd had it. "You'll never find out, Fletcher."

"Why not?"

"'Cause when you started here, she asked about you," I lied. "But I told her you had a thumb dick and herpes."

Fletcher's eyes flared. "You did what?"

I shrugged. "She said she didn't care about the herpes so much, but she figured you might have a pin dick. She said it explained why you're always strutting around and talking so much."

"Go to hell, Mitchell!" Fletcher shook a finger at me, then turned toward the door.

"Don't tell on me to Mr. Johnson," I teased, "or I'll tell Danielle what you said, and she'll sue you and the firm for everything we've got."

He stopped at the doorway, his hands in fists. He stammered for a moment, then fell back again on, "Go to hell."

"Eloquent," I replied, picking up the pleadings in front of me. "Remind me not to let you argue this motion to dismiss."

Fletcher's face turned almost as red as his power tie and he stormed off.

I decided it was a good time to get going too. I didn't know what Fletcher would do or who he'd talk to, and I didn't really want to stick around to find out.

I grabbed the oldest file in my file cabinet and put it in my briefcase, then stepped into the hallway.

"Danielle," I stopped by her desk, "if anyone's looking for me tell them I'm going to meet Mrs. Ellison."

Danielle smiled at the mention of the old woman's name. "How is she doing nowadays?"

"Pretty much homebound anymore," I answered, "but she's managed to stay out of a retirement home. Says she'd rather die in her own house than live in one of those."

Danielle smiled, but didn't say any more. We were both at the age where that would soon be an issue for our parents as well.

Instead she asked, "So why are you going out there?"

I grimaced at the thought of what I had to do. I patted the case file. "I guess I need to talk to her about our fee schedule. She doesn't use a phone, so I have to do it in person." I considered how long she'd been my client and how shitty what I was going to do was. "It's probably better done in person anyway."

Danielle nodded. "You're probably right. I'll let Mr. Johnson know if he starts asking for you."

"Great." Then I remembered. "Oh, and if Fletcher starts asking questions, just tell him you and I have never talked about him."

She smiled. "We haven't, have we?"

"No, but he might think otherwise right now."

Her smile became suspicious. "I think you'd better get going before I figure out what's going on."

"Good idea," I answered, then headed for the elevator.

Mrs. Ellison lived in the same house she raised her eight kids in. Her husband had been dead for two decades, and the kids were scattered all over the country. I handled her financial matters and whatever little things came up. Disputes with the neighbors, transferring titles, dealing with the Social Security Administration.

The house was the same—down to the worn rugs covering every inch of the hardwood floors—but the neighborhood had changed. When she was raising the seven Ellison boys and one Ellison girl, it was a new suburban development, out at the edge of town, where everyone's backyard was an open field untouched by developers. Now it was just another poor neighborhood of the city. The real suburbs had been built outside of town, followed by the exurbs. What stores were left had bars in the windows and shotguns under the counters.

Gang graffiti was rampant. The neighborhood was Crip, but it was right next to Blood territory, so every now and again the Bloods would cross over and tag the hell out of the place, just to piss off their rivals. Fences and mailboxes and the sides of buildings were covered with alternating red and blue graffiti.

I drove past one exchange—"Fuck the Crabs" crossed out and replaced with "Kill the Slobs"—as I drove into the neighborhood. I barely noticed it, though, or the pack of five or so tough-looking young men adorned in blue bandanas, milling around outside the local stop-and-rob store. I was too worried about my meeting with Mrs. Ellison.

No, not worried. Pissed. And ashamed. I shouldn't have been doing it. I shouldn't have been raising rates on an elderly woman just because my new boss wanted even more money in the firm's coffers. The only reason I'd decided to make the trip was to give me an excuse to leave the office before Fletcher figured out a better comeback and tracked me down.

I saw the little dive bar I always drove past on the way to Mrs. Ellison. It was open already. I didn't drink much anymore, and never that early. But I needed a drink. Or at least a reason to put off doing something I knew I shouldn't do. 

I pulled into the gravel parking lot and locked the rental car the insurance company had given me. I shook my head at the "64th Street Crips" sprayed on the side of the bar right over the "Parking for Ice Cave Tavern Only" sign. They hadn't even tried to clean it off.

Doesn't anyone care anymore? I wondered as I walked into the windowless bar.

It took my eyes a minute to adjust to the darkness, but there wasn't all that much to see anyway. A long bar running down the left side, some booths on the right side, and a pool table and dartboard in the back. A fat guy in a sweatshirt was sitting in the middle of the bar. I sat down near the door, two chairs in between us.

The bar top was sticky.

"Hello there," the bartender—a woman who probably wasn't as old as her lifestyle made her look—stepped out from the kitchen behind the bar. "What can I get ya?"

"Eh, just a beer thanks." It was too early for hard stuff. Honestly, it was too early for beer. "Whatever's on tap."

"Comin' right up."

I wasn't exactly sure why I had stopped, other than I was stalling against meeting with Mrs. Ellison. But it had already been a long day so I decided to use the time to try to clear my head a bit.

So of course, that's when Janie called my cell.

Even in divorce she could still nag me.

My ring tone was the first strains of the fourth movement of Beethoven's Seventh Symphony. Not that I was that into classical music. It just sounded really impressive when it went off while meeting with a new client or waiting outside court. Never understood why a grown professional would have the latest pop song as his ring.

Beethoven. Now that was dignified.

Except right then, right there, it made me feel like a pompous ass.

I scrambled it out of my pocket. I actually didn't know who it was until I said, "Hello?"

"Mike? It's Janie."

Crap.

"Did you get my message?" she asked.

"Uh, yeah," I started. "I just haven't had a chance to call you back. I've had a crazy day. First, I woke up late then—"

"That's great, Mike. I don't have a lot of time."

God, it was like we were still married.

"So what do you think?" she said.

I thought it sucked. "I guess. Sure. I mean, I was looking forward to seeing the boys this weekend. I even got tickets to—"

"No, Mike. The money. What do you think about the money?"

I could feel the acid start to spill into my stomach.

"Uh yeah, see," I started.

"Derek hasn't found a job yet," she interrupted.

"Yeah, you said that in your voicemail," I answered. "Listen. Do you get how crappy it is for you to cancel my weekend with the kids and then ask me to pay for Derek to take them to an amusement park?"

She didn't say anything for a few seconds. Then, "It's always about you, isn't it, Mike?"

"Me?" I snapped back. "How is this about me?"

My voice was getting too loud for the small, nearly empty bar.

"How is this about me?" I repeated, more quietly. "You didn't even want to hear about my day."

"Exactly, Mike," she shot back. "I call about the kids and you want to talk about yourself."

"You called about money," I reminded her.

"For the kids!" she shouted. "You know what, Mike? Never mind. Just never mind. Go to hell."

And she hung up.

I closed my eyes and held the phone against my forehead.

She could still really piss me off.

But I didn't get to dwell on it for long.

"You gonna eat those?"

It was sweatshirt guy. He was already reaching across me for the basket of pretzels at my end of the bar. He pressed his stained sweatshirt against my hitherto clean suit coat as he tried to reach the snacks.

"Uh, do you mind?" I said, trying to lean away from him but unable to fully evade his considerable gut.

He stopped reaching, but didn't really move. He did take his eyes off the pretzels long enough to turn his face right into mine and grunt, "What's your problem?"

His breath was foul with pretzels and beer and God knows what else. I grimaced and half turned away.

"Don't you have your own pretzels down there or something?" I asked. There was a basket at the far end of the bar. I could see that much.

"It's empty," Sweatshirt said. "I'm hungry."

I nodded, trying not to get sick from the smell of his breath and the feel of his flab. "I can see that. Can you back up a little?"

He stared at me for a moment through beady eyes, then flopped back on the stool next to me.

"You gonna eat those?" he repeated, pointing at the pretzel basket.

If I'd been hungry before, I sure wasn't anymore.

I slid the basket to him. "All yours, pal."

He shoved a fat handful of pretzels into his mouth before replying, with pretzel shards flying from his lips, "I'm not you're pal."

"I can see that too," I mumbled.

Just then the bartender set my beer down on the counter. "Here ya go, sir."

I handed her a five and told her to keep the change. Beer before noon. I was going to enjoy this guilty pleasure.

"What kinda beer is that?" Sweatshirt guy asked.

And of course, he didn't just ask. He grabbed the beer to look at it, spilling the head onto the bar top. And of course, more half chewed pretzels rocketed from his mouth. I didn't know if any actually went into the beer, but I could imagine it. And that was enough.

I grabbed onto MY beer and tried to push his hairy hand off the glass. But he held on.

"Do you mind?" I said.

"I asked you a question." A few more pretzel crumbs spilled onto his chin but then, mercifully, he swallowed. "What kind of beer is that?"

I just looked at him. He probably would have seen the disgust in my face except that he leaned over my glass and gave a wet snort of a sniff. "Smells good."

I let go of the glass, which sent it tumbling toward him, more foam spilling out.

"You can have it, pal," I said. "I think I'll just get going."

He looked amazed. "Why don't you want it?"

"Because you've got your fat hands all over it!" I shouted. "And because you practically just sneezed in it!"

He looked at his hands, then the beer, then his stomach, then the pretzels. He shoved a few more pretzels in his mouth, and chased it with a loud slurp of what had been my beer. He chewed and swallowed just enough to let his mouth say, "Go to hell."

Then he took another swig and pushed in a few more pretzels.

I bit my tongue and stood up off the barstool. 

God's way of keeping me from drinking before noon, I told myself as I walked to the door 

He works in mysterious ways, I reminded myself as I walked though the doorway.

"And he hates me," I said when I stepped into the parking lot.

My car had been broken into.

The driver's window was shattered. The back door was ajar. 

My briefcase!

I ran over, crunching the gravel under my dress shoes, and confirmed it. The thief had stolen my briefcase. With the Ellison file. And my planner. And my netbook.

None of which I cared about.

But the Yankees tickets were in my briefcase too.

I kicked the back door shut and said a bunch of words I shouldn't have. Just like I shouldn't have left my briefcase where it could be seen.

I pulled out my phone and dialed 911. As the call connected I leaned against the car and looked across the street. There were three Crips standing on the corner, all flagged out, and laughing at me.

"911. What are you reporting?" came the dispatcher's voice as the call was connected.

"Somebody broke into my car," I said, but my attention was divided between reporting the crime and watching the criminals across the street who had probably done it. They stopped laughing and turned to watch me. They were all young, late teens probably, maybe early twenties. Two were tall and one was short and all of them were sizing me up.

"Do you have a suspect description?"

"How's that?" I asked.

"Did you see the person who did it?"

"Uh no. I was in the bar..." I realized how that sounded even as I said it.

"Okay." The most judgmental 'okay' I'd ever heard. "What location?"

I looked over at the wall again. "The Ice Cave Tavern."

"Not the bar location," she said. "The vehicle location."

"Uh, the parking lot?" I tried. I wasn't finding her very helpful.

"Hold on a moment, sir. I'll look it up." Then, after a moment, "Is it at 2455 64th Street?"

"Uh sure," I replied. It wasn't that I didn't know, although really I didn't. It was that the Crips, after watching me reporting the crime, were starting across the street toward me.

"Okay, we can have an officer out there in about an hour."

"An hour?" My heart was racing as I watched the young thugs heading toward me. "I'm the victim of a crime!"

"A property crime, sir," the dispatcher replied. "I only have one officer in that sector and he has a lot of calls to respond to. It's a high crime area."

"Probably because you only have one officer assigned to it!" I shouted. They had crossed the street and were stepping up on the curb.

"Don't lose your temper, sir," she said. "I understand you're upset, but—"

"I have to go now. Please send an officer as soon as you can."

I hung up on her "Sir?" and tried to figure out what to do as the three gang members crunched onto the gravel. I suddenly realized just how empty a high crime area can feel even in the middle of the day, especially when you were about to become another crime victim.

"What up?" the biggest one said to me. "You lost, man."

It wasn't a question. My heart was pounding in my throat and my hand shook as I slid my phone into my pants pocket. Then I remembered my morning and pulled back my suit coat to expose my gun holster.

Big Guy tipped his head back at the sight of it, and took a wide step back toward the sidewalk. "C'mon, cuz," he said to the other two. "Dude's strapped."

They looked at him, then me, then shrugged and fell in behind their leader. Slowly they walked down the sidewalk, past the entrance to the bar, with Big Guy looking over his shoulder a couple times. The last time he gave me a huge smile, with his tongue sticking out. He raised his hands over his head, twisted into some gang sign I didn't recognize, and yelled, "Sixty Four Crips, mother fucker!"

Then they disappeared around the corner. I didn't know if they'd come back, but if they did, I knew they'd be 'strapped' too.

An hour? I figured I might have to take my chances in the bar with sweatshirt guy.

Then my phone rang. "Hello?" I figured it was 911 calling back since I hung up on them.

"Okay, one hundred." It was Janie.

"What?" I said, stunned at the sound of her voice.

"One hundred bucks, Mike. That's all. We'll figure out the rest."

I ran my hand through my graying hair. "This isn't a great time for this, Janie. I—"

"Oh, sorry Mr. Big Shot. You don't have time to talk about your kids?"

"You're not calling about the kids!" She'd actually managed to get me to forget about the murderous thugs going to fetch guns. "You're calling about money. You don't give a damn about the kids!"

I knew that wasn't true, but I was angry. She did care about the kids. But that asshole Derek didn't.

"How dare you?" she shrieked.

"Look, I'm sorry." And I was. "I didn't mean it. It's just that right now is a really bad time. Can we talk about it later?"

"No. Let's talk about it now. You're a real asshole, you know that, Mike?"

I pulled the phone from my ear and looked at it. I knew I was going to say something I would regret. So I pressed the "end call" button and leaned against the car again to wait for the cops to arrive.

It didn't take an hour. It took an hour and fifteen minutes. Not that it mattered.

"Just so you know," the cop said as soon as he walked up, "we're not gonna find who did this."

"Wow, that's the spirit," I replied in disbelief.

"We might get your stuff back," he went on. He was older than me, with some stripes on his sleeve and a mustache on his lip. But whatever passion there might have been in his eyes twenty years earlier was long gone. "If they dumped it in a nearby trashcan. That's usually what they do if it's stuff they can't pawn or trade for drugs."

"It was my briefcase," I said.

"Oh yeah, we'll get that back," the cop nodded. "That'll be in the nearest dumpster. What was in it?"

"My netbook," I started.

"That's gone," he announced, disturbingly undisturbed. "What else?"

"My planner."

"Electronic or paper?"

"Electronic."

"Yeah, that's gone too. Anything else?"

I thought for a minute, still stunned by the officer's apathy. "Three tickets to Saturday's Yankees game."

His eyes finally lit up with something close to interest. "Oh yeah? Good seats?"

"Uh, yeah," I stammered. "Right behind third base."

"Those must have been expensive."

I could feel the acid dump into my stomach at the thought of Derek taking my kids to the amusement park with my money. "Yes, they were."

"Well those are gone too," he shrugged.

"Wha—?" Now that made no sense to me. "Can't you just—?"

But my question was interrupted by my phone ringing. I was so flustered I actually answered.

"Hello?"

"Mike, it's Janie." Her ears must have been burning. "Don't hang up on me again. We really need to figure this out."

"This is a really bad time," I started. "I'm standing here with a cop and—"

"A cop?" Janie barked. "You called the cops on me?"

"On you?" I was confused. "No, of course—"

"Jesus, Mike, it's one weekend. It's not like you always drop them off on time. But I don't go calling the cops."

"No, it's, my car, the tickets," I tried, but I couldn't string a sentence together.

"Derek said you'd be an asshole about this," Janie went on, "but I stood up for you. I told him—"

"Derek said?!" I forgot all about the cop and my car and even the Goddamn tickets. "Derek said?! That mother fucker has the gall to take my fucking kids to the fucking amusement park on my fucking weekend and then put you up to ask me to fucking pay for it?! And then he's got the balls to say I'm gonna be an asshole about it?!"

The cop, who had turned away to inspect the gravel, couldn't help but look back at me.

"Don't you get angry at me, Michael," Janie hissed.

She always called me Michael when she was about to lecture me about how I failed to meet her standards and expectations. Like I was a little boy.

Before she could say anymore, I said through gritted teeth, "We'll talk later," and hung up.

I closed my eyes and waited for the rage to subside. It didn't. But it was interrupted.

"I'm divorced too," said the cop. I wasn't surprised.

"Congratulations," I quipped. "I don't really want to talk about it. I shouldn't have answered the phone. Sorry. What about my car?"

"Well, like I was saying," he shrugged off my declining to discuss our similar marital status, "there's not much we can do."

I remembered what I was going to say before my phone rang. "Can't you just go to Saturday's game and arrest whoever's in my seats?"

He shook his thick head. "Nope. That won't work. Just because they're in your seats doesn't mean they stole it. They could've gotten them from the thief."

"What about possession of stolen property or something?" I suggested.

"Sorry, that won't work either." He didn't seem particularly sorry. "You gotta prove they knew the tickets were stolen. They'll just say they bought 'em from some guy named Johnny, don't know his last name, in cash, didn't know they were stolen, blah blah blah."

I was dumbfounded. "So you're not even going to try to find whoever did this?"

The cop thought for a moment, mouth pursed, and shrugged. "No leads, sir."

I looked at my broken car window. "Are you going to dust for fingerprints at least?"

Officer Helpful shrugged again. "We got one forensics guy for the whole county working this shift. He's out at a homicide right now. I'm not going to bother him for just this."

"Just this?" I repeated. "My car was broken into. My briefcase was stolen. And you can't even dust for fucking fingerprints?"

The cop's attitude suddenly changed. "Look, mister. I've been doing this job for twenty-three years. I know how these things go down. We process your car for prints, we'll get maybe one thumbprint on the door. And you know what that proves? Nothing. It proves the guy touched your car. It's parked in a Goddamn parking lot. Anybody could touch it. And it was parked at the grocery store on Sunday and the hardware store on Saturday and he could've touched it there. So no, I'm not gonna pull my forensics guy from a real crime to waste time and money looking for your briefcase. You never should have left it in plain sight to begin with. If you ask me, you were just asking for your car to be broken into. Especially in this neighborhood."

I was speechless.

"Go home, sir," he finished and turned back to his patrol car.

"Aren't you even going to take a report?" I yelled at him.

"Nope," he called over his shoulder. "No use."

As he started his car and pulled away, my phone rang again. I pressed the green button and held it to my ear even as I watched the city's finest drive away. "Not now, Janie," I said quietly.

"Yes, now." It was Danielle. "You're late for court."

I shook my head, confused. I instinctively went for my briefcase, and the planner inside, but was reminded of the futility of the effort by the broken car window. "I don't have court today," I finally said.

"Apparently you do," Danielle answered. "It wasn't on my calendar either, but Judge Prescott's bailiff just called. The hearing on the Cunningham motion to dismiss was scheduled to start five minutes ago."

"I just got that brief this morning," I recalled. "They can't schedule a motion with no notice. Especially not a motion to dismiss."

"I know," she said, "but they did. I told them you were stuck with an elderly client and would be there in thirty minutes. I'll meet you in the courthouse lobby with the file."

My mind was racing. I hadn't even read their brief yet. "Thanks, Danielle. You're the best."

"I know," I could hear her smile over the phone, then hang up.

I brushed the broken glass off the driver's seat and peeled out of the parking lot, spraying gravel in my wake.

Judge Prescott was not going to be happy. He was old school. Hell, he was just old. And he expected attorneys to act the way they did back in his day. Being late was simply unacceptable. Being late and unprepared—well, I wasn't looking forward to that.

Danielle was already there, in the lobby just before the metal detectors, file in hand.

"Thanks," I said as I took the file. "Any idea how this got set without either of us knowing?"

"Oh, I've got an idea," she snarled. "But I can't prove it. Yet."

I wasn't sure what she meant. Anyway, I was more interested in getting into Prescott's courtroom as soon as possible. I slipped off my suit coat.

"What are you doing?" Danielle asked.

I undid my holster and handed her my gun. "No way they're letting me in with this."

She grabbed it by the strap, letting the holstered gun hang down like a rat by its tail. "What am I supposed to do with this?"

"Just put it in my desk drawer," I said as I pulled my coat back on and headed for security. "I gotta go."

I practically ran to Judge Prescott's courtroom. When I got to the doors, I stopped, caught my breath, and straightened my tie. Then I opened the door and walked in.

Prescott was on the bench. Actually sitting up on the bench, waiting for me. Usually judges waited back in chambers until the attorneys arrived. But he was right up there, court in session. Waiting.

I was in a lot of trouble.

But the worst part was my clients. They were sitting at the counsel table. All alone, without me.

Everyone looked up and over at me when the door opened.

"Mr. Mitchell," Judge Prescott growled. "How nice of you to join us."

I could see the smug expression on the opposing attorneys' faces. I really hated lawyers from big corporate firms. But that's what the school district had hired. The parents of the little girl who got assaulted by the gym teacher, they could only afford me.

I slunk to my table. "My apologies, Your Honor. My car was broken into."

The judge raised an eyebrow at me. "Your legal assistant said your office hadn't calendared the motion."

"That too," I admitted nervously. "I was unaware this was docketed until she called me."

The eyebrow didn't move, but the frown Prescott already wore seemed to deepen a bit.

"What is the motion exactly?" I was compelled to ask.

"It's a motion to dismiss," one of the school district's attorneys chimed gleefully. She stood up to hand me a copy of her motion. I ignored her.

"I'm sorry, Your Honor," I shrugged at the bench. "I'll need a continuance. I'm not prepared."

Judge Prescott leaned forward and stared right through me. "It's your job to be prepared. You were hired by this family to be prepared. The defendant's attorneys are prepared. I am prepared. Why are you not prepared?"

"I just received the motion this morning," I explained. "Honestly, Your Honor, I never got notice of this hearing."

My opponent waved her paperwork. "It was delivered two weeks ago, Your Honor! I have a 'copy received' stamp from Mr. Mitchell's firm."

"Let me see that." I snatched the papers out of her hand. Sure enough, her copies showed that the motion to dismiss had been delivered to the office two weeks earlier. More than enough time to be prepared.

So why didn't it make my calendar?

"I— I can't really explain, Your Honor," I tried. "Obviously there's been a communication breakdown. If we could just set this over one week."

"We object!" Again, my worthy opponent. "We're prepared. We properly filed our motion. We properly noted it for a hearing. The plaintiff has failed to file any response because they know the case should be dismissed. You should grant our motion to dismiss, Your Honor!"

It was one thing to make me look stupid, it was another to try to use it to get a case dismissed on a technicality. "That's not why we didn't file a response. I already explained—"

"Yes," Judge Prescott interrupted. "You explained."

He sighed and set down the pleadings. "What would you have me do, Mr. Mitchell? The defendant filed a timely motion. They noted it for hearing according to the court rules. We are all here today. If the rules are to have any meaning, they must also have consequences."

He leaned forward and looked down at me over his large glasses. "I have been a judge for thirty-seven years, Mr. Mitchell. Thirty-seven years. And in those thirty-seven years, I have heard arguments from far greater lawyers than you. But all of those lawyers, great as they were, had to abide by my rulings, because I am the judge. You see, Mr. Mitchell, when you've been a judge as long as I have, you don't need to look up the law anymore. You know the law. You are the law."

He banged his gavel. "The motion to dismiss is granted. Court is at recess."

"Your Honor!" I tried, but he was already stepping off the bench. He strode into his chambers and slammed the door.

The other attorneys were handshaking and high-fiving. I know because I was watching them. I was watching them because I couldn't bear to look at my clients.

I finally turned around.

"I'm sorry," I started. "I'll file a motion to reconsider. We can appeal—"

I didn't say any more because the girl's mother slapped me across the face.

"You won't do anything!" shouted the father. "You won't do one more damn thing on this case. We'll get a different lawyer. A better one. And if we can't sue the school district, then we'll sue you and your entire firm for malpractice."

"Look, I know you're upset—"

"You don't know anything," screamed the mom.

The dad grabbed my coat. "I oughta punch you right in the face. Go to hell."

He shoved me away, then took his wife's hand and they both stormed out of the courtroom.

"Mr. Mitchell?" It was the attorney for the district. I didn't turn around. "No hard feelings?"

I still didn't turn around. I didn't trust myself. I wasn't sure what I'd do if I saw her smarmy smile. Instead, I lowered my shoulders and marched out of the courtroom.

I wanted to jump in my car and drive away. Anywhere. The office. My house. The Ice Cave. I didn't care.

But I couldn't. My car was parked in by a burrito truck.

I would have been pissed—even more than I was—if I hadn't been so hungry. I got one to go and then forced my car out by driving over the curb and gouging out a nice wide swath of Judge Prescott's immaculate lawn.

I parked in the garage and stormed into the office, burrito bag in hand. I was angry at the judge for dismissing the case. I was angry at the school district's attorneys for filing the motion. I was angry at Danielle for screwing up my calendar. But most of all I was angry at myself for having let it happen.

"What happened?" Danielle ignored my mood and followed me into my office.

I looked at her sideways, eyes flaring. "Prescott dismissed it."

"What?!" She was as shocked as I had been in court. "How could he do that? They didn't give you any notice."

"Apparently they did," I growled as I dropped my greasy bag onto my desk. I pulled the pleadings out from my coat pocket and slammed them on the corner of the desk for her to see.

"Two weeks ago?" Danielle was as incredulous as me. "How did they get that date stamp?"

"Because they delivered it here two weeks ago." The obvious, and only, explanation. "The real question is what happened to it after that."

"Mitchell!" It was New Man Johnson. 'Mr. Johnson.' I could hear it in his voice; he was pissed. I knew why. "Where is Mitchell?"

I heard some paralegal tell him I was in my office.

"Mitchell!" He started to storm into my office, but pulled up short when he saw Danielle there. I don't think he expected to have a witness. "I just got off the phone with the Cunninghams."

"Yeah," was all I said.

"They're threatening to sue us."

"I know," I answered as I pulled my burrito out of its bag. "I don't think they're just threatening it."

"What the hell happened, Mitchell?"

I inspected my burrito. "Damn it," I muttered. "They forgot the sour cream." Luckily I kept a stash in my office mini-fridge.

I picked the pleadings up off the desk and handed them to Johnson as I walked around to my fridge. "These never made it to my desk."

Johnson reviewed the documents while I reached in and pulled out my sour cream tub. It seemed light.

"This is a bullshit motion," Johnson said. "Summary judgment. You can beat this with a simple one page reply."

"I know." I opened the sour cream. It was empty.

"What the hell?!" I yelled. I threw the container against the wall. "God damn it!"

"What is it?" gasped Danielle. Johnson looked askance as well.

"I'm out of sour cream!" I shouted. "I could have sworn I had some sour cream left. How the hell am I supposed to eat my burrito without any sour cream?!"

"Pay attention to the real crisis here, Mitchell," Johnson barked. "Why did the judge grant the motion if all you had to do is file one fucking piece of paper?"

"Because I didn't file that one fucking piece of paper!"

"Why the hell not?"

I stepped over and smacked the papers in his hand. "Look at the date stamp."

He did. "Two weeks ago. That should have been plenty of time."

"Sure," I agreed. "If I'd gotten it two weeks ago."

"But we did get it two weeks ago," Johnson protested. "The date stamp shows that."

"No," I growled as I plopped into my desk chair. "It shows that the motion arrived at the office two weeks ago. Danielle didn't get it until this morning. And even then, there was no scheduling order with it so we didn't know it was set for a hearing until the fucking judge called to find out why I wasn't there."

Johnson didn't say anything for several seconds. "When did you get the brief, Danielle?"

"It was in my in-box when I got to work this morning," she answered.

"It must have gotten buried underneath other stuff," Johnson suggested.

He was going to blame it on her. But everybody knew Danielle was the most organized paralegal in the office. Hell, she was the most organized person—lawyer or support staff—in the office. I was about to defend her, but she didn't need me.

"No sir. It was on the very top. I noticed it as soon as I got here. It was not there when I went home last night."

Johnson smiled. "Well, I think everyone will believe you, Danielle."

Then he turned to me. "So what's your excuse, Mitchell?"

"I— I beg your pardon?" I tried to catch myself. "What do you mean my excuse?"

"Why didn't you know about the hearing?" he demanded.

"I just explained," I said.

"I didn't hear any explanations," he sneered. "All I heard were excuses."

I was speechless for a moment. "I didn't get notice of the hearing because something broke down in our office. But it's not my fault."

"Did you see the motion this morning?"

I set my jaw. "Yes," I admitted.

"Was the date stamp on it?"

"Yes," another admission through clenched teeth.

"So why didn't you call the court to see if anything had been scheduled when you noticed the date stamp was two weeks old?"

I pressed my eyes shut and pinched the bridge of my nose. "I didn't notice the date stamp was two weeks old."

Just then Fletcher darkened my doorway. "What's going on?" he asked a little too cheerily.

"Did you eat my sour cream?" I accused. He seemed like the kind of prick who would do that.

"What?" he stammered. "No. I—"

"Forget the Goddamn sour cream, Mitchell," Johnson ordered. He turned to Fletcher. "Mitchell just lost the Cunningham account. And they're threatening to sue us."

"The Cunningham account?" Fletcher repeated. "Isn't that the little girl who got diddled by the school janitor?"

"It was the gym teacher," I corrected. "And yes."

"What happened?"

Again, Johnson jumped in before I could and explained it all, with an emphasis on how I'd overlooked the date stamp.

"Sucks to be you, Mitchie," Fletcher said. Then he looked at the windows. "How long do you think the drapes should be?"

I stood up and for a second I thought about rushing him. It had been a long day. I didn't need any more of his crap.

"Wait a minute," Danielle interjected. "I have an idea. Just because they delivered the brief to us doesn't mean they delivered the scheduling order too. If we didn't get that, then we didn't really get notice of the hearing."

That was a great point. "I didn't think of that in court," I admitted. "I was so flustered by the judge I only looked at the brief, not the order. They never showed me a scheduling order with a date stamp."

"I'll go check my in-box," Danielle announced.

"I'll come with you," I decided. I wasn't sure what I could do to help, but I didn't want to stay back with Fletcher and Johnson. I was afraid Fletcher would jab me again, say something else smarmy and stupid, and I'd end up doing something I'd regret.

Fletcher and Johnson just looked at each other but didn't say anything as Danielle and I stepped out of my office. She and I headed toward her work station at the end of the hall until I realized I still hadn't eaten anything that day. Even without sour cream, that burrito would taste good while I watched Danielle scour her area for that scheduling order.

But when I got back to my office I stopped short. Johnson and Fletcher were talking and I heard my name.

"—Mitchell will weasel his way out of this?" Johnson was asking.

"No way," Fletcher replied. "The scheduling order was date stamped the same day. I just didn't think to put that in Danielle's box too. I'll stick it in some papers of hers tonight and you can 'find' it in the morning."

Johnson laughed. "Okay, that'll work. Then I can even accuse her of hiding it to help Mitchell."

"No, let me," joked Fletcher. "Then I'll tell her I won't tell you if she sucks me off."

"Let's have her suck us both off," said Johnson. "Then I'll fire her."

I couldn't believe what I was hearing. But it got even worse.

"What about the Cunninghams?" Fletcher asked. "Are they really gonna sue us?"

"Probably," said Johnson. "But I talked to our malpractice insurance before we did this and they said that as long as I fire Mitchell for cause, they'll have to sue him individually. Whatever liability we might have will be covered by the insurance, but they'll get his house and everything he owns."

"And I get his office," Fletcher laughed. Then without any true remorse in his voice, "Too bad that little girl's case got dismissed."

"Whatever," hissed Johnson. "That was a loser of a case no matter what. Mitchell took it on contingency and advanced them all the costs. We were already in the hole on that one. Glad to get it off the books."

"Two birds with one stone," observed Fletcher.

"Yeah," laughed Johnson. "Besides the little slut probably wanted it."

Fletcher laughed too. But only for a moment.

"You mother fuckers!" I screamed as I stormed into the room. "This was all a fucking set up?"

Their faces went white. But then Johnson caught himself. He looked at Fletcher and winked. "I don't remember saying anything. Do you, Jason?"

Fletcher smiled. "No, Brian, I don't."

Johnson smirked at me. "You find that order yet? The one that's gonna give me the basis I need to fire you for cause?"

I was shaking. I didn't know what to say.

"Oh, one more thing, Mitchell," Fletcher smirked. "I did take the last of your sour cream."

And for some reason, that was the straw that broke my camel's back. I think the poor bastard would have seen it in my eyes, but he was too stupid to look.

"It won't be the last thing of yours I take," he added, just sealing his fate.

"Yes it will," I answered. I didn't yell it. I didn't need to. 

I yanked open my desk drawer. The gun was right where I had told Danielle to put it. Loyal Danielle. Poor, stupid, loyal Danielle.

I pulled it out of the holster and aimed it right at Fletcher's chest. "Go to hell, Fletcher."

Two shots, center mass. He didn't even have time to scream.

Johnson did though. He screamed like a girl. I turned and shot at him too. He was already running for the door. He almost made it. Almost.

Danielle ran into the office. The gun was in still in my hand. Johnson was on the floor, holding his gut and moaning. We could all hear Fletcher drowning in his own blood.

"Mike!" shrieked Danielle. "What the hell are you doing?!"

I ignored her and stepped over to Johnson. He was helpless on the floor. I stood over him, straddling his shoulders, and aimed the gun at his head. He looked up at me out of the corner of his eye, then looked away again.

"Mike! Stop!" Danielle grabbed my arm. "Don't do it!"

I shoved her away. "Don't tell me what to do! No one's gonna tell me what to do any more!"

She grabbed my arm again. "I'm not going to let you do this!"

I shoved her away again. Hard. She stumbled against the wall as I raised the gun. I was angry. Really, really angry. I only pulled the trigger once—one moment of blind rage—but the bullet went straight through her heart. She was dead before she hit the floor.

That almost shook me out of it. Almost.

I looked down again at Johnson.

"Please, Mike," he rasped. "Please don't."

I smiled and pointed the gun at his temple. "Go to hell, 'Mr. Johnson.'"

Then my phone rang. And for some reason, that did it.

I relaxed my aim at Johnson's head and pulled the phone from my pocket. It was Janie. Of course.

I stepped over Johnson. I set the phone on my desk. I pressed the green button to answer the call, speaker mode.

"Mike?"

Then I put the gun to my head and pulled the trigger.

But the clip was empty.

I almost laughed. Almost. 

Janie was still calling my name as Johnson groaned and Fletcher stopped gurgling. I let the gun drop from my hand. Then I slid to the floor and, for the third time that day, I waited for the cops to arrive.

 

I'd finished my story, but I still didn't look over at the chaplain.

He didn't say anything for a minute, then he asked, "Is that what you told the police?"

"Yes."

"What did they say?"

"They said I was under arrest."

I could see him nodding out of the corner of my eye. "Is that what you told your attorneys?"

"Yes."

"What did they say?"

"They said I was fucked."

Another nod. "And is that what you told the jury?"

"Yes."

"And what did they say?"

"They said I was guilty."

I finally rolled my head over to look over at him. He was hunched over, hands clasped. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then stood up and nodded to the others in the room.

"Do you know what your sin was, Michael?" this man of God asked me as the guards tightened the straps on my arms.

"I killed someone."

"No, that's not it, Michael," he answered. "Not all killing is sinful."

The prison nurse stepped forward and injected the drug cocktail into my I.V. I'd be unconscious within seconds; my heart would stop beating within minutes.

"Your sin was that you acted in anger." He crossed himself over me. "May the Lord have mercy on your soul."
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 There is a sufficiency in the world for a man's need but not for a man's greed.



—Mohandas Gandhi






  







II. GREED

 

The Soul's Eye

 

by

A.T. Russell

 

Sitting here listening to this workup is a waste of my time. Like I need it. Hell, I drafted the scope for this pinch all week. All I needed was a six. But nooo. Fatso wants to give me a damn team. Four guys on one pinch? A domestic hit at that? Doesn't make a bit of sense to me.

It's cool, though. My cash is stacked tall and I don't really need this job. The idea of coming out of retirement had never crossed my mind until I saw this old biddy buying a quarter-mill ice collection at Fatso's shop on Michigan Ave. I had to check her out.

I did a three-week run on the biddy's crib. Took me two weeks to track her schedule in the process. She nested like a bird every day except for Sunday mornings. I followed her to a weird house across town on those Sundays. Like church, she spent five hours there both times. The place itself had been dark and spooky as hell. Even in the daytime. But that wasn't my hit-point, so I didn't trip. What, with blackened windows and only one door on the whole house; if she had the jewels there, they'd be safe from me. I likes to get paid, but getting paid means I got out. That's the whole point.

So, after tracking my hit, I really didn't need to sit through this workup. The biddy's house was a large Tudor on the rich side of town. Sitting in the crest of a cul-de-sac, one house on either side, a forest preserve backing the property-line – all I had to do was get in, roll the joint, and bust out. Our cars would be parked as separate escape points and we'd break up in the preserve out back. Four different directions and four different stories for the law if we got stopped. Standard rollout with no contact on the back end.

"Iceman, you listening to me?"

Looking up at Fatso again made me want to shut it down and bounce. He could have the job with his new crew. This dude didn't know the first thing about pinching cribs. Other than high-stakes business and museum-quality rips, all he did was run setups on the shoppers in his jewelry stores. 

I had to give it to him, though. His business was large. Fatso sells high-end pieces. His jewelry designer always makes exact duplicates of his work and advertises them that way. When somebody buys one, Fatso advertises the remaining piece based on who bought the first. So, when the next sap came in to look, they'd be told about so-and-so who'd bought the first set, and then shown the last set of its available kind. It was a good hook with folks who had paper to spare. 

Then Fatso would put together a team and boost both of the customers. He'd send the ice overseas to sell in another shop. That way, he got paid three times off one hit, which was standard in the big-time jewelry business. People never knew they were getting rolled from the point of original purchase. That's also how my retirement fund grew.

"Iceman!"

"Don't raise your voice at me!" I never did like Fatso. 

Dude was a bigger thief than me and I didn't like that shit. Ain't no honor among thieves, never has been. The best gets the loot and that's how it goes. But Fatso hits big-time businesses. They're shooters. I don't do that kinda shit. Why? Hell, shooters shoot. Though I'm not a big target, I'd still be a damn target. That's why I stick to biddies and dumbasses. 

Dumbasses are the easiest marks. They buy engagement rings with matching earrings, bracelets, brooches, watches, toe-rings, navel-rings, necklaces – all big carats, too. Just to impress the women they want. Shit, if the woman had to have all that to say yes, dumbasses were in it for the wrong thing. Well, I made sure that said dumbasses found relief. I'd pinch em', liberate honey of all her ice, she'd leave dumbass, and he'd find himself a good girl. 

Great for me, dumbasses were plentiful. Gotta love em'.

"Boy, if you're paying attention, I'm about to hook you up."

See, that's why I didn't like Fatso. The man had too little respect for brothers.

"Look here, you fat shit; boys go to class in the school down the street. Call me that again and I'll put point-three-eight-zero on your mind eight times. Hear me?"

Everybody knew I packed heat, and Fatso knew I'd pop his ass in a heartbeat. Nearly did him a year ago after Robby and his six-man, Pete, went down. Robby had been the only other brother in the high-end pinch game, and word was, Fatso did him in L.A. two years ago. Apparently, the pinch went bad and Robby went down with Pete. That was a bullshit story and everybody knew it. Just so happens that Robby had been the best. Then came me. That's why I went into retirement early. The best never spent much time at the top in this business.

"No need for all that," Fatso said. He stood up from his desk and walked over to the side door in his office.

I shot him a cautious look, thinking he might be stupid enough to be dumb, too. To my surprise, though, he opened the door and the biddy walked in. 

Okay. Now what? This didn't make sense to me. She was the mark and the job was set to run in two hours. Why was she here? And what the hell did Fatso have to do with her?

Biddy walked over to Fatso's desk and sat down. She moved fairly well for a woman looking to be in her upper seventies, and without the cane I'd seen her with. Long gray hair, reading glasses perched on the end of her nose, wearing black YSL and looking fresh at three a.m. 

"Iceman, is it?"

I nodded, suspiciously glancing at Fatso behind her left shoulder, staring back at me with a smug smile.

"Mr. Iceman, I'm Doreen Somersby. I run a shop in Switzerland. We get most of our merchandise from Mr. Benson, here. The package of items you saw me purchase is the last set available and I have a customer willing to pay three times their worth. Of course, that's based on who purchased the initial set. So you see, for insurance payout, we intend to make a small fortune on this set."

Okay, the biddy had a name, and doubtfully her real one. She didn't have an accent, either. So I wasn't buying the Swiss line. More than that, though, she was in the game. I looked at the proposed team and found them just as shocked as I was. That was good. No pincher likes to be surprised during planning. What's worse, though, she'd used Fatso's real name, which meant she wasn't as sharp in the game.

"Mr. Iceman, the jewels are in a safe under my bed." Biddy pointed at Lex. He was the muscle on the crew and my six-man. "That gentleman should have no problem moving the furniture, but please be careful to not destroy anything. It is my Chicago home, after all, and I like the place."

Fatso sat on the desk-edge and rubbed his meaty hands together, looking thoughtful and shit, his shirtsleeves rolled to mid-forearm, like a man about to do some desk-work. Hell, that's all he was good for. Dude stood about six-three, had to be around five-hundred pounds, too. Odd though, he had a disproportionately little head with tiny ears and eyes. Fatso was one big, weird-looking sumbitch.  

He said, "Iceman, we only want the jewels. Nothing else. Get in, out, and gone. The drop-spot is the same and your account has already been paid."

I wasn't buying this set up. "So why in the hell do I need a team?"

Biddy stood up and walked around the desk to face me. After a measuring look at me, she leaned her gravity-defeated ass against the desk, crossed her arms on top of her sagging, waist level breasts and smiled at me. "Mr. Iceman, the alarm system is real, and in my community, there is an armed security force, not to mention the actively security conscious neighbors. Now, you're going in at the security force's shift change, which means you may interface some of the neighbors as they exercise or go to work. Yes, even on Sundays. Wealthy people do what it takes to maintain it and make more. Nonetheless, I want them unharmed, Mr. Iceman. As it stands, I…"

"Right. This is your Chicago home and you like it, after all." I mimed sarcastically. "Well then, with this setup, you don't need me."

I stood up and shouldered my backpack. I was retired and planned on living to enjoy it. At 38, I had a lot of fun and relaxation ahead of me. This, I didn't need.

"Yo, Iceman."  Lex's voice was low and heavy, almost like a growl. "You're on the job as a guide. That's all, bruh." 

I made it to the door and looked back.

Fatso said, "Organizational skill and a true professional are needed here, Ice. I've got two amateurs going in with you. Since you're outta the game, do me this favor and I'll drop you an extra five percent."

I like money. A lot. "Make it fifteen. I don't change diapers for chump-change, Fatso. You know how I work."

We never use our real names and Fatso was his sly. It helped that he was a fat bastard. It made the moniker work for him. Lex had taken his name from some wrestler he'd been a fan of. That was appropriate, too, because Lex was built like a WWE Superstar. The other two, well, to be honest, I didn't give a damn about them. They were Slip and Abraham. Smartly, they kept their mouths closed and paid attention in the meeting. They didn't look like much, but in the pinch game, it wasn't a job requirement.

"So, Mr. Iceman, fifteen percent it is," Biddy said. 

"Doreen, when I call you Biddy, you answer to it. See, I like visual recall, and Doreen ain't working for me. Dig it?"

"Biddy?"

I shook my head sadly. "Don't try to figure it out. Just answer to the damn name." Looking at Fatso, I said, "Make the payment right now and I'm in."

Fatso clapped his hands lightly and smiled back at me. "Here's the hitch, Ice. You can only take the jewels we're here for. Nothing else. You promise me that and this is a done deal."

That was easy. After I saw Biddy buy that big carat emerald, ruby, diamond, and sapphire bracelet, I was full in the game. The other pieces of the set just made me hungrier. 

I shifted my pack and nodded. "Deal. Jewels and out. Now pay me."

I remained at the door, eyeing Lex. If he was in, I knew I would be, too. Took a glance at Biddy again. She seemed overly comfortable, as if she was running this show.

"How heavy is the insurance?" I asked.

She turned her head and gave me a wan smile. I must've distracted her from a thought or something because she had to blink a few times before saying, "Three times the original cost of purchase, Mr. Iceman."

She surely saw my eyes widen.

She added, "The second purchase will be for one million dollars, along with other benefit payments you need not concern yourself with."

So, from a quarter mill purchase, Biddy was gonna flip this stuff for seven or eight times the retail. Hmm. That was fat change. Taking that extra fifteen percent was a good decision.

I looked at Lex again and the big man nodded. He had still been in the game when I stepped out over a year ago because Robby went down. Having working for Fatso as long as I had, Lex knew when a job was proper. Though I couldn't say I trusted anybody, Lex was as close to a friend as I'd ever had in this business, or in real life. I nodded back and pointed a fist at him. He did the same and we were committed together.

A few minutes later, after checking my account on my smartphone, which ain't as fast as commercials say they are, I was good to go. Even with misgivings about Biddy in on the job, I was cool. As long as Lex, Slip, and Abraham rolled with my plan, they would be, too. But in the game, your ass was the only one you smelled. So, if they got perfumy, they would be air-freshened immediately. Hopefully, they understood that. I'm sure Lex did. 

Me and Lex had done numerous jobs together in the past. Dude was tight and always on key. He was the best six I'd ever worked with, too. While loyalty wasn't a part of the game, Lex was as good as they came. Never the primary, he was too big for small places and couldn't fit everywhere. Instead, Lex was the way out if shit went foul. He'd kept my ass smelling for years and I wouldn't let the big man down. Not as long as he remembered how I got things done. 

Back in the day, we scoped things out before we did stings together. If things didn't look right, we'd back off. Me and Lex had scooted off a few jobs in the past. I'm intimate with that self-preservation thing. Since I have all that cash stacked, I had great motivation to keep living. Freely, too.  

***

It took us thirty-five minutes to get to Glencoe from Fatso's office in Hyde Park. Since it was Sunday morning, traffic through midtown Chicago was nonexistent. I parked at an Arby's and grabbed a cup of coffee before I walked down a side street and into the forest preserve on a bike path. Wearing a gray body-lycra with a hood on, I looked like an early morning runner. My backpack was slim with a plastic tube that hung over my shoulder, kind of like a camel-pack. 

In late October, Chicago's weather usually turned cold, so I didn't look out of place at all. On top of that, wearing Nomex gloves that velcroed onto my long sleeves, only my black face was noticeable, but even that was covered by a scarf. When we sting Biddy's place, though, I'd pull down my hood where only my eyes would be uncovered. 

Stealth. No faces or skin exposed. That way, eye-witnesses could only identify body-types. 

***

Because each member arrived separately, we all met up behind a botanical garden in the Skokie Lagoons Nature Preserve, as planned. Lex was good to go, and so was Abraham, but Slip wasn't. His long blonde hair needed to be ponytailed, he didn't have a hood, and he didn't have any noticeable tools with him. Worst of all, he wore a camouflage running outfit. 

Slip stuck out badly.

Lex was in black nylon, Abraham in green, and me in gray – all solid colors that blended well against the early dawn. We wanted to look like shadows against the houses if we were seen. In camo with blond hair flagging, Abraham would be as obvious as … well, that just wasn't going to work.

"What?" Slip asked when he saw me and Lex glaring at him angrily.

Lex dropped his head in exasperation and said, "Son, you're getting a new job after this sting, and if you fuck this up, I will be the last face you ever see. Nod if you understand, punk."

The big man was pissed.

To calm things down, I said, "Slip, you ain't fitted-out properly. "

Lex added, "No shit. Because of that, you're hanging outside to watch out. Where are your tools anyway?"

Slip was in his mid-twenties and looked like a high school freshman when he realized that Lex was about to bust his ass. "I-I don't … didn't think…"

"Here, kid." I gave him my stun gun, after wiping my prints. I didn't like sharing tools, but the only options were to use him or kill him. I wasn't a killer, per se, but Lex was, and I knew the big man wouldn't hesitate to off him. "What you're gonna do is watch out. I want you on your belly on the north side of the house where you can see the street. Let joggers pass, but if anybody stops, and I mean anybody, put em' down and drag em' somewhere they can't be seen. We'll be in and out in three, so don't go fucking this up."

Lex grumbled at the kid and pulled a stocking cap out of his backpack. "Put this on and don't take it off. The guy next door drives a black Lexus and should be leaving while were inside. Let him go and don't bring attention to yourself. You'll see four joggers, too. Don't stop em' and don't be seen by em' either. Now, the rent-a-cop will tour at 4:45, just before the shift change. He shines his light between all the houses, so don't get your panties bunched. Just lie still and let him pass. That's when we should be coming out."

"I know the plan," the kid fussed.

"You don't know shit," I fired back. "The guy across the street takes his dog out between four and six every morning. Didn't know that shit, did you? Do you think you can hide from a dog, kid?"

Slip looked lost and turned to Abraham, who wouldn't meet his gaze.

I said, "There's a big maple between the houses where you'll be hiding. If the neighbor comes out with his dog, run back into the preserve. Maybe they'll follow you. Here." I gave Slip my hunting knife, after wiping that down, too. "Take the dog out and stun the neighbor."

Lex wasn't feeling this. "Ice, this ain't proper, bruh."

I looked at him, sure he could see my hesitance, and said, "Big Man, you got the backdoor anyway. After rolling the furniture, keep an eye on the kid from the kitchen window. Abe'll be with me and we're out on time. Cool?"

I didn't want Slip to die for stupidity. Dumbness? Sure. Everybody is stupid to some degree, doing shit we know better than doing, but dumb is incurable. If Slip was a dummy, well … in this business, that condition was terminal.

Lex looked at each of us nervously. I could see he wasn't in his customary comfort zone. There were too many of us, first of all. Secondly, I could sense that he smelled another ass, just like I was smelling one. Either Slip or Abe was stinking, if not both. 

I tried to cover both of them, though. I had Abe with me and Lex would be eyeballing Slip through the window. That gave us a chance to keep our corners covered. I knew Lex would off the kid and he knew I'd check Abe out if I absolutely had to. Then both of us would rush out together like we'd done in the past. 

Lex, having figured it out, turned to me and said, "You got me, bruh?"

I punched the big man's shoulder and said, "Your ass doesn't stink, Lex. We're straight."

Looking back at the newbies, it was clear they didn't understand the ass thing, probably because they couldn't smell their own. Not smelling your own mean that you didn't have control and wasn't thinking straight. If they lived long enough, in this business, they'd learn that and a whole lot more.

***

After running through the plan again, Lex led us to the rear of the house. He made sure we went around the marshy ground to keep our tracks clean, and we'd trace our way back on the run-out. We lined up along the stone retaining-wall behind Biddy's house. Lex and Slip were tall enough to look over the top and did so before we made our next move.

Lex said, "Ice, we got the guy next door leaving early. Let's watch him go first. Dog walker is out already, too. When he passes the house, we can go in."

I looked at Abe, who was kneeling beside me. He was looking around with quick head turns and probing eyes. The kid was nervous and excited together. Even on my first run, almost twenty-two years ago, I had never acted like he was right now. Abe wasn't cut out for this line of work, and it wasn't hard to figure that out. 

I said, "Kid, when I go over this wall, you'd better be in front of me. Get to that maple immediately."

"I got it."

I looked up at Lex and his eyes told me how Slip's story was going to end. I nodded and pulled down my hood. Hopefully, Abe would get his shit together before Lex checked him out, too. 

After we were all ready, Lex said, "Ice, after you hit the alarm control box, I'll pick the door lock. Abe, we're going in neat and coming out messy. Make sure you follow Iceman's footsteps, kid. When I toss the room, keep your eyes on what he does with the safe. If you wanna be a point man, that's your primary business, safes. Got it?"

Abe raised his hood enough to show Lex a big smile. The kid was ready to go and far from nervous now. He said, "I've hit three safes and do constant workups on a dozen models back at Fatso's place. All I need is training on primers." He looked at me and said, "Just lead the way, boss."

At that moment, I didn't like him. 

Abe's ass was perfumy. He was too confident, too teamy, and too damn calm. I'm a legend in this game and that kid should either want to put me down or work alone to match me. Instead, he wants to be my student on a live job? 

Uh-uh. That was some bullshit. Pinchers work in two-man teams. Abe knew Lex was my six-man and that I was the primary. Abe didn't fit. If anything, he should be offering his ideas, addressing our plan among other things. 

A few minutes ago, when we were trying to figure out what to do about Slip, Abe had looked away – as if to say, "I don't want to be a part of this." Now he was ready to go? With me as the primary? No other comments either?

His ass was perfumy.

***

Five minutes later, Slip was up the tree looking out and Lex was on his belly at the back door, waiting for the alarm light to quit blinking. The security rover had just passed with his flashlight and I was on the rear, northern corner of the house, at the alarm system's main terminal. With a two-pronged alligator connector, I wired a loopback from the emergency call cable to the house phone wires. That way, when we broke the seal at the back door, the house phone would begin ringing instead of at the police station or at the security system's headquarters.  

Then, something so stupid happened that I almost fell down.

Abe had cut the phone cable going into the alarm panel.

I couldn't believe it. That wasn't a dumb move, not even a stupid move. I didn't know what that was. I'd never seen a move like that. I raised my hood and look at him. "Dude, what-in-the-entire-fuck was that?"

Abe winked at me and, through his muffled hood, said, "I don't want to hear a phone ringing while I'm trying to concentrate on the job. You should …"

"You idiotic mother fucker." I felt like running away from the job. "The phone line being severed sends a signal directly to the alarm's headquarters, you surviving afterbirth."

The kid's eyes dimmed. I couldn't tell if it was from understanding my point or anger at being belittled. Honestly, I didn't give a damn. I pocketed my alarm tools and ran back to Lex. "Get us in. Abe cost us three minutes. I can pop the safe in one, but you'll have to toss while I'm doing that. Then we gotta blow, like, real fuckin' fast."

Using his tools, Lex had us in and up the stairs in twenty seconds. I didn't look around, though. I expected the house to be fabulous. Hell, in this part of Glencoe, millionaires were like a gold-plated cockroach infestation. All I saw was Lex's back as he tore down the hallway and up the stairs, looking for the master bedroom. 

When he found it, instead of looking for an alarm seal, like most rich folks have on their bedroom doors, Lex went through the continental doors like a human explosion. In the next instant, he tossed what looked like a mahogany bed aside like a toy and then pulled the carpet back, exposing the safe. 

I made a dive at the safe with a pencil-sized primer in my right hand. The primer was a simple phosphorous burner that would melt the tumbler mechanism in a thirty-second burn, making it easy for me to pull the tumbler out while it was still hot. 

After I ripped the igniter end, the strip began to burn. I ducked my head while Lex was destroying the room, not wanting to get nailed by something he tossed. Unfortunately, I had to pull Mr. Stupid/Dumb/Idiotic/Abe down beside me. He had been on his knees watching over my shoulder. That's when I noticed that he'd taken his gloves off.

I was so pissed, I was about to pop him, but I had to put my .380 away when he pointed at the primer. It had just burned out, meaning that I had to pull the tumbler assembly out immediately. I sat the pistol down and pulled out my fireman's glove. 

"Put your gloves back on, then grab the opening and pull the hatch open," I said to Abe. 

He didn't do it.

As soon as I pulled the hot-ass assembly out, Slip grabbed the opening and pulled. 

"Ice, I'm going to check on the kid. Hurry the fuck up," Lex growled. 

He was out the door by the time I looked back at him. When I looked back at Abe, he had already lifted every piece of jewelry out of the safe.

"What are you doing?" I asked.

He looked at me with bright eyes. That's all I could see, of course.

"Iceman, this is the load! Dude, I can retire to-fuckin-morrow with this shit, bro!"

I pressed my .380 up his left nostril. "How bout' checking out right now instead?"

Abe's body went slack and his eyes were different now. They looked appropriately horrified. Like I said, appropriately.

Pissed, I slapped the whole shit out of him with the pistol. Abe went down hard and I picked through the baubles until I found what we were there for. After shoveling the rest back into the safe, I put the target pieces in my backpack and slapped Abe's face until he came around.

"Three minutes down. Time to get out." Then I turned and ran out, expecting him to be behind me.

When I hit the bottom of the stairs, I heard a loud thunderclap. That would be Lex's .357 speaking to Slip's head. Still, I instinctively crouched, looking around. At that moment, Slip ran into me as he raced down the stairs. I'd just about had it and was ready to do him, but the back door exploded inward when we came to a stop across the room, after tumbling like an entangled pair of snakes. 

Abe rolled off and started for the front door. He was scared now, and rightly should be. Except, that back door explosion was Lex making it look like we'd just entered the place. The kid knew the plan, but was panicking at the worst possible time.

Thankfully, I didn't have to stop him because Lex did. After tackling him to the floor, Lex crawled up the kid's back and twisted his arm until it broke. Then he clamped a beefy hand over Abe's screaming mouth. "Mutha fucka, that ain't gonna be all if you don't get your shit together," he growled in Abe's ear. 

When Lex looked back at me, I said, "Bring him with us. Drag him if you have to. We can't leave him here in any condition. The fool left his prints on the safe. Is Slip thinking?"

Lex said, "He's in spiritual contemplation as we speak."

In all, we'd hit the house and was out in less than six minutes. We had to run like hell through the preserve, though, hoping there was no greeting party waiting on the other side. 

When we got to my car, the sun was baring its eyes upon the city. More folks were out and about, too. Seeing them, Lex helped Abe into the back seat and put him to sleep with a crushing blow to his jaw before hopping in the passenger seat just as I put the car in gear. 

Ten minutes later, we'd picked up Lex's van three miles away in a McDonald's parking lot, and headed to our old safehouse. 

***

In the hood, folks didn't ask questions. At least not, "Hey, why are y'all dragging that man down the sidewalk like that?" Or, "Hey, is that man dead?" Instead, two people asked, "Yo, you know where I can get a hit?"

I was never into drugs or thug life, but I didn't look like wasn't. Neither did Lex. He just happened to be a monstrous-ass white guy with a goatee. He also wore a perpetual 'don't fuck with me,' expression. Lex wasn't into drugs that I knew about, but he was steeped in thug life. Be it at a trailer park or in the hood, thugging is what it is and it doesn't change from one place to another. Therefore, Lex was in his element. Even in the predominantly black community of Englewood, Chicago's inner city thugville and one of the worst places to live in the world. Mogadishu might be safer than living in Englewood.

When we got inside the old, dilapidated house on W. 63rd, I locked the three deadbolts on the heavy back door. The windows were boarded up and there was no furniture to mention. I'd planned to let the house go to hell, but now we had a need for it.

We had a burglary and a murder under our belts, both in the last hour. We were about to add a second murder to our day, too. Abe was out. I mean, really out. His arm would need extensive surgery, his jaw was busted, he was missing too many teeth to count, and Lex had dragged him by his ankles down the sidewalk. Now his face and head was all fucked up, too.

When I pressed my pistol to Abe's temple, something made me stop. Intuition? Nah, I don't think so. Foreboding? Yeah. 

Instead of popping him, I grabbed his backpack and unzipped it. When I turned it upside down, every jewel that I had put back in the safe bounced around the hardwood, crappy floors around my feet. Incensed, I rolled Abe onto his face and shoved my .380's barrel into the crack of his ass. That smell had me at my wit's end.

"Ice!" 

I turned back to Lex. "What, goddammit!"

"That ain't my name, Ice. Anyway, that dipshit cain't die, bruh. Not yet. He fucked the job, Ice, and we need to make sure he pays the cost instead of us."

"Goddammit, you tell me how that works!" 

Lex tilted his head back, staring at me angrily. "Ice, don't call me that again."

I didn't understand. "What are you talking about?"

"That God-word. Don't call me that. Don't say it around me. I know you're pissed, but you know me better than that, Ice. Don't slip off the grid on me, bruh. This ain't the time."

Now I understood. The big man had his values and wanted them respected. He was right, too. I'd never disrespected him before. It's just that … this kid got me all fired up. 

I put my pistol away and walked over to shake Lex's hand. We both sighed and looked back at Abe. From the dipshit, I looked around at the crumbling house. I never had liked this place. But again, it was a safehouse. Folks around here knew me and left me alone. Better than that, though, the dope man and his runners didn't keep up much mess around this block. It was a big money-maker for him and he didn't want that interfered with. Because of that, from the time we had arrived, I'm sure we were being watched, probably by the two users who had asked us about where to find a hit.  

Lex said, "Yo, we got about an hour before we have to hit the drop. What should we do with dipshit?"

 I still wanted to do him. This is why I didn't like training folks. I had learned by experience. It was the best way to go in most cases. 

I said, "Help me pick up these jewels and let's think about it. We gotta get him back to Fatso and deliver the story anyway. It would be best if dipshit has the jewels on him when we dump his ass."

"You gonna leave him breathing?"

I didn't answer. Just looked up at the big man vacantly. Then I got on my hands and knees, picking up the jewelry. A moment later, Lex was helping me out.

As it turns out, Biddy had quite the collection. Jewels of all types were scattered around. We even found some strange looking black stones. What was weird, though, was the shiny little stick-things we found. If I didn't know better, I would have thought chicken bones or something. But these were polished and none of them were the same size. 

Continuing to look, I came across a tiny, black, silk bag. It had a leather drawstring at the top and I opened it to see what was inside. Dumping the jewel out in my free hand, it turned out to be the brightest orange marble I'd ever seen. It was a cats-eye, too. The kind that seems to be looking at you from every angle. Then the damn thing blinked at me.

At least I thought it blinked at me. It sure looked like it blinked at me.

"Hey, uh, Lex. Come over here and check this out." 

"Wassup?"

I couldn't take my eyes off the marble. The damn thing had me, somehow. "Really, bruh. You gotta see this thing."

It blinked at me again.

"Lex! Dude, this is some wild shit!"

I didn't even see the big man crawl over. Hadn't noticed him move at all. When his face appeared beside mine, I couldn't even turn to look at him. The damn marble held me captive or something.

"Holy…" Lex scampered away from me. "Ice, that fucking thing blinked!"

Still staring at the marble, my hand in the same place it had been when I'd first held the thing up, I said, "Lex, I need help, bruh. I can't stop looking at this thing. It's, like, I'm uh … can you throw something over the top of it for me?"

"You're on your own, Ice. I don't do spooky, bruh. You know how I roll."

"Lex, get yo big ass over here and help me! This thing's got me bad, man."

A few seconds later, Slip's empty backpack landed on top of my hand, covering the marble. I dropped that thing like a hot rock and darted to the other side of the room. My heart was racing and my head was hurting. Even my eyes felt like someone had put hot matchsticks against them.

Lex's voice was hollow. "Yo, man, what's going on here? Shiny bones and blinking marbles, bruh? Really? What we done got ourselves into?"

I looked at Lex. For the first time in over twelve years, the big man looked scared. I don't mean nervous. Lex looked like he was ready to run, screaming for the hills all the way.

When I tried to speak, I began coughing. I could hear, as well as feel, my blood pumping through my veins. Pulse pounding and my temples felt like they were going to explode.

From the corner of my eyes, I saw Lex open his cell phone. "Yeah," he answered. I could hear Fatso blowing up on the other end. "I'll have him call you back," Lex said when the tirade ended.

Breathlessly, I said, "Lemme guess; Fatso is pissed about Abe."

"Nah, he knows the game. He's pissed about the safe being empty. Said cops are setting up a manhunt for a large black man in black running gear, suspecting him as the burglar and murderer." He snorted and added, "Your wispy ass is clean and I'm a white guy. Shit, we could walk circles around the law and they'd never suspect us."

"That's the whole point, bruh. By the way, I'm total now, Lex. You should be, too. We gotta get outta the game."

"If you don't mind me saying, Fatso paid me a hundred large, Ice. You cool with that?"

I couldn't help but chuckle at him. "I got a quarter for this job. I'll drop you twenty-five for the hit on Abe. That's what; your third takeout?"

"Fifth. I did two others in back-to-back jobs after you bounced on me. I woulda been outta the game now if you hadn't come back. Primaries cain't be greedy, bruh. For a six like me, that ain't good business. I had to wait for them to quit sniffing around for extras before I could leave the scenes. Hell, I ended up popping both of them after hitting the drop points. Unreliable, ya know."

I reached over, resting a hand on the big man's shoulder. "Don't do me, Lex. You know I got your back."

He looked at me and smiled. "Ice, I'd pop myself first. You'da only cat who's ever been straight with me. Got me paid in six digits, time and time again, too. Bruh, I'm paid enough to get fat for the next fifty. Ya feel me?"

I sighed and looked over at Abe's battered body. He was still out, which probably wasn't a good thing. For all I know, he could be dead. Humph. It ain't like really I gave a damn. 

I nodded my head and said, "Big Man, let's hit the drop and we can get fat together for the next fifty. How bout' that?"

"Gravy, baby."

***

A minute later, Lex came back inside with two paper bags, one from his van and the other from my trunk. Both held our clothes, wallets, and toiletries. I hit the shower first. 

It felt good to rinse off the stress. Two dead pinchers were still dead men, and the loss of life always affected me. I didn't shed any tears for them, but hey, I'm not that cold. Somebody was gonna miss those guys. Trouble is; dumb is terminal, and those two bastards were infested with the disease. At first, I thought Abe might have been stupid. He wasn't, though. Him being dead, or close to it, was proof enough. That job had been too easy to die fro… 

"Wait a minute. Easy?"

I finished my shower and dressed as fast as I could. Then I ran down the hall and found Lex standing in the frame of the back door. "Lex, we been set up!"

He turned around, looking at me with a confused expression.

I asked, "Bruh, why did I have to train two primaries on a job rookies could do by themselves? Hell, they coulda got the safe combo from Biddy. And why limit the insurance claim to those particular jewels and not the whole cache in the damn safe?"

Lex shook his head at me. He didn't know and I could tell that he'd been thinking about it, too. He said, "I left my smokes on the window sill. Let me take a shower and think on it. Try to figger it out why while I'm gone, Ice. This ain't good for us, baby boy."

After checking Slip's pulse and finding him still alive, I repacked his backpack. Then I went down to the curb and whistled to the dope man's runners. They walked over without a care in the world, not once looking around or over their shoulders. This block was safe and they owned it.

"Wassup, Ice?" The taller one asked.

"Torch the car and van. Don't do it here, though. Tell Onyx I got five for the favor and a fence's name on the rebound."

The other kid shook his head. "Ice, we can't leave the block. You know how Onyx rolls. Keep it tight."

I looked at the kid. He couldn't have been more than fifteen years old. Hell, in this hood, you either got in the game or got run over by it. I said, "Get him the message. He'll do me right. Tell him I need a driver in about fifteen minutes, too."

The tall kid said, "How come you don't work with Onyx no more? He talks you up all the time, Ice."

I looked at the kid sadly. He probably felt invincible. He wasn't. He would get hit by thug warfare today, tomorrow, or next week. Maybe with his last breath he would figure out why I didn't run for Onyx anymore. I just paid my taxes when I did business in his set and tried hard to stay out of his way. For a dope man, Onyx was fair, but killing came easy for him. He used to tell me, "Ice, killin' is like Tylenol. With no mo' worries, no mo' headaches. See what I'm sayin'?" 

I did see.

I said, "Anyway, holla at the man for me. Tell him to get a new throwaway and call me next week." 

When the kids left, I went back inside. Lex was just pulling his shirt on and tucking it in. Standing over Slip, he pointed at the marble on the floor. "Pick it up, Ice."

I could have run out the back door at that point. That marble scared the hell out of me. When I had repacked Slip's backpack, I never even looked down at it, avoiding it like the plague, but now my eyes were drawn to it. There it was, just sitting there, looking up at me, blinking. Blink … blink.

"It doesn't seem so scary anymore, Lex." My voice was small, even to my ears.

"Yeah, well, good. Just get the damn thing and let's make that call."

I looked up at him and then back at the marble. Somehow, I knew I could safely pick it up. Hopefully, it wouldn't do that tractor-beam thing to my mind again. That shit had sucked pretty bad. It was like mind-control or something.  

"Do it, Ice. We ain't got all day."

"Okay!" I walked over, confident steps lying like a champ, bent over and picked the damn thing up. Raising it to eye level, meeting its gaze, the eye closed and remained that way. "See? No problem." I put it in the change pocket of my jeans and zipped my hoody. 

Lex passed me his cell after pressing send, which meant I was gonna be live in a second or two.

"Lex!" Fatso was shouting already.

"It's Iceman. Look, your trainees didn't work out. Abe's still warm and I'll be dropping him somewhere safe. I'll call you when I do. He'll have the jewels on him, too. Everything that was in the safe and the stuff we went for. After that, my game is over."

"I want everything!"

I couldn't believe this guy. "Fatso, how many times do I have to tell you, do-not-raise-your-voice-at-me! You ain't shit and never have been. You popped Robby and Pete, you fat shit. You did it because you were greedy and got scared that they were gonna do you first."

Fatso laughed at me and said, "Boy, Robby and Pete were in the same game you're in right now. Let's hope you're sharper than your boy was. And for the record, I didn't pop them. Call me when you have my shit." Dial tone.

He hung up at the right time. I was about to lose my mind over that boy shit. I gave Lex his cell and said, "Our ride should be here any second now."

"Where to after this?"

The big man wanted out and a safe place to go. I had one and he was welcome to it. "Fairbanks."

Lex's eyes widened and his mouth hung open. "Alaska? Are you shittin' me?"

"Nope." Then we heard squealing brakes. "Ride's here."

***

Thirty minutes later, we were at Lincoln Square Mall in Matteson, about forty-five minutes away from Fatso's place in Hyde Park. Onyx's driver got out and walked to another car that had followed us. He hadn't said a word during the whole drive, except, "Where to?"

After he left, I called Fatso. "A red Plymouth Reliant parked outside of Macy's at Lincoln Mall in Matteson. By the way, you did pop Robby and Pete."

"Ice, don't fuck this up. Leave everything with Slip. Don't be like Robby, son. Don't be like that. Okay? Make sure I have everything."

I looked across the back seat at Lex. He turned away after a moment, looking out at the sparse parking lot. A few people had come to work at the mall, preparing for a day of business. Ours was just about over, but then we'd be running. Had to. After a messy job, one had to get real clear, real fast.

I said to Fatso, "One day, you're gonna tell me what happened to Robby's body. I mean that, Fatso. As for Abe, give me one reason I shouldn't drill his ass. He scooped the safe after I told him not to. I even had to bust his ass about it. Still, he scooped it. Now I'm all dirty. Primaries don't overstep the mark, Fatso. Where'd you get these two dummies anyway?"

"Fuck them. They're throwaways at best. Just leave the ice, Ice. All of it."

I could feel the cats-eye warming in my pocket. It was comforting, enthralling even. I said, "You got it."

After the call, me and Lex caught a taxi to my place in Ottawa. That was another one-hour ride. When we got there, I grabbed my runaway bag and we jumped in my car, on our way to his place in Kankakee. Ninety minutes this time. 

Lex grabbed his runaway bag and we dumped our heaters in the Kankakee River when we locked-up his motorcycle shed. Lex was a biker, just as I had expected. He had a color-flagged, leather jacket with a 1% patch on it, too. No wonder dude was intimate with thugging. Yeah, Lex was a doer all the way. Either for his biker gang or in the pinch game, my six was not the one the fuck with.

Less than ten minutes later, we were rolling south again. By the time we got to Bloomington, Illinois two hours later, we had ignored two calls from Fatso. Then we headed west to St. Louis. There, we caught a flight out. That night, we caught the last flight out of Seattle. Several hours later, we were in Fairbanks. 

Talk about cold, Alaska was hell's freezer. It bit into my flesh like a beast and hurt like a mofo. Of course, neither of us had coats on, which certainly didn't help, and we had to go out to the curb to catch a taxi to my real home.  

I lit a fire upon arrival while Lex looked around the place. After I pulled the covers off the furniture, I dusted where it really needed it. This was going to be home for the foreseeable future, and well, we had to be comfortable.

From the kitchen, Lex said, "Ice, you do know you ain't got no food in here, right?"

I laughed and said, "Last time I was here had to be five months ago. So, uh, if you find food that ain't in a can, I wouldn't recommend eating it anyway." I went to the coat rack and pulled some keys off one of the hooks. "Here." I tossed them to him. "There's a new Suburban in the garage. The store's two blocks down, take a right, and go two traffic lights. You need some cash?"

"I'm good. They got fast food up here in the fuckin' wilderness? Dude, we ain't in Fairbanks, either. You got us an hour out. Hell, probably nothin' but bears and us out here. And how does a black man find a log-fuckin'-house in Alaska and call this shit home? Is that why you go by Iceman?"

I never laughed so hard in my life. Lex was dead serious, too. He looked pissed and I could hear his stomach growling across the room. "I got my name from being a big fan of George Gervin. He was a…"

"NBA Hall of Famer. Played with San Antonio most of his career. Yeah-yeah. Shit. The name fits, asshole. Gervin didn't give a damn about passing to his teammates and you don't give a damn about my comfort, you shit. I'll be back!"

"The battery-jumper is right inside the garage access door to your left," I shouted when he walked away.

After making the beds in two of the three bedrooms, I sat on the bear rug in front of the warm fireplace. I was cool now and my mind was at ease. And home? Well, it just kind of makes you feel safe. I don't know how Lex was going be able to deal with this environment, but he was welcome to it. The only other place I had to get away was in Montreal. Even if I wanted to go there, I had to get here first. All of my fake papers, passports, driver's licenses' – all of that stuff is here. But now, I was comfortable. 

Then I felt it again.

The enthralling mood-shift took me by surprise. Hell, I'd forgotten. 

I pulled the cats-eye out of my pocket and looked into it. It was blinking rapidly now. 

"What?"

Ii didn't respond, of course. If it had, my brains probably would have started oozing out of my ears.

I noticed that the eye wasn't looking at me. It was going around like an emergency light, but not continuously spinning. It was stopping and spinning back the other way, after pausing in several directions. Talk about spooky. It looked scared.

But I wasn't. 

Come to think of it, I liked the eyeball thingy. It was cool, in a freaky kind of way. Like a friend or something. I don't really know why I kept it. It had to be the reason Fatso kept calling Lex's phone. Since I'd turned my off and left it that way, he really had no other way to contact us. Nevertheless, looking at the eyeball thingy, I could easily see why someone would want it back. 

Fuck em'. It was mine now. Getting it back was going to cost. After putting me and Lex in a shit job with dummies, they should have paid us way more. Dummies could cost you your life, and Fatso knew me better than that. Me and Lex used to pinch like it's cool for him. Fatso kept the cash heavy and we did tight work for him. No evidence, no trails, and no drama. 

The thingy stopped blinking, spinning, and looked directly at me. The damn thing grew two sizes and glowed like the damn sun, too. "She's here."

I freaked all the way out. The damn thing spoke! 

Still not smart enough to drop the thingy, I got to my feet and ran to the hall closet. I pulled out a shotgun and a .44 magnum. I also put a .380 in my back pocket. Why? I don't know. But when Thingy echoed "She's here," like a damn ghost, ringing in my head and shit, I had to do something.

I heard the Suburban pull into the garage. Humph. It was only Lex. Poor Thingy probably got nervous because it hadn't seen the big man when it woke up. I put the .44 in my waistband and shouldered the shotgun. Walking toward the back door, I quickly put thingy in my deep pocket. It was too big for the change pocket, now, and stuck out anyway, but I didn't want Lex to scare it worse than it already was.

When I opened the door for Lex, he came flying through, backwards. Luckily, I had stepped aside. If not, both of us would have landed in the living room. When I turned my head back toward the opened door, there stood five people. They were wearing hooded black robes down to their ankles with gold ropes tied around their waists. Talk about freaky spooky, they looked like druids and shit.

They parted and Fatso came toward me on a dead run. I quickly backed away and slammed the door shut. I drew my pistol and tossed the shotgun to Lex, who had stood up, looking like he was going to kill me.

Lex racked the slide on the shotgun. "Greedy ain't ever been you, Ice! You done fucked me, boy!" 

I started to reply, but the door blasted off its hinges, sailing by me. I turned and quickly put three rounds into Fatso before diving into the hallway. I heard two blasts from the shotgun, too. With my three and Lex's two, Fatso should be down in pieces. 

Nope. 

When looked back, I saw him slap the shotgun out of Lex's hands and punch right through his chest. I couldn't believe it. Lex had to be six-five, two-seventy, but dude was all see through and Fatso's fist dangled out of Lex's back. 

"What the hell?" 

I rolled onto my back and pumped the remaining three rounds of the .44 into Fatso's head. Now I had done some damage. Dude's shit looked bad. He wobbled around a little and I got a rifle out of the closet. Two 30.06 rounds later, Fatso didn't have a head anymore and was dead beside Lex. Right on my nice fucking rug!

I had to kill that damn bear and pay a taxidermist to hook it up. Now I would have to go out and find another damn Yogi to chill with. Shit.

"Mr. Iceman, you have something that belongs to me. In ways you could never understand, I and my followers are mystically drawn to the item, never not knowing where it is. Now, tell me; did you see into the stone?"

It was Biddy. She must have been one of those hooded freaks I saw in the backyard. I dove around the corner with the rifle and let off two rounds. Hitting nothing, I rolled and grabbed up the shotgun. It had four more shots and I wanted that against the freaky hooded crew. I came up on my knees, aiming.

"Do not fire again, Mr. Iceman." 

Biddy had dropped her hood and stood in my dining room with her … people? Whatever. They were behind her, still with their hoods on. 

Looking at me with crazy blackened eyes, no whites, she said, "How much for The Eye, Mr. Iceman."

Humph. That was easy. I opened my mouth to say one mill, but "mine" came out instead. 

Just like her, I wasn't prepared for it either. Thingy had pulled that mind control shit on me again. But this time, I liked it. Thingy was mine. All mine. 

"Mr. Iceman, it has no control over you. Simply close your eyes and pass it to me. A man like you, used to taking for personal gain, well, you have no control over your desires at this point. We can do it that way, or you can simply drop your pants and step out of them. There is no requirement for further violence. Although, I must admit, a mere man killing a Goblin is quite remarkable. Your ammunition must have been …"

She'd read my mind, I think. Wait a minute. 

I interrupted her. "I killed a what?"

She waived a dismissive hand. "Pointless now. I will pay you the one million for the stone, Mr. Iceman."

One of the others said, "Mistress, The Soul's Eye must be secured or returned to its home. It has seen the souls of two Innocent's and may no longer be stable. Already it has cloned itself. As a result, we may never be able to use its evil foresight again. Let's go home and separate the two of them there."

I don't know what that shit was about, but Thingy's name wasn't Soul's Eye. Not only that, I was keeping it. Twelve-gauge buckshot and a blown away follower made my point clear. Now, with three rounds left against Biddy and the three with her, shit was even. 

Strangely, though, the others hadn't moved a muscle. They stood there, hooded with their hands clasped over their bellies, facing me. I couldn't see their faces for their hoods, but I could see Biddy clearly, and now her hands were flickering with a white glow.  

Further freaking me out.

"Like many before you, you were given a job to do because of your historically professional performance. Yet, you failed. Not only me, you failed yourself. Nonetheless, Mr. Iceman, killing Mr. Benson was a non-issue. Trying to kill my Flock, however, that must be appropriately rejoined."

Trying to? I had put 12 gauge buckshot in that mutha … "Oh shit!"

The druid got up. 

I looked back at Biddy, which I shouldn't have done, because Biddy's hands glowing white, steadily now.  

When Biddy flicked her fingers, something white-hot slammed into my chest. It didn't move me. It just impacted there, hurt like the dickens, and stole my wind. I slumped a little and the shotgun fell to the floor. "Mine," I winced. 

Biddy cackled like a … uh … like a Witch? Yeah. Just like a Witch.

When I looked back at her and her followers, all of them had glowing hands. They were humming together, too. My asshole puckered involuntarily and I couldn't smell it anymore. Based on what Biddy had done to me with those glowing hands once already, I knew this shit was going to hurt bad, and I didn't have the strength to grab the shotgun. Still, I raised my head and said, "Mine." 

***

I don't know how long I had been out. Thankfully, though, the pain was gone, or maybe I was numb from the cold environment I was stranded in. Whatever Biddy and her people did to me, I was glad it was over. Maybe they had left me for dead, thinking I would die up here in Alaska from exposure or something. They be right, too, if I didn't hurry up and find me some shelter. First, I had to figure out where in the hell I was. 

Obviously, I was in a cave. Overhead, I saw gigantic icicles. In fact, all around was a sheet of ice. Everything shined smoothly, too. It was also as bright as daylight, which was strange as hell, considering that I couldn't see an opening. All I could see was a long and narrow, icy corridor. I could faintly hear voices, too.

"What the …" They got me tied down? No. Not tied down. Something held my whole body in place, but not at various points. It was like I was being pressed onto a table by … hell, I didn't know what it was. I couldn't move a muscle.

"Hello, Mr. Iceman. It's comforting to us that you've regained consciousness."

Looking to my left, as only my eyes could move, I couldn't see Biddy. Somehow, though, I could feel the old sack near me. She wasn't the only one either.

"Mistress, may I do the honors? After all, he did shoot me."

"You may, Shelly."

Apparently, the druid I shot was a teenager, or just looked really young. Cute, too . 

"Mr. Iceman … hold on a second." She stopped talking and I could feel her hand in my pant pocket. When she pulled her hand back, she held him up. "There it is. Say hi, Mr. Iceman." 

She's got Thingy! "Give it back, you little bitch! You give that back!"

"My goodness, Mr. Iceman. What is the connection here? Why are you so attached to this gem?" Biddy asked.

I put in the work, I did the job, I made it out, and dammit, that spoil is my payment. "It's mine!"

"Release him and pay him." 

I didn't recognize that voice. It was big, though. That's the only way I can describe it. Not deep or Barry White-ish, but huge as hell. It was coming from across the room, I think. "Who are you?" I demanded.

"Shut up, snack. My meals do not engage me on a personal level."

What? This sumbitch has got to be out of his … Holy shit!

From out of nowhere, dude was looking down at me with red eyes and long-ass, I mean, get-the-fuck-outta-here-long-ass-fangs. "Dracula?"

"Not quite."

"D-dude, you ain't gotta … Nah. I ain't buying this shit. Y'all freaky bastards are way too early or way too late for Halloween. Druids and Dracula? Really? Y'all kiss my black ass and let me off this damn table!" I wasn't buying into this bullshit.

Fang-face smiled at me and that's when it all got real. This cat had more teeth than nature allows. All of them were razor sharp and longer than my Johnson, too. Homie's whole face got big as hell and his mouth protruded like …

"It's my way or no way, Mr. Iceman"

 What way is that? "What the hell, man? Fuck it. Take Thingy back. Y'all can keep it and the money. Just let me outta here!"

Biddy said, "We intend to do just that, Mr. Iceman. You'll have to wait, however. It is daytime and you can't move about until after sunset. Before we release you, though, there are some things you need to know. King Perry, here, joined us and released your soul by making you like him. Because you had The Soul's Eye in your possession during your conversion, it has captured your spent soul and we have a far greater tool, as a result. Unfortunately, your predecessor fought us and we could not use him. You, however, you are fantastic. While we could have found good candidates anywhere, the effectiveness we required could only come from one whose underlying essence is fully warped by the Mortal Sin. That is to say, Mr. Iceman, the hidden truth of your character is Greed. Greed that has made you steal and kill for your personal gain. Your Deadly Sin has finally completed our collection. Along with Gluttony, Wrath, Envy, Lust, Pride, and Sloth, we have the gamut of Souls Eyes to further my Coven's ambitions. But let's stick to your hidden truth; Greed. I think it was addressed best by former New York Congresswoman, Shirley Chisholm. 'When morality comes up against profit, it is seldom that profit loses.' You see, Mr. Iceman, because of you, me and my followers have profited greatly. If you are wise, you will have profited, as well."

Okay. I know who Shirley Chisholm was and all that. Know about all them Deadly Sins, too. But I was stuck on this King Perry, shit. What the hell kind of king had teeth like this dude, assuming that he's King Perry. I looked at the monster and he changed back, looking all human-like and shit. 

Now, not only could I not smell my ass, I couldn't smell anything. I could sense stuff, but smell? Not a chance. I was sensing the hell out of a bunch of people in the room that I couldn't see, too. Like they were pressing against my skin without touching me. Freaky.

Biddy said, "King Perry, release him, please."

"As you wish, Mistress Somersby."

Just like that, I could move again. Energy like I'd never known reverberated throughout my body. It was like I was made of some brand new, super-duper, powerful shit. Now, not only could I move, I felt like I could fuckin' fly. That's how I came off that table, too. In a blur, I ran against the far wall, looking back at more than twenty people. Only the Dracula cat wasn't dressed like a druid. He was wearing a hot-ass suit, lookin' spiffy like a male model.

He pointed at a suitcase beside the ice-table they had me on. That was weird, too, because I wasn't even cold. I wasn't hot either. I was like … hell, I can't explain it. 

Dude said, "That case contains one million dollars, Mr. Iceman. You'll need that to begin your new life. We have confiscated all of your former holdings and you will need to find a new place to call home." 

Greed? New life? Thingy with my soul? 

Speaking of Thingy, the young trick had my friend in her hand, staring at it like a child at Christmas. Eyes full of wonder and shit.

"Gimme that!" Thingy was mine and I wanted him back.

It was like I hadn't said a word. Everybody turned and walked out of the ice-cave-room-place, totally ignoring me. They turned their backs and everything. It was cool, though. After Biddy and her people had done whatever they did to me, I didn't want any more of that. I did follow them, though. That's after I grabbed the case. They can call it greed, but I call it getting paid. 

Just outside of the room we were in was a long staircase and I was the last one up. The place was dark as hell, but there were candles placed about that gave off just enough light. Hell, after blinking a couple of times, I didn't need those candles. I could see everything perfectly. Freaky. 

And talk about macabre. This place was sci-fi meet horror-type shit. Swords, pentagrams – eyes, fingers, balls, toes, and all other kinds of shit were in jars all over the place. On the walls were shields and gothic paintings, too. No furniture, but in the middle of the room was an altar.

"Where in the hell are we?" I asked.

Some voice said, "Church."

"Humph. You mutha fuckas are sick. This ain't no church."

I suddenly saw a beam of daylight down the hall to my right. At the same time, King Perry shrieked like a girl and disappeared. How he did that, I don't know. Why? Well, that shit was a mystery, too. Me? I saw a way out.

I checked the case in my grip and got closer to the kid holding Thingy. She was still marveling at it and I saw my chance. Something was tugging at my mind, saying, "don't do it," but there was no way in hell I was staying here with these freaks.

The beam of light grew larger and I could only imagine that it was a door to the outside being opened in another room. This was it. Against my better senses, and they were heavy as hell, I snatched Thingy and made a dash. I had never moved like this before. I mean, like, you know, ghostlike fast. 

Daylight.

Something about the sun seemed to make me want to scream like girl. It was weird as hell. For a split second, I'm thinking, I should slow my roll and try to figure some things out. Uh, no. Bitty would probably cook my guts or some shit. That King Perry cat wasn't too cool either.


Turning left at the end of the hallway, I squinted my eyes involuntarily, blew by another druid, and was loose like a scalded dog, yo. Off the porch and blazing down the street like a freed slave, money and Thingy with me. 

"Where in the hell are we?" I asked.

Some voice said, "Church."

"Humph. You mutha fuckas are sick. This ain't no church."

I suddenly saw a beam of daylight down the hall to my right. At the same time, King Perry shrieked like a girl and disappeared. How he did that, I don't know. Why? Well, that shit was a mystery, too. Me? I saw a way out.

I checked the case in my grip and got closer to the kid holding Thingy. She was still marveling at it and I saw my chance. Something was tugging at my mind, saying, "don't do it," but there was no way in hell I was staying here with these freaks.

The beam of light grew larger and I could only imagine that it was a door to the outside being opened in another room. This was it. Against my better senses, and they were heavy as hell, I snatched Thingy and made a dash. I had never moved like this before. I mean, like, you know, ghostlike fast. 

Daylight.

Something about the sun seemed to make me want to scream like a girl. It was weird as hell. For a split second, I'm thinking, I should slow my roll and try to figure some things out. Uh, no. Biddy would probably cook my guts or some shit. That King Perry cat wasn't too cool either.


Turning left at the end of the hallway, I squinted my eyes involuntarily, blew by another druid, and was loose like a scalded dog, yo. Off the porch and blazing down the street like a freed slave, money and Thingy with me. 

Suddenly, I started feeling hotter than hell. For real, though. I was actually on fire.
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Pride goeth before destruction, and an haughty spirit before a fall.



—Proverbs 16:18






  







III. PRIDE

 

Queen of the Black Dragons

 

by

Vickie Adair

 

From her throne in the great cavern of the Ice Caves, she listened, staunch in her own regal splendor and power, while her first hatchling challenged her decision in open court. Though extremely irritated with him, she couldn't help but admire his strength and beauty, fitting for one of her hatchlings. He was much like her physically, larger than most of the Blacks and muscular, his scales shining an almost blue hue in their darkness, the tips of his wings and horns a deep, violent red. He was not quite as beautiful as her, but she was proud of the extreme attractiveness of all her hatchlings.

"Your Highness," said her son and Warlord, Fastarr, his own irritation evident in his voice that echoed through the massive chamber that could hold a thousand dragons in cold spaciousness, "we cannot make such a challenge without more information. We are still down to just over a thousand adults, so this could be genocide for the Blacks."

She looked out into the chamber at the three hundred adult Black Dragons of the court, standing tense, listening intently to the exchange between her and her son. What she said next would weaken or strengthen support for her plan, not that any command from the monarch could be disobeyed, but a happy populace is much easier to control.

"I understand that some of you are fearful," she said, putting scornful emphasis on the word fearful, watching bodies go rigid with indignation, "but we do not plan an open attack, only random attacks on small isolated groups of the human dragon riders and the spineless Blues, Greens, and Reds who let humans be their masters.

"The other dragons," she continued, "and the humans think we were all destroyed three hundred years ago when we came here, so to the humans we should exist only in legend, and to the other dragons, we exist only in memory. Nothing will survive any of our attacks, and no one will suspect us. We can eliminate thousands, before we ever challenge them openly, by using surprise attacks on isolated groups of five to ten dragons with riders against a sudden thirty of us unencumbered."

Enough of this, she thought as she saw Fastarr move to speak again. She rose and roared her fire toward the distant frozen ceiling; drops of water from the ice ceiling began falling on those gathered.

"So it is burned in fire! So it will be done! We begin planning our strategy tomorrow," she said and walked, her head held proudly high, out of the great cavern toward her chambers. As she walked from the chamber, she listened to her subjects chanting, "Fire and power to Queen Genette! Fire and power to Queen Genette!"

Yes, she thought, she was Genette, the most beautiful, brilliant, and powerful dragon to ever live. To war it would be, and she would rule the world.

~*~

Osane watched her brother Fastarr, his wings quivering in anger, move swiftly out of the great cavern and followed him through the lit tunnels to his quarters. She entered behind him and saw him lower his beautiful, sleek, black body and curl himself onto the huge smoothed boulder in the center of his cavern. He looked her in the eyes as he lowered himself. She did not speak.

When he was totally settled, he said, "Osane, one fight a day with family is enough. I've already had my fight with my mother and my Queen today; I don't want to argue the opposite extreme with my sister."

She felt a tightening in her chest; she didn't want to argue with Fastarr, either. She had loved him and looked up to him as hero and brother since she had first broken out of her egg and seen him there, peering around their mother, his eyes huge and excited. She knew he loved his whole family and that she pushed him to take sides, to side with her against their mother.

"I'm sorry, Fastarr, for feeling like I have to put you in this position," she said quietly, "but I have to give you facts that you don't know and explain how I got the information. I'm not arguing with you now, just confessing so that you have all the information you need."

"Let it rest. When Mother dies, I'll be your Warlord, and you can command me as you will. Are you so eager to take Mother's power that you can't let us live in peace until she dies?" He looked tired and sad as he spoke.

Her breath rushed in, in an involuntary gasp. "I don't want Mother's throne ever, Fastarr. I never have. But, you won't have the peace you seek if you wage war on the humans and all the other dragons. The other dragons not only outnumber us but will fight to the death to stop us from annihilating the humans, and the humans are not the easy prey that Mother thinks."

"And just what do you base these assumptions on?" her brother asked with his eyes raised.

She looked away from her brother, around the walls of his cavern so similar to her own. She loved these Ice Caves with a passion almost as great as her passion for her species, especially Rafe. "It's not an assumption; Rafe told me."

"Osane! You betrayed us to the Warlord of the Red Dragons! Why? How could you do such a thing? Mother will have you executed. You know that, don't you?" He rose swiftly from his boulder. "We have to think of a story for you so that no one ever knows it was you who betrayed us. I, however, must let Mother know that we won't have the element of surprise that she thinks because the Reds will know it's us after the first attack."

"She knows that the other dragons know we are out here and that they've always known. She knows, just like all the other dragon Queens, that we are going extinct as a species. That's how we wound up in the Ice Caves. When the other Queens made the decision to let their subjects know that within a few thousand years the last dragon would die, Mother went to war with the humans and then with them, even though we made up only one-fourth the dragons, and then she had us retreat so far north that we had to learn to live in caves of ice."

"And you believed this outlandish story from Rafe? Did it never occur to you that he might be lying to get you to betray your own mother?" Fastarr asked with anger in his voice.

"No, I didn't just believe it, and I'm not asking you to just believe me. I'm asking you to check it out for yourself. You've known me all my life; do you really think I want to be the Queen? You know, Rafe and I accidentally met years ago when I was out spying for Mother. He's never told and I've told no one but you. My only desire is to run away so that Rafe and I can be together. But, I'd never do that if it meant risking my family."

Fastarr hung his head, looking totally beaten, then looked up into her eyes before he said, "I will find out the truth of this, Osane, but if I find your story to be true, I don't know what I will do with the information. I am the Queen's Warlord."

~*~

Queen Genette watched with pride as Callus, her third oldest hatchling, executed air maneuvers. His beauty could only be rivaled by his older brother Fastarr; only she could have had the most beautiful children on the planet. His younger sister, Atarah, flew into view taunting her brother with quick darts in and out of his way.

Genette smiled at the two playing together. Atarah was almost as lovely as her mother, far lovelier and larger than her older sister, Osane, heir to her throne. But, if Fastarr or Osane failed her or died, Callus would be next in line to be Warlord and Atarah to be queen. In many ways she thought these two more worthy of the positions and almost wished something would happen to the other two. Oh well, she thought, if the other two became a disappointment, she could always banish them and let Callus and Atarah take their places.

She stepped out onto the balcony where they could see her and waved for them to land beside her.

"Mother," Callus said while landing. "How wonderful to see you. I'm honored that you took time from you duties to visit a lowly second son."

Genette patted his jaw, the most affection she ever gave one of her hatchlings. Of all her subjects, Callus was the most dedicated to ingratiating himself into her favor. He was overly ambitious, like her.

When Atarah landed, Genette said, "I want the two of you to walk with me down to the training area of your younger siblings. I would talk with you awhile."

As the three of them walked the corridors to the training area for the royal hatchlings, little was said because the corridors were too narrow for three abreast, but Genette was aware of the subtle, quiet struggle between them to be the one to get close enough to be the one she could see.

When they reached the large opening into the training area, Genette signaled to the trainer to continue and ignore her presence. She turned to Callus and Atarah and said, "Observe your siblings. Because they are my hatchlings, they are as splendid as both of you, as you are as splendid as Fastarr and Osane. You are the lineage and future of the Blacks. You are already being trained as Fastarr's replacement should anything happen to him, Callus, but I want that training completed soon. Fastarr will soon go to war. We must be prepared for you to step into his place should he be killed."

She watched Callus straighten to full height in excitement at the prospect of his brother's death. Then, she continued, "Therefore, I am giving instructions for your brother, Erinn, to begin his training to be your replacement should you die in the coming war."

"Atarah, Osane has received her training to be Queen, and tradition has it that only one is trained at a time, so ordinarily you would not receive such training until either Osane or myself were dead. But, these are not ordinary times. Either or both Osane and myself could be killed in the coming war. So, tomorrow morning, you begin your training to be queen."

She looked at the two of them and then at the younger eight in the training room, the largest group of siblings among the Blacks. Her subjects were blessed that she had maimed her older sister Freyja in combat training to become heir to the throne. She had been the natural Queen.

Then, she turned and walked away alone.

~*~

Naomi, shoving her damp ringlets of red hair away from her eyes, watched Rafe come soaring downward toward the fence she sat atop. He was magnificent, like flying red flames against the backdrop of blue sky and the wide valley of wheat already turning golden. But she was frightened he was going to hit the ground in front of her, before he suddenly pulled his tail down and his head up to land standing on his huge rear legs.

"Now," he spoke, turning toward her, "did you see how when a human like you is riding a dragon, you need to move your body from a rear leaning position to a forward leaning position as soon as you feel the tail start to lower? We can't have you sliding off down my tail again."

"I'm sorry, Rafe. I know you must lose patience with a pupil as slow as me, but couldn't we just land in a normal fashion all the time."

"For starters, young human, you are not the slowest human a dragon has ever taught, not even this dragon. I happen to be very proud of how well you're learning, not just flying, but our dragon lore. You should be, too."

She thought about that a moment; she was proud of herself for working as hard as she could to be the best student she could be, but she knew she'd never be the best. "Oh, I am proud of how hard I try, and I do try as hard as I can, but even if I'm not the slowest student, I'm certainly not the best. You deserve to have a great student, not some scrawny redheaded girl who'll never be an extraordinary student. But, back to the landing, why can't we just do a normal landing every time?"

"Well, what if I had to make such a maneuver in the air one day and you went sliding off my tail three hundred feet above the ground?"

"Why would you have to do that in the air?" she asked, not able to imagine a single scenario where they would need to stop and turn in such a manner when soaring through the air.

Rafe looked at her very seriously and silently for what felt like five minutes while she stood twirling her hair around her finger. Sometimes dragons could be very slow, but she supposed that was because they lived so incredibly long, or claimed to.

Finally, he spoke very quietly, "The day may come, my little redhaired girl, when both dragons and humans will need to fight in the air a very formidable enemy to prevent the annihilation of your species."

Naomi felt a shiver quivering through the center of her body. Then she asked, "Rafe, I've heard talk that I thought were just stories meant to scare us about working with dragons, stories about how once great black dragons killed humans and burned their villages and crops. Then all the other dragons blues, greens, and reds started fighting the blacks to protect the humans, and they killed all the blacks. Is that a true story? Do you think now the blues or greens will turn on us?" Not the reds, she thought, please not the reds.

Then she stood silent waiting for his answer, watching her teacher and friend, his great red head larger than her body, and nervously smoothing the cloth of her shirt that her mother had woven just for her when she had been selected to become a dragon's pupil.

"Well today, it seems, we're going to have your first history lesson," Rafe said in not more than a minute. "So, let's just get comfortable on the ground here beside your fence."

She watched Rafe lower himself to the ground, laying so that his chin was only about two feet from the ground, and then she sat facing him, her arms around her drawn-up knees, about ten feet away so that she could look into his eyes while he spoke. As soon as she was settled and still, Rafe starting speaking.

"When the dragons first realized that another species on the planet had become sentient, four races of dragons, the Greens, the Blues, the Reds, and the Blacks had made up the only sentient species known. Each race had unique characteristics, then as now. The blues, the smallest in stature, are wanderers, mappers, biologists. We call the Blues the planet lovers. The Greens, the next in size, have always been the scientists, astronomers, doctors, inventors; well, you've met a few of them, so you know what they do. My race always pursued idle things such as writing, keepers of knowledge, historians, and artists, I suppose. In size, the Red are larger than the Blues and Greens, but about thirty percent smaller than the Blacks."

Naomi felt that shiver again as Rafe confirmed that the Blacks were not just stories and that they were even larger than him. She had thought him probably the very largest dragon alive.

"How do I describe the Blacks to someone who has never seen one?" he continued. "They are beautiful beyond compare ...."

"What?" she blurted out. "They are? Does that mean there are still Blacks alive? I'm sorry. I didn't mean to interrupt you. The words just sort of jumped out of my mouth."

"That's alright," he said. "Your reaction is understandable. Yes, the Blacks still live, but let me continue the story chronologically so that you will understand more.

"Now, back to the Blacks. Not only are they the largest of the dragons and, perhaps, the most beautiful, the Blacks are the warriors. In the early ages, other animals as large as us flourished everywhere on the planet and considered dragons fair game for lunch. They were a match for most of us, especially if they attacked in number. But, a Black could often win against any of our predators, and for millenniums the Blacks protected all of us and made armies to begin annihilation of the other large species until, finally, dragons had no predators."

"During those ages, our societal system developed. Each race had their own matriarch, but if any disagreements arose, the Black Queen had final say, because all of us depended on the Blacks for survival. No one seemed to think of changing the way our government was structured when nothing was left to threaten us." Rafe paused and looked somberly in the sky as if he didn't want to tell her more; Naomi waited patiently for him to decide to continue. After a long wait, he did.

"About five centuries ago, things started to change. It all began when one of the Blues, a biologist, became concerned with changes he had noticed in the population growth and enlisted the help of one of the Greens, a well-known scientist in medical research. What they discovered was that dragon population growth was slowing rapidly and estimated that if it continued at that rate in about two thousand years it would begin negative growth and in about three thousand more years our species would be extinct. They each took all their research and findings to their respective queens." Rafe paused again, and Naomi waited again more patiently than she ever had. She could tell that the telling of this hurt Rafe, and she suspected that the end of this tale would leave her afraid.

"For today, I think I'll just give you a very brief telling of the rest of this tale of dragons and wars. We'll go into more detail later. The two queens both told their subjects who brought them the promise of extinction to keep what they had discovered secret until told different, and called the Red and Black queens for a meeting."

"The meeting of the four queens took place in the throne room of Queen Genette. The other three thought the right thing to do was tell their subjects what had been discovered, so that they could plan their time left and teach the humans our lore and knowledge, ensuring that something remained of the greatness of dragons even after we were gone.

"But, Queen Genette was, even then, arrogantly proud and refused to consider that path, so she told them she didn't believe that the two scientists had concrete evidence for the extinction of dragons and, even if they did, there were other scientists who could find a cure for the problem. And, she certainly would not allow humans to be given knowledge that the dragons had spent hundreds of thousands of years accumulating. So, basically, the decision was to do nothing.

"I suppose things would have stayed that way and dragons would still just be ignoring humans, but after that meeting, Queen Genette started to hate your race. I think because humans were new and dragons were old on the planet, and she couldn't stand the thought of a rival species and, probably, couldn't even contemplate others inheriting the planet as the dragons slowly died off. Whatever her reasons, she ordered the Blacks to start killing any humans that came into the Black's territory. When the killing started, the Greens, Blues, and Reds told the humans which lands to stay out of and began patrolling the borders around the Blacks.

"You can imagine how this angered Queen Genette, but still she did the unthinkable, she declared war on the humans and all the other dragons. Then one day, she just took the Blacks and went away, far away. But the war had left less that four thousand adult dragons on the planet and hastened the projected time for our extinction considerably." He paused again, staring off into the sky before turning to her and saying, "Okay, Naomi, that's enough for today."

"Rafe," she said hesitantly, "there seems to be something very personal to you in this story. I can tell you have no anger or hatred for the Blacks; in fact, you seem to love them in some way."

"My tale is personal to all dragons, Naomi, but perhaps for me a little more so. I'll tell you a secret that I have only shared with my mother. Queen Genette has a female hatchling that was still young when the Blacks went away. She and I stumbled upon each other accidentally about five decades ago when we were both out on solitary quests. To make this story particularly short, we secretly mated about four decades ago, and now we have a cave in no dragons' territory where one of us now always stays because we have a new hatchling."

Naomi could hardly believe what she was hearing and was so amazed that Rafe was confiding such a secret to her! "Oh, Rafe," she said, "I think that's the most romantic thing I've ever heard in my whole life!"

"Oh, Naomi, you humans and your romance. I think this tale may become much more sad than romantic," he said and lifted himself in flight.

She watched until he was a tiny speck in the sky.

Later at the village tavern, the smiling face, surrounded by slightly greying hair, of Mickal, the owner, suddenly sprang into her vision. He said, "Here's two bowls of my finest rabbit stew and two tankards of my finest ale for two lovely ladies," placing the food on the table for Naomi and her mother.

Naomi thanked him kindly, while having an inner laugh. She adored Mickal and had been entertained by his clumsy attempts to court her mother, Ester, for the past five years. Her father had been dead for a number of years when Mickal first started paying particular attention to Ester, so Naomi had not resented his attempts for a relationship, and she often wished her mother would respond. After all, Naomi would soon have to leave her mother's house and hoped her mother would not remain living alone.

"Mother," she said when Mickal was back in the kitchen, "don't you like Mickal? I think he really likes you."

"Of course, I like him, Naomi." Ester smiled at her daughter as she spoke, "He is one of the finest people in the village. I don't really know anyone who doesn't like him."

"You know that wasn't what I meant," Naomi said, feeling a little irritated with her mother.

"I know," her mother laughed.

"So, our young dragon rider, what tales of adventure might you have for your old uncle tonight?" said her mother's brother Dominic seating himself at their table.

"Well, the most adventurous thing happened today! Rafe tried to teach me how to stay on his back when he went into a nosedive. I fell off three times, but he caught me with his talons every time, or else I'd be a dead dragon rider instead of just a bruised one. How's that for an adventure Uncle Dommy?"

Uncle Dommy's guffaw drowned out the other tavern noise just as his friend Alden walked through the door and came over to sit with them, and said, "So what am I missing? Except my own bowl of rabbit stew, of course." Naomi grinned at Alden, he and Uncle Dommy were only eight years older than her, and she had always had the secret fantasy that someday when she was fully grown Alden would fall in love with her and they would get married.

Alden grinned back and gave her a wink. Her heart flipped over in her chest. He was so handsome, tall with raven black hair, a strange contrast to the rest of them at the table, all slightly built with red hair.

"My little niece here, the future Captain of the Dragon Riders, has been entertaining me with today's great adventures. Seems a dragon might be a little more difficult than a horse to ride. Don't worry Naomi, you'll get it and be the best dragon rider ever," Uncle Dommy said in mock seriousness.

"Don't make fun of me, Uncle. I'll never be the best dragon rider, but I'm working hard and doing my best. I'm proud of that, but more importantly, I am learning the dragon lore very well," she said somewhat stung by the joking of her uncle in front of Alden.

"Is it really interesting, what you're learning from the dragons?" Alden asked looking sincerely curious just as Mickal, taking a break, joined them.

"Yes," she answered earnestly, "the dragons are so brilliant and have so much history and knowledge. No single person could ever learn it all."

She paused then, briefly, before she said, "But today I learned something far more frightening than interesting. The stories of the Black Dragons are real. Well, I don't know if all the stories about them made up to frighten children are real, but the Blacks are real. The Blacks still live, and they hate us. Rafe fears someday they will come to destroy us all."

The other four all started speaking at once. She only heard, "Are you in danger...we'll not be standing idle...dragon riders to battle...our horses will take us...."

"Quiet," she shushed them. "I don't know if I was supposed to tell anyone about the Blacks, so don't go around getting others all excited. Besides, I didn't just learn something that scared me today; I learned something sad. I still want to cry; the dragons are slowly dying. Someday there won't be any dragons. I think maybe that's why the Blacks hate us. As our numbers grow, the number of dragons decrease."

This time when she finished speaking, the others sat in silence for a moment until Mickal finally said, "Well, it'll be a sad day for us if we lose the dragons who have protected us and taught us for as long as we have had stories."

Then Alden reached over and took her hand casually, much like a lover would, she thought, and said, "Don't let the thought of the Blacks frighten you. If they come, we'll all be there fighting with you, and they won't find us an easy foe."

The others nodded their heads in solemn agreement.

~*~

Queen Genette saw Fastarr's circular glide downward for a landing beside where she stood on the mountain's frozen summit, towering not only above the caves, but above the clouds. She hated having anyone, even one of her hatchlings, interrupt her when she was on the summit standing above the world she knew she had been born to rule. As always, standing there alone, she sensed her superiority to even the planet itself.

But, she thought, one of the irritations of being Queen was having to continually deal with less brilliant subjects.

"I hoped I'd find you here, Majesty," Fastarr said while making a smooth landing beside her.

"Ah, you come here as Warlord instead of son," she said. "I can always tell because I'm Majesty when you want to talk policy and Mother when you are just being my son. So, what business does the Warlord need to speak to his Queen about?"

"I suppose your observation is correct, Mother, so, today, I address you as both because today I ask you as son and Warlord if you have lied to both hatchlings and subjects for more than three centuries," he said. She could hear, not challenge, but deep sadness in his voice.

"What are you asking, Fastarr? What do you think that I've lied about; what would the Queen possibly need to lie about?"

"I've been exploring so I could begin planning the attacks against the other dragons and the humans. I went alone, and hopefully unseen, into territory where I haven't ventured since before I was an adult and we retreated to the northern pole. Several times, I had to hide when groups of dragons or dragons with riders, and twice one human and one dragon, came near. My hiding place was always close enough that I could overhear anything said."

"Don't tell me," she interrupted him, "that everyone is still spending their time talking about me, even though they think I'm dead. Well, maybe they dream that the greatest of dragons be resurrected to right the wreck they have made of everything."

"No, Mother, what they were talking about was the extinction of our species and how your last war had caused too many dragon deaths in the reproductive age-group and escalated the timeframe of extinction. I have to know your side of this story, Mother. I have to know your reasons, Majesty."

Genette had been studying her son's face, posture, and voice while he spoke to determine, if she could, what his feelings about this really were. When he finished speaking, she said, "Fastarr, as your Queen, I don't need to answer your accusation or explain my reasons for any decisions that I've made in that capacity. As a mother, I will answer my son's questions and explain my reasons, but not here on the summit. I'll meet you in my chambers after sunset."

She flew off then, leaving him standing alone. She knew that she needed to prepare carefully for her talk with her son, or else she would face exiling both son and Warlord this very night. She would really hate to do such a thing, but if she had to, the next oldest son, Callus, would certainly make a more compliant Warlord. But, she worried, it might reflect badly on her if her oldest hatchling had to be exiled; others might think her less than the perfect mother, which, of course, she had been.

Back in her cavern, she prepared her answers for Fastarr while she cleaned herself and put on some of the soft scents she had worn when he was small, then sprayed the scents throughout the cavern. On the shelf before her mirror, she placed the wooden music maker given to her long ago by a besotted Red. She had left it in Fastarr's cavern when he was small. Now, she wound it tightly to play softly in the background of their conversation.

Just as the sun went down, Fastarr called from her entry chamber for permission to enter her cavern.

"I was waiting for you, son," she called back sweetly, "of course, you can just walk in."

"Good evening, Mother," he said walking into the cavern. "You look lovely as always."

Well, Genette thought, as least he looked a lot calmer and loving than he had on the summit.

"Do you want to start right away with my side of this tale you've brought me?" she asked in what she hoped was a playfully loving voice.

"Yes," he replied reclining on the nearest smoothed boulder.

She lowered herself on the place nearest him and said, "All right, about five centuries ago I was called to meet with the other three queens. At that meeting, Queen Cholae and Queen Hiathe told Queen Mirrim of the Reds and I that two of their scientists had found evidence that made them believe that the dragons were becoming extinct. At first, truly, I felt a little frightened, but after I looked over their evidence I didn't believe that they had any proof at all that we were going extinct, but Queen Mirrim did.

"The other three," she continued, "were in a panic, wanting to tell all our subjects that we were a dying species and start giving away all our knowledge to those human animals, like they would know what to do with it. So, since I am the Black Queen, I simply said no. I told them we needed much more research, done very quietly, on what had been causing the recent decline in our population and then do more research for finding a solution for whatever was causing it. They had to do what I said."

"Let me ask you, Mother," Fastarr interrupted her, "do you now believe that we are going to become extinct since in the last three hundred years the Blacks have only had a hundred and eighteen live hatchlings and the other dragon races about the same?"

"I don't believe we're going extinct. I think there's an answer out there. The Blacks have never been great at science, but I've got my two best in science studying our decline in population. I'm sure they'll come up with the solution soon.

"Now, to go on with my side of this," she said as sweetly as she could after being interrupted. "The other queens did as they were told and didn't tell their subjects that crazy theory about us becoming extinct, but they did start, ever so slowly, trying, with little success, to teach the humans.

"Of course," she said, her voice less pleasant, "at the time, I just thought, 'Well let them waste their time if they want to.' Soon, however, it became a problem for the Blacks. Humans came into our territory then and started building their villages and asking us to teach them things and help them out. I didn't want us to waste our time with them, so I had the humans ordered out of our territory. They didn't leave, so I had some of them killed.

"Then, Queen Mirrim asked if she could send over some of her Reds and let them escort the remaining humans out of our territory. I said yes; of course, I wasn't planning to waste time killing humans as long as they stayed away. I did nothing wrong, Fastarr. I just worked for the survival of my subjects like any Queen should."

"Then how did the war between us and the other dragons start?" her son asked, "and why did you retreat?"

"The Reds didn't just escort the humans out of our territory; they and the Blues and Greens decided they should patrol the borders of our territory 'to protect' the humans. Of course, that also meant our movements were monitored. It was absurd; I was the highest of the Queens and could counter the commands of the other Queens. I tried to be reasonable with them. I went alone to call a meeting with the other Queens; I even answered one of the Greens patrolling our border about where I was going. I commanded the other Queens to remove their subjects from our borders, but they told me I was no longer a part of the Queens' Council. So, I went home, and we removed them ourselves. Foolishly, the other three Queens declared war on us just because they didn't save their own subjects by removing them from our border."

She fell silent looking at Fastarr to watch his eyes to determine how he was accepting her story. She couldn't tell; his eyes seemed almost flat.

Suddenly, he said, "That doesn't explain why while the war was going on, you retreated to the frozen North and have kept us here all these years, or why you assume the others think we're dead?"

"I did it to save the other dragons. They had lost many more adults than us, so I had to save them. I was still in my heart the Queen with the final decision. As a species, we had always avoided the far north because we thought the environment too difficult for survival, but I knew the Blacks were the strongest and could survive. I knew the other dragons, assuming the North a deadly environment, would believe we never returned because we had died here."

"So, Mother," Fastarr interrupted her again, "why do you want to go to war again now if our move here was to save the other dragons? Why would you want to kill them? Are you not still the final decision maker for all dragons in your heart?"

"I will tell you once my reasons," she said impatiently, "and then I don't want you to ever question my decisions again. The other dragons have let themselves sink to the level of pets to the human animals who now ride their backs like dragons were no more than pack animals. So, I will kill them all, and the magnificent Blacks will cover the planet, and my descendants will be the only Queens and Warlords with absolute rule."

She saw Fastarr's eyes change; they went from flat to sad, very sad, as she finished speaking. Then he said softly, "I'm sorry, Mother. I won't tell your secrets, but I won't participate in such a war, a war that could totally destroy all four races plus another species. I just can't do it, and I'm begging you not to."

"Then I'm sorry, too," she said, even though she wasn't really. "I'll have to exile you. I want you to leave tonight without speaking to anyone. Your refusal to obey your Queen's command is treason, and I could have you executed, but you're my son so leave tonight and live. If you're still here in the morning, I will order your execution."

She watched him rise and leave her cavern without a backward glance. Well, she thought, it'll be much easier to deal with Callus as Warlord. Tomorrow, she would call a gathering and announce that Fastarr was leaving on a dangerous mission, and that in his absence, his brother Callus would act as Warlord.

~*~

Osane had been waiting in her brother's cavern since he had told her all that he had discovered for himself and that he was on his way to their mother's cavern to get her side of things. She knew her mother, knew she would never back down to reason; she just wanted to know what Fastarr was going to do before she left the Ice Caves forever. 

Finally, she heard him coming. When he stepped into his cavern, she was appalled at how sad, beaten, and desperate he looked.

"Oh, Fastarr, was it so very horrible?" she asked, reaching forward to touch him in sympathy. She froze when he moved back to avoid her touch.

"You mustn't speak to me. You might get exiled along with me. I'm just grabbing my things and leaving," he said tersely.

"Well, that's wonderful for me. I've already got my pouch here and was leaving as soon as I saw you one more time. Now, I won't have to go alone," she said as cheerfully as she could manage under the strain of seeing his unhappiness.

"Do you have any idea, then, where an exiled Warlord might be welcome?" His voice held only despair.

"It just so happens that I do, brother," she answered him. "So grab your stuff and let's get out of here as fast as we can."

She watched her brother spin about, throw some things in his pouch, then come stand beside her waiting, so she turned and walked out of his now ex-cavern and headed straight for a large crevice that led out to the western side of the mountain.

When she reached the outside she leapt into the night sky and curved her flight to go directly south. She watched Fastarr as he flew along beside her, wondering how he was going to react to the next news she had to give him. She decided that she wouldn't try to talk to him in the air, but would wait until they were in warmer climate and then land for a while to rest and talk.

About two hours later, she started her decent to a small rocky area on a low hill where they could land. Fastarr landed almost as she did, looked around, turned to her and spoke, "This is where I'll be welcome? My, you certainly had fine accommodations planned."

She couldn't keep herself from laughing, but she managed to say, "We're just resting here a minute so that I can talk to you."

She saw him look at her questioningly. Well, she thought, I might as well get this over with. "I'm hoping when you hear what I have to say that you'll still want to come with me. You know how I told you that I'd been seeing Rafe for a while; the truth is, we've been mated for about four decades. We have a small cave where we secretly stay together sometimes, and last year we finally had a hatchling that lived, a female."

She watched his eyes widen with amazement as she spoke, then he blurted out, "Osane, that's wonderful! I'm so happy for you, but I'm not sure that the former Warlord of the Blacks will be welcome in the Reds' territory."

"Didn't you hear the part about us having a small cave in secret. Our cave isn't in any of the dragons' territories. It's southwest of here on a small island with a huge volcanic mountain that has some caves. We've been taking turns staying there for just over a year with little time together so that one of us would always be with our daughter."

"Rafe will be there?"

"Yes," she said, "but he'll have to leave soon after we get there, so he won't be missed, but I want you two to talk some before he leaves. I'm not asking you to give away any of mother's secret plans. I just want you two to start becoming friends."

"All right, Osane," he said, "I'm coming with you to meet my niece and the first new hatchling I've seen in over seventy years, but I'm not sure that Rafe and I will become friends."

"Just try, please, for me," she said and leapt into the air anxious to be home with Rafe and her daughter.

After what seemed like forever to her, the island of her home came in sight, and she sped up so she could soon begin her descent. She noticed that Fastarr dropped a little ways back behind her; she hoped he wouldn't turn around and leave her.

She landed on a ledge on the side of the mountain near her cave's entrance, and turned to see if Fastarr was still coming. He was still many miles away, but still coming toward her.

When he finally landed, she asked, "Why did you drop so far behind me?"

"I was trying to give you a few minutes alone with your family and give you time to prepare Rafe for my imminent arrival before I actually showed up. So, I guess let's just go surprise him."

She turned and walked through the entrance of the cave with her brother close behind. She reveled in the look of happy love on Rafe's face when he first saw her, then watched that expression turn wary when he saw Fastarr behind her.

"Rafe, Fastarr has been exiled by Mother for refusing to go to war with the other dragons and the humans. I've brought him here to stay with us," she said quickly.

"Rafe," her brother said just as quickly, "I understand if you don't want me here, and I'll leave if that's the case, but I would like to meet my niece before I go."

Osane felt immensely relieved as soon as she saw Rafe's body relax. He was fine with Fastarr coming with her and she saw that her brother would be welcome.

"She's right here hiding behind me," Rafe said. "She's never seen anyone but Osane and I before this. We've had to keep our relationship and her existence a secret until now." Then he moved aside so that Fastarr could see his niece.

"She's a Black," her brother exclaimed. "That's wonderful! Sorry, Rafe, I didn't mean that the way it sounded. For some reason, I had imagined her a Red."

"I guess you should have asked, or I should have told you what she looked like," Osane said laughing.

"Well, one of us also forgot to cover her name. So what is my niece's name?" Fastarr asked.

"It's Genette," Rafe answered.

Fastarr turned and looked at her with painful confusion on his face, so she answered that look, "I do love Mother, Fastarr, just as you do. Because I can't condone her actions and her vanity and pride anymore doesn't change that."

~*~

Even though he hated every time he had to leave Osane and their daughter, Rafe was glad to see the village where Naomi lived coming into sight. He enjoyed teaching her, and she often made him laugh in pure delight with her observations about everything. She looked at life with nonjudgment and an open, curious mind, mostly though, she saw the world through the kindness in her thoughts.

He landed in the valley of wheat outside the village where they always met and sat down to wait for her. The top of her head had just appeared above the closest knoll when one of the young Blue males he didn't know flew in and landed beside him.

"Rafe?" the Blue asked.

"I am Rafe," he said.

"I was sent to tell you that we have heard from Queen Genette's sister Freyja that Queen Genette has changed her plans, and the Blacks plan to attack this village in force in twenty more dawns. The three other Queens, all adult dragons, and all the dragon riders will meet you here before daybreak on that day. The Queens hope that we can defeat the Blacks if we are all united in one battle, but I think it will be very close indeed."

"Rafe?" He turned at the sound of Naomi's terrified voice and patted her gently on the head.

"Don't worry, young Naomi, or you young warrior," he said, turning to the young Blue. Now speaking to the Blue, he said, "Suggest to the Queens that they let all the humans know what will happen and ask all the human warriors to come to this valley in three days with their horses and weapons along with all the dragons and dragon riders who will fight so that we can prepare. We will give the Black Queen a reception she never expected."

"I will, Rafe," he answered and leapt into the air.

"Naomi," Rafe turned back to her. "I need for you to go to the other dragons and dragon riders of this village and the warriors of your village and ask them to meet me here in this valley tomorrow when the sun is just past mid-way in the sky."

"Where are you going?" Naomi asked, the fear still in her voice.

"I'm going home to tell Osane what is happening and see my daughter. I'll be back tomorrow."

"Okay," she said and reached upward trying without success to give him one of those hugs humans did before she turned and ran back toward the village.

Rafe started flying back the way he had come less than two hours earlier, wondering what he would say to Osane, wondering if after tomorrow morning he would ever see her or his daughter again. It seemed he had only that one thought and blinked his eyes before his island home was in sight.

"Rafe!" Osane said alarmed when he walked into their cave. "Is something wrong? Why have you returned?"

After Rafe told her and Fastarr of the message the Blue had brought him and of the plans for one battle to end a war that had never begun, he said, "I came back to tell you what will happen and to visit with my daughter until morning. Then, I must return to make ready for battle."

"You don't think for a minute that I am not coming with you, do you?" Osane said firmly.

"I'll come with you, too," Fastarr said with intense sorrow in his voice.

"Fastarr," Rafe said. "You cannot fight your mother and siblings or the young Black warriors who once served under your command. And, Osane, you must stay here and take care of our daughter."

"He's right, Fastarr," Osane turned to her brother and said. "You must stay here. You would destroy yourself fighting your own warriors and family. So, it will be your responsibility to stay here and protect my child. I will go with Rafe," she finished as she turned back to her mate.

Rafe thought only a minute before saying, "We'll talk about who stays or goes tomorrow morning. Right now, I want to play with Genette a while."

In the morning, just as the sun started to sparkle on the water around them, Rafe said to Fastarr, "Protect my daughter well on this island as I will try to protect your family in the coming battle. I cannot make Osane stay with you, but I never could make her do anything." Then, he tightly held his daughter for just a moment and left the cave.

Osane embraced both brother and child and followed Rafe out of the cave without saying anything.

~*~

Naomi stood with her mother, the tavern owner Mickal, her Uncle Dommy, and his friend Alden, the man she loved, and looked around the valley at the more than one thousand villagers, nine dragons, and nine other dragon riders who were there to meet with Rafe. She thought they all looked a fierce force for anyone to think about fighting.

Then she saw Rafe come into view and right behind him the largest, most powerful looking, and most beautiful dragon she could ever have imagined. It must be Rafe's love, Osane, she thought as she heard the gasps and murmurs from the crowd. Looking at Osane she felt her courage and her heart drop. Osane was large enough to take on three of the other dragons here and have no problem winning, and Rafe had told her that Osane was not large for a Black. Now, the gathering in the valley looked very small to her.

Rafe landed, and he raised both his front, shorter limbs in a gesture to silence the crowd as she hurried to his side and Osane landed on the other side. Then Rafe spoke to the crowd, "The Black that has accompanied me is Osane, my mate, and daughter of the Black Queen. She has come with me to help us in our battle.

"Now," he continued, "we must prepare for the arrival of the other humans and dragons."

For the next five days, Naomi helped getting extra shelter built and finding places in villagers' homes for the thousands of humans who arrived during those days. Others gathered extra food and prepared an area away from the village for the nearly three thousand dragons who were arriving. Some villagers were given the task of rapidly building fences for the extra horses arriving with the men and women who were coming to fight. The days had been so busy with everyone going speedily about their tasks, that to her, the whole five days had passed like mere hours.

She sat down beside her mother at the tavern with Mickal, Uncle Dommy, and Alden, and asked, "Are you all as exhausted as I am?" Her question was answered with four silent nods by heads that never looked up from plates of mutton and potatoes.

She sighed and looked down at her own food and added, "Rafe says the real work starts in the morning."

Rafe had been right, she thought two weeks later, while she sat on Rafe's back behind the largest hill before the valley along with all the other dragons who had dragon riders, awaiting the arrival of the Blacks. In the past few days, the dragons and the humans had practiced their battle strategy over and over. Mickal would give the first signal, the only silent one, when the Blacks were past the forest and the dragons carrying riders would rise in the air at the opposite side of the valley to confront the Blacks.

When the Blacks were halfway across the valley, the first of the horn signals would sound, and the human warriors with horses would ride out from under the cover of the forest behind the Blacks, hauling large trebuchets to catapult boulders at the Blacks furthest from the dragon riders. At the third signal, when the Blacks divided their strength to protect the rear, the Greens would attack from the other two sides, and the last signal would bring the rest of the human warriors and the Blues into the fray as the battle fatigue forced the fighting closer to the ground. Now, Mickal stood alone on the highest knoll in their site, moving wheat sheaves around with a scythe which he would raise over his head and swing around when he saw the Black dragons fly past the forest on the other side of the valley.

When Mickal finally gave the signal, the dragons with their riders rose in front of them. Naomi rode with a pouch of spears near her left knee. She waited, spear in hand, until Rafe was near enough to the first Black for her to throw.

A hit! She saw her spear hit the thinner scales over the heart, not a fatal piercing, but enough the large Black noticed and looked at the spear as Rafe flew straight in for an attack on the Black's head and she drew her next spear. She felt the jar as the Black knocked Rafe backwards.

Rafe yelled at her, "Hold on!" and she felt him go into the practiced dive. As the ground sped toward them, Naomi looked back over her head to see the Black speeding down after them.

"He's gaining on us," she yelled to Rafe.

"Stay ready to shift," he called back and spurted faster toward the ground before pulling his tail down and head up, making a sudden upward curve. Naomi watched the huge Black crash to the ground behind them and heard his neck break as his body rammed into it.

It was less than a minute before they were confronting another Black. Naomi, her heart pounding, fought one dragon after another with Rafe until they were all one long blur in her mind. Then, she spotted Alden running on the ground with a group of ground warriors, a large Black swooping down on them breathing fire.

She leaned down screaming at him to get out of the way, knowing he couldn't hear her over the battle roar. She watched, while the third signal sounded, her heart twisting enough to take her breath, as the dragon's fire swept over his body leaving only a charred corpse behind.

She leaned into Rafe's side, tears blinding her to the battle; then, she felt dragon talons rake into her side, felt herself swept from Rafe's back, felt herself falling toward the ground.

~*~

Rafe saw Queen Genette coming from behind less than a second before he felt Naomi fall from his back and the Queen's great talons grab his neck. He brought his back legs up and clawed against her belly. 

Suddenly, she was pulled off him, and Osane yelled, "Save her!"

He swung without thinking into a downward dive and caught the bleeding Naomi still in the air before he thought, "Oh, Osane, no." He knew she would never be able to deliver a killing blow to her mother.

He laid Naomi under a protective ledge and quickly blew fire on one of his talons until it was hot enough to stop some of Naomi's bleeding and darted back into the air to help Osane. Just as he saw the frightening fight raging between Osane and her mother, the last signal was sounded, as if it were a personal call to him, yelling, "Fast won't be good enough."

He feared he was too late but kept moving toward them as fast as he could. Genette was facing the ground, ripping at Osane's chest while she blew fire into her daughter's eyes; Osane was holding her Mother's talons trying to protect her heart, her back toward the ground. Rafe flew higher than Genette then plunged to grab one of Genette's wings in his mouth while he put his talons around her head and started shredding the flesh on her face.

He heard Osane's scream when Genette ripped through her heart and let her go, then, turned to him. He watched Osane's body fall limp and lifeless to the ground and ripped the wing in his mouth from Genette's shoulder blade. Though flightless, Genette clung to him attacking his body while he took them toward the ground. Just before they hit the ground, she let go for a full out attack; he felt one of her talons puncture his heart. It would, he knew, eventually prove fatal.

Genette dropped the few feet to the ground. She would live, flightless and with her face disfigured. He looked around and saw that the battle was ending. What few Blacks were still alive were surrendering; they had no leaders left. He went swiftly as he could with his wound to Naomi and lifted her cradled in his front talons and flew toward his home.

Rafe, limping, bleeding, and carrying the unconscious Naomi into his cave, felt the total grief of Osane's death when he looked into Fastarr's eyes. Fastarr simply stood, all his questions in his eyes.

"The battle is over, and we have won at horrendous cost," Rafe said. "Osane and those of your other siblings old enough to fight are all dead. Your mother lives, flightless and disfigured."

He handed Naomi, still unconscious, to Fastarr and said, "Heal her. Teach her the lore of all the dragon races, especially the Blacks, so that our influence lives on after the last dragon has died." Then, he looked at his sleeping daughter before continuing, "And raise my daughter to be the dragon her mother was."

Rafe turned and started for the cave entrance. He heard Fastarr say, "Let me treat your wound before you go back to the battlefield, and you raise your daughter."

"My heart is punctured, Fastarr. I have but hours left before I bleed to death internally. I'm going back to help where I can and then die holding Osane."

He left without speaking another word to sap his energy.

When he reached the battlefield, he landed beside Genette where dragons and humans alike clamored for her death. "No," he said. "The punishment must be severe and painful enough to fit the crime. Go and bring the young Blacks left in the Ice Caves to live among yourselves and raise them as your own. Then, take this wingless and hideous creature to live out her days alone in her caves of ice. Maybe, before she dies, she will come to understand the horrors she brought on all the dragons."

He felt the touch of a small human hand then and looked down into the wet face of Naomi's mother. "She lives and is being healed. You'll see her again."

Rafe walked away then, slowly limping to where Osane lay. Lovingly, he lay himself down beside her, as close as he could get, and closed his eyes for the last time.

~*~

From her throne in the great cavern of the Ice Caves, she listened, held upright by her rage and fear, to the silence that surrounded her.

Genette quivered at the emptiness of the caves and felt grief stab through the strength of her rage. She rose and roared her fire toward the distant frozen ceiling; drops of water from the ice fell on the empty cavern floor.

She rose and walked, her head low, stripped of companions, flight, and beauty, out of the silent cavern toward her chambers.
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 Love begins with an image; Lust with a sensation.



—Mason Cooley






  







IV. LUST

 

 

Sinful Pleasures

 

by

Dawn Kirby

 

Cold Hearted

Callista eased Dalton's arm from around her waist and quietly rolled out of bed. Sure, they still had time to bask in the afterglow of their stolen time together, but honestly she had him right where she wanted him from the beginning. This fortunate young man was her puppet, whether he knew it or not; whether he liked it or not. Now that she had her "sideline" guy for those rare lonely nights, the search was on for a real man. 

Not that Dalton wasn't a man per say. Actually he really was a guy's guy. Hunting, fishing, sports…you name it, he either liked it or did it. He jumped at her "honey-do" lists with the enthusiasm of a dog chasing his beloved ball. It was somewhat annoying really; redeemed only by his ability in bed. The truth is he never ceased to amaze her. She used to think a man's hands held the so called magic touch. One night with Dalton had changed her mind completely. A man's tongue, it seemed, can do extraordinary things to a woman. Oral delights aside, however; he would never measure up to the kind of man she craved. 

The main problem was that he had one of those eager-to-please personalities she'd never been good at dealing with for long. To her, it was a sign of weakness. No man could truly fulfill a woman if he were weak, no matter how many times he might tickle her fancy.

The man she wanted was the type who comes in and takes what he wants. Soft and gentle. Hard and violent. Quick, she really didn't care. Not as long as she got what she wanted in return. And what she wanted, all she ever wanted was sex. Mind-blowing, passionate sex. She craved it like a dying man craves water. Gentle, sweet lovers like Dalton were nice now and again, but not as a regular menu item.  

She shut the bathroom door, leaving the sleeping man to his simple dreams of a future they'd never have. With a sigh she stepped into the shower and turned on the hot water. The sooner she got his scent off her the better. It was early yet, and she had some prowling to do. 

As she stepped out of the shower, she stopped to admire her reflection in the mirror. Callista was magnificent and she knew it. Long, luscious auburn hair. Beautiful dark green eyes. Soft ivory skin no man could resist touching. Curves that would stop traffic. Legs that went on for days…she truly defined the term "knockout".

"My, my look at you," she said proudly. She ran her hands up and down the inside of her thighs and smiled. "Any man would be lucky to claim a prize like us. Let's hope the next one doesn't want to be tamed."

"Cali?" Dalton called from the bedroom. "Who are you talking to?"

"Nobody," she hollered back. She wrapped a towel around her body and stepped back into the bedroom. "I had the radio on. You know I can't stand the quiet."

He patted the bed next to him and smiled. She walked to the closet instead. He sighed, thinking he'd done something wrong. "I'm sorry I fell asleep on ya, babe. I've just been so tired lately. Between the doubles at work and the baby, I don't get much sleep at all."

She rolled her eyes and shot him an angry look. "I've asked you not to mention the kid while you're with me. You know how I feel about them."

"Sorry." He got out of bed and pulled on his jeans. "I forget you can be a heartless bitch sometimes. Forgive me."

"Ahh…Any chance of a quickie before work just went right out the window." Not that there was a chance in the first place. 

"Who said I wanted one?" he asked, a defensive look on his face. She smiled secure in the fact that her secret was safe. If only he knew what she could do. Getting inside his head was a parlor trick compared to the control she could hold, should she so choose. 

"I told you, love. I'm just that good." She zipped her knee-high boots up over her skintight jeans and put on an elegant cashmere sweater. When she turned around to flip the light off she came face to face to with Dalton. "Can I help you?" She tried to push past, but he didn't budge. "Excuse me. You're going to make me late."

"Tell me how you do it." His arm circled her waist. She let him pull her closer. "Tell me why I can be furious with my wife for a week just for telling me to take out the trash during a football game, but I can't stay mad at you."

"Because Dalton, I'm the forbidden fruit. You can't help yourself."

"You know I love you," he whispered. She pushed away as soon as his lips brushed hers. 

"And you know how I feel about that as well." She strode past him and picked her purse up off the night stand. "See you at work, big boy."

"Not tonight," he hollered. "I'm off."

"Enjoy the home-life then. I'm sure it will be thrilling."

 

When he heard the front door shut, he fell heavily on the foot of her bed. Being with her always started out so good. He forgot everything when he was in her arms. Then she had to leave. That's when the guilty feeling would kick in. And rightly so. He had a beautiful young wife waiting for him at home. She'd given him a strong, healthy boy not a month ago. She'd even given up her teaching career to be the mother he wanted her to be. There was nothing she wouldn't do for him. Yet, here he sat.

"Sorry, Anne," he said softly. "I just can't say no." 

 He took his jeans off again and tossed them in the dirty clothes hamper. He'd learned over the past few months that it was easier to keep a few changes of clothes stowed away for nights like these than try to explain why his street clothes smelled like a woman. Work clothes were different though. He could spend all night with her, work a couple of hours and then go home worry-free. The smells in the kitchen easily overpowered Cali's flowery perfume. Thank God for his career choice. 

Dalton grabbed his clean clothes out from under the bed and headed for the shower. Might as well get her intoxicating scent off him now. It was the right thing to do after all. 

"Yeah," he thought, "you're all about doing the right thing, aren't ya?"

 

Working Girl

Callista sat in her usual booth scanning the dining room with the watchful eye of a mother bear. As her eyes swept from one smiling patron to another, pride swelled inside her. Running her restaurant made her happier than any man ever would. Lovers come and go. They had, in fact. But this place. This place had and would always be there for her. To say Wiles was her pride and joy would have been putting it mildly. 

The name alone spoke volumes. She'd used every trick in the book to get the money together to buy the place nearly a hundred years ago. Back then, women were expected to sew, teach, or stay home. Not run a successful eating establishment. She'd found her niche in an upscale brothel by accident one night so many years ago and never looked back. There were rich men out there who would pay out the nose for the very best. Thanks to her knowledge of all things carnal; she'd had that in the bag.

Satisfied the night's clientele was being well tended to, her mind turned to predator mode. Not for the sake of a bedmate though. This time she was looking for dinner. It had been several nights since she fed last. Both her strength and focus were paying the price for it, too. If she didn't find someone soon, she'd have to resort to seducing the kid at the blood bank again. Not that it was necessarily a bad thing. He might be young, but he knew exactly how to handle a woman.

Almost on cue, her head waitress, Marie, led a scared-looking young girl over to her table. Callista smiled warmly. Dinner was served. She bid the girl to come sit beside her and asked the waitress to bring her companion something warm to eat. While the girl sat inhaling her dinner, Callista began to pick through her head. She already knew hunger would ultimately lead to the girl's death. Better to know who would come looking for her before she drained her body than after. 

"You have no one?" Callista asked. Even she was surprised at the level of compassion that flowed from her voice. 

"Not really," the girl said between bites. "My parents gave up on me a long time ago."

"What about aunts? Uncles? I'm sure you have grandparents."

"They don't care either. I don't think they ever did." 

"You shouldn't say things like that my dear," she said stroking the girl's gritty hair. "Families never stop loving their kin."

"They do if they never wanted the kid in the first place. My parents live for their next high. The rest of my family has done everything to get them clean, but it never made a difference. I've pretty much been invisible since I was five."

Perfect! Callista thought, fighting a smile. She turned the girl's face to her and smiled. "Would you like to stay here for awhile? I'm sure I could find something for you to do. I have a couple of apartments above the restaurant. You could stay in one until you get on your feet."

"You'd do that for me? You don't even know me."

"Honey, I know what it is to be alone in this world." Callista patted her hand and slid out of the booth. "Come on. I'll show you around first and you can give me your decision after."

She waved to Marie, who nodded, and quickly headed to the table they'd just left, dishrag in hand. Only Marie and one other person knew Callista's true nature. Thanks to them, Callista had been able to feed unnoticed for the last ten years. Before that she'd been on a first name basis with every cop in town. The bad thing about having a well known establishment like hers was that everybody noticed the less fortunate souls she took in from time to time. Dirt had a way of sticking out like a sore thumb in an uppity place like this.

The girl followed Callista up the stairs. When the door to one of the apartments swung open, the girl dropped her dirty backpack on the floor and stepped inside. The place was gorgeous. It had a cozy log cabin feel, but there was nothing backwoods about anything in it. The furniture looked as though it had never been used. The plush carpet was so clean the vacuum lines were still visible. She walked towards the huge picture window in the kitchen thinking how lovely it would be to have coffee every morning and watch the sun rise. 

Callista stepped in behind her and brushed her hair off her shoulder. She saw the tears welling up in the girl's eyes. Before she could open her mouth for the inevitable snotty thank you's and filth-ridden hugs Callista struck. Charity case turned to victim in a second. Her fangs sank deep into the girl's jugular vein. She could feel her victim's heartbeat quicken; her muscles tighten. She let their minds connect and willed the young woman not to fight. 

The girl's body went limp. Callista felt the fear take hold. Inside the girl's mind she could see the usual mental fight taking place. Her brain told her to move, to hit, kick, something, but her body refused to obey. There was no saving herself now. Blood rushed from her body to Callista's. The girl's heartbeat pounded in the vampire's ears, fueling her hunger. 

Callista felt a wave of warmth wash over her own body. The girl's knees buckled. She took her to the floor, refusing to let go. She needed the blood too badly. No, she enjoyed taking the blood too much to let go. Besides, it wouldn't be long before the girl's heart gave out. She glanced up to see her flawless reflection in the mirror and smiled. Even fang deep in dinner she still looked beautiful. 

Within minutes the girl was dead. Callista licked the corners of her mouth clean and took her cell phone out of her pocket.

 

"It's over," Callista said softly. "Tell him to come upstairs and get her."

"It'll be a while," Isabella's sweet voice replied. "Dalton's got the night off."

"How distracted is your mother?" Very distracted if she were lucky. She crossed the hall and went inside a second apartment. 

"She's too busy to miss me," the young woman said. A warm shiver ran up the girl's spine. Maybe Callista had finally given her offer some thought. "Was the girl's blood not enough?"

"Satisfying as it was, it has left me wanting more," Callista told her. 

"Only blood?" Isabelle didn't even try to hide the disappointment in her voice. 

"Part of it," she answered. "You've made such an enticing offer I find myself unwilling to ignore it any longer."

Excitement raced through her body. Isabella couldn't believe her luck. "Which apartment are you in?"  

"First one across the hall from the staircase." Isabella's heart began to pound. "Now remember. This comes with the promise of blood. Are you still willing?"

"More than." 

Isabella hung up the phone and quietly ducked out of the kitchen. Not that it mattered much. Her job washing dishes didn't really start till later. Callista had always believed in keeping more on the shelves than would ever be needed. Lucky her, she thought with a smile.

As she hurried up the stairs, she ran her fingers through her chin-length brown hair. "Might as well try to look like you belong outside that damn kitchen," she mumbled under her breath. She reached the door unsure of whether or not she should knock. "Callista?" she called. "It's me."

"Come in," Callista cooed. "Don't you know it's rude to keep a woman waiting?"

Isabella pushed the door open and slowly walked inside the dark room. This was a moment she wanted to savor for the rest of her life. Her first time with a vamp. The vamp's first time with a girl; a woman. The experience for both of them was going to be amazing. 

Callista stepped naked into the moonlight shining in through the picture window. Her long auburn hair was draped over her shoulders, hiding the treasures Isabella had longed so badly to see. To touch. To kiss. She gently kicked the door shut with her foot and quickly locked the door. By the time she turned back around Callista was standing right in front of her.

"Turn your head, love," Callista whispered. "I want to taste you first."

Isabella did as she was asked and braced herself for the pain she knew would come. Callista's cool hand caressed the pulsating vein on her neck. Isabella's eyes rolled shut when she felt her tongue on her neck. Then came the searing pain of fangs ripping through her delicate skin. Desire quickly replaced pain. 

While Callista fed, Isabella ran her hand down the vampire's side. Her silky skin felt wonderful. In fact, everything felt that way. Even the fangs buried in her neck. Isabella's fingers traced the curve of Callista's breast, her thumb brushing gently across her nipple. A muffled moan made her smile. She slid her hand gently across her chest, pinching Callista's now rock hard nipples. Another moan. 

Callista's leg slipped in between hers, her toes tracing the inside of the woman's muscular calves. Isabella moved her fingers down her stomach, kneading, massaging. Callista's breath caught as Isabella's hand slipped between her legs. Her body tensed when the tip of Isabella's finger rubbed softly against her clit. She hadn't realized until then how wet the woman's gentle touch made her. Why on earth had she waited so long?

As she licked the blood from Isabella's neck her body relaxed. Her head rolled back as she slowly thrust her hips against the fingers sliding in and out of her. Isabella kissed her neck, licking down to her chest. Her lips closed on Callista's nipple. She smiled, happy to be where she was and also elated to have the insurance she'd been trying to secure for months. 

 

Overhearing her thoughts, Callista went rigid. Suddenly everything was wrong. This little twit was going to jeopardize everything. She pushed the girl away, digging deeper into Isabella's mind. For Isabella, it was either she tell her mother she'd been attacked by the hungry vampire or Callista pay her whatever sum she required to stay quiet. 

"Why would you do such a thing?" Callista asked angrily.  

"You think you're the only one with an agenda?" Isabella asked, licking her fingers clean. "I want out of this shithole and you're my ticket."

"My dear, you couldn't be more wrong." 

She grabbed Isabella by the neck and pulled her body to hers. Within seconds, Callista's fangs sank deep into her jugular vein. The girl fought, but her desperation was no match for Callista's anger. Just before Isabella passed out due to blood loss, the vampire let go. She fell to the floor helpless to defend herself. 

Callista ran to the kitchen and ripped open the top drawer. She found the butcher knife right where she'd left it and returned to her victim. She straddled over her and sighed. 

"Mom won't help you now," Isabella gasped. 

"You're wrong again, I'm afraid," Callista said squatting to sit down on the girl's midsection. "Marie owes me more than you could possibly imagine. She knows her place. Now you must learn yours." She put the knife to Isabella's throat and smiled. "You say one word and I will use this. You're death will be slow and painful. You will suffer in ways few people have. Do you understand?" She could feel the girl shaking beneath her. "You get a pass once. That's all. Don't screw it up. Stay here until you can walk again. As far as your mother is concerned, you left early to help a friend." 

Callista stood up and turned her back on the helpless lump on the floor. Before she put her clothes back on, she went to the fridge and tossed a bottle of cold water on the floor beside Isabella. The girl tried to reach for it but she was far too weak. 

Without so much as a second glance Callista closed the apartment door. She turned to go downstairs when two strong hands pushed her against the wall. Talon. She nearly laughed when she saw the determined look in his black eyes. 

"Not now, Talon," she said as she ran the tip of her nail across his bottom lip. "I just ate. You know what that does to me. I'm liable to kill you."

"I can't think of a better way to go," he said crushing his heavy body into hers. "Submit."

"Talon, I can't begin to tell you how much that annoys me. I do not take orders well."

"You do from me," he growled. "You need me and you know it. Now, I said submit!" 

She pushed him away, not about to take orders from some mangy pack leader. She did need him, but he didn't need to know just how much. Talon forced her against the wall and cupped her chin with his huge hand, making her look at him. 

"Submit."

"Why should I?"

"You killed a shifter," he said, motioning towards the closed door across the way where the homeless girl lay dead. "Cleaning this one up is gonna take a lot more work than usual."

"You asshole!" She tried unsuccessfully to squirm away from him. "Why in the hell didn't you warn me before I killed her?"

"And ruin this opportunity? Not a chance"

He bit her bottom lip. She bit back. Hard. The blood she'd had invigorated her. The taste of his excited her. Her anger coupled with his raw need fed their growing passion. She wrapped her legs around his body and let herself be carried back into an apartment next door to the one she'd left Isabella in. He threw her on the couch and let his jeans fall to the floor. Within seconds her clothes were gone too; violently ripped from her body. 

Talon pulled her into his lap, easily sliding into her. "No need for foreplay," he growled. 

"So I feel," she whispered. "What's got into you?"

"I smell her," he growled. "Isabella." She pushed him back, but he didn't move far. "Don't worry, your secret's safe with me."

"At what cost?" she asked. 

"Shut up and I'll show you." 

She started to move her hips, but he held her firmly by the shoulders and set a furious pace of his own. He drove deeper into her. One hard thrust after another. The violence that flowed from him was unbelievable. He'd never been quite this rough before. Her nails tore at his back and shoulders, shredding his tough skin. 

Excited by the scent of his own blood, he moaned and threw her to the floor rolling her on all fours. In that moment she was his bitch, and she knew he planned to use her in whatever way he saw fit. He wound his hand into her hair, pulling her head back. This time he slammed into her with the force only a werewolf could possess. Her fingers dug into the carpet as she fought to hide the pain. As he drove deeper, his thrusts grew harder. She actually felt like he'd split her in half if he didn't stop soon. The violence was too much even for her. 

 

Real Man

Callista emerged from her tryst with Talon freshly showered and very sore. He'd used her in ways he'd never done before. The bruises and soreness would be gone in less than an hour, but that didn't mean she had to like the way he'd treated her. She wasn't one of his pack bitches. She didn't deserve to be used like one. Damn him!

"What can I do?" she said, sighing heavily. Now that she had landed herself between a rock and a hard place, she was essentially his play toy now. That was a position she hated finding herself in. "If only you had dug a little further."

"He knew you were hungry," her loyal waitress said, suddenly appearing beside her. 

"Yeah. Thanks for the heads up, Marie." 

"Sorry, but I can't save your ass every time. I don't have the same gifts y'all do."

"It's not your fault, love. I should have been more careful." She looked around the restaurant surveying her customers. "Anybody catch your eye tonight?"

"Cali, somebody catches my eye every damn day," Marie snorted. "Problem is they all want you."

"Not all."

 

Marie rolled her eyes and went back to her duties. Callista was fed. Talon was happy. The dead woman upstairs would be gone by morning and she had a full house to tend to. She couldn't help but wonder sometimes how different her life would be if she hadn't come to work here. Until then, vampires and werewolves had only been myths. Now they were real and three times as demanding as her teenage daughter.

Then again, she and her daughter wouldn't be half as well off as they were now without them. Callista paid her ten times more than the day manager just to keep her secret. She'd even padded her 401K when she saw Talon shift three years ago. Demanding or not, she knew she had it good.

 

Callista wandered to the hostess podium to check the reservation list. Out of seventy something names, only one was scribbled in that she didn't recognize. Even better, he was already here. She skimmed through the seating chart and smiled. He had been seated just two tables away from her booth. And he was alone. Perfect. 

The second she laid eyes on him she knew she had to have him. His long black hair alone was worth a one night stand. She could already feel it draped across her chest brushing her nipples. What she could see of his deliciously lean frame was worth a lot more than that. Stamina would be no problem for a man as well built as he. Her focus moved to his hands. Big hands. Strong, calloused hands. Hands she had no doubt could be firm yet gentle. She closed her eyes imagining how they would feel as he raked them across her body. 

After she sat down and looked across the table at him, his eyes captivated her. They were as gray as the sky had been the last time she saw daylight. His face was perfect. High cheek bones. Square jaw. Strong chin. Oh yes, this man was most definitely going to be hers.

"Can I help you?" the man asked, never looking up from the menu.

"Cain, is it?" she asked, slowly pushing the menu to the table. One look at her and he'd be hooked. "I'm Callista."

"I don't care who you are. I'm hungry. I'm tired and I don't have time to waste on some horny bitch." He raised his menu and went back to trying to decide what he wanted.

"Excuse me?" She ripped the menu from his hands. He rolled his eyes. "Do you have any idea who you're talking to? I happen to own this place."

"Whoopee for you. Keep bothering me and you'll have one less customer to worry about."

Callista didn't know how to take his outright rejection. Nobody had ever been able to resist at least smiling at her. Not even when she was human. 

"Keep talking that way and you'll find yourself in a position you don't want to be in."

"Is that a threat?" He looked at her face for the first time. 

"No love," she smiled sweetly, "it's a bloody promise."

"And that's supposed to scare me?"

"No, just make you see I mean business. If a lady goes out of her way to talk to you, you should at least have the decency to be kind in return. Most men are flattered when I talk to them."

"I'm not most men."

"Obviously." She handed him back the menu. He took it, but didn't look at it again. "What? Hungry for something else now?"

"Not a chance in hell," he said flatly. He leaned across the table and smiled. "I like my women warm."

Her bottom jaw dropped. He knew. How the hell did he know? No, he couldn't know that. Was she coming on too strong? Did he mean cold in that way? Damn, why couldn't he have just fallen for her like every other man?

"What's that supposed to mean?" She held her breath.

"You know exactly what it means, Lilith."

"What are you?" For the first time in years she was afraid. He knew she was a vampire and that was not good. 

"Me? I'm a man. No different than any other." He picked up the menu and glared at her. "Now, if you don't mind I'd like to eat and get the hell out of here. The stench that wolf you've got stuffed in the back is putting off is really starting to make me sick."

Callista pushed her chair away from the table and stormed away. Who the hell does he think he is? He couldn't come in here, reject her, order her to leave his table and insult her staff like that. What is he anyway? Obviously not a were. He wouldn't have been put off by Talon's scent if he was. Not a vamp either. His skin was far too tanned.

 

Cain watched her walk into the back. Frustration seemed to pour off her like a thick layer of sweat. As soon as she was out of sight he got out his phone. "She's here. If you're still sure you wanna do this, come on up."

"Oh I do," a young woman's voice said. "Does she know you know what she is?"

"I made it pretty clear," he assured her

"Tactfully, I hope."

"I called her Lilith. Can't get much more tactful than that."

The lady on the phone snickered. He took a little pleasure in that. In the year he'd known her she had smiled so little. When he really thought about it, he wondered what she would've had to smile about.

"Does she know what you are?"

"I doubt it. She can't get past the fact that I'm not drooling after her."

"To be fair, she is gorgeous," the woman said. He could hear the defeat in her voice. "I've never once seen her look anything less than beautiful."

"Babe, she looks that way because of what she is. Real beauty, the kind you have, is there because of who you are. Your beauty is timeless. Hers is bought. Paid for by the sins she commits. The day she dies, is the day she truly pays the price."

The phone disconnected. He sighed and put his phone in his shirt pocket. One of these days she was going to believe the things he said to her. It might take time, but that day would come. Hopefully tonight would help. She had a plan and he was going to do his best to see that it got carried out. 

As he sat absently looking at the menu another smell hit him. This was one he simply couldn't ignore. The awful odor of death. And it was coming from somewhere above him. A sudden chill ran down his spine. Bad may have just gone to worse. 

Cain quickly followed the directions a waiter had given him to the bathroom, but stopped short when he saw a staircase just a few feet away. The odor was getting stronger. His anxiety heightened. Climbing the steps cautiously, he hoped the underlying scent didn't belong to the person he thought it did. 

As he stopped in front of the door, his eyes closed. He begged to be wrong. Knowing there was a body behind the door was enough. Finding out it could possibly be his niece would be so much worse. Behind him the steps creaked. His eyes shot open. He stepped into the shadows and waited for the were to make his move.

Talon's heavy footfalls marked his ascent up the stairs. Over his shoulder he carried a heavy roll of plastic. He stopped cold on the top step, his nostrils flared. Cain knew his own scent had more than likely hit him. Keeping to the shadows, he tried not to give away his position. Taking the guy out quietly would be in his best interests. 

"I know you're up here," Talon said, impatiently. "And you know you can't win."

"You say that like you almost believe it," Cain said stepping out of the darkness. Talon dropped the plastic and smiled. 

"What? You think just 'cause you're young you can beat me? Boy, I got more fightin' experience in my little pinkie than you do in your entire body."

"That may be," Cain said coolly. "But revenge can be a pretty good motivator. What say you open that door and we see if I walk away or kick your ass?" 

"Whattaya say we don't?"

Cain knocked Talon against the wall, lodging his elbow in the older man's neck faster than Talon could comprehend the movement. Gasping for air, he groped at his pockets, clawing for the key. 

"Hurry up, old man," Cain growled. The more he smelled the scent behind the door, the more convinced he became. All he needed now was confirmation. 

"Why should I?" Talon asked between gasps. 

"You have no idea who you're dealing with, do you?" Cain wedged his elbow further into the man's neck. "Let me enlighten you. I'm the one your kind calls on to get rid of rogues." Talon's eyes widened. He stopped struggling. Fighting a Hunter was useless. "That's what I thought." 

"Here," Talon croaked, thrusting him the key. 

Cain took the key and opened the door, keeping a firm grip on Talon's shirt. They walked into the room. Talon flipped on the light. In that moment, Cain's worst fears were realized. There on the floor lay his niece, her eyes open, and two puncture wounds in her neck. 

"Why?" Cain asked, tears welling up in his gray eyes. He'd been searching for her for two years now to no avail. The only reason he'd settled in this town was because this had been the last place she'd been sighted. "She never had a chance."

"Callista needed blood," Talon said, grinning down at the corpse. "I needed to get laid. She turned up outside my kitchen door looking for scraps." He shrugged and looked at Cain, a coy smile on his face. "What would you do?"

In a moment of blind rage Cain pulled Talon to him and snapped his neck in one swift movement. That grin had been too much, but it was his reasoning that pushed him over the edge. As the were's lifeless body hit the floor Cain's anger grew tenfold. It took everything he had to keep from going after Callista himself. As much as he wanted to, he refrained. Someone else needed it far more than he did.

Instead he knelt beside his dead niece, took her hand in his and cried. She'd grown so much since he'd seen her last. But he could tell living on the streets had taken its toll on her. Her weight, or lack thereof, would have made it impossible to shift when she needed to, making her easy prey. Whether her predator had been human or supernatural wouldn't have mattered. She lacked the nourishment to fight anybody.

Once again he took out his phone. This time the call was to inform his parents that he'd been too late to save their only granddaughter. The painful tone in their voices only strengthened his resolve to see Callista pay for the pain and torment her whorish ways had inflicted on so many lives. As long as she got her "fix" she didn't care who got hurt in the process. 

"Make sure she pays, son," his father said flatly. "And bring Journey's body home. She deserves to be here with us."

"Consider it done," he promised. The time had come to be the Hunter he'd trained so hard to be. "What about her parents? Their actions drove Journey here." 

"Eva will pay," his father promised. "So will Nick. I'll call a counsel first thing in the morning. The elders will surely side with us. By the time you return, Eva will be nothing but a bad memory." 

Cain hung up the phone prepared to do whatever he deemed necessary to see Callista pay for her misdeeds. He closed Journey's eyes, kissed her forehead, and silently promised to come back for her. 

 

Poker Face

Cain put on a calm face and slowly walked back downstairs. As he entered the dining room he saw Callista staring down a couple seated at a table close to the kitchen. They were smiling proudly as members of the staff drifted over to ogle over their sleeping child. Her pale face actually flushed when the waitress who had seated him earlier made her way to see the baby. 

Interesting. Now he knew who was protecting and no doubt helping Callista hide her wicked nature from the rest of the world. He reseated himself and patiently waited for her to come back over to take his order. He had a plan. Either Callista would reveal herself or he would make her. If he had to use her underlings, he would.

"Have you decided what ya want, sugar?" Marie asked placing a glass of water on the table beside him. 

"I'll have the steak," he said pleasantly. "Medium well, with fries."

"That all? You look like you could eat two or three of 'em."

"I'm sure." He smiled at her and handed her the menu. "Let me ask you something. How long have you worked here?"

"Five years," she said. "Hardly seems like it though." 

"Why's that?"

Marie nodded towards her boss' table and smiled. "Callista's easy to work for. She demands little and pays extremely well."

"I'm sure she does," he said stealing a glance at her. 

"I saw her with ya earlier. Personally, I think you're outta your mind to turn her down. She may be flighty but if she likes ya enough you're set for life."

"That right?"

"Yes sir. Thanks to her, my daughter and I have no worries. You can't imagine how good that feels."

"Must be nice. How old is your daughter, if I may ask?"

"She's nineteen." She nodded at a woman at another table. "Be back in a bit, sugar. Think about what I said. You won't be sorry."

He smiled and looked back over at the vampire sitting two tables over. To his pure delight her gaze was still fixed on the young couple. For once, the shoe was on the other foot. He waited for her to look away from them and then waved her over. A sly smile spread across her lips as she sauntered her way to his side. 

"Change of heart?" she asked.

"Maybe." He saw the man at the table she had been watching tense. He put his hand around her waist. The man's eyes hardened. "Tell me who he is."

"Nobody," she said sliding her hand down the back of his shirt. The warmth he put off felt amazing against her cool skin. "He's just a silly little man who makes more out of nothing than he should."

"Mind translating that for me?" He kept his eyes on the man while his hand slipped down her slender thighs. "I don't sleep with anybody unless I know what I'm getting into."

Her face practically lit up. She smiled at the man across the room, pressing her body against Cain's. "Never mind him, love. Let's take this upstairs."

"I'm not going anywhere until you tell me who he is," he said.

"Fine," she said with a heavy sigh. "He's my fall guy. I only keep him around for the nights I can't find better."

"Seems harsh," he said. 

"Maybe, but he's married. Sometimes he gets tired of the same old thing. Poor girl just had a baby, too."

"Poor girl? She looks pretty good from where I'm standing." And she did. 

"Well, I'm sure she looks a little different naked. You know how babies stretch everything out."

"Maybe she's one of the lucky ones?" And she was.

"Honey, I don't think that's possible. Children ruin women. I don't care what they say to the contrary. Why are you so interested anyway?"

"I told you. I want to know what I'm getting into."

"If I'm lucky," she whispered in his ear. "The answer is me." 

 

"What are you looking at?" Anne asked, craning her neck to look behind her. Her husband couldn't keep his eyes, much less his attention off whatever was going on behind her.

"That guy," Dalton answered pointing directly behind her. "I've never seen him here before."

Anne turned in her chair to see a handsome man talking to an equally gorgeous woman. "The one with Callista?" 

"Yeah."

"Looks like they know each other very well," she said shrugging her shoulders. "I'm sure she has quite a few admirers you've never seen. You do spend most of your time in the kitchen after all."

"True, but he bothers me. I can't put my finger on why yet, but I don't like him."

Anne looked at the man and then at the baby sleeping beside them. "Honey, I hate to say this, but do you really think she cares what you think?"

"Maybe she should."

"What's good to eat here?" she asked, trying to pull his attention back to them. It had been his idea to have a night out after all. 

"Anything as long as I cook it." He winked at her. For a moment she saw the man he used to be. Then his eyes moved past her again. "Honestly Anne, anything's good. Just pick something."

"Why don't you tell me what's really going on." Enough's enough. She knew he'd been having an affair. It had only been recently that she'd discovered who the other woman was. 

"What do you mean? I'm simply concerned for my boss's safety. You said it yourself. She's gorgeous. Some men won't take no for an answer."

"And some don't know boundaries."

"What are you talking about? Boundaries for what?" He watched Callista take the stranger by the hand and lead him to the stairs. Or was he forcing her to go? "No means no. Period."

"What do vows mean?"

"Huh?" Obviously, he had more to worry about than her silly questions. "Look, we'll talk about this in a sec. I gotta go check on something." Dalton got up before she could stop him and disappeared into the kitchen.

"You're right to worry," the waiter said. He handed Anne a glass of wine and gently squeezed her shoulder. "She's had him wrapped around her finger for a while now."

"But why?" she asked him. "She knows we're married."

"Listen, Anne. Cali gets what she wants when she wants. It just so happens the thing she wants is sex. Dalton wanted her. She obliged."

"So she's a whore," Anne said, tears rolling down her cheeks. "What right does that give her to steal another woman's husband?"

"As far as she's concerned she's only borrowing him. When she's tired of him she'll send him on his way and he'll come back home to you. Give it time. You'll see."

"Give it time?" She couldn't believe what she was hearing. "You think I'm gonna stay with him after this?"

He looked at the baby and then back at her. "Well I just figured. With the baby and all. You know, try to make it work?"

"I don't want my son to have to play second fiddle to anybody."

"Pardon me," the waiter said, cowing slightly. "I'll just leave you to your thoughts then."

"Please do," she said. 

 

Dalton stood outside her office door listening. He didn't want to believe what he was hearing. She was actually coming onto the guy! She was practically begging him to sleep with her. Listening to her, one would think she'd been celibate for years.

"You know I want you," she was saying. "I've already told you I'm not looking for a commitment. I'm just a gal looking for a sweet time in bed."

"There's nothing sweet about you," Cain said. Dalton's legs gave out. His body slid down the wall outside the door as he listened. "You still haven't told me everything."

"I told you that man means nothing to me," she purred. Dalton's heart lurched into his throat. How could he have been so stupid? "He's a lapdog. I say cum, he says when and where. I say no, he goes home to his wife." 

"And the other man?" Cain asked. 

"Talon," she said with a giggle. "He's my plaything, too. If I want it rough, I call him. End of story."

"You were with them both tonight, weren't you?"

"I'm with them both nearly every night, silly. Sometimes there's two or three more stuffed in there as well. Why just tonight there was even a woman." He stopped kissing her neck, shocked. "Don't look at me like that. I like sex."

"Obviously," Cain mumbled.

Dalton's stomach turned. He thought back to all the nights he'd wasted with her. He'd risked his marriage to be with her. He'd risked his job. Now to find out it meant nothing to her? And on top of that there were others. Even people he worked with? 

He listened as pleasurable moans filled his ears. That voice he'd come to love hearing at night so much never moaned for him. It was for the act itself. What he thought was lovemaking was really nothing more than fucking. 

He couldn't take anymore. He leapt to his feet and ran straight for the bathroom. The whole situation made him sick. After he'd reduced himself to dry heaves he slumped against the stall door and cried. From now on he would be faithful. Anne and his son were all that mattered.

 

As soon as the bathroom door closed, Cain turned on her. He pushed her down on the desk and forced her to stay still. 

"Oh my," Callista said coyly. "Are you going to be one of my wilder lovers? Shall I pretend to fight? Maybe kick a little? Should I act scared for you?"

"You've ruined enough lives," he growled. His gray eyes turned silver. That's when it hit her. He was a shifter. But that wasn't all. There was more. "That's right. I'm a Hunter. I hold the right to kill you on sight if I have enough evidence." 

"You have squat," she spat at him. "So I sleep around. That doesn't make me dangerous."

"You kill innocent people."

"Prove it." She struggled to get loose, but couldn't. Damn them! Why did they have to give Hunters so much power? 

"The girl you drained earlier." Her eyes went wide. "Oh yes, I know and you should be scared. She was my niece." 

"But Talon—"

"He's dead," he growled. "I caught him before he could get rid of her."

"One body," she screeched. "You only have one body!"

"Killing isn't the only thing they monitor. You've crossed a line. You've stopped caring about anyone but yourself. You've been on their radar for a while, Callista. They want you gone."

"It's just sex, you asshole. SEX!"

"It's attention they don't want or need. One day you're liable to arouse suspicion and end up revealing your true nature. When that happens you endanger us all."

"My secret is perfectly safe. Marie would never tell a soul what I am." She closed her eyes quickly, realizing she'd just sealed her fate. 

Cain smiled coyly. "You've betrayed them already?"

"I needed somebody to help me."

"Your hunger for men has made you careless," he said firmly. His silver eyes turned gold. A figure faded into the room, handed him a long silver sword and then disappeared again. "For that the penalty is death." 

"No, please," Callista begged. She looked at the sword and then at him. "I can stop. I can take one lover and be happy. I'll kill Marie and her daughter. Nobody ever has to know they knew."

"But they do know, Callista. No doubt they know about the werewolves as well." 

She tried to squirm away but he was too quick. The sword plunged into her chest. Blood oozed from the wound. Her eyes rolled back into her head. As her body convulsed he pushed the weapon in further until he felt it pierce through her back. Her heart, as slow as it was, finally quit beating. 

As he removed the sword from her body, the figure appeared again. "You've done well," it said. "As you know, the job is not yet finished."

"The woman?" he asked already knowing the answer.

"Aye. The daughter must go as well."

"If she's innocent—" he protested.

"How do you think your sweet niece found her way here?"

"When?" he growled. The figured put a calming hand on his shoulder. 

"Not tonight. It will attract too much attention," the figured advised. "Besides the girl is recuperating from her unfortunate encounter with the monster. Let her heal and then you may carry out the order." 

"What of the other lovers?"

"She was careful," the figure said. "They may live. All of them." He took the sword from Cain and waved his hand over the dead vampire's body. As she faded from view, so too did it. "For now focus on the mother and child. In them is your destiny."

 

Amends

As soon as Dalton got control of himself he headed back to the dining room to have dinner with his wife. Before he entered the dining room, he stopped to watch her. How could he have ever cheated on her? She was more beautiful than Callista could ever be. 

"Everything okay," he asked as he sat back down. The baby was awake now and fussy. "Is he hungry?"

"No, he already ate," Anne said sweetly. The baby continued to cry. "And yes, he's already been burped."

"What's wrong with him then? Is he dirty?"

"No, I changed him while you were gone." She looked up to see the man who'd been with Callista earlier standing behind Dalton, a solemn smile on his face. 

"What is it? I've never seen him like this before." 

"You never see him," she said coolly. "You never see anything." 

"That's something I want to change. Anne, I want things to be different between us. I want them to be better than they have been."

"You should have thought of that before you started sleeping with her," she told him. Dalton's jaw dropped. Tears stung her eyes. "The night you turned your back on me it killed me. You thought I didn't know what was going on, but I did. I may not have known who it was at first, but I did know."

"I know it was wrong. I'm not asking you to forgive me. I'm only asking for a second chance. I want to be there for you." He looked at his son and smiled. "I want to be there for our son."

"Our son?" Anne asked, looking up at him. 

"Yes, I realize I've put everything on you—"

"Dalton, you weren't even there for his birth." 

"I was wrong. I know that now."

"You knew it then. You just didn't care. As long as you got what you wanted you didn't care. Well don't worry anymore. We won't be here to cramp your style."

"What?" He looked at her, dumbstruck. "You can't. You don't have any money. You have no place to go."

"That's where you're wrong, Dalton," she seethed. "I have everything I need and more."

"But how? Why?"

"I told you, I knew you were having an affair. For a while, I was devastated. Then I was angry. I couldn't figure out what I'd done to drive you away. As time went on I realized it wasn't me. It was you."

"It was me," Dalton said softly. "I should have seen how perfect you were before now." He put his hand on hers. Tears flooded his eyes. "Please don't leave. We can work this out."

"No, we can't." 

"Yes we can. We have a son to think about here, Anne."

"No! I have a son to think about. Not you. Never you." The baby began to cry louder. Dalton reached for him, but a big hand pushed his shoulder back against the chair. He looked up to see the man he'd lost Callista to. 

"Keep your hands off my son," Cain warned. 

"Anne?" Dalton paused, as if he were waiting for a denial. "Anne, what's he saying?"

"Lust killed me, Dalton," Anne said handing the baby to Cain. She stood up and looked down at her husband. "Love, real love saved me."

 

# # #






  














  







Envy is love of one's own good perverted to a desire to deprive other men of theirs.



—Dante






  







V. ENVY

 

I am, Envy

 

by

Tymothy Longoria

 

Across the land there is a wind blowing, a shapeless and ethereal mist. From it a hundred whispers in a hundred different dialects join into a single, garbled voice. It speaks in an unknown and terribly dark tongue. None alive can understand what is said. The mist flies into the air, groaning, and darts into the sky quicker than the eye can comprehend.

 Over the mountains of Sanguine, across the ice crags of Sorian and over a small town known only as Vale. Through the night sky, over lands found only in the furthest reaches of the imagination… deadly, malicious and insatiable, Envy hungers and searches for a new host…and finds him.

 

 Through the streets of Vale, a small village in the valley of a vast forested mountain range, Christoph, of the House Blue Raven, walked. Neither the
most handsome nor the best dressed man, in his mind, he deserved more. Like most days, he was wearing the old coat his father had given to his brother, who in turn, had given it to him. 

The once brilliant green dye was browned from the fine layer of dust covering the coat. He never bothered to wash it. "Why should I bother?" he thought, "I need no one's approval of me."

When he reached the stoop of the tavern where he often sat, he watched the townspeople move about the small village, without words. He thought mostly of how much he couldn't stand them. He pulled his long rowen wood pipe from his coat and smoked his herbs pulled from the forest a few miles down. They calmed him, mostly. They also made him a bit paranoid. 

"You are all worthless!" he yelled at the passersby between puffs. They had attempted before to speak to him, for most of them truly wanted him to change his ways. 

"Christoph, why do you have to be this way? No one ever bothers you," a villager told him once.

"You can come by and have a drink with me at sundown. What say you?" a once good friend named Janus often asked him, more times than Janus would like to remember. Christoph accepted the offers, but each time, he would point out how bad his life was and how only he suffered bad news and tragedy. Janus put an end to these social meetings. 

Others grew frustrated with how he carried himself. Christoph shrugged their kind words off, and always had something to say in response. In his mind, he
was right. He was the one that needed to be heard, not the other way around, and in judgment of everyone. Over time, however, after all but giving up on him, their sincerity turned to disdain and they began to shy away. They learned to ignore him, but he would smile at them thinking to himself, You'll all see how wrong you are. Nothing is wrong with me. You are the ones who need to change. 

However, a group of villagers, three or four at their most, continued to be kind to Christoph. Especially a man called Jhonen. Jhonen was a man whom the citizens called 'blessed.' He was considered handsome, talented, and shared his gifts with the village. At one time he even visited the larger city of Valiante to speak on behalf of the town. Jhonen was the opposite side to Christoph's bitter coin. However, he wasn't without fault. He was a man like any other, with past misdeeds and failings, and Christoph never let him forget it. Oftentimes Jhonen would approach and attempt to show Christoph a genuine concern but would soon be reminded of his transgressions. 

Christoph inhaled the smoke from his pipe as Jhonen walked over to him.

 "Christoph, I'm sharing a story with the kids this evening at the town hall. I would love for you to come. If only to enjoy yourself."

"Eh. Look at you," he snapped, scratching at his unshaven beard, "So what? I can't be the only one that remembers what you used to do," he grunted at Jhonen with a sneer, "Don't forget everything I've done for you."

"I've changed, Christoph. I've tried telling you, I'm not that person anymore. In fact, while I did what I did, it was to me, no one else. I hurt one person. Me. I thought by now we could get past all of this and move on."

"You still did it. And you're wrong. You're not the only one that was hurt. Not by a small measure. When are you going to get what you deserve? When will you be punished for the wrong you did?" Christoph chided, "There truly is no justice."

Jhonen said nothing. He never acted as if he were a model of perfection, or as if he did no wrong. No, he embraced his calling in life and now spent his days acting on that call. Now he only looked at Christoph, and even though his callous words made him angry, he was a man after all. There was no malice in his anger. 

"Well, okay. I'll see you soon," he said softly, walking away and shaking his head until a sight led to his paused. "Your eyes. Are you feeling well?"

"My eyes?" Christoph sneered, pulling the pipe from his mouth, exhaling into Jhonen's direction.

"Yes, there's something…different about them."

"I don't think so, Jhonen. As you were."

Squinting his eyes, Jhonen attempted to look deeper into Christoph's, but the smoke clouded between them. As he walked further down the road an elderly man with a staff and a long-aged beard stopped him.

"You know, it's okay to just leave him be," the man, Brunis, said. "I've talked to him numerous times. If he doesn't listen to me, why do you assume he will be open to what you have to say?"

Jhonen looked back where he had left Christoph, rubbing his eyes. He looked up at Brunis. "I can try, Brunis. I can try. I've extended my hand to him several times. Should he still not accept it, so be it. I will continue to do what I feel is right."

"You are right to do that, just heed my words. It will wear you out, my friend," Brunis put his hand over Jhonen's shoulder as they walked. "You have been called. But so has Christoph. The difference is he spends his days and nights thinking about foolish things. That leaf doesn't help at all. I have no qualms about it myself. Everything is fine in moderation, but he lives and breathes for it. He wastes his life. You do not." Brunis stopped and looked into Jhonen's brilliant malachite eyes. 

"Have you ever heard of Schadenfreude?"

 "Schadenfreude? No Brunis. I-"

 "It's simple. Schadenfreude is…when a man wants another to fail, awaiting eagerly to watch it happen. He awaits it. Christoph is opening his heart to this as we speak. I've tried telling him. But you know as well as I do, he wants no part of what a wise man has to say." Brunis scratched his gray beard and looked into the sky. "Many times…and sadly too many times, something tragic must happen before we learn."

"The nature of man, Brunis," Jhonen said looking down at his shoes. 

"Young Jhonen, precisely. At least that is what my
elders would say about the strength of stubbornness. The jack-ass won't move unless it is whipped."

 "Brunis, I hear you. But I won't stop, dear friend." Jhonen put his hand on Brunis' shoulder.

 "The ever-ardent optimist," Brunis said with a smile from ear to ear. He extended his hand to Jhonen's face and tapped his fingers against Jhonen's cheek.

 "Very well. Don't ever. You will receive your reward in time son. I will meet with you later, at the tavern?"

"Of course! After the get together!" Jhonen smiled and waved at Brunis, lifting his jacket collar and embracing the sun's light. "Schadenfreude, aye?" he whispered to himself. Jhonen looked to his left. The house of books
was close by. Before he parted, he stood thinking to himself, This is intriguing. 

The night came and Jhonen was in the town hall, dressed in his father's suit, tailored to his own measurements. The single women smiled as he walked to the front. 

"Hello, all! The children have gathered. We
have all come together for tonight's festivities. In honor of the story tellers that came before us, those who passed legends and tales down from generation to generation," he smiled and looked at the children seated on the floor close by and continued, "through oral tradition. I would like to begin by sharing a story once told to me by my uncle, Talis." The children waited attentively when suddenly there was a sound in the back of the room. 

Everyone turned. Some gasped, noticeably. His attention turned to the noise, Jhonen nodded and cracked a nervous smile. 

"Ladies, gentlemen. I invited our latest guest here," Jhonen began and extended his hand to Christoph. He implored the audience, "Let's show him a warm welcome! Christoph, of the House Blue Raven, everyone."

When Christoph walked toward the front and center of the hall, slowly the townsmen and women began to clap. The applause was scattered at best. 

"Why's he here?" a boy asked Jhonen. "He's so mean."

His disappointed look silenced the boy. "Christoph, would you care to share a tale for the children?"

Christoph shook his head. "No."

"See?" the boy said looking at Jhonen. 

"Christoph is one of the best story tellers I know. Wouldn't you all agree? Come on up, Christoph!"

Hesitant at first, Christoph saw the the excitement in Jhonen's eyes and walked toward the front of the hall. He pulled at his jacket and attempted to fix his matted hair. He reached the front and cleared his throat.

"Okay." Christoph nervously pulled on his jacket collar.

"Go on, you'll be great," Jhonen whispered, patting his hand against Christoph's back. Christoph nodded and began. "Well. We all know of the wood that reaches clear across the…the…river…that quenches the thirst of all of Vale. There is a tale of the creature that scrambles about and pulls up any weed that does not belong. These creatures are known as the…?" He paused and motioned at the children, most of them surprised at being called on. 

"The Caritus!" one of the children answered.

"Yes, yes that is right!" Christoph smiled.

Jhonen was pleased. Brunis, everyone deserves a second chance. Even a third and fourth.. He clutched his chest in pain suddenly, but quickly recovered.
He looked on at Christoph as he told his story. 

Christoph spoke for nearly ten minutes acting out the characters, regaling an account of the Caritus he saw firsthand. He waved his arms in the air and ran back and forth in front of the children, playing out each part as best he could.

By this time, Jhonen was speaking to a rather beautiful young woman by the name of Maris and now appeared disinterested in Christoph's tale. At least, it appeared that way to Christoph.  

He finished and looked into the audience. Some smiled, more than he expected, and they clapped, softly. At this sound, Jhonen kissed Maris' hand and started for the front. 

"Amazing! The Caritus! We have such a rich and wonderful history here in Vale, and we should all thank Christoph for sharing that with us," Jhonen said, almost pleading with the audience to do as he said. They clapped a little but not much, though the children seemed to enjoy it. 

"Now, who's ready for my story?" Jhonen asked.

 Immediately, the audience clapped loudly and the children shouted. Jhonen smiled and began to speak. Christoph's crooked smile turned into a frown and he walked straight out of the door. So engaged in telling his tale, Jhonen didn't notice.

 Christoph turned and whispered, "What makes you better than me?" He bit down on his jaw and struck the outside of the wall. His eyes glassed over and burned. He rubbed them and noticed something flying in the air over the roof tops. Bewitched, he shook the burning away and went toward the mysterious shadow in the air. Running as fast as his legs would take him, he still could not catch it, so he continued searching.

"Ayo, Christoph, what is the matter with your eyes?" shouted a man walking by with his wife in his arms.

"Leave me be, old man!" he yelled back at him, running past the couple.

"Did you see his eyes? They were…they were putrid…putrid green!" he told her. "I swear that boy looks sick."

"What is it? What flies by night?" Christoph shouted. He searched the air but found nothing. Not even a bird. "Damn it if that was a mere lark," he whispered to himself. Looking still into the sky, he walked a little further down the road and met up with none other than Jhonen. 

"Christoph! You were amazing back there! They really enjoyed it."

Christoph's nostrils flared upon hearing Jhonen's voice.

"Did they? Don't you mean they really enjoyed you?" he said as he looked straight through Jhonen's eyes. Jhonen shivered. 

"Christoph why do you—?"

"Why? Why what? You think just because your coat is clean and you talk to Maris, and you're of the Red Lion…What? You're better than me?" He stepped closer toward Jhonen. "You would have nothing if I didn't allow you to stay with me when you needed me." Christoph said callously. He gulped, his eyes shining in the moonlight.

"Christoph, I've thanked you many times and shown you kindness and gratitude for everything," Jhonen said as he noticed the gleam. "You must believe I am sincer—"

"No," Christoph interrupted, "I don't have to do anything. You'll see."

"See what?" Jhonen asked, sincerely perplexed by Christoph's vague statement and put his hand to his heart.

Christoph clenched his jaw, shook his head and walked away, bumping Jhonen's shoulder. As he passed him, his eyes glassed over and a faint hue of putrid olive could be seen. 

Jhonen turned to him. "You're eyes! Are you okay, Christoph?" Jhonen yelled at him. Christoph said nothing and Jhonen watched him walk off down the path leading away from town. His hand to his chest, he whispered to himself, "I'm getting sick of this. I had such a good time at the hall tonight. Maybe Brunis is right. I mean, he doesn't want anything to do with anything we have to say." Staring down the path, he nodded. "I've got to get my mind off of this." Jhonen knew where he was going next. The house of books. 

He made his way through town and came to the entrance. He pulled in his collar and stepped in quietly, catching the attention of the owner and keeper of the books, Mr. Vivili. He was a tall, thin man with a tuft of black hair over each ear. He looked away from a book and peered at Jhonen through the biggest set of eyeglasses.

"My my," Mr. Vivili exclaimed. "Jhonen, to what do I owe this late visit?"

"Mr. Vivili, suppose a man wanted to research…Schadenfreude. Where would he start?" he asked holding his jacket lapels in each hand.

The keeper arched his brow. "Why do you seek to learn about this entity?" he asked as he hunched closer to Jhonen. He wrinkled his nose to peer over his glasses. "This is a matter for the elders. Of learned men. Men with steely resolve," he said puffing out his tiny chest.

Jhonen looked at Mr. Vivili and back toward the house entrance. 

"Well, young man, what say you? Do you have the fortitude?" he said, over enunciating every vowel.

"I say that I want to learn about everything. And yes, Mr. Vivili, I do."

Mr. Vivili raised his glasses. "Jhonen of the Red Lion, this I know. But it is my place to ask. You see, there are some tales that begin as truth, and then become
lore, passed down from age to age," he said motioning his hand like a feather falling to the earth. He stood straight, lifting his chest again. "I am the keeper. It is my responsibility to steer those who wish to gain knowledge."

 Jhoned smiled. "The book, Mr. Vivili," he interrupted. "The book please, sir."

 "Ah, yes, yes." He lifted his index finger. "There are several. Here are the locations." 

Mr. Vivili pulled a quill from a bronze holder and dipped it into a container of ink, scribbling some numbers on the paper. "If you start feeling weary, step away. The stories can be somewhat…shall I say, haunting."

Jhonen nodded and walked away as he looked at the small note. Mr. Vivili shrank in size as Jhonen walked further down the main hall of the library. He looked up, then down at the note and up again. His gaze pondered across rows and rows of books. 

"Here."

He reached for the book and carefully pulled it out. The cover was barely attached. He swiped his hand over the cover and blew away the remaining dust. 

Ancient Worlds and Spirits, Dark and Otherwise, read the title. He sat on the floor and opened the book, causing the binding to snap.

"Ancient," he whispered. "Indeed."

His fingers traced the pages slowly until he found writing on Schadenfreude
with an illustration on the opposite page. In it a beast, twisted and mangled, peered out of the page. Its teeth jutted over its large mouth upward like mountain tops and atop its back, several rows of sores and boils. Jhonen read the caption underneath the illustration:

"This is the beast Schadenfreude. Some call it Death's slave. Others call it…Envy." 

 "Envy," he repeated, whispering to himself, as he looked up from the book. "This Schaudenfreude Brunis was telling me about was…is real? But it can't be. This is just a story." 

He looked down at the page, turned it, and read. 

 

 Phthonos the Bravest was raised by the strongest man in the land; the king of men, known as Phthonos the Strong. He was taught not to fear any living thing. Before the age of twenty, Phthonos the Bravest became the leader of a great army, priding himself on his victories, on his many women, and kept the signet rings of all the kings he conquered, still attached to their severed fingers. 

A natural leader, Phthonos the Bravest was lauded as the next king of the land of Vasht. But there was another man by the name of Petro who was stronger and more cunning. He used his mind, not his fist, and became a great diplomat, arguing for peace instead of death and war. For this, the citizens of Sanguine adored him. Phthonos the Strong used his wisdom and knowledge and chose Petro to be his heir, seeing his grace and wisdom as a much needed change for his kingdom. 

From the day he met Petro, Phthonos the Bravest wished him nothing but misfortune and harm. He sulked and constantly challenged Petro to battles unto the death. Petro refused every time and when he was crowned king, Phthonos the Bravest became known as Zilevos. 

Petro eventually became the greatest leader of Vasht surpassing even Phthonos The Strong. Zilevos would never be the same and seethed with resentment every hour of his life. He soon vanished into the mountains. Reports of sightings flooded, but over time they dissipated. A citizen reported having seen a man in shrouds begging for food at the city gates. The guard at the gates reported the man's face and arm covered in boils filled with yellow, oozing pus. He noted the stranger's eyes were encrusted with rheum and that the color was a sickening green color. Rumors say this man was Phthonos or Zilevos. The guard shouted at the man to depart and he was never seen again.

 

Jhonen went back a few sentences and read aloud these words: He noted the stranger's eyes were encrusted with rheum and that the color was a sickening green color. 

He lifted his head and whispered, "Christoph. No…can it be? Is this Schadenfreude a spirit that takes possession of men?" 

He didn't believe in superstition. Though one would need only look into the nearby mountains and forests to recall the many rumors and tales of the land. Brunis was not a fool by any means, especially since he was 144 years old. Even Jhonen, who considered himself somewhat learned, knew that to every rumor there
was a hint of truth. With a nod, he turned the page and read more about this spirit, or entity, or wraith. Whatever it was, it started, somewhere, with the truth.

He continued reading story after story, tale after tale, and saw picture after picture. The creatures in each picture were more similar than different, and each story from across every land compiled within these books all agreed that the souls whom this spirit took over, became perverted and twisted versions of their former selves. 

 Another story caught his attention. An ancient tale, recalling a story of two brothers. Both of them were strong and agile, but one was favored over the other by their father. When it came time to sacrifice to their god, the favored brothers offering was more pleasing to the father. This caused the other to grow bitter. Their father threw ice cold water from the creek over him many times in order to "cast the spirit" out. Such was the belief of the people. But this did not work. It caused him to plot his brother's murder. Finally, one restless night, he bashed his brother's head in with a large stone. With the sunrise came curiosity. The father asked him where his brother was. 

He answered, "I do not know, am I my brother's keeper?"

The father was wise and knew what had happened. While he grieved from this tragic loss at the hands of his only other son, he banished him from the land, putting a curse on him for all the days of his life. Many say this was the harbinger, Schadenfreude himself, who here was named the resistor's right hand.
The door was opened in this realm, allowing it to come through.

"Jhonen!" Mr. Vivili shouted from the front of the house. Jhonen jumped up at once and started placing the books back one by one. 

"Yes. Yes! I'm on my way out, sir, coming right out, sir!" he shouted back, hiding the book of Ancient Worlds and Spirits inside his jacket.
He darted past Mr. Vivili. "Thank you, kindly sir!"

"Such a rush, boy," Mr. Vivili yelled after Jhonen but got no response. He smiled. "Ah, answers. I supplicate for the poor soul that is being stricken with this evil," he said sadly, with a bow of his head.

"I've got to find Christoph. I've got to warn him," Jhonen exclaimed, passing Brunis without so much as a glance. 

 "Ho, there, boy. You missed our meeting of the minds after the festivities."

Jhonen realized whom he had ran past and stopped, and turned. "Good Brunis," he exhaled catching his breath. "Apologies. I was in the house of books for the better part of the night. I—"

 "Reading about certain ancient entities?"

"How did you?" Jhonen began. Brunis smiled and pointed to Jhonens coat. The book was visible. 

"I didn't steal, I—"

"No worries, Jhonen," Brunis began, scratching his beard, "Carrying those books is not forbidden. No, we are a community that encourages seeking knowledge. Just do not become obsessed with what you learn."

"I trust I won't Brunis. But I've come across something that you may find interesting."

"Interesting? I suppose he is, isn't he?" 

"He, Brunis?" Jhonen asked confused.

"Schadenfreude, the bastard of the deep," Brunis said, as he gazed at the breaking of dawn. "The resistor's right hand. Jhonen, I have been face to face with this malicious devil."

 Jhonen's eyes widened greatly, remembering the images. "You…you have?"

 "I do not tell lies. No, I am but a man of flesh and of bone. I bleed when I am cut. And I have been proud. I have become angry to the point that I wanted to kill a man with my bare hands." Brunis put his hands in front of him and choked the air. "I have lusted in my heart, and desired more than what I deserved. Vainglory and I…we were once brothers. Perhaps the only thing I am not counted guilty on is being apathetic."

 Jhonen listened closely to each word. Brunis motioned for him to step closer and pointed to his own left eye. "The most beautiful glass rests in each of my sockets, young man."

 Jhonen's mouth fell in shock and he took a step back.

 "No, I understand," Brunis said with a smile. "Many years ago, before I made my way to Vale, oh, I was a prideful man." Brunis looked at the ground and reached into his eye socket and pulled the glass eye out. He cleaned it against his coat and lifted it to his chest. "The other is the same."

"Brunis, how could I have not known that?"

"It's not for you to know, Jhonen. Some do, some don't. That is not a matter of concern. When pride wanted me, I fought back. You see, for some it all starts in the heart." Brunis pounded his chest with a clenched fist. "For me, it started with my eyes. I removed them and the demon left me. Although, there is still a trace of it inside me," he said, opening his jacket and shirt. Brunis pointed at a sunken pit in his chest over his heart. A deep purple tinge surrounded the once living tissue. Jhonen gasped.

"Do not think of me any different. Think of me as one who knows. I've tried to talk to Christoph. Refusing the council of an elder is a sign that malice is already in his heart. I've read the very book you hide in your coat," he said, pointing to Jhonen's waist. "I've also read Prudentius."

"I have to warn him!" Jhonen yelled, placing his hands on Brunis' shoulders. "Excuse me elder Brunis, but I must!" He left to search for Christoph.

Brunis placed the glass eye back into his socket. "I understand. But I fear it is already too late. ›ÍÀ·."

Jhonen raced to Christoph's home but he was nowhere to be found. Jhonen called out to Christoph. 

"Dammit, this entity is going to catch up with him, though…it may already have him. Christoph! Christoph, damn you!" Jhonen yelled. He winced in pain, clutched his chest, and slumped over. "Heavens, no," he murmured. His vision became blurred and he fell to the ground. A few moments later he opened his eyes, and the pain had subsided. Ignoring what had just happened he stood up and started back toward the center of the village.

 "If anyone has seen Christoph, please tell him I have an apology for him," he yelled out. He knew this would get Christoph's attention. 

 

 Hours went by, followed by days. Jhonen, worried for his friend, grew sickly beyond his strong will. He knew he couldn't allow this to halt his life. He and Maris began to meet more often, and began making plans for the future. He decided he could no longer waste a moment of his life chasing after Christoph. He felt free. He made his decisions. So have I, he thought, and so he moved on, day by day, with his life and thoughts of a beautiful life in the Vale with Maris. Meetings with Brunis became more frequent as well, as he trusted his wisdom. Seasons changed and so did Jhonen. He became an official spokesman in all matters of state for the small town. The townsmen and women trusted him greatly, for his reputation as an honorable man proceeded him. The pain in his chest was becoming more and more frequent with each day. Not wanting to alarm anyone, he kept his ailment a secret, from Maris especially. Some days he felt strong, and for those he was thankful. Every so often, Jhonen did think about Christoph.

Christoph
did not vanish, he simply avoided Jhonen. Since their last encounter on the night of the festival, Christoph visited the woods frequently. Alone in his state of perpetual gloom, he had no desire to see or speak to anyone, least of all Jhonen. But he was free to come and go as he pleased and came into town one night to gather some things from his home. As he neared the village, a child ran by shouting. 

"Jhonen of the House Red Lion named emissary of the Vale!"

"What?" Christoph shouted, "What say you, boy?" 

"Jhonen of the Red." The boy fell into a pause upon looking at Christoph, whose clothes were caked with mud and grime. The stench festering from his body made the child gag. 

"I say nothing s-sir," the frightened child whispered and began stepping back. He then turned screaming, "Help! The man! Back there! Help!" 

Immediately, a group of men ran to the boy.

"What is it, boy?" one gent questioned.

"What is the matter?" asked another.

He struggled to catch his breath. "Back there…a man…a man, he looks ill. He may be dying."

One of the men looked into the darkness and heard some noise in the distance. He glanced over while the rest of the men joined in his curiosity. Suddenly, a rabid dog ran across the direction of Christoph's home. The mutt looked emaciated. It had no fur, only broken skin, covered in an oozing green casing. 

"What? What was that?" one of the men asked, looking at another.

"A dog, I think. Let's go. Boy, get Jhonen. Then go home."

 The boy ran off but Jhonen was already en route. He nodded at the child, pointing behind him.

"Men, what do we have here?"

"I believe it's Christoph, Jhonen. He's come back. And there was a green…a green dog with him."

Jhonen appeared confused. The story of Schadenfreude floated through his mind.

"I see. If it is him, I'll speak with him. I'm sure he means no harm. Leave me to him. I have a few words to share with him." He stood and nodded as each man walked away one by one. 

"It's been too long, Christoph," Jhonen said quietly. He began walking in the direction of the house and saw no dog. As he raised his hand to knock, Christoph opened the door to leave. He was surprised but walked out still.

"What do you want?" he grumbled. "I don't want to see anyone. I don't want to see any of you people."

"Christoph…stop this… this madness! I read that—"

"You read something? Did you come to brag? Gloat? Leave me."

"It's better if you just listen to me, Christoph. You are sick and it doesn't have to be this way. I've helped you...."

"What have you ever done for me, boy? You think because everyone else falls at your feet, not seeing you for your mask, I will too? No." Christoph's eyes were darker yet a brighter green than before. "Leave me."

"No, Christoph, there is a spirit! It's real!"

"Don't you understand? You are so brilliant in everything you do!" Christoph raised his voice and began stepping toward Jhonen. "I hate you with every fiber of my being! You deserve nothing of what you have and you will never amount to anything! You deserve… to die!"

Christoph raised his arm to strike but Jhonen caught it. Christoph's flesh was hot, wet, and smelled like decay. Jhonen became distracted. Christoph struck him with his other fist and knocked Jhonen down. 

"Leave me, you son of a whore. You think these people don't know about your mother? Or about all the ill you've caused? I've tried telling them all but they refused to listen!"

Jhonen put his hand to his face and felt a sticky substance on his skin. He ignored Christoph's insults, and wiped his hand against his pant leg.

 "Christoph! You're sick, friend. You're sick! End this!"

The men that left Jhonen moments before returned. 

"We heard the shouting! Are you okay, Jhonen?" shouted one as he rushed to help Jhonen to his feet.

"I'm, I'm fine, I...." Jhonen put his hand against his mouth and wiped the blood with his sleeve.

"Is he
fine? He? What about me? What about what he did to me?" Christoph ranted as Jhonen stood to his feet and remembered the stories he read. They were eerily similar to what was happening before him. 

"Christoph…" Jhonen pleaded.

"Go to hell," Christoph muttered as he walked past the group. He scoffed and walked into the forest, vanishing from their site. 

"Did you see?" another man asked.

"Yes," Jhonen answered. "He's not well," he said as he rubbed his face against his sleeve. "He's not well at all. I…I tried."

"That you did, Jhonen. That you did," another said, patting him on the shoulder. "Some want what they can't have."

Jhonen looked into the darkness. "I suppose you're right," he said. "The only thing is, I am no different from him." 

They made their way into the village center and parted ways. Jhonen planned to wake at sunrise and would search for Christoph. If he still refused, Jhonen would have no recourse other than to banish him. That was the way of the Vale. 

The night fell harder and the town grew silent. Deep within the woods, voices speaking to each other rushed through the trees.

 "When we first touched his hardened heart, he accepted us gladly."

 "Soon he will be dead to this world."

"The vessel will be yet another victory." 

"Yes."

"I wish to eat his bones."

"I wish to eat his flesh."

"We will have it all."

"Ingingorgoror."

"We don't care."

"We only want him dead."

"Yes."

"Yes."

"Malicious, are we."

"Leviathan, are we."

 "YESSS."

The voices fell silent and only the rustling of the trees could be heard. Vale was never before as quiet as this night. 

Christoph rested against a large tree buried between enormous roots that lifted out from the ground. His gut was wrenching and he picked at his skin. The lesions and boils were becoming more pronounced and he started to lose his sight as his eyes stopped conjuring tears. The constant rubbing of the eyes to remove the dry flakes encrusted around them had left them inflamed. They remained a bright, almost caustic emerald. He drifted into a constant banter with himself and his remarks were as mordant as ever. 

"I loathe the Vale. What about all I've done for them? I should be the one in charge. I should have everything Jhonen has," was all he seemed to say.

 Any steps he could take to better himself were lost in a vast sea of criticism and cursing. For the first time in many months, he realized his condition was far worse than he ever could have conceived. He noticed his hands were dry and covered in boils. He scratched and picked at them. 

"What is happening to me? They must have poisoned me!" he growled.

A dark shadow flew over the tree and came to rest in the branches above him. A pair of moss-toned eyes blended with the surrounding foliage and stared down at Christoph. The eyes were incapable of blinking. The shadow whispered into the air, in a convocation of eerie voices.

"Hritomnopol?"

"No."

"Yes."

"We brought down the King himself," the mangled voices screeched.

Christoph looked toward the sound and leaped up. "Who goes there? What do you want of me?"

The shadow silenced.

"I demand! Who calls?"

A faint and childish laughter from above made the remaining hair on Christoph's neck stand on end. Finally, it answered him.

"We are malicious."

Christoph shook his head and covered his ears. 

"No! You are an apparition! I don't believe in spirits wandering the earth. Leave me!" he yelled. 

The voice grew distorted and began speaking directly into Christoph's ear. His eyes widened as he fell to his knees, wincing in pain. He threw off his long coat and tugged at his hair. "Get out of here!" 

"You," whispered the spirit. 

"You belong to the resistor."

"Test him."

"Test you."

"Test him."

They repeated their words continuously. Christoph fought against his growing insanity. He stood and ran deeper into the forest. The faster he ran, the louder the voices became. He could not escape the torment.

"Eeeyaaah!" he yelled through the darkness. 

His eyes bulged as the voices taunted his mind. He stumbled and fell headlong onto the dirt. The flesh above his brow sliced against a jagged stone. He rubbed his eyes and he turned on his elbows as the spirit resonated into shape. It flew in all directions several times but did not fully become a tangible creature. 

"Test."

"The boy is sick. He will die."

"What say, you?"

"What say, you?"

"What say, you?" roared the voice in a horrid growl.

Christoph's fear completely vanished from his heart as he thought about Jhonen dying. It consumed his thoughts. He smiled and began laughing hysterically. It gave him peace. The shadow laughed with Christoph with the child-like laughter, and left him. 

"Finally…justice," he whispered, his eyes glowing in the darkness. "Justice," he said louder, pounding the earth beneath his fist as the forest filled with Christoph's visceral laughter.

~*~

Morning came and Jhonen was late for a meeting at the town hall. Brunis felt something in his heart and sent some people to go to him; he was never late for anything. 

"I hope he's…I hope he is well," Brunis said, his voice full of worry. "It's not like him."

 A short time later, Brunis was called to Jhonen's home. He walked in and was joined by a number of people, including Maris. Somberness filled the air of the room.

 "No, it can't be," Brunis whispered as he neared Jhonen's bed. A few of the people scattered nearby moved to one side, allowing Brunis to approach the bed. 

"I'm here, Brunis. I'm well. Well enough to speak, that is."

Brunis placed his hand to his chest and exhaled. 

"Jhonen, you put a fear in me like I've not felt in ages, boy," Brunis smiled. "Take time to rest."

 "I'm fine, Brunis. This burden, I've had since I was a child. But it will not stop me from doing what I must for the people of Vale. My time has yet to come." Jhonen moaned, shifting his body a bit in his bed. His voice was hoarse and he was sweating from his brow. "Maris, do not leave my side, my love." 

"I'd never," she whispered. 

"Come, gentlemen. Let's allow him rest and peace." Brunis extended his arm away from the bed to lead them out. 

Jhonen looked at Maris and then to Brunis. "I surely will, Brunis, thank you. Though, any word from Christoph?"

Brunis stopped in mid-turn and took a deep breath. "Here you lay, sick, and yet you still waste moments in worry about a man who wishes nothing to do with any sort of goodness. He is consumed with self and self-loathing and it has has indeed clung to him." Brunis walked to the bed and grabbed Jhonen's hand tightly.

Jhonen only nodded.

"Well," Brunis began tapping Jhonen's hand, "I'm off. Maris, would you escort me out?"

"Yes, of course, Brunis."

~*~

Christoph hunched from sight just outside of Jhonen's window. He had lingered for hours as he listened to all the clamor and kind words about Jhonen. 

"I'm sick too, but do they care? No." He grunted and darted off into the forest, plotting the only thing that would end this.

The night came and once again, Christoph was visited by the tormenting spirit.

"We are near."

"We are near."

"He is too simple."

"Allow us to grant you a greater good."

 Christoph sat against the root and buried his feet beneath the cool dirt to relieve the pain from the growing lesions and closed his eyes. He drifted into slumber when suddenly, his eyes popped open and thought on the words whispered into his ears. He scratched at his skin as he stood. The moonlight revealed his flesh to be a rancid green color, darkest around the skin above his heart. His eyes voided of whiteness, were now orbs of emerald. He fell to the earth and lifted his sinister smile and glared into the horizon toward Vale.

"Maris," the spirit whispered into his ear.

"Maris."

"MARIS!" it growled.

"Maris!" he yelled into the night.

 His voice now mirrored the spirit above him, twisted and garbled. He stood to his feet but his bones were growing weaker by the moment. He trudged through the trees and made his way into town. 

 "You'll see. You need to suffer to see," he repeated in a snarl. He reached the edge of the forest. He hid in the shadows, his body contorted and soft. His heart began beating harder as he neared her home. A visible aura of green pulsated near his heart.

"Charity will be her end," he gleefully groaned as he made his way to her doorstep and knocked softly. 

She answered from within promptly. "Who calls? Brunis?"

 "No, ma'am. I am in need of assistance," he said, bowing his head to hide his disfigured form. "I have become ill and found my way through the hills. Will you please help a poor beggar?"

 He bit his rotting lip and swallowed the flesh as he anticipated her coming to the door. Silence filled the air as he inhaled and exhaled deeply. The silence was broken as her footsteps grew closer to the door. It opened slightly and Maris looked out to see a man covered in a dark cloak. 

 She reeled for a moment before she walked toward him. "Of course, sir. It is our way. In fact I was on my way back to my fiance's home. I came to get...."

 Christoph stepped to one side, hoping to hide his face from the moonlight. "Fiance, you say?"

 "Yes, Jhonen, of the Red Lion. He's become ill and I am caring for him."

 "Of the Red Lion, you say?" Christoph asked in mock-interest, "No, I've not heard of this clan. I hope he will be well and strong soon."

"Well, thank you, that is quite kind of you to say. Walk with me," she pointed to Jhonen's home, "and I will see to it that you get a warm meal."

"Yes. Yes. Thank you. This Jhonen. Is he a good man?"

 "Rather strange question from a stranger, don't you think?" She stopped and tried to look at his face as he looked away. 

"A hundred pardons, milady." Christoph whispered.

"But, yes, of course he is. He lives for others," she said proudly, "He never places himself before any. Especially his brother, Christoph. In fact, I believe that to be what makes him ill," she exclaimed, "He worries so."

Christoph stopped, clenched his teeth and grunted. "No! Always about him!" he yelled. 

His deformed body lunged at her. She tried to scream but he covered her mouth and pulled her into the shadows. 

"Tell me why he gets everything as if he were a king?!" 

 She knew her captor well. Christoph. She could not speak and the stench coming from his body was too much to handle. Her eyes began to water as she heaved over. She slipped away far enough to kick him from behind. 

"You bitch! He needs to learn!" he caught her and grabbed her neck. "Brother, indeed. My brother
will learn. I'm becoming something greater than he will ever be. With you gone, he'll begin to see. He'll feel pain, finally. At long last, justice has found him!"

 Her eyes shot open as Christoph placed his clammy, rotting hands around her neck. He stifled any sound that wanted to come from her mouth. He squeezed harder. She tried again to kick him, but failed. She clawed at his sores and he cried out pain. She continued to fight but was losing the battle. He looked at the back of her head with hatrid and smiled as he choked the life from within her.

"He doesn't deserve good."

He heard the voices of the spirit laughing in the forest. This pleased him. With one last bit of strength he pressed harder against her neck, and the victory was his. 

 "See? See?" he said. He let her fall to the ground and kicked her lifeless body. "Done. You'll see, brother. You'll see." Christoph looked into the sky and quickly left her body for the solitude of the wood. 

~*~

The town of Vale was in a state of shock and deeply saddened when Maris was found. The citizens gathered around her.

"Who? Who?" Brunis repeatedly cried out. "Jhonen. We must inform him."

He stood from kneeling over Maris' body, now draped, and the entire crowd turned in one direction. Jhonen was standing there, pale and considerably weaker looking than the days before. His eyes were glassed over and he stammered toward them. Brunis ran to him and caught him just before he fell. 

"Maris?" Jhonen pleaded with his hands around Brunis' collar. 

Brunis looked down and closed his eyes, his tears crashed against the ground. "I'm sorry Jhonen. I'm so sorry."

Jhonen moaned and the entirety of his weight fell on Brunis' arms. Brunis was not strong enough to hold him and they fell to the ground together. Jhonen screamed again but gulped and his arm shook violently as Brunis held him. His mouth dropped and his eyes widened. 

"Jhonen?" Brunis yelled. 

 "First Maris, now Jhonen! God be with us all!" A woman standing nearby sobbed. 

Jhonen stopped breathing completely.

"Jhonen!" Brunis yelled and struck Jhonen's chest again and again, but to no avail. 

"No!" Brunis wept. 

The wails became louder and louder, as everyone, some standing, some kneeling now, looked on in mourning and utter disbelief. His lifeless body lay perfectly in death beside his Maris.

~*~

 Deep within the forest, Christoph was in a trance. The spirit hovered above him. He began to speak. 

 "Now he will see. He will feel pain. He deserves to hurt."

His appearance changed even more. His flesh was entirely green and he could no longer see. 

"I am becoming something more. I am becoming something more."

 He repeated those words for hours until finally, night fell upon him. A loud rush of wind surrounded him. The spirit that sat atop the tree appeared just as before, only now it sat next to him. 

"Show him who we are?"

"We are malicious."

"We are leviathan!" 

It roared and formed a shadow. Transformed into a deep emerald color, it nearly matched Christoph's. Appendages that looked like tentacles sprouted from its head and the flesh became harder. The creature had no eyes, only a mouth lined with teeth. It snapped at Christoph and limbs sprouted all over its body before they disappeared into its hide. Tentacles grabbed at the air, each one pointing a different direction. 

The creature took shape quickly. It resembled a misshapen lion, four times one's size, with a snake for a tongue, hissing in and out of its enormous razor lined mouth. It sniffed at Christoph's flesh and lapped at his wounds, tearing large portions of flesh. The beast rumbled a deep, disheartening laugh as it mocked him. 

 "You are nothing. You become nothing. You will never be anything."

Christoph's blinded eyes could not see the beast, yet he felt everything. He froze there with his mouth open, all of his teeth missing. 

"Tell me…what your name, master, is?" he asked, his speech deformed in his weakness.

The beast snapped its teeth again, snarled, and answered with a slithering tongue, "We have many names. There are none we prefer.
Leviathan. Malicious. Schadenfreude. The name of our father, 'Invidios.' It matters not what you call us, as long as you do." The demon walked next to him.

"I am…Envy," it whispered into Christoph's ear.

 Christoph heard the beast trampling around him and turned his ear in each direction. "Envy…of course. Of course," he said, bowing his head. "What will you give?" he asked in a most raspy, distorted voice.

 The beast, Invidios, answered. "Nothing."

 "Bororintis."

 "Nothing."

 As smoke from Jhonen's and Maris' funeral pyre lifted into the heavens, Christoph stood up. The beast laughed again hysterically. "He is dead. The smoke rises to honor them."

"Invidios, leave me now?" he pleaded. 

"Never."

 "You belong to us, dog."

 Christoph wept and felt around the roots he would rest in and stumbled to the opposite side of the tree.

 "You will be left to rot some more."

"We love the rot."

"We will not let you live."

 "We will feast upon your flesh."

His blinded eyes fumbled deeper into the forest. Christoph began to weep. He shed no tears for remorse over what he had done. No, he was saddened that even after Maris was gone and Jhonen was now dead, Jhonen was still receiving attention. This pained him deeply. He wandered beyond the outer reaches of the forest, barely able to step. He grew greener still, with envy…even after the death of his rival.

The demon followed him, tormented him, lapped again at his lesions and laughed. Its tongue left a bloody trail on Christophs back. As the beast backed on his haunches, ready to make a meal of Christoph's body and trap his soul within, Christoph stumbled and heard noises nearby. He cried out for help as loudly as his throat allowed.

"Hey, there! Help! Ho, there!"

The beast jumped on top of Christoph and bit his hand.

 "We will devour you…slowly." 

 Christoph cried out in pain. Two small figures working in the distance heard Christoph's cries and made their way toward the sound of his desperation. They were dressed in ancient dressing, almost colorless, dirtied from toiling in the soil for years and shoes made to stand firm in the softest of soil. In their hands were small blades, forged to work the land.

 "This way, Biell!" yelled the taller figure.

 "Right behind you, brother!"

 The demon, Invidios, leaped from Christoph and bit its jaws at the incoming interlopers. It ran into some deep foliage to conceal itself. Something made this vicious and demonic beast take notice. They reached Christoph's disgusting form and fell beside him. 

"Oh, no. Look at this," Biell whispered. 

 "Good grief," Aliel said in response. He sniffed the air and looked into the sky. "Brother…ad posse ad esse. It is near."

 They looked down at the wretched, boney green man and felt pity, not fear. 

 "I know," Biell said, looking over his shoulder.

 "What is your name?" asked Aliel. "What is it that torments you?" 

"What is his name?" Biell asked louder, as he shook Christoph, who only moaned in pain. Aliel knew what was happening, but he wanted the demon to show himself, and by asking his name, he would. Biell looked again over his shoulder and nodded to Aliel who was also watching behind his brother.

"Aliel!" Biell yelled, hunching and rolling over as Aliel stood with his ax in hand. 

He stood next to Aliel, clutching his spade as well. They were no more than four feet tall and were overcast by the demon that appeared before them. But they stood as though they were giants.

 "I am Envy, you small pathetic creatures. I am going to devour this wretched fool, both his body and soul." The great demon lifted its head and raised its body as high as it could. The beast's tongue slithered inches away from Biell's face.

 "There is nothing for you here, demon! Leave us!" Aliel yelled, raising his ax to Invidios' head. The demon stopped where it stood, appearing unable to move any closer. From the ax, a brilliant light shined, illuminating the area around them. The two small creatures stood ready, as they protected the afflicted Christoph behind their feet. Biell swiped his spade as hard as he could, severing the beast's tongue from its body. Invidios jumped back and screamed in a hundred voices. The snake fell onto the ground and crawled away into the night.

"There is only one that can claim victory over us!" it roared in agony.

 "Absolutum dominium! I know the one who can!" Aliel screamed with all of his might.

"Leave us, vile beast! Return to the resistor! You have no claim here!" Aliel's light shined brighter. It pierced the beast's skin through and through.

 Invidios began tearing away at its own flesh and the black spirit rose high into the night. It screeched a high pitched shrill as the light made its way through its body.

"There is only one that can claim victory over us!" it repeated.

"That he has!" Aliel said to the beast as he lowered his ax. "Let's help this broken man." 

"Surely. I wonder what happened to him," Biell whispered sadly.

"The demon took hold of him, until it was too late. For now, we must tend to him."

Christoph moaned through his words. "Where is…where is malice? Where is…Invi…dios, who seeks to have me, to devour me?"

"No malice here. Only charity. Nothing else. What is your name?" Aliel questioned.

"My name is…Christ…oph…and I," he gurgled.

"You what?" Biell asked.

 "I'm…getting…worse." He reached blindly into the night. Biell took hold of Christoph's wrist, bony and ghastly. 

"This hell beast influenced them to kill the King himself. How could I not know? 

"I tell you this," Christoph mumbled, "rejoice
not when the enemy falls, and let not the heart be glad when we stumble, for the demon will kill us….and he, Envy, has killed the last of the man in me."

Aliel and Biell looked down at Christoph. The moon was blood red, and the sky was now empty of the spirit. Envy did not prevail that night. Charity was the victor.
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Gluttony is an emotional escape, a sign that something is eating us.



—Peter de Vries






  







VI. GLUTTONY

 

Hunger Pains

 

by

Diana Ilinca

 

Everyone knows the concept of a wolf in sheepskin. The monster, rabid and ugly, disguised as innocent and sweet. In this story, another nature of the beast rears its head; for we all know what's under the sheepskin, but none have seemed to wonder, where is the rest of the sheep?


I ask now, is a monster simply created? Is it a suffering that is bestowed at birth? Or can it truly be something that happens at the peak of one's youth? Sadly, the latter is true; or so, I have witnessed.

~*~

Mother has always been an exceptional cook. Every night, my father would be welcomed from work with a feast of kings and none in our home could feel less than fulfilled. She had a way with gravies and knew clever tricks to roasting birds in a way that left the meat falling off of the bone. Even vegetables exuded aromas that would bring wild dogs whimpering at our door for a taste. The village often pestered Mother for advice, but she would not give away the least of her secrets.

The trouble began on a rainy afternoon. I was out hunting in the woods for mere entertainment. It was an exciting day for me as I carried the carcass of a young stag on my shoulders. Hunting for entertainment had turned into pure bliss. It was the best trophy I'd ever managed myself. Father would be pleased and Mother would do something special with it.

Being the small woman I was, carrying that creature on my shoulders was tiring. With a little under a mile between me and my home, I dropped the catch and rested on a damp log. The leaves above dripped water on my tunic hood and I knew I would not stay long. The scent of rain was only strengthening and I knew that a storm was on its way. Then, I smelled it. It was light, yet sparked the churning of my stomach. Mother was already hard at work over dinner.

I picked up the stag and followed my nose as my mouth watered.

"Hello, Mum," I called when I entered our home. The scent of meat and potatoes was overwhelming and I wondered if I would be able to wait for Father to arrive. Mother was in the kitchen with a bowl in her hand, licking an empty spoon. I supposed waiting was no longer necessary.

"Hello, Lyla," she replied with a smile before rising and refilling her bowl.

Something looked different about her.

"Mum? You look...plumper," I said with a giggle.

She looked at me with a frown. "That is no proper way to speak to your mother."

 "Forgive me," I responded, filling my own bowl with her concoction. "I didn't mean it rudely." I paused at the table before tying my hair back and looked up again with a smile. "I've brought you something. A stag. It took no less than two arrows to slow it down, then a quick chase and it was over."

Mother nodded her head as she refilled her bowl for the third time. That was odd, but I pushed that thought away, thinking nothing more of it.

It wasn't long before my father arrived and praised Mother for the meal. Of course. What man could deny anyone a compliment when it came to good food? He was proud of my catch and after dinner, helped me skin and gut it. My mother watched us from the window.

"My dear," Father said with a laugh. "I think we have meat enough to throw away the fat!"

My smile was beaming. I could feel it as pride puffed my chest. It wasn't often you heard a man praise a young girl on hunting. It was, after all, a man's sport in our culture.

A door swung open, startling me and Father. A look of concern wrinkled Mother's features and she studied our hands. "I do hope you were jesting about throwing away the fat. You will not be tossing any of this to the dogs, I hope you realize." Her voice was quiet, but there lingered a subtle sense of something I could only perceive as fear. Father and I passed wordless glances to one another after he reassured Mother he was not being serious and that we would, indeed, keep all that was there before us – even down to the last bone.

Such was simply the appetizer to everything gone wrong.

Over the next few days, Mother spent more time than usual in the kitchen, though there was a change in scene. She spent more time with her mouth full than ever. I wondered if she might be with child, but there was no other sign of such a turn of events. I approached my father about it and he assured me that the possibility of a sibling would not be possible, for he and my mother had not been intimate for quite some time. Apparently, I was late in realizing a change in her.

Father admitted that the troubles began months before. Mother had often directed their conversations to talk of food and drink, as if afraid we were running out and would starve.

"That's how it began, at least," Father said. "The talk of famine eventually died down. I'd hoped she was finished with whatever it was that made her fear such ridiculousness. After all, we'd never been without food or clothing. Our Lord promised to provide clothing and sustenance, as even flowers in a field are provided with such. But, she's gone from talk of negativity to that of what pleasure she takes in eating; that a full belly is equal to what she felt when we first fell in love." Father's gaze fell, his eyes full of misunderstanding. "How can one speak so highly of something as unpretentious as food?"

I could see the sadness in my father's eyes as he shared with me the troubles he'd taken notice of in his beloved wife. Though he spoke openly, it seemed as if he were bottling the vastness of his emotions. The situation was far worse than I suspected.

~*~

Over time, things progressed and I could see that what Father had said before was true. Mother's mind was constantly on food, but, for the two days previous, an obsession of drink had found its way into her. Her body was not taking well to the sudden intake and Mother grew. Though she had changed, it took little more than that for my concern to hit its height. 

One sunny morning, I'd fastened on my boots and made for the door with bow in hand when I grabbed a roll and handful of cranberries from a basket on the table. Just as soon as I'd gotten anything in my mouth, I heard her voice from behind.

"Lyla," Mother snapped.

I spun on my heel in stark reflex. "Yes," I replied.

"You've been taking food out of the house?"

I couldn't tell if she was asking me or accusing me.

"Yes," I said again.

She took a bite of her own roll and shook her head. "I thought I made it clear that I did not want food out of the house." She paused and her nostrils flared as she held back a tantrum I knew was coming. Recently, they'd been coming and going more often than I could count.

"I'm sorry, Mother. I just thought I would get hungry while out on the hunt," I replied, trying to explain.

"What do you not understand, Lyla? We speak the same language."

Unbelievable.

With one long stride, I dropped the food on the table and made my way out of the house.

Sleep was far from me that night. I could no longer look at Mother the way I had before. All that my father had told me seemed clear when I saw her again. Her mind was elsewhere when I asked her about her day. Her eyes seemed darker than usual and she was always so angry.

Come morning, the light broke through the window of my bedroom in white rays. Dust floated about in swirls and swooped like cinders from a fire. It was difficult for me to rise, as the night had passed irksomely slow. Mother and Father had argued in the middle of the night and it was obvious that the argument had come from the kitchen. Silverware had crashed. Drawers had slammed. Through it all, Father had kept his calm, which was rather surprising, considering the screams and accusations that escaped Mother's lips. I could not imagine what could have started such a terrible argument, but I can be no less than thankful that it had not lasted long.

I rose out of bed and readied for the day. I would be hunting again, though more for the sake of having time to myself than for actual sport. My mind was overwhelmed with concern for my mother; and for my father, of course. I pitied him. The woman he once knew was changed, and for something as foolish as food. It seemed pointless. Even so, it brought out a change in Mother that I could never have imagined.

She must be depressed, I thought to myself as I wound through the trees of the wood, brush cracking beneath my feet with every step. I wondered if Father thought the same, or if there was more that he'd kept from me. I couldn't expect him to tell me everything, especially when it came to Mother. I imagined it was more painful for him than for me.

It could not be depression, I decided. Though Mother was often angry, she had occasional spurts of positivity that left her humming about in the kitchen as she ate. She was such a labyrinth; a strain on the mind.

Taking a moment to decide which way I would wander, I realized the silence of the forest. Birds weren't chirping their merry morning melodies as they normally did at that time of day. There was no shuffle in the brush from small critters. I looked up through the canopy and searched the skies. They were clear. 

Then I felt it. 

A thick scent of damp earth filled my nostrils as a breeze kissed my face. By twilight, a storm would arrive and it would be big.

The thought to make my way home pecked at me like an annoying bird but instead, I kept on the path that would lead me further into the wood. I did not want to go home. Mother would be there and I did not desire any sort of exchange with her. The stress and sense of irritation that she constantly exuded was too much for us; my father and myself.

That birthed a new thought. If we would keep away from her, would she even be bothered by our absence? Would she notice?

"What a foolish thought," I scolded myself. "Of course she would. She's not an animal."

Nearly two hours were spent in the forest. My shoulders were beginning to ache with the weight of the bow and quiver. The arrows remained, unmoved; unused. Deer and other game were spotted, but the motivation to bring home a trophy was virtually non-existent. I couldn't imagine Father being willing to help me gut the animal, either.

The time alone was refreshing at the very least, however. The ability to think was drowned in the desire to simply want to go somewhere far away from my arguing parents. Far away from Mother's troubles. That desire was not really even a thought in itself. It was just a sense, attached to my mind, and somewhat like a biological need, like food or water. I needed to keep away, but I knew that I could not. How could I abandon my mother in her greatest time of need?

Thunder had rolled a number of times, but only when it vibrated through the ground did I decide that going home would be best. I stopped in my steps until the vibration was gone and the sound deteriorated into the distance. With a deep breath and the squaring of my shoulders, I turned and made my way back home.

With the first step inside, I sensed something was wrong. There was a strange echo throughout the foyer and no sound from the other rooms.

"Mother?" I called as I closed the door with extra caution to not make a sound.

No response.

I skimmed the living area before I turned to the kitchen and noticed something that caused my breath to hitch in my throat. The door to the food closet was cracked from top to bottom.

"Mother?" I called again, this time with a fresh urgency in my voice. "Where are you?"

I froze when the sound of heavy breathing caught my attention. It was coming from Mother's room. I hurried in search of her, and as I drew nearer, it was obvious that the breathes were in fact sobs. I turned the corner and pushed open the door, setting my gaze on my mother who sat curled on the floor.

"Mum," I gasped, hurrying to her side. "What's happened? Are you alright? Where's Father?" The questions kept pouring from my lips and I became more frantic as my mother wouldn't answer me. "Mum, speak to me! What's happened?"

"He's gone," she moaned. "He's left us. He's gone away..." she paused, breathing in short, quick breathes as if having difficulty grasping air. It took her a moment to finish. "And I fear he may not come back."

Mother's eyes were red and swollen. Apparently, she'd been like this for a considerable about of time. Crimson caught my eye and I dropped my gaze on her hand. Blood shrouded it like an extra layer of skin. Could she be the one who cracked the door? Could she have that kind of strength?

"Mama," I pressed, pushing the thought away. She wasn't attacked, it seemed, which was my prime concern. "Mama, who's gone?"

She pressed her face into my shoulder and I wrapped my arms around her. I'd never seen her so broken. I didn't understand.

"Your father," she whispered. "Your father is gone."

I looked up and blinked away my own tears. She was right. There was no sign of him. But— no. I couldn't believe that he would do such a thing.

"Mother, you're overreacting. He's likely gone out to the village market or hunting," I said.

Just as I finished speaking, the door of the main entrance shut, and a moment later, Father walked into the room. The instant his gaze fell upon us, he hurried to our side.

"What is this?" he asked. 

I looked up at him with a subtle shake of my head, not knowing what to say. Mother had quieted down, but didn't lift her gaze, even when she heard her husband's voice. How odd.

"Darling," Father went on, lifting Mother's chin. Her eyes remained downcast for a moment. "Darling, say something."

Father's fingers recoiled slightly when her gaze snapped up to his. Though I stood to the side, I could still see what surprised him. Her eyes were dark; darker than they'd ever been, and with a scoff, she slapped away his hand, rose to her feet and hurried out of the house.

I ran after her before my father caught my tunic in a fist.

"Leave her," he whispered.

"Leave her?" I repeated. "Father, a storm is coming. She cannot wander about in the woods."

To my surprise and dismay, he waved his hand as if waving away my concerns like they were nothing. His eyes were empty of emotion as he turned and made his way to his bed chamber where he shut the door behind him. How could he be so cold? I looked to the open door as the rain poured relentlessly.

~*~

Days passed and there was no sign of Mother.

The home was empty and lifeless without her. Dust gathered on the small trinkets that jeweled our home; my mother's priceless possessions. The walls slowly lost all sense of security, closing in on us who were abandoned within. As if aware of the troubles in our lives, the darkness of the storm that arrived as Mother disappeared hovered over our small cottage in the woods. Sadness was a boundless companion.

 I'd tried to keep things in line. I'd tried to keep Mother's scent alive. Taking care of the cooking and cleaning, but every time Father would walk by, I'd see the terrible void in his eyes, and all motivation seemed to ebb away like a wave, leaving me a cold, ragged stone on the edge.

Father did not speak. For three days he remained locked away in his room, but for the occasional walk to the window which he would stare out of for hours. His clothes were not changed. There was no interest in food or drink. He was just a body, empty of life and any sign of it.

~*~

Fourteen days had passed and the full moon would be out tonight. Mother was still gone and Father was still locked away. He'd lost weight and was beginning to fall ill. I could hear him coughing the night before.

Sitting on the seat beside the window that looked out over the autumn growth, I rested my head on my folded arms and hummed a tune that Mother did when I was a child. An old Elvish tune that used to sound like a lullaby to me. Now, it seemed like a funeral hymn. I never knew what the song spoke of, but the long, quiet notes seemed fitting for the sense of melancholy that filled the cottage.

The rains had never come to a halt. Not even for a moment. It was as if the skies were mourning with us. The elves of past believed that nature could feel things, like people. The thought was once preposterous to me, but now I found myself wondering. Could the sky cry? Could the woods feel?

I shook the thoughts out of my head and decided I was too lonely and was searching for a sense of presence. How foolish of me.

Rising out of my seat, I languidly made my way to check on my father. It seemed, now, like a chore to speak to him. I found no pleasure in seeing his face any longer, for his eyes never left the ground and his broken heart was on his sleeve. Nonetheless, he needed to be taken care of and he was, after all, my father.

"Papa?" I quietly called through the door before trying the knob. "Papa, can I get you something?"

Please say something.

A moment of silence passed before I turned the knob and opened the door a crack. When I got my head in, I was surprised to find Father standing tall, staring out the bedroom window, eyes wide. I frowned.

"Papa? What is it?"

He shushed me and gestured for me to join him, which I cautiously did. He was unblinking and focused on something, though I could not gather what it could be. The window was blurred with rain water.

"Look there," he said, pushing the tip of his finger on the glass. "Do you see it?"

I stood beside him and followed his gaze with a squint. The brown and white shades of birch and shrub were all I could see as I searched the area. No grass or flowers were to be seen at that time of year.

All at once, something disturbed the wood.

"That," Father nearly shouted. "Do you see it?"

My gaze was focused on the spot that moved. It was a different color than the surrounding woods. A lumbering greyish, green tinted creature, though I could not make out what sort it was through the distorted view the glass offered.

My initial thought was that it could be my mother out there but the creature was much too large. I hurried to the front door and looked out through the windows there. Whatever it was retreated into the woods by the time I decided to open the door for a clearer view.

I stood for a moment on the threshold and wrapped my arms around myself. The air was cool. Winter was coming.

"Excuse me," someone said, the voice coming from above me. I gasped and looked up to find a man on my roof.

"What? Why-who- who are you?" I demanded, stepping out into the rain, away from the visitor. "And what are you doing up there? Come down this instant!"

The man grinned and perched on the edge of the thatch roof. From the light skin tone, I immediately knew the man to be an elf. How curious for him to arrive when just moments before I had been thinking of his kind. No matter. I wrinkled my nose at the man and objected to his sitting on my home.

"Pardon me, but do my words fall on deaf ears? I told you to get down from there!" I continued. 

The man grinned a toothy smile. With perfect teeth like that, there was no doubt he was an elf. He rose to his feet and jumped down, landing nimbly on his feet.

"Good evening to you, too," he replied with a bow.

"This evening will be a good one when you leave our land. Now, off with you!"

The elf didn't move. In fact, his grin only widened.

"I am Soel," he said, holding out his hand. 

How dare he? He knew well that humans and elves did not deal well outside of the great cities.

"I am tired, now be gone." With a shake of my head, I turned to make my way back into my home, but was stopped when the elf called Soel spoke again.

"You had a visitor a moment ago," he said. "Were you aware?"

I looked over my shoulder. I couldn't deny that he gained my interest.

"You saw it?" I asked.

The man nodded and scratched his chin with a dagger that I only then noticed he held in his hand. With him being what he was, it did not frighten me. Elves were stupidly gentle creatures.

"What was it then?" I demanded.

Soel replaced the dagger, turned and walked off.

"Elf! I asked you a question!"

"You know, pointy ears do work better than they say, woman."

What arrogance! What nerve! Who did he think he was speaking to me like that on my land?

"Are you going to answer me or what?"

One side of his lips pulled up into another smile as he said, "Follow me, and find your answers."

"You don't even know me," I pointed out. "How is it you come here, sit on my roof, and invite me on your travels?"

The man cocked his head to the side. "It's true what they say. Humans talk too much." The man paused, and when he saw I was about to respond to him, he continued. "I have been watching this creature for some time now. It happened upon your home again and I was simply following it. Now, you ask what it is and I invite you to come and see for yourself."

"You said 'again.' It happened upon my home 'again.' It's been here before?"

Soel nodded.

"What's it doing here?"

"I've failed to answer that myself. I had hoped you would offer an answer. Thus, reason two that I invite you to come see the creature for yourself."

I stood another moment in silence. I'd been in the house for weeks, watching Father mope about. The elf claimed he'd been in the area. Maybe he had seen Mother. That was enough reason for me.

 I turned with a scoff and called over my shoulder, "I will get my cloak."

When I returned, the elf, Soel, stood leaning on a tree with his arms crossed. His eyes screamed victory and that irked me more than I would have liked. The last thing I needed was an elf to think himself better than me.

"I'm ready," I said, trying to break the silence. I took another step past him, but he grabbed my arm and stopped me.

"What's your name?" he asked.

I flared my nostrils, furious with the fact that he had the audacity to touch me, but at the same time, a mental image of my mother's rage flickered in my mind and I swallowed my anger, remembering why I was willing to go with the elf in the first place.

"Lyla," I said. My voice had fallen quiet and Soel noticed but, to my comfort, he dropped his hand and let me go.

~*~

Five minutes in the woods with an elf, and a human can go mad. Soel was quiet. Too quiet. Everything about him seemed secretive, from the way he answered questions to the light, soundless steps he took behind me. Sometimes I had the sudden sense that I was walking alone, but when I would stop to turn, he would nearly bump into me. It was exasperating. I felt so clumsy.

The rain did not stop, but thankfully, my cloak kept me relatively dry. I could not say more about Soel. He wore a hood but no cloak. His tunic was drenched and the smooth skin of his face glistened with water.

"Are you not cold?" I finally asked him. I hated knowing that I was accompanying someone and not communicating.

"I feel fine," he replied. I gave him nothing more than a fleeting glance, but from the sound of his voice, I knew he was smiling.

Cursed elves. They were always so content with the world.

"We elves," he went on, "take the weather in a much different sense than humans. We're not so particular. Nor sensitive."

"I'm not particular, if that's what you're getting at."

His grin faded into an innocent smile. "No, not at all."

I turned my attention back to the path before me, slowing down so Soel could go first. As I slowed, so did he. Irritated, I turned and looked at him.

"I don't know where we're going, elf," I admitted. "You lead the way."

"A woman walking behind me? That would not be proper," he replied.

I was surprised at his response.

"I care not for elven formalities."

"Right. Of course, but, I do and I have other reasons to keep to them."

An owl hooted, telling us that night was coming. My mind flicked to the thought of being in the woods at night, but my eyes remained on the elf. I couldn't let him notice my discomfort at the thought. He would think me weak.

"I have no weapon on me," I said. "I have nothing to attack you with if I so desired to."

Soel looked me up and down with a raised brow. "I noticed, Lady Lyla. That was your first mistake. Oh, but don't worry; it's a very human mistake to make." He stepped up beside me and offered me his elbow. 

What a horrible man, I thought. With a shake of my head, I rejected his offer and continued walking.

"Where is this creature?" I went on. "Or better yet, what is it?"

"I do feel it necessary that you see for yourself," Soel replied.

"Why?"

"Because it's odd that it loiters around your home so often."

"And what affect could my seeing the creature have on its loitering?"

"Let us wait and find out. We are not far." Soel peered out past the trees. "Lady Lyla, are you handy with the sword?"

I frowned at the elf. What an odd question. "No," I replied, following his gaze. "But give me a bow and my answer is somewhat different."

Soel dropped his bag and pulled out a small bow and a cluster of arrows. "My lady, here's your chance to prove it."

The moment he finished speaking, he slid an arm around my waist and pulled me to the ground. An arrow stuck in a tree not far behind us. We jumped back to our feet and were met by three men; humans. One man had another arrow knocked on his bow, aimed right at us. A second man, one with a long scar running down the right side of his face, wielded a sword at his side. He didn't seem at all in defense mode, but then again, what did I know about battling with a sword?

"What's an elf and lady like that doin' walkin' 'round the woods at a time like this?" The man with the sword asked. Only the left half of his mouth moved when he spoke. I assumed his nerves were sliced whenever he'd been scarred.

"We are simply passing through," Soel replied. His voice was low and thick, and he sounded nothing like he previously did. "We would appreciate you letting us through."

The three men laughed at Soel's request.

"Not before you give us your bag and all that's in it. Oh, and we'll take the lady off your hands, too."

I swallowed hard and could feel my blood run cold. Would Soel let them take me? He didn't know me. There would be no reason to keep me.

"Forgive me, but nothing I carry is of any value to anyone but myself." He paused. "As for the lady, she came with me in good faith that I would not get her killed, so I must keep my word."

That was the first moment I set a long gaze on the elf named Soel.

"Well, then," the scarred man said with a sniff. "I guess I'ma 'ave to be a lit'l more clear." He cleared his throat and dropped his eyes to the ground, then in an instant, he swung his sword over his head and slashed down to Soel. The elf was quick in response, meeting the man's with his own blade. Their faces were none more than inches apart.

Soel smiled.

With a grunt, the man pushed against the elf, and with another swing, met Soel's blade once more in the air.

"Humans," Soel said. His voice was clear cut and his breathes were even. The same could not be said about the scarred man, who was already huffing and puffing.

Movement from the side caught my eye and I immediately knocked my own arrow and sent it to the second armed man who was advancing toward Soel. He let out a shriek of pain when the arrow stuck in his shoulder.

The reverberating ring of the swords rose above the forest and I wondered what creatures of the night would hear it and come searching to quench their curiosity. They would find more fulfillment than only that.

The third man came at me with a short sword of his own and I recoiled in fear as he charged. Just when I expected to be run through, a cry of pain was heard, just before the sound of metal against metal. The latter seemed oddly close, and when I opened my eyes, Soel stood – half crouched - between the third man and myself. I watched in horror as their battle lasted but mere seconds, and the human was slain before my eyes. Soel was the last man standing.

After double checking the life-status of the three men, the elf turned and offered a hand to help me up from the ground. It took a moment for me to accept it.

"Are you alright?" he asked, giving my hand a reassuring squeeze.

I replied with a nod and was embarrassed by my trembling hand.

"It's alright to be frightened," he added, softer this time.

I could do no more than just nod again.

Soel gestured to the path we were walking and I continued on before him.

~*~

We'd walked another two hours before stopping to rest. I didn't expect to be sleeping in the woods that night. Then again, I didn't expect to ever see a man die. Nor did I expect an elf to stand up for my life. But, there we were; the elf named Soel and myself, beside a small fire in a clearing. I'd forgotten, for a time, what I was doing out in the woods with this elf until he spoke.

"Who is it you and your father are searching for?" he asked.

I was completely caught off guard and found myself answering him without thought. "My mother," I said.

Soel dropped his gaze back to the fire with a nod as he stoked it. 

I suppose it was that he saved my life that made the elf worthy of knowing the truth, but I could only assume. I'd decided, though, that I needed to talk about it. Should I have suffered in the quiet because my father refused to speak to me?

"Something's happened to my mother. I cannot say what. She's changed and she left us; me and my father. She's been gone for nearly a moon."

Soel didn't lift his gaze and replied with nothing more than, "I see."

Another quiet moment passed and I regretted having said anything.

"I'm sorry," I said, as I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around them.

"For what?"

It irritated me that he would ask such a question.

"Are you always so sour?" I finally blurted.

That caught his attention and brought his eyes to mine.

"Sour?" he repeated. "I am not sour. I am simply taking in the information."

"Well, you can forget it. The information is mine and should make no matter to you. Thank you for saving my life and fighting for me. That was why I believed you worthy to hear what I had to say, but I suppose that a thank you will suffice. I'll keep things to myself from now on."

With that, I lay on the ground and curled up to keep warm for the night. Soel stood and came to my side where he sat down again and said, "I understand that you are angry and upset about whatever it is that's happened to your family. My response is not what you expect it to be because you do not know me and my kind, but I assure you that you've been heard. Your words do not 'fall on deaf ears,' as you so eloquently put it. 

"Now, I may have seen your mother," he added, gripping my attention. "That is why I'd gone quiet. Does that make sense?"

I quickly rose to his level and nodded. "You've seen her?"

Soel nodded. "I believe I might have and, if you so desire, I can help you find her."

Another emphatic nod and I earned another smile from the elf.

"Please, I will use all the help given me, Soel."

"That's the first time you used this elf's name, Lyla," he said with a grin.

~*~

When the morning light shone on our small camp, I awoke with the immediate concern of what my father must have thought about my disappearance. I'd regretted leaving him without even a word about where I was going, but everything happened so quickly.

He'll understand, I thought as I washed my face in a small brook.

"We're not far from the creature," Soel said from behind.

I responded with a nod and quick smile and then rose to follow him back to our path.

Soel had been awake since just before the sun rose above the mountain tops. He'd caught small game and I helped ready a breakfast for us. It was strange being in the company of an elf. I'd always thought I would be more talkative, curious even, about the elven ways of life and the like. With Soel, though, I found myself quiet and afraid of saying too much; as if he'd find me irritating, not that it should matter.

The air was crisp and nipped at my nose. I could only imagine how foolish I looked with my sun-darkened complexion and a bright red nose embellishing my face. Soel showed no sign of being cold.

Cursed elves. It wasn't fair.

"We have less than a mile to go," Soel said, drawing me from my thoughts.

"Did you know it would take this long?" I asked. "The thing didn't retreat into the woods too long before I met you. No more than moments."

"It's fast," he replied. "Either way, better to come upon it slowly then to arrive on top of it by moving too quickly. I have a feeling it wouldn't like us very well."

I wished he would tell me what it was we were tracking in the first place. My previous attempts at getting it from him didn't work, so I didn't bother trying again. Anyway, he'd said we were close... and he was right.

It happened when we came to the edge of a lake. For a moment, I thought Soel was caught off-guard, but was set straight when, for the second time, I was thrust to the ground by the elf. He covered my mouth with his hand and put a finger to his lips with the other. He crawled over me to some tall grass that could be used as camouflage and I followed suit.

Not a moment later, loud stomps on the earth caught my ear and I soon saw the creature lumbering toward the water. It was eating a rabbit. The sight was a bit disgusting to me, but I was soon distracted by the piece of purple and black cloth that hung from the back of the monster's neck.

"Mum," I whispered. I grabbed Soel's wrist and cried, "That's my mum's!"

I tried to jump to my feet, but the elf grabbed my ankle and pulled me back down. I fought against him, trying more desperately to get up. I had to know what the monster had done with my mother and why it was carrying a piece of her dress. 

"That's my mum's! That thing did something with my mother!" I tried to explain through the sobs that escaped my lips. Soel turned me over onto my belly and covered my mouth.

"No, Lyla!" he hissed in my ear and pointed to the creature. "That is your mother."

I froze and watched the creature in terror as it licked its fingers after finishing the rabbit. When it turned its face in our direction, I saw it. The body was grossly deformed and the beautiful black locks were gone from her head, but traces of Mother's face still remained. My mother had turned into an ogre.

~*~

Mother – no, I can no longer call her that. The ogre that was once my mother, in a time long gone and passed, rested by the lake for a short time. When she moved on, I remained with Soel in the tall grass. He stayed with me as I broke down and wept for the loss of Mum. He remained beside me as I cursed the world for stealing such a vital part of my life. Soel didn't even leave when I fell silent and mourned from within. The elf did not have much to say, but I could feel why he was so quiet. He knew from the beginning.

Long moments passed and my blood eventually cooled. The sun was scant hours from setting by the time I found strength to speak again.

"What were you doing around my home in the first place?" I asked him.

He stared at his hands and sighed. "I'd only seen her after her change. I was traveling and came across her path, wondering what an ogre was doing in the vicinity. After following her the first day, I'd seen her attachment to the home. I saw your father standing in the window and I pitied him, so I remained, waiting for an opportunity to settle your minds and let him know what happened. I didn't quite expect you, though. I had no idea a woman was even in the home."

I licked my lips. They were so dry. With one sweeping glance of the area, I crawled to the water's edge to drink. Again, I didn't even hear Soel when he rose to his feet and waited for me to join him.

"Are you ready to go back home?" he asked.

Back home. It would hardly be a home without my mother. I wasn't sure I could ever be ready for going back to what I knew was waiting for me; my father, alone with a shattered heart. But he needed me and I needed him.

"Soel," I began as we made our way back.

"Yes?"

"Why did it happen? Why an ogre?"

As the elf took a moment to find the right words, I took a sidelong glance and studied him as he readied his answer. He was a beautiful creature. Golden hair ran down half the length of his back. A sharp, angular nose and face was perfectly symmetrical and his skin was so ridiculously clear that I was embarrassed about my sun spotted complexion.

"She lost sight of what was important," he finally said. "When one takes all one has for granted and uses it for selfish purposes and pleasure, nothing but a monster can come of it. An ogre, as you probably know, is a monster that lives to quell its own sense of hunger. Hunger is a part of nature and nature cannot be defeated, so the monster grows, all the while becoming more focused on its hunger. It's a terrible cycle, and if any man reaches a place in his or her life where nothing matters but self-pleasure, the monster is born and it's only a matter of time for something to spark the change."

I turned my gaze down to my feet and thought back on Mother. The notion of losing her husband must have been what sparked her change. That was the first and last time I'd ever seen her cry with so much heart. I wondered if she would remember anything of her life, but I feared asking. It would likely be better to live on not knowing.

"At least," Soel said, drawing me from my thoughts, "she is not dead and she does not suffer. You can rest assured."

"It is still heart breaking, knowing that my mother, as I knew her, is gone. My father no longer has the wife he loves. Our lives will change. She was – " I wondered if I had to bother finishing that thought and when Soel offered his elbow once again, I knew I did not.

"Life changes for everyone, in different ways. You and your father will gain your strength and find a way. It is a sadness that you will both carry within for the years to come, but it is also a memory."

"I refused to believe the rumors that elves were so intelligent," I said with a sigh. "You are something, Soel. And I thank you. I cannot imagine where I would be now if you hadn't been with me."

The elf's response of a silent smile was enough for me as we walked on and with a deep breath and a fresh vision of the life before me, I took the quiet moments to meditate on my life and what would come of it. I wondered if my mother's gluttonous tendencies were something to be passed down through generations. I hoped and prayed against it.

~*~

Thirteen years have passed now. Soel moved on in his travels, though comes by to visit every year or so when his path crosses ours. My views on the elven kind have somewhat changed, thanks to him.

 I still see the ogre that was once my mother, come by our home. Father and I keep our distance and pretend we do not see her, but I cannot play ignorant. I know that he still stands by the window in his bed chamber at night and watches for his beloved; his beloved who lost sight of what is important.
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 Thou seest how sloth wastes the sluggish body, as water is corrupted unless it moves.



—Ovid






  







VII. SLOTH

 

Claim Your Fate

 

by

Michelle Anderson Picarella

 

Huddled together in the freshly tunneled underground, with crumbled soil caked below foot and knee, the brethren waited, rapt. Echoes of music and laughter from above scarcely muddled the scavenging prayer of Mother Vicar as she addressed the army. In abeyance, the troops of the night knelt before the two of us. Yet, my eyes remained open as she blessed the mortal souls of our kind, as well of those who had condemned us to this life of lurking beneath them. Mumbling from the far end of the crowd drew my attention, and that of a few other of my fellow Dwerger.

"Lusk." My lips formed his name.

Fully believing that The Dreamers, my sweet Gods, created every being to fulfill a purpose, I had become certain that Lusk was created to test my patience and virtues. His cracked lips muttered his own blessings from The Dreamers, a blessing revolving more so around the needs of his own bloodline pod than the actual Dwerger risking their lives to supply each of us with much needed supplies.

While the brethren clinched their eyelids and concentrated on Mother Vicar's words, I allowed my lungs a great breath of air as I concentrated as well, ignoring the twitch forming behind my eye as Lusk continued his verbal splatter of blasphemy.

"With The Dreamers, be shielded." We closed the final words of the prayer in unison.

Mother Vicar vanished with the army, leaving mounds of soil behind as they crashed through the ground above. I remained inside of our tunneled existence. The depths of my fate as second-in-command required me to tend to those unable to scavenge the land. Some were healing from previous raids. Some carried the unborn. Then there were Lusk and his pod. Besides his male spawn, Mertio, not one from the Lusk pod dared to produce a viable asset toward our cause. 

Each being among us carried the ability to master various amounts of skills kissed upon our souls by The Dreamers. Lusk, as well as his mate, Mopus, were masters of their nothingness. Their female spawn, Bosh, seemed to have also mastered their skill, as well as the craft of obsessive breeding. A large portion of the younger spawn belonged to her. She had already created enough to account for two pods and carried an unborn inside of her much experienced womb. 

This was not convenient when our species had no choice but to dwell beneath the land. It never seemed to be a concern to them. I pulled the hood of my dusted cloak well over my head attempting to avoid any conversation with Lusk or Mopus and made my way past to tend to those needing assistance returning to their pods.

"Bless the Dreamers that this group should return with finer goods than those of the last raid." Lusk's oblong belly jiggled as he bounced into the middle of my path.

"Who be us to bless our own Gods?" My lips tensed, yet I hoped that the joking tone of my voice did not outweigh the truth of my words.

"Mopus needs the calming herbs for the pain in her head and I favor the taste of something sweet before my hunger should eat away at my flesh."

I looked below his exposed belly to observe the infected scabs along his legs and feet. The flesh around his toes had turned the color of coal since I last shared a two person supply of medicinal oils with him.

"Lusk, be it not the lack of sweets that should eat away at your flesh." My eyes fluttered along with the twitch. "The oils not cleared your scabs well enough, it seems."

He chuckled, showing the crackling lines of his lips in a guilty smile. "I rubbed the oils along my flesh for one day, Brother Harve."

"Why for only one day?" 

"I was left with no choice but to trade the oils with another pod, Brother," he shrugged.

"No choice? There are always choices." I walked around Lusk, bothered by the lack of care he allowed himself. "What's more dire than keeping your legs connected to your body?"

Lusk followed behind me into the narrow halls of our subterranean village. Mopus joined beside him with several of Bosh's spawn lingering behind her. The little ones wreaked havoc while making their way past pods, knocking over containers of water and various belongings within their grasps. Dwerger before us guarded their items from the destruction of the young ones as they neared.

"For Bosh." Lusk's pause to think of a reply assured me that his was not a trade of dire need. He continued, "Bosh needed new linen to cover herself. She has tripled her normal nesting size with this unborn."

"What pod would dare ask for that amount of oil in exchange for simple linen to cover the flesh?" I found myself rather upset that one of my own pods would take advantage of even the likes of the Lusk pod. Well prepared to obtain the remaining oils from this pod, I demanded the calling of their name. "Tell me now."

"Well, Brother Harve," the direction of his voice behind me bounced off the floor. His head must have hanged lowly for that to occur. "It was a bit more than simple linen. A fine sort of smoothness was needed. Bosh deserved a bit of happiness and she has been so down lately. This unborn is draining her."

"I see." Beyond my reply, I found no words of kindness or understanding to impart. Assuming nothing should be spoken if not in kindness, I remained silent as I walked into the nesting pod.

Several females lay weak against the coolness of the damp dirt. Birthing below ground also allowed little room for sanitary nesting and births. Our females were kept close to the healers during the final stages of nesting. Many unborns and females did not survive this phase. In the left nook of the pod, Bosh stretched her silken covered body in comfortableness. I began my visit with a prayer before I visited each nesting female and provided them with what comforts I could spare.

Lusk and Mopus hovered around Bosh. I assumed she would waste no breath in telling me her wants and whimpers. With her attention wrapped around the two of them, I swiftly skirted out of the nesting pod and continued my rounds through the wounded and those requesting final blessings from sickness, injuries, and old bones. Mother Vicar would return with the green berries needed to allow our dire to not suffer their endings long. Getting their final blessings out of the way would allow their last moments to be private with only their pod to witness.

~*~

Raid nights were the longest. Each moment ticked along with the beating of my heart as it seemed for most every Dwerger confined below. Silence dominated the short run of words that were said aloud. As I made my way back toward the return hub to wait for Mother Vicar and her army, a loud chuckling bounced through the halls near the nesting pod. Only one being contained such a cackle. Only one pod could find the time to relax during a raid. Lusk.

Mertio was above us in battle. Mertio spent each raid in battle, hoping to hold on to some dignity for the Lusk pod. He carried the weight alone, and below, his pod remained in good spirits of laughter as if his very life were not on the line. "With The Dreamers, may he be shielded," my eyes pointed toward the heavens above as I silently prayed for the youngster.

A team of healers stood by the opening Mother Vicar had created near the raiding village. Supplies of fresh water, healing herbs, and flesh-mending tools filled a temporary emergency pod for those who should return needing immediate attention. Their crimson robes seemed to carry such an elegant appeal next to mine, the color of tree bark. Their color choice had nothing to do with elegance, though. The crimson tint only hid the old saturated stains of blood from our fellow kind. The healers were a blessing to us each day, them serving as our personal hands of the Gods after a raid. I nodded to show my devoted gratitude as I took my place near them. 

Dust coated my lashes as the raiders trampled through the hole toward us. I pulled the hood of my cloak a bit further over my eyes as they burned with dryness. I carefully noted each face as the swarm piled in, checking off one by one those who were fortunate enough to return. The severely injured were sought after by the healers. The army of Dwerger were honorable when it came to not putting oneself in front of another. The ones with less damaged flesh made their way down the gnarled halls of the village and waited for small medicinal repair in their pod.

The swarm thinned as time passed. Pauses with no one coming through the hole left me without breath until I saw another face. Because Mother Vicar was always the last to enter, I never considered a missing face as a claimed fatality until I saw her. Too much time had passed though, I thought of Mother Vicar and Mertio. The healers noticed the absence of them as well. Worried eyes pondered one another across the room. I avoided each one of them. My eyes could offer no comfort.

Most of the injured had been patched and returned to their pods. Those unable to return were sent to the healing pods near the nesting area. The healers kept close eyes on their patients. Only three healers remained near as I waited for Mother Vicar and Mertio. Silently, I prayed. Endlessly, I prayed. My attention broke from my devotional only for the sound of falling soil inside the hole. I pushed in front of the healers as they neared the opening. 

"Mother Vicar?" I called out into the hallowness.

Only my voice echoed. The healers backed away with what appeared to be growing concern that what may be entering the hole could possibly be a foe that had discovered our colony. The healers were masters of their craft, but their dedication to medicine and herbs left them frail and feeble, not suited to battle, or even protecting themselves. A dragging sound neared through the hole. Frozen, I listened. 

"Mother Vicar?" I called again.

"Come to us!" a voice called out. "I have her!" 

It was not a taunting voice. The tone bellowed with exhaustion and pain. It was Mertio. Through the blanket of his agonizing tone, I could barely tell that it was him calling to us. The healers pushed by me, disappearing into the hole as I collected my thoughts and breathed a sigh of relief that the last two unaccounted for were safely home. Well, they were home at least, which was well beyond what my worst fears had assumed a moment before.

Two Crimson Robes made their way back into the dim light of our entry pod. Mother Vicar lay limply as one carried her shoulders, the other carried her feet. A line of blood fell from the side of her mouth as well as from the eye on the same side. The only sign of life she carried was the rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. The healers' faces did not shed a somber tone. Their expressions always carried a grand insight on who could be saved and who could not. My heart allowed itself to beat. 

Mertio hobbled in, dragging his left foot limply as the final Crimson Robe carried what weight of the young solid frame that his withered old bones could sustain. Judging by the gashes and bruises that covered his flesh, he had obviously taken a thicker lashing than the Holy Mother, but at least he was of conscious alert. Propping myself underneath his free arm, the Crimson Robe and I carried his battered bones into the treatment pod. My lips rambled a prayer to The Dreamers as we lay him across the makeshift resting frame next to Mother Vicar. Mertio's ear-shattering wail wafted loudly through our underground village as the healer stretched his leg flat across the frame. 

Mertio returning injured was by no means a rare occurrence. He was one of our bravest scavengers and had thrived on unplanned risks. I often wondered if he would scavenge with hopes of dying, leaving Lusk and Mopus with no choice but to consider him a hero and an asset to their pod. I'd thought about taking him in as my own pod, though I knew it would be improper. I reached for his satchel.

"Leave it be." Mertio grabbed me and pressed my wrists firmly.

"I must remove it, Mer." I patted his firm grip. "Must have you bare to view your wounds."

His sable eyes tensed. I knew his crime. Once again the boy had sought after the cravings of Lusk above his given tasks; a crime he had been punished for on occasion. With a faint sigh, I released his precious satchel and leaned close to the lobe of his ear.

"Dreamers be the only hope of you should Mother Vicar suffer for your pursuit of sweet delicacies to line the bowels of Lusk." My back straightened above him.

"Well aware of what I face, Brother Harve." His cheeks dimpled beside his grin. "Not be it of your place to protest."

"Your crimes are not your own." I pushed his long golden strands away from his face. "You have no loot to show for yourself."

"To serve my pod," Mertio nodded, "be that my right and duty."

"Not at the price of another's well being," I reminded. "The entire clan comes before a single pod."

"Not in need of harsh words, Brother." His face rolled away from me. "I shall get plenty of lashing for my injuries and being unable to scavenge."

I knew what he meant. Mertio would become even more useless and unworthy in the eyes of his pod now that he would be out of commission for the next few raids. Lusk and Mopus would have no one to seek out their desires lingering above the soil. Understanding that Mertio was not thinking clearly, it still shocked me that his main fear of punishment was the belief that he would be shunned from his pod.

"Mer, you could be very well banished from the clan should Mother Vicar not fully recover from whatever ambush you created." My voice shivered through the firmness I tried to convey. 

"Blame?" The Crimson Robe pushed his chest as Mertio attempted to raise from the frame. "No blame lay on my will!" I watched my reflection in the darkness of his eyes as they bulged from his sockets. "My deeds were finished when I heard her cries! I couldn't leave the Holy Mother!"

Solid and lost in thought, I froze as I pondered his claims. Mother Vicar was not only our spiritual leader, but a natural in battle. She was our Alpha. The Holy Mother knew not only to protect our clan, but herself as our chosen leader. She had scavenged the upper crust of Loci more times than I could count. What could have happened?

Instead of pressing Mertio any further, I edged my way over toward the frame where Mother Vicar remained silent. The Crimson Robes huddled tightly, excluding me from every direction. It was more important that they concentrate on the Holy Mother than my attempts to peek at her injuries. Should Mother not awaken to confirm his story, Mertio would very well face banishment by the clan, or worse yet, his demise. I crouched in the corner against the red clay walls allowing the Crimson Robes their space with the patients. The lashes of my eyes weighed heavy until I could hold them open no longer.

~*~

My dreary eyes opened, focused only on the rouge toned burlap brushing against my knuckles. The Crimson Robe helped me onto my feet. The two others had been dismissed, as well as Mertio. I felt Mother Vicar gazing at me. I rushed to her side and dropped to my knees by her frame. Her jagged smile eased my worry.

"Mother Vicar," I pleaded, "must you always place the life of our sacred leader on the line in order to protect a single scavenger?"

Her wrinkled flesh stretched as she smiled. "It was but that single scavenger that saved the sacred leader." She rubbed the back of her hand against my cheek. 

Dumbfounded, I lowered my brow to her. The Crimson Robe grumbled beneath his breath, forbidding my attempt to scold her. With a nod, my expression softened. Her solid raven eyes, still glazed with weakness, peered into mine. I could understand her without a word spoken. Yet, I still needed to know the story. I needed to justify Mertio as a hero and not a hazard. His pod owed him respect, as well did our entire clan.

Mother Vicar desired more rest, however. Her injuries were deep. The Crimson Robe refused further questioning for the time being. I had to seek out Mertio. He was not with his pod. 

They remained in the nesting pod. Bosh had obviously given birth to her newest spawn as her sibling scavenged and saved our leader. Lusk and Mopus had not even searched for him when he did not return swiftly to them after the scavenge. I blessed the newborn and continued searching for Mertio. He was not in the nook that his pod occupied. The emptiness of the nook was overcome by the overabundance of pure filth. 

Holding my breath, I made my way out of their nook. Sniffing myself as I walked down the winding halls of our village, I was comforted in knowing the stench had not seeped into my dressings. Further on, I could hear the screams and cries from within the nook where Bosh lived with her pod. I knocked, but remained unheard over the rowdy small ones inside. I allowed myself through the doorway, dodged and ducked objects as they were tossed around with disregard to anyone or anything that may be damaged. Mertio, bruised and battered, lay on the floor with several of Bosh's spawn jumping and pulling on him as if he were just another play thing for their amusement.

"Mertio, a talk is due," I yelled to be known over the noise.

"Be my attention not occupied fully by your eyes?" his sarcasm bellowed.

The small ones of our village were a soft spot for me. I often enjoyed using my free time to play with them, help them, and teach them the virtues of the Dwerger. Though, these young ones had been untamed for too long. Their snarky voices compared to the shrills of the horned monsters above and they seemed as equally possessed with darkness. I often thought that if any ancient Dwerger acted as this pod did, I could fully understand, well beyond the white missing from our eyes, why our kind was banished into the bowels of the land. 

I refused to raise my voice and only smiled at the children to gain their attention. One of them stuck a tongue out at me. Another used a hand gesture that I did not understand beyond the fact that it was not intended for politeness. Mertio laughed at me. I suppose I would have done the same. He pushed off the floor and brushed the dust from his torso. He growled like a mighty Dragon as he lunged for the small ones. The rumbling startled me as much as it did them.

They did not fear him. His was a tender heart beneath the gruff exterior. He pinned the group into the corner and pressed them against the wall until the fight of kicking and screaming had exhausted each of them. He shushed them a final time before he allowed his arms to relax enough for them to move. 

"Brother Harve has a need to speak to me," his tone softly asserted. "You will remain calm and still should you expect your rations this evening. I could very well consume them myself."

Silence filled the nook as the young ones realized well enough that they could be put to sleep with grumbling stomachs. Mertio turned to me as he brushed his long tangled locks from his face. He led me into an unlit area where a small table of tree bindings hugged the wall. I pulled a stool beneath me. Mertio sat on the stool beside me and flicked small bugs and rodents from the table top. I humbly pretended not to notice.

"If Mother Vicar wishes me to take the blame for the attack, I am honored to serve her." Mertio seemed well aware of my visit.

"Willingly, you would call yourself the cause of her injuries?" I raised my brow. "No need for force from the muscles?"

"I have no need to take any more lashings this week," he chuckled. "It is my duty to protect the Holy Mother in any form that I may be blessed to carry."

"I am not here to ask such burdens from you, child." I leaned my elbow against the sticky table. "I simply wish to know the happenings of the scavenge. What went wrong?"

"First, I must confess," his head bowed before me, "I did seek out the sweet desires of my Lusk and Mopus. I was victorious in this search."

His hand reached into his clothing. A small linen wrapping, he placed into my hands. The sweet aroma of warmed fruit tickled the inside of my nose. It had been ages since I had tasted fruit without rawness. My mouth watered as I forced myself to slip the sweet into my cloak. It would be sent for the ill needing the natural sugars. Sugars that did not mesh with the large indulged frame of Lusk. Such sweetness could only make him larger and more weak. Mertio often pleaded with his maker about this. Lusk treated him as if he were a simple mind after his edible treasures. 

"Forgiven, Mertio," I lay a kiss against his forehead. "Time to explain the scavenge to me."

The strong young lad lost himself in the details of the evening. He began his tale from the prayer that I was present for. He apologized for Lusk's rambling prayer which had interrupted Mother Vicar and her own blessing. Then, he gave me an in-depth account of the horror that awaited the Holy Mother above ground.

"It was an easy scavenge for all of us, which should have been our warning. All of our typical needs seemed to be placed in the open beams of the moons-light. Most of us grabbed our bounty and returned down the hole swiftly. I had gathered my list of items for the night in a matter of moments. Looking back, I knew better than to search out the sweet inside of their homes, but with so much time to pass for a normal scavenge, Dreamers bless me, I owned the chance. Had I not, I would have never stumbled across them."

"Across them?" I leaned in with full attention.

"The winged ones. They had Mother Vicar. They laughed. They taunted her as she fell to her knees, wounded. Blood dripped from her face as they kicked and slapped her. The male winged one mocked our faith. He spit in her face and teased her for thinking that the Dreamers blessed the Hollow tree berries after the dual eclipse. We know what healing power they hold. Yet, he taunted her. Mother Vicar snarled and snipped at their fingers as they beat her. She was not weak, only defenseless against them both. The female winged one fluttered about, her hair blowing in the night breeze, claiming the land. Damning us. Calling us the Dreamers' mishap. That is when Mother Vicar snapped."

"I can not imagine the Holy Mother losing her wit." I turned away.

"Mother Vicar did not lose her wit. She truly thought she could defend herself. She darted toward the female, catching her foot before she flew too high. Mother Vicar snatched her down and snapped one of her wings from her back with her bare hands. The female screeched in pain. The male pounced on the Holy Mother from behind, choking her. I could see her flesh turning blue. She was losing the battle. I darted from the shadows of the trees, but he heard the limbs snap beneath my feet before I could assail him. His hand reached for a dagger tied near his waist and he stabbed my shoulder twice. Mother Vicar battled with the wounded winged one. She bit her and the female yelped. The male turned to stab Mother Vicar. I chased after him, jumping and planting my feet against his spine. Before I realized what I had done, I ripped both of his wings from his shoulders down to his lower back. His blood splattered my face, making me look more injured than I surely was. It was during my attack that Mother Vicar grabbed his dagger and slit both of their throats to put them out of their misery. Sadly, the faster we raced back toward our hole, the weaker she grew. I carried her until I had sight of the Crimson Robes."

Stunned, I silently went over his story inside the walls of my own mind. Mertio struggled to read me and as I parted my lips to speak, the door to the nook flew open. Lusk and Mopus danced into the room. The small ones rushed to them, their silence broken. 

Staring straight into Mertio's face, they seemed not to notice his injuries. Mopus bragged over the beauty of Bosh's newest spawn and how strong Bosh was to deliver another so soon after her last. Lusk passed right by us, plopping onto the floor to play with the young ones. Mertio smiled and nodded as his own mother told of her excitement. I waited for her to notice her child's battered flesh. She never took a breath between words long enough to notice. I cleared my throat for interruption. 

"Mertio fell into an ambush during the scavenge this evening." I pointed to his wounds.

"Oh, you look horrible!" his mother gasped, seeing his injuries for the first time. "Did you make it back in time to feed them?"

Mertio's head fell in shame. "I have not fed them."

Mopus sighed as she stomped away. I repeated my news to Lusk. He nodded without looking our way as he continued playing with the young ones. Mertio shrugged his shoulders as he gathered the night rations for each of them. I walked toward Lusk. I leaned beside him and continued my words. 

"He saved the life of the Holy Mother this scavenge," I informed him as my lips tightened. "She fell into a plotted ambush. Had he not been intent on seeking out your sweet, she would have been alone in her demise."

Lusk's attention drew toward me. "The Dreamers do work in mysterious ways." he excused his request for illegal scavenging. "So my Mertio served me well." 

"Actually, he turned in the sweet for the ill and the faint." I held my head with pride in the young Dwerger.

"Oh," Lusk shrugged. "Is there a reward or extra ration provided for the life-saver of the Holy Mother?"

"There is only the undying pride in knowing that one has served well." My eyes smiled toward Mertio.

Lusk chuckled. "Doubts assured that will trade well in the village."

 Shocked by his greediness, I bit my tongue to stanch the harsh words my mind gathered to spout at him. My heart knew better. Harsh words would offer nothing for Mertio, as well. I turned to walk out of their nook. In passing, Mertio nodded a silent gratitude, for which, I adored him even more. 

"Mertio is banned from the next two scavenges due to his injuries," my voice yelled politely as my back faced the pod. "Someone from your pod must replace him until then."

I made my way to the door. Even the young ones remained silent during my exit. Well aware as I was that my ruling would upset Mertio, it would roust Lusk into mandatory responsibility. Mertio well deserved the rest. I made my way toward my small lonely pod and allowed myself rest before checking on Mother Vicar again.

~*~

A vast span of time passed until the next scavenge. I had agreed with the Crimson Robes that we should hold off until Mother Vicar was fully healed. Her aged bones were taking longer to heal than we had anticipated. Our rations and supplies dwindled well below the levels of comfort. I had no choice but to take action. I set a meeting in the entry pod for the coming evening.

Most of the clan gathered promptly. I saw fear in the eyes that focused on me. I began with a prayer. The Crimson Robes gathered by each side of me as I announced that I would be leading the next scavenge. The clan seem pleased. During the cheer and praise, Lusk and Mopus made their way through the crowd to stand near Mertio. 

Lusk appeared a bit too relaxed for someone about to scavenge for the first time in ages. At that point, it occurred to me what was the cause for his calmness. Such time had passed since the last scavenge, he must have been assured that Mertio was well healed to the point of claiming the scavenging spot for their pod. Lusk would be partially correct in that assumption, however. Mertio was of clear health. It simply seemed unjust. Luckily, that injustice would not stand this time.

"Unlike the usual scavenges, we are dire in our supplies," I announced. "Be it possible to plot multiple raids in a short span, but I see a better way."

The crowd silenced when I announced the first change in mission ever known, although it was needed, considering the plotted attack on the Holy Mother. A moment passed before I collected my thoughts well enough to deliver a half-planned mission that came across as fully-plotted. This was my first time taking the lead of the clan. I had to appear self assured in order to keep their confidence. Lusk and Mopus conversed about other happenings, obviously of more importance. Mertio eased forward to hear my words, since he assumed himself the only one in his pod this mission affected.

"Multiple missions would not be as sly as what I have in mind. By the third mission, they would expect us, and we could all fall into a trap such as our own experienced Holy Mother," Firm hand gestures accented my words. "We take but one scavenge and take well beyond what we need to survive. Not only to restore our stock, but to remind the land dwellers that though they had the power to banish us, we conformed, we were not conquered. We must show our strength. Strength in numbers."

Expressions became confused. Whispers before me, I was losing the attention of the clan. Sweat gathered along my face. A Crimson Robe nudged my spine. I had to finish. I could not back down.

"Three units from each pod must prepare for what can only be called an attack. Should less than three well-aged Dwerger not exist in your pod, only one may remain behind to look after small ones or to carry name-sake should no one from your pod return."

The clan noted my seriousness. No one questioned the plan. The Crimson Robes began a wave of cheer and applause. Having the healing ones behind me spoke louder than having the muscle's support. 

"This mission must not fail. Each scavenger will be provided a detailed list before resting time. Study it. Master it. Work with your pod to bring back nothing less that you are enlisted to obtain." I locked my eyes onto Lusk's. "Not attending without just cause will result in instant banishment from your pod, from our clan. A punishment of becoming a wondering nomad with a target surrounding you as you walk the above ground as, what the others consider, the damned."

Lusk gulped. I watched Mertio's eyes bulge as he realized that the others in his pod would protest and could very well choose to become nomads before the scavenge occurred. With a chant of prayer led by the Crimson Robes, I made my way through the crowd. Lips remained silent during the chant. The eyes that followed my path through the crowd spoke much louder than any words could have possibly managed. Fear of such an unheard of attack and understanding for the purpose of my plan beamed from the coal-glazed eyes that encircled me. A firm grip restrained my shoulder.

"I carry the strength of two, possibly three Dwerger," Mertio's eyes pleaded. "Easily, I could obtain the lists of just as many."

"Bless you, young heart." My lips stretched in an understanding grin. 

I patted his hand as I walked away. There was no need to argue with Mertio. His will and dedication to his pod were only second to his faith. I could never risk losing such an asset to our clan by allowing him to carry the burdens of several. Lusk simply nodded as I passed through the edge of the crowd. 

~*~

The winding halls of my home felt similar to a labrinyth as my mind raced with plans for the unprecedented raid. I paced well ahead of the crowd toward my pod. I shut and latched my door swiftly, taking a deep breath as I realized I was alone. Mother Vicar would hear of my first move as a temporary leader. There was not a single bone inside of my tensed flesh that thought she would approve. No other option existed. I needed to think of my responses to her obvious questions. 

Why so many scavengers? Is this a plot of necessity or one of vengeance? How will the winged ones retaliate to this attack? How do I plan to prepare my own clan for battle before we fully run out of supplies?

My head started to spin. This all seemed well plotted in my mind before I announced to the masses that this was the plan. Even lacking the answers to all of the questions that raced through my mind, I saw no alternative. I fell on top of my slumber frame. I didn't feel the need to think anymore. Prayer was all that could offer a slight comfort to my soul.

The dryness that consumed my mouth appeared to be the only cause for my waking. I swallowed several times, trying to loosen the stiffness in my throat. My eyes still carried weight. I forced them open, unsure of how much time lapsed since my sobbing prayer led to my exhausted resting. My bones creaked as I stretched into standing.

The hallways outside my pod echoed with nothing other than silence. My stomach churned. I had promised to deliver the lists of scavengers and items to obtain before resting time. The silence assured I had already failed my first promise as a leader. My feet stumbled over one another as I darted toward the door. Throwing the latch up, I swung the door open.

Mertio stood on the other side of the door. I gasped in shock of seeing another awake. His fist balled in the air as if he were about to knock against my door. Time did not allow his pleading. I pushed him out of my way.

"Wait!" he begged.

Against my better judgment, I stopped mid-run. Silently allowing a sigh, I turned to him with my head held lowly. The dirt dusted up beneath his talon-like toes as he came toward me. My head raised to meet his eyes. His wore sadness and concern.

"This is about my Lusk," he admitted with his hands held out to his sides.

His posture showed agitation with me. Mertio knew I had little time for hearing his case again concerning his desire to carry the weight for his pod in the scavenge. My heart felt for him. Throwing my arm over his shoulders, I cuddled him into a half embrace as I prepared myself to listen to the burdens on his own heart.

"I know my pod is less than favored by the others in this clan." His eye focused on the dust clouds of dirt around his heavy steps. "I have tried to pull extra weight in hopes of our pod becoming less hated, but I am sure there is more that I could and should be doing."

"No one has said that your pod is less favored, dear Mertio." I pulled him closer.

"You may have not spoken these words aloud, Brother Harve." He shrugged. "Thought them, I am sure. Others openly speak what your faith will not allow you to say each day."

"I can speak to the others. Remind them of our morals."

"No." His back stiffened under my arm. "This is not what I am asking of you."

"I can not give you what you ask of me, Mertio." My voice grew hoarse as I whispered through the dryness of my tongue. "Dare I allow one pod to conform to their own laws as I demand all others to obey with pride?"

"I do not debate your logic and leadership, Harve," His lip quivered. "I dare not ask for Lusk. I ask for me."

"I see you as my own son in many ways, Mertio, but do not ask me to bend the laws of the clan for the worries of your heart."

"He is not well." Mertio fought tears as they pooled in the corners of his eyes.

I began walking again, leaving Mertio behind. I was aware of Lusk's failing health. For years, I spent my spare time checking on him in between visits from the Crimson Robes. I had pleaded with him to take care of himself. For his sake. For the sake of his young ones.

"The skin casing of our souls, this is a gift from The Dreamers. Our Gods give us but one casing for our soul. When we neglect our skin, our bodies, we neglect the purpose given to us by The Dreamers." I continued walking.

"Infection seeps well into his flesh," Mertio chased behind me, "unfit for scavenging."

"We've had other scavengers troll above ground with far heavier injuries." I paused to look at him. "What of the oils for his infections?"

"You know well what happened to the oils, Brother Harve." 

"Yes." I continued walking. 

The narrow hallway opened into the grand space of the ration pod. My nerves eased for a moment as I realized the majority of the clan was crowded inside the pod. Many of them collected their meal rations to take home near the back wall. The male clansmen horded near the middle of the pod. Although the fact that a gathering of this proportion could only be due to my announcement, I found myself to be more consumed with the relief that I had not over-rested. Time had not passed as I had assumed.

Much work set before me with having to create a list of able scavengers from within the pods as well as creating a list of goods to obtain for each of those chosen scavengers. My mind had decided to avoid the meeting of the males and get to work. Then, I heard his voice. I motioned for Mertio to follow me through the crowd of males for a better earshot.

"Times have been hard on our kind. Mother Vicar has seen better days. Our fate is settled inside the palms of Brother Harve now, and be it his will for us, able or not, to reach beyond the dignified realms of scavenging and thrust into battle." Lusk paused as he noticed Mertio and I edging toward the inside circle.

"Look at his infections." Mertio pointed to the rotting raven flesh of his father's toes as Lusk stumbled across his words in my presence.

His infections had grown drastically since our last discussion. Fluffy, cream-colored puss oozed between his toes. The flesh around the black infections crept with a red soreness. I knelt on one knee to closer inspect what his neglected flesh had become. In my presence, however, Lusk continued his speech with a different tone.

"Let it be known that any of us, no matter how unhealthy or weak of bones, that does not stand up with pride, dignity, and dedication under Brother Harve's command, well be that a pathetic coward without a leg to stand on." His nose held the air with a false bravado.

The timing was horrid and equally perfect as I stood from examining his feet. "Lusk, report with Mertio to the treatment pod. You appear to be in dire need of amputation." 

I forced my eyes into a glare at the surrounding males as an undertow of chuckles waved through the crowd. My cheeks dimpled as I fought the urge to grin myself, considering the ironic shift of his speech. Mertio shoved himself underneath his father's arm as he carried his weight through the crowd. The gathering of males went their separate ways, many of them following behind me as I made my way to the ration collection line. I ignored the mumbles and jokes made of Lusk behind me. Although I could not argue the facts, I could not participate in such conversations.

Two females stood behind the ration line. They struggled as they juggled the jobs of four in this heavy shift. One rosy-cheeked stout female wiped sweat from her brow as she handed rations to each person in line. Another grumbled as her stack of washed ration containers tipped onto the floor. I hid my ration on a wooden rack well past the line.

"Allow my help," I smiled.

"Oh, my Dreamers, Brother Harve." The stout female blushed, "We could never ask your assistance."

"Mind your mouth! I need all the help I can get!" the container cleaner snarled.

I leaned beside her, helped her collect the fallen containers and tossed them back into the cleaning water. Her hair, twisted in tiny braids, slapped against me as she turned back and forth, pacing in her fury. I said nothing to her. I feared what damage her braids may cause my flesh should she actually try to hurt me. After a few swats, I found it smart to dart and weave as she flicked back and forth. The ground was soon free of containers.

"I wash. You dry," she commanded.

Silently I nodded. 

"Every turn in here, be the same way," her voice growled as she scrubbed the containers. "She never shows. Head's a' achy. Back's a' achy. Rested through it. Or forgot. What be her reasoning this time? Your guess, as good as mine."

I was afraid to speak. This female was strong and angry. It became a challenge to catch all of the wet containers as she tossed them toward my head to dry. The stout female behind us giggled as she glanced in time to see me fetch a container. I had no need to ask which female she spoke of, but she demanded.

"Ask me who," she snapped. "Ask me who should be here!"

"Mopus," I whispered.

"Dreamers damned, yes!" She slammed a container on the ground. "That sorry piece of—"

"Cantanka!" the stout one interjected. "Mind your mouth in front of Brother Harve!"

The banter was the most entertainment I'd had in a long time. A laugh snorted through my nose before I had the chance to contain myself. Cantanka glared into my eyes. I cleared my throat as I looked away from the fierce gaze of that scary female. I dried my hands and backed away slowly.

"At least Bosh had a newborn," the stout female mumbled.

"When does Bosh not have a newborn?" Cantanka tossed a container against the back of the stout one's head.

"It's been a pleasure." I walked backward. "Much work to be done. Good resting to you both." With a nod I dashed away from the females, snagging my hidden rations along the way.

Hunger had set in well. Instead of taking my rations back into my pod, I sat alone at one of the empty tables far away from the ration line. Time passed swiftly as I savored my rations and began compiling the list for the scavenge attack. The pod had almost emptied as I neared the end of the lists. Pulling together the names with tasks hadn't been difficult, but one pod remained uncertain. It was time to check on Lusk.

~*~

His curdling high pitched screams echoed as I neared the winding hall before the treatment pod. Obviously, my diagnosis had been correct. I was somewhat shocked by this. A part of me may have hit a surge of sarcasm when I inspected his infections. A drab fabric covered the area in front of the frame from which the screams resonated. 

Unsure if I were welcome during such a drastic procedure, I peeked through one corner of the fabric curtain. Mertio caught my eye as he held his father's shoulders. I could not see what the Crimson Robes were doing. The hacking sound of the saw left me dizzy without the sight of their actions. My hands allowed the fabric curtain to close.

The screams continued for only moments longer. Mertio attempted to calm his father with soft spoken words and prayer. Around the corner of the hallway I saw a figure coming near. By the round shape of the bottom half, I could only assume it was Mopus. As her slurred words confronted me, my assumptions were assured. 

"I'sures hope you are done with bothering him with your plans for attack now." Her toothless snarl sent shivers down my spine.

Her saliva spewed across my face as she slurred her words. Mertio charged through the fabric as he heard her voice. He stood in between us as if there were about to be a brawl. My hand on his shoulder, I gently pushed him out of the middle. I lowered the hood of my cloak.

"My apologies, Madame Mopus," I nodded. "I was unaware of your deep rooted burdens. I am quite certain considering amputation, Lusk will count as exempt from the scavenge attack. I promise to weigh out his needed items of scavenge in order to not heavy your own load during the attack."

Her face, frozen in shock, seemed unaware that her mate's condition did not also exclude her from the scavenge. Her forehead wrinkled with tension. The Crimson Robe swooshed through the fabric curtain. We turned to face him, eager for his report.

"Brother Harve," he bowed, "Lusk needs no other to carry his list. I deem him worthy of battle with a day's rest."

"Worthy of battle?" Mopus barked. "You've cut off half his body!"

The Crimson Robe smiled. "Incorrect. Only seven toes."

"Be you sure that three toes are all that are needed and that wounds will be healed in time?" I inquired.

"Brother Harve, he has both of his large talon toes. He shall be fine to walk. As far as healing," he shrugged, "he has far less infection than he did earlier today."

"You make light of his ill health?" Mopus shook her finger in the face of the Crimson Robe.

"No more than he has, obviously." The Crimson Robe snorted as he pushed his way past her.

Mertio remained silent, his expression unreadable. I pulled the fabric back, clearing a path for Mopus to enter behind the curtain where Lusk rested. She snarled as she passed by. Mertio entered behind her. I followed close by him. Lusk was well into resting from the pain herbs the Crimson Robe administered. I lifted the covering over his feet.

My nose cringed at the sight of his butchered feet. Though peculiar by the shock of it, the Crimson Robe was correct. Lusk was in much better condition with the amputation complete. The lack of puss, fungus, and blackness enrapturing his flesh was nothing less than a miracle. Gently, I covered him.

"I assume these vials are medicinal." Mertio clanged two small glass bottles together. "Not for trading."

Mopus snarled and snatched the bottles from his hands. Squinting her eyes, she inspected the inscriptions etched into the glass. Her lips mumbled the dosing directions before she tucked them into her cloak pocket. I offered a blessing of recovery and excused myself from the curtained area. I had other matters to focus on.

The messenger pod was dark and quiet. Only one messenger called for duty during the resting times. The messengers were graced with dusty sage tinted robes. The one on duty dozed in the shadows of the pod. I tapped my knuckles against the wooden bark table his head rested against. Startled, he jumped onto his feet. 

"Brother Harve!" he knelt before me. 

"Stand, Sage." I offered a hand to help him back onto his feet.

"The list," he paused. "It is ready?"

I nodded as I slid the papers across his table. His eyes strained to focus on the names and duties. He searched for his pod amongst the names. His heartbeat echoed between us as he found his pod listed near the bottom. Only he and his father existed in his pod. Both names appeared on the list. 

"Gratitude, Brother Harve." his face gnarled into a forced grin. "Quite the easiest of duties."

I knew his words lacked sincerity. The tremble in his voice as well as the falseness of his smile told the truth. Though their duties were small, the items they were to obtain were well into the territory of the winged ones. Very few had to travel closer. I would guard them as I passed them.

"You need another Sage to deliver these messages. Collect one, maybe two more and be about your route," I instructed. "I insist that everyone know their duties as soon as possible, to prepare."

He bowed as I left the pod. My feet scurried as I made my way toward my own pod. The ground dusted around me as I paced. My feet ached with dryness. I needed rest. Soon, I would work harder than I had ever had the honor to do. Falling to sleep came as no challenge once I entered the comfort of my pod.

~*~

Time to wake came too quickly. My eyes burnt with the desire for more rest. I had no choice but to rise and begin the journey of the day, however. The hallways crowded with the clan. A newfound confidence resonated in each of them. Nods and waves met me as I passed. No one halted me to argue their duties of the scavenge. I reminded each of them to gather soon for instructions. Each group of the gathered clan took my words well.

Two guards protected each side of her door as I approached. They never carried an expression across their faces, which kept my nerves uneasy. I refused guards of my own for that very reason. From birth, they were trained to trust no one. I often felt that my future role in this clan caused them to trust me even less than the others. They bowed as I entered her room.

"Mother Vicar, dear," I entered with happiness to see her loving face. "How are you feeling?"

"My precious, Harve." The weakness in her voice shook against her bones. "Your leadership of the clan has surpassed my highest expectations."

I knelt beside her, taking her frail hand into my own. Her injuries, though minute, had taken a toll on her body. My reflection mirrored back at me as I gazed into her onyx eyes. I could not see how any living being could gaze into the eyes of Mother Vicar and doubt her purity. 

"I know I am handling the clan rather differently than you," I explained. "I never want you to think—"

"That you found me as an unworthy leader?" she giggled. "Never, dear. Never."

"The clan will return to your reign as soon as you mend." I kissed her hand.

"The clan is in your possession now." She shook her head. "I will never regain the strength to carry the clan as in the past. I am holding on only to see you become the leader you were meant to be."

"Mother Vicar," I protested.

"Hush, dearest Harve. I have groomed you to be the leader you are becoming since you took your first breath, as I held you in my arms."

"You can not give up with such ease." I rubbed the white hair away from her eyes.

"This is not giving up." She squeezed my hand. "This is passing the torch on to my heir. It is my greatest honor."

"Mother Vicar..." she interrupted my words. 
 "For one time, could you simply call me Mother?" she smiled. "Go. Lead your clan now."

"Yes." I turned toward the door looking back for a final glance before approaching my army. "I love you, Mother." Her lips puckered against the tips of her fingers as I looked away.

The clan gathered in full force. Even more faces waited for my words compared to my last speech. Their smiles gave me comfort and confidence. Mertio lingered near the back of the crowd. Mopus, Bosh, and Lusk hid behind his strong shoulders. Lusk carried a walking stick, though he forgot to use it as a crutch. I was pleased to see how well he had healed. We Dwerger tend to be resilient beings. 

The Crimson Robes stood near, as well as guards I tried to ignore. My speech came across well accepted. I explained the training tasks of the next few days and which member of the clan was in charge of which skill. I had but one final task and called for Mertio to stand with me.

"This fine young man, the rescuer of Mother Vicar, will take his earned and noble place by my side." Mertio beamed through the blushing of his cheeks. 

His pod had not heard the grand announcement over their own personal banter. A wave of applause rumbled through the clan. Still, his pod did not take notice. Mertio nodded. I turned around and reached into a wooden crate behind me. An offering to Mertio, I handed him a robe the same hue as my own.

"Here by known as my own apprentice, second in command, I give you, Brother Mertio." My voice echoed as far as an ear could hear.

Mertio bowed as I draped his new robe over his shoulders. The hood covered his head as he looked up and then to the clan before him. I blessed him with a prayer of protection by The Dreamers. His pod stood in silence, dumbfounded. I offered him the floor.

His speech was heartwarming and true to the virtues a future Alpha should carry. The clan adored him. The females swooned before his strength and newfound political power. Bosh dashed off, kids straggling behind her, in a tantrum. No one chased after her. I closed the assembly.

"Please report in rotation with your pod to each training point. Your commander will inform you when you are prepared to move to the next point. No other being of our world could survive under the conditions that we have made our daily life. We are all warriors. We will thrive once again. "With the Dreamers, may you each be shielded. Bless you." 

Mertio remained close by my side as we exited the assembly. We did not speak. We both avoided his previous pod. He was my heir now. Naturally, his eyes lingered on Lusk and Mopus as we lost ourselves in the crowd.

"My pod may have changed by law, yet I still was created to protect them." He pulled the sleeve of my robe.

"You will, Brother Mertio." I pulled my sleeve from his grasp. "Your destiny is to protect them all."

"I must train with the Lusk pod," he insisted.

"By all means." I held my hand allowing him to pass.

I gave myself a moment of silent prayer inside the seclusion of my pod before reporting to my first training point. The pit of my stomach churned with excitement and fear. Mother had protected and sheltered me for so long. She made her choices. It was time that I made my own. 

~*~

Mertio's chin hit the floor as I walked into the training point where the Lusk pod waited for instruction. I winked and stood in line behind them. Luckily, our first point was an easy skill. I felt for the Dwerger that were not used to raids. Many of them started out at much more advanced training points. The instructor bowed to us before he spoke and then explained is expertize. 

A small male with a hunched spine had no interest in physical exertions. He explained the simple mistakes of grabbing the wrong herbs and berries. Making each of us smell, taste and feel the proper herbs and berries while pointing out the small details that could cost our lives by choosing from a dangerous imitation. Lusk and Mopus paid full attention. I was rather impressed.

A good bit of time passed before we noticed the next group had gathered behind us. The male with the twisted back directed us toward our next training point where we learned how to use nature for quick weapons. Mertio seemed to have this skill down and he even pointed out a few tips the instructor had failed to mention. 

"Webbings of the wood crawlers, are not only strong enough to make traps or transport heavy loot, also strong enough to strangle a being to death, if need be," Mertio noted.

"Highly morbid, Brother Mertio," I scorned.

"Indeed. You have my word to refrain from strangulation should a winged one get a hold of you," he winked.

With a heavy breath and a smile, I remained silent throughout the rest of the training station. The other stations moved swiftly. Lusk and Mopus possessed dedicated attention toward the training. I pondered if possibly seeing a member of their pod reach a high rank in the clan finally gave them a level of self-worth. Then I heard their whispers during mid-day rations.

"Almost done with this charade." Lusk jiggled as he laughed under his breath.

"We should have left before all of this training," Mopus poked her lips out over her toothless gums. "It's making my head ache."

"This is better," he winked. "When we vanish during the scavenge, we have the others to decoy our escape and we will be considered heroes in our death for not returning."

"True," Mopus snickered. "When we do return, we will be treated as royalty, not deserters."

"We deserve a vacation," Lusk growled and spat on the ground. "Fresh air, endless food, no rations." 

I couldn't listen any further to their conversation. Mertio. Had he known of this plan? Is this why he requested to remain with his pod during the scavenge? No. I trusted him, I thought.

I scanned the area looking for him. He gathered the rations of the feeble and disposed of them. A good child, he was. There was no way he knew any of this plotting of his pod. I refused to believe such. But I had to know.

"Brother, Mertio!" I waved him toward me.

He dashed across, darting through the clan to reach me. A smile, as most always, covered his face. He wore the robe of the Brotherhood well. I patted for him to sit beside me. Eagerly, he obeyed. 

"I was thinking of which pod I should attach myself to," I scratched my chin. "I do believe that I will officially join the Lusk pod for this scavenge." 

"Brother Harve," he held his head lowly. "I must protest this."

I leaned forward, pulling my face close to his. My eyebrows arched. The skin turned white around my knuckles as I clinched my fists. 

"Why is this?" My anger festered. "Give me one honest and valid reason."

He glanced toward his pod. They slid their empty ration containers near the end of the table as they stood, no care to clean up as each of us were expected to do.

"They would only hold us back or cause us to be killed," he confessed. "I have given them private orders to linger near the hole and pop back in swiftly should anything pose danger."

"This is not your mission to command." I shook my finger in his face.

"Brother Harve, I give them dignity," he explained. "Had I not offered this plan, they would find a way to stay behind, held in shame."

"Dear Mertio," I wrapped my arm around his shoulder. "Dignity is not something which you can gift or allow someone."

"The others would not know. Only us. Dignity would be assumed by the clan. I would secure all items on the list," he pleaded.

"What does it matter what the others know, or think they know? Dignity is not a rank or stature. It is only carried inside of the soul."

"Maybe it is my own dignity that is untrue." His face fell into the palms of his hands. "Maybe I am the one with lack of virtues for plotting such. I should feel shame, but I do not."

"Do you not?" I frowned.

"Not enough shame to change my mind," he shrugged.

"Very well then." I stood. "I will help you obtain their list as well as my own while they remain near the hole."

"Brother Harve, I can not allow you to do such."

"You are in no position to allow me a thing." I walked away.

Training continued promptly after rations. Mertio remained quiet. Lusk and Mopus contributed as I had never seen them do. Even with his amputation, Lusk was swift on his feet when he allowed himself. I was impressed with his physical skills. Then, I recalled hearing their whispers. 

From that point on, I paid little attention to his fine skills as a scavenger. I looked away when he jumped up walls, flipped or burrowed through the stone incrusted soil. Mertio was locked in on watching Lusk. I could not ruin that for him by allowing him the truth of their secret conversation.

~*~

Training flew by quickly. Before I knew it, the night before the scavenge was in front of me. A grand feast of gathering rounded out our evening. Speeches were given. Instructors made mention of notable clansmen. Lusk was mentioned several times. Blessings ended the event.

Alone, I made my way through the hallways of our village. My body, though sore, mustered enough energy to visit Mother Vicar. Only one guard stood by her door. The other side held a Crimson Robe. Neither allowed my usual passage. 

"Allow my entrance," I commanded.

"Incorrect, Brother Harve." The Crimson Robe stood firm.

"I must see her now."

"Her wishes were for you to not return to her until after your first command was completed."

"Were?" My forehead wrinkled. "What do you mean, her wishes were?"

"My apologies and blessings, Brother Harve." 

I fell to my knees before I allowed myself to hear his words. My emotions got the better of me. I ground my teeth as I fought the tears consuming my coal-colored eyes. My talons buried into the palms of my hands, stabbing the flesh. Blood dripped down my wrists onto my lap.

"Brother Harve, stand strong willed," a voice whispered by my ear. "Mother Vicar would have wished it."

I opened my eyes to see Mertio leaning beside me. The Crimson Robe and the guard offered no expression. I wiped my palms against my robe and pushed myself from the ground. Mertio guided me away from the door. With each footstep, my heart cringed. Her body lay beyond the door, breathless and soulless. No one was going to tell me.

We reached my pod slowly as my feet dragged the ground. Mertio opened my door and guided me inside. I passed out somewhere between Mertio offering comforting words that I paid no attention to and becoming lost in my own sweet memories. I woke several times, startled from nightmares. Each time, Mertio stood awake by my side, asking what he could do. 

"Rest," I would say.

"Not a chance," he would reply each time.

~*~

Reality snapped sharply as the battle day greeted me. The clan carried themselves with enthusiasm throughout the morning. I shrouded myself with the mask of confidence as I greeted each passerby. Mertio stayed close to my side. I instructed him to meet with his pod.

"I will meet with them shortly," he finally agreed. "I must inform them that I will be in battle by your side foremost."

I did not argue with him. He was a comforting ally. The fact that his closeness to me would guard him from seeing his pod flee when duty called eased my worries a bit as well. Mertio was a champion. It was unfair for him to carry the weight and shame of his pod.

We collected our rations later than normal. The area was near empty. Lusk and Mopus settled into a corner, possibly discussing their escape route. I pushed Mertio into the direction of his pod. Their scattering nervousness as he approached confirmed my thoughts.

They greeted him with embraces and smiles. This was something I had never seen openly displayed from the Lusk pod. Other than toward Bosh, that is. Mertio welcomed it and I didn't blame him.

Only a few brief moments had passed before they sent him back toward my direction. I almost thought a glimmer of guilt twinkled within his mother's eyes as she watched him walk away. I had already obtained both of our rations and taken a seat at a table well distanced from them. We sat in silence as we ate our final meal before battle. I had but a few bites to go when the Crimson Robe leaned over my shoulder, whispering into my ear.

It was time to go. The clan would be gathering soon, ready to follow my command. Mertio and I followed behind the Crimson Robe. I lowered my hood, to show the clan that I was aware of their sacrifice, making sure that I met my eyes with the eyes of each of them. Lusk and Mopus stood against the hallway as we passed. 

Mopus beamed a sinister toothless smile. Lusk winked and bellowed out the holler of a champion as he shook his fist high in the air. I nodded as we passed. The crowds followed in behind us. Their motivation provided me strength. 

A group of miners had already cleared the paths to three separate entries of attack. We stood at the base of all three paths in a gathering. The other Crimson Robes gathered behind us. I waved through the ocean of ebony eyes waiting for my words. 

My lips quivered as they parted. "Our clan will be victorious. We will be blessed by the Dreamers and shielded by their grace. This is not a battle of bloodshed for power. This is a battle of survival. We will take no innocent lives, and only what we must." I replayed the final sentence in my mind. Innocent lives.

"I must inform you all, as we enter this battle, the name and image in which we fight for. As a warrior and as a leader, we have been safe from harm on many occasions by the strength of Mother Vicar. The warrior that she was, we … I was unaware of the extent of her injuries." The crowd lingered on the past tense used to describe Mother. "We will, as her clan, unite with every fiber of our existence and reclaim the prosperity of our kind. This battle, to obtain what we need for strength, and in the future, to reclaim our rights above the soil!" 

My voice rattled the pod. The crowd cheered with passion as they fought the tears of losing Mother Vicar. I stood before a proud army. Lusk and Mopus cheered along as they edged toward the back of the crowd. I waited for the rumble of the clan to calm before I finished.

"Our Gods bless each of us with a passion. A skill. Also, they bless us with the free will to show our thanks for these skills and passions. Some of us are swift, some sturdy. Some of us are grand with tools or weapons. All of us are gifted with honor, dignity, and strength. This day has been given to us. Use it well. Honor yourself, your pod, your clan. Honor Mother Vicar. Honor The Dreamers. Live for the good of all. Cleanse yourself of tarnished intentions. Welcome to the battle day. Claim your fate."

The Crimson Robes chanted prayer. The enthusiasm of the clan almost drowned the peaceful chants into comparative silence. Appointed leaders guided groups to each of the three entries that led above the soil. The crowds rushed through the tunnels in full force. Dust choked the air as their feet scurried across the ground.

Mertio grabbed me into a tight embrace. My stomach knotted, found comfort in the young one. I patted his shoulder as our grips loosened. With a smile, we ran toward the entry behind us. Guards surrounded us as we ran, an obvious final wish of Mother Vicar.

The tunnels leading above were large, but gnarled. Our talons were the only thing allowing our grip to hold as we climbed. The soil grew with warmth the higher we twisted through the tunnel. I grew dizzy with the speed as we circled through. Mertio kept me close, however. 

As we neared the opening, Mertio spotted his pod and yelled for them. Lusk and Mopus did not slow. Their speed through the tunnel amazed me. Mertio, the guards and I busted past the opening above the soil directly behind his pod. The fresh air pressed my lungs.

"Wait!" Mertio's voice cracked as he yelled for his pod.

Lusk and Mopus scurried in the opposite direction of the battle. They remained on hands and knees as if they were still clawing through the tunnel. They charged like wild animals into the woods. Mertio raced after them, stunned, but two of the guards grabbed his shoulders to restrain him.

"Leave them be, Brother Mertio," a tall dark-skinned guard directed. 

"That is my pod." He shook his head. "Where are they going?"

"Claim your fate was their final order." The guard pulled Mertio toward the scavenge as his pod vanished. "Let them."

"I can bring them back," he pleaded. "I can save the dignity of my pod."

"No," the guard stood firm. "You are a Brother of the Clan now. I can not allow you to leave my guard."

The guards pushed us toward the battle. Mertio, a true champion, held his emotions well. The winged ones had no grasp of how to handle our ambush. As I had ordered, the clan grabbed what they were instructed to take and fled back beneath the soil with little harm inflicted against the winged ones. Mertio guided us toward the tree where he had defended Mother Vicar.

We gathered what we needed from their orchard. Even as he fought the winged ones, Mertio protected me as much as the guards did. I had gathered more than enough when we heard it. A deep, rumbling growl that shook the very land. The volcano beyond the woods. The guards rushed us along.

Encircled by protectors, Mertio and I dove back into the tunnels beneath the soil. I did not feel like a mighty warrior inside of their guard. But I also knew that this clan could not lose another leader. I accepted my sheltered role. Crowds silently collected in the middle of the three paths as we fell into the opening. In the middle of the crowd, a pile of supplies, food, weapons, and herbs. 

Patiently, we waited. Each time another pod appeared from the tunnels, friends and family greeted them, relieved to see they had returned. Very few people required the mending of the Crimson Robes. The number of clansmen in this attack far outweighed any other scavenge in history. My face beamed with the success of each pod as the pile grew.

Mertio lurked in silence. As each pod entered, his face switched from hope into dread. Bosh ran into the opening from her living quarters. Her brood followed behind her. She fell to her knees, without looking at a single face of the returning pods.

"My pod! My pod!" she screamed. "Lusk! Mopus! My family!" 

Her cries turned into growls as tears ran down her face. On occasion, she peeked through a slit in her eyes to gauge how much attention she had garnered. She fell into fetal position and kicked as she questioned why her Gods would take her pod away. Her young ones stood aimlessly, unaffected by her display as if she had practiced it several times before. 

Mertio attempted to comfort Bosh as he pressed his hand against her shoulder. He whispered something into her ear which sent her from despair into a fit of rage. Her face snarled as she pushed herself from the ground. With a snap of her fingers her young pod followed behind her as she stomped away. Mertio held his head in shame. He knew his pod would not return.

In time, the crowds cleared and workers organized the pile of supplies into their designated spots. The entry became bare other than the Crimson Robes, the guards, Mertio and I. We shared no words while we waited for him to accept the abandonment of his makers. Finally, he allowed the truth.

"I am shamed by my pod." He fell to his face before me. "I will work in debt the rest of my life to make sure that my own future pod does not carry the embarrassment of Lusk and Mopus." 

"Stand, Brother." I leaned over to pull him from the ground. "You hold no shame. No one outside of this room knows that your parents have fled."

"Bosh," his eyes rolled. "Bosh knows. She was always overly dramatic in plotted events."

One of the Crimson Robes snickered. My eyes darted across the room to silence him. I pulled the other Crimson Robes closer into our conversation.

"As a Brother of the Robe, no one is to discuss the fleeing of your pod. You will owe no debt. It is not your burden to carry. That is final."

"My gratitude." Mertio smiled with a sadness.

"It is done. Let us rest." I opened my arms to lead the remaining occupants toward their slumber pods.

"One question," Mertio halted, stopping us all. "The woods. The volcano. The growls coming from the direction they vanished into," he rambled. "Will the volcano erupt soon? Will my makers be safe?"

"No less so than mere, my dear Mertio," I answered. "I have little idea of the land above the soil. But I am sure that if a volcano erupts above us, we would meet our own demise just as they would."

Mertio nodded. He had such a large heart to care for those that left him behind with such ease. I admired him for that. I walked him to the door of his slumber pod as the Crimson Robes and guards followed mere footsteps behind. 

Mertio closed the door to his pod and the remainder of our group continued walking. Two Crimson Robes stepped up, walking on each side of me. The eldest, a bald and wrinkled man with a hunched back, elbowed my ribs. The one to my right, a younger version of the hunched back, snickered. My brows arched in puzzlement. 

"Good deed, Brother Harve." The eldest patted my back. "One day you must tell him the truth."

"Truth?" I paused. 

"Claim your fate," the dark skinned guard quoted from behind. "It couldn't have been any more perfect."

"I do not understand?" I snatched my hood from the top of my head. "What do you find humorous about my words?" My lips snarled. "What truth?"

The bald hunchback revealed a book of etched scripts from within his thick red robe. His shaky hands reached for mine. He placed the green, smooth book into the palm of my hand. A golden tassel danced from the spine of the book. It was lovely. Not a book crafted by our sort.

"Dragon scaled leather," he winked. "A rather lovely feel."

"What is this?" I opened the cover.

"A treasure of your mother's," he pointed. "She found it during a scavenge some time back. Her favorite odd find."

The first page presented an artwork sketch. A magnificent beauty of a beast. I ran my fingers across the frail page. The beast spewed flames from it's mouth. It seemed unworldly. 

"What is this being?"

"That being go by the name of Dragon," he laughed. 

"What has this to do with truth or claiming fate?" I closed the book.

"This is the fate chosen by Lusk and Mopus." The other Crimson Robe tapped the book. "According to the words of this script, the hiding place of all beasts of this sort lays within the idle volcano past the woods above us."

"It was not the sounds of an active volcano that we heard today, Brother Harve," the dark guard nodded. "Was the sound of a hungry beast."

I leaned against the dirt walls to catch my breath. My fingers eased the tension from the corners of my eyes. "They could have made it. We had the numbers for this battle. No fatalities. No need for truancy or idleness."

"Idleness is its own reward. One small effort of work; that is all it took. Sloth, the laze of effort, called upon our kind and found those willing to accept its lead. Fate, Brother Harve. Fate." The eldest Crimson Robe opened the first page of the book in my hand and pointed to the beast called Dragon. His next words were powerfully charged. A direction. A belief. An order of life and how it is to be lived. His eyes glowing with honor, he offered me my own words, adhering them to me, him, and our entire clan: "Claim your fate!"

 

# # #
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