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Women and Children First 
by Corinne A. Dwyer 

 
People had decorated their yards with history for centuries 

(the old photos showed it—wagon wheels, old row boats filled 

with marigolds, milk cans and cream separators, ’57 Chevies), so 

it was no surprise that history continued to litter the yards of 

houses that had yards. Rubber tires were a favorite. Half-buried 

in the yellow ground and filled with sand, then topped with 

garish plastic flowers, the tires made little rings of faded color in 

half the yards we passed. Prized were the tiles from the space 

shuttle that crashed not three blocks from where Bobby and I 

stood. Those shiny black plates caught the sun from foundations 

and weedy borders, tiny flashes of memory of the earth-shaking 

midnight explosion that lit the neighborhood like midday and 

reduced hundreds of lives and homes to clear black glass. 

We saw chunks of wood from the last redwood trees, blocks 

of concrete left by the earthquake that finally drowned the 

Golden Gate Bridge, black stones from the oil-soaked beaches 

of southern California, and, in one large yard, a fence made of 

the twisted iron rails from the last train line that existed on the 

continent—those tracks had to come all the way from Omaha. I 

felt, as we walked down to the port, that this obsession with 

history transcended morbid nostalgia. Perhaps it was a way for 

people to bury their hopes and dreams both in their past and in 

the ground. 

Many of the houses stood empty, of course, though, just to 

look at them, I couldn’t distinguish those with people behind 

the upstairs curtains and those whose rooms echoed with 

silence. Why did people carefully sweep their walks and lock 

their front doors when they left for the port? Even if someone 



 

 

passing by later thought them slobs, what did it matter? They’d 

never know. 

As the day warmed, the streets filled with people flowing 

like flotsam in a river to the port. I looked down at my six-year-

old son, whose hand molded to mine as tightly as slip to clay. He 

smiled up at me, but it was a colored smile, tinted with worry 

and shaded over with grief. I hated it that he no longer smiled in 

primary colors. We had to leave behind his teddy bear, made by 

his mother. It was just too big, nearly as tall as he stood. Bobby 

knew it had to stay before I pronounced the words and had 

made it comfortable at the foot of his little bed in the corner of 

the studio. He made a pillow of his pajamas and used his 

bathrobe for a blanket. Then he read Scuffy a bedtime story and 

kissed him on the nose. I watched and listened from across the 

room, wedging clay at my bench so he wouldn’t know. That had 

been early this morning, well before dawn. We had been 

walking since four-thirty. 

As we came through the city with its gaunt, eyeless 

buildings standing against the dust-filled sky like ill-formed, 

unfired clay pots, we saw that venders lined the streets. My 

watch paid for lunch at a wagon, and we ate it as we walked. 

The napkins that had wrapped the little sandwiches and the 

little plastic water cups became more detritus along the filthy 

streets. Bathrooms were few, dirty and overflowing, so the river 

of people was just as polluted as the waterway we mimicked. 

By two o’clock, we had passed entirely through the city and 

the low neighborhoods along its outskirts. The land, scared and 

abused and in transition, looked stark and stripped. I still missed 

trees, though my son had never seen a live one. Had he been 

able to go to school, he would never have recognized a story-

book tree in the broken, bleached skeletons and rotting stumps 



 

 

we passed. I didn’t even call these trees but “trunks” and left his 

imagination to surmise what that was. He didn’t ask. 

At three we caught our first glimpse of the ocean, a bluish-

green smear in the haze of the horizon. Bobby’s young 

eyebrows flickered together when I crouched next to him and 

pointed. He didn’t understand the reverence in my voice, the 

excitement. I could have been pointing at an empty building or 

a rock or a trunk for all he saw in that arc of dirty blue against 

the gray sky. I found myself unable to tell him what I felt. 

By five we were nearing the ocean and the port. The smell 

of salt and death filled our noses, and the road, mostly broken 

pavement throughout the city and the countryside, became 

sandy in places. Tough, brittle grasses protruded, but the many 

feet had trampled them flat. I wondered if these grasses would 

live on after the people vanished, whether anything would 

survive the cataclysms wrought by humans and Nature. Hope 

was the grass trampled in the roadway. 

We had been walking toward the ocean for some time 

along level ground. Then we dipped down a slope and, for the 

first time, could see the ships. They were huge, as big as cities 

themselves, six cities towering side by side along the coast. 

Bobby held my hand tighter and hugged my side, frightened 

perhaps by their immensity or the unknown they represented. 

The sluggish flow of the human river changed now. Like 

water cascading down a falls, we began to quicken our pace. For 

the first time that whole long day, people began to chatter to 

each other, their talk urgent and nervous, like water over 

stones. I held Bobby’s hand more securely and hurried along so 

not to be drowned in the flow. 

All eyes fixed on the great ships. As we neared, we watched 



 

 

them seem to grow with each step. I found it difficult to 

comprehend just how large they were, and still they grew like 

mountains before us. Or was it we who shrank before them? 

Shrank out of nervousness and fear of the unknown? Shrank so 

more of us could fit within them? Yet, even as my head twisted 

up on my neck to squint at them, I was suddenly struck by how 

small they were. Titanic Earth was sinking. These six ships were 

the port-side lifeboats, and there weren’t nearly enough of 

them. 

Fences had been erected all along the coast. Dozens of 

heavily armed military personnel protected check points, like 

sluiceways in a dam, controlling the flow of people to the ships. 

“Do you have the tickets, Dad?” Bobby asked. 

We had paused in line near one check point, and I set down 

the small valise to pat my shirt. Bobby smiled, then snapped his 

eyes again to the towering ships that seemed to stand just 

beyond the fence but were probably more than a mile away. I 

took out the single ticket and stared at it, gently rubbing my 

thumb across its grain as if appreciating the texture of a fine 

sculpture or fluted pot. With the ticket in hand, I again lifted the 

little case of Bobby’s clothes and moved forward as the guards 

cleared people ahead through the gate. 

All along the fence, a thickening crowd of those not going 

lined up to watch their loved ones depart. Though tears 

moistened their cheeks, their expressions had grown as quiet as 

hardened clay. 

Though what I was doing had been carefully planned, I was 

awed by how difficult it now seemed to me and, suddenly, how 

utterly rash. How could I expect Bobby to walk onto that ship 

alone? Though his life meant everything to me, I didn’t know 



 

 

how I could make him do this. My palms dampened, something 

rare in a sculptor after years of clay pulling the moisture from 

my skin. Only the bumping along in the tight crowd kept me 

moving. We jostled against a woman with her two daughters 

just ahead of us. At first she turned to me with a frown, then 

question as she looked into my face and then down at Bobby. 

She met my eyes and held up one finger. I nodded tightly. She 

looked again at Bobby. 

“Looks like we’re neighbors,” she said. “These are my girls, 

Amelia and Ruth. What’s your name?” 

Bobby looked up and smiled as he introduced himself and 

me to the sisters, both of whom were older than he. 

“My girls never had a little brother,” the woman said. “They 

said to expect we’d be living in very close quarters on board, so 

maybe you wouldn’t mind being a little brother to my 

daughters. What do you think, Bobby?” 

He shrugged, shy and noncommittal. My heart swelled with 

gratitude, but I had no voice to express my thanks. I slipped the 

woman the ticket as her turn came up in line, and she wrapped 

an arm around Bobby’s shoulders just as I put the small valise 

into the older sister’s hand. 

Bobby suddenly realized something was wrong. His eyes 

filled with panic, and he struggled against the woman’s grip, 

trying to reach my fingers against the flow of people through 

the gate, but the tide was too great. He was swept away from 

me. I became part of the backwater of weeping people, my 

fingers knotted in the fence. 

Late that night, from the hilltop where Bobby and I had 

seen the coast for the first time, I watched Bobby’s ship blast 

off, its trail as bright as the inside of the kiln. Like a volcano 



 

 

exploding, the ship shook the earth on takeoff and the roar was 

awful, but the ship quickly receded into the murky atmosphere. 

The thunder of its rising rolled on and on, bouncing through my 

chest where my heart had been. From a blazing light so bright I 

couldn’t look at it, the ship become little more than a star in the 

night sky. That star carried all my wishes and hopes. 

Tired and foot-sore, it took me two days to get home, part 

of a thin, ragged crowd of mourners who had put part of their 

lives only on a lifeboat ship. At my studio, which was all I had 

left—the house and land and all else I owned had gone to buy 

Bobby’s ticket—I stood for a long time behind the curtained 

window with Bobby’s bear in my arms, watching the flow of 

people along the road. Once each day, a ship took off until all six 

had left, and I feared the fragile planet would shake apart each 

time. Then the ships were gone, and the river of people dried 

up. 

I went to my bench and unwrapped the ten-pound lump of 

clay I had so carefully wedged as Bobby said good-bye to his 

beloved teddy. My fingers formed the clay almost apart from 

my mind. When I finally looked at my work, I saw Bobby’s 

smiling face between my palms. My thumbs caressed his 

smooth cheeks. 

I finished the piece and fired it, glazed it with satin slip and 

fired it again. Then I dug a shallow hole in the tiny yard between 

the shop and the abandoned road and buried the bust neck 

deep. I found myself no longer sad. I wasn’t burying Bobby out 

there; I was only rooting him in the history of his world. 
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Scarred 
by Michael Lambert 

 
1. The Dishwasher 

“Do we really have to use criminals?” Dr. Merrill Hampton’s 

voice was nervous on the other side of the call. 

“My dear Merrill,” Dr. Geoffrey Syrene said. “If there is 

anything we’ve learned from science, it is this: when typical 

methods fail, we must resort to more non-traditional means to 

accomplish a goal. Subject 19-B must be found.” 

* * * 

Carlito’s Restaurant in New York was long known for its 

pleasant candle-lit ambiance, attentive staff and exquisite food. 

So the evening of February 27th, no one was more surprised 

than Carlito himself when the men in black started putting 

shotgun holes in the ceiling. As soon as he saw the five men 

enter his establishment, Ramone Carlito, veteran restaurateur 

of thirty-five years, knew trouble would poison an otherwise 

quiet night. Immediately upon entering, the men made their 

presence known when one sprayed a single blast of buckshot 

above everyone’s heads. Screams of terror and confusion mixed 

with sounds of dropped dishes as everyone’s attention focused 

on the intruders. 

Carlito, traditionally dressed immaculately as host, reached 

inside his tuxedo coat for his cell phone. He slowly turned away 

from the trespassers, hoping to get off an emergency call before 

they stopped him. 

“Would the well-dressed man kindly take his hand out of his 



 

 

coat?” The only invading man wearing a white suit called out 

from the front of the restaurant. His accent was surprisingly 

Welsh, despite the black hair and dark eyes. Carlito, turning 

toward his diners’ assailants, considered feeling with his fingers 

to dial a call to ‘911.’ The man in white raised an automatic .45 

handgun. “I’m afraid I must insist,” he said. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he continued. “Thank you for your 

attention. I am called ‘The Finder.’ I apologize for spoiling your 

lovely evening at this high-class greasy spoon, but I am looking 

for a very dangerous man. I hope you can deduce from the 

holes in the ceiling that my intent is serious and my patience is 

short. And if anyone else decides to use a phone right now, I will 

gladly end the life of the one with whom you are dining.” Some 

women were crying, while others scowled in burning contempt.  

“Just who in the hell do you think you are? There are no 

‘dangerous men’ here. You will leave my restaurant now!” 

Carlito tried to hide the fear, but his voice was more shaky than 

bold. He stepped toward the men, hoping to call a bluff. He had 

taken a fist to the face too many times by bullies on Tuscany’s 

schoolyards until he figured out he could keep any cowardly 

tyrant at bay simply by standing up to them. This, he reasoned, 

should be no different. 

The thug to the left of The Finder swiftly flipped his shotgun 

and jammed its stock into Carlito’s gut before he could react. 

More screams erupted throughout the room. A few men stood 

up to help Carlito, yelling obscenities at the invaders. The 

apparent leader of the gang now pointed his gun at the 

shouting men. 

“Do shut up!” He screamed. “No more interruptions or I will 

choose a lady at random and separate her brain from her skull! 

Our search for this dangerous man has led us here. The sooner 



 

 

you show us where he may be, the sooner you can return to the 

slop on your plates. After looking at everyone in this room, I do 

not see him. Has anyone seen in this restaurant a rather large 

man with scars of various shapes and sizes running up the 

length of his right arm and over more than half his face?” 

Stunned looks stared back. Carlito’s eyes widened in 

recognition, still looking downward. All were silent. 

The Finder calmly holstered his gun and straightened his tie, 

as if he were beginning a performance. He looked around the 

room with a blank face. He then flipped the table nearest him, 

much to the dismay of its occupants, eliciting more screams and 

panic. “Boys, jog their memories!” The other four men 

proceeded to blast holes in the walls and ceiling, shattering an 

ornate glass chandelier. Plastic and glass rained to the floor. 

Everyone took shelter under their tables, covering their ears 

from the massive blasts from the front of the room. Carlito 

inwardly lamented the destruction of the chandelier, a gift from 

his father in Italy. 

“Anyone remember now? ANYONE?!” The Finder seized his 

gun and waved it around, taking aim at a couple at table 4 on 

his right, a large woman at table 12, then at a six year-old boy at 

table 23 to his left. Setting his sights on Carlito, he said, “Call for 

the rest from the kitchen. Now!” 

Carlito stared up at him, horrified, unable to move. The 

Finder pressed the gun’s muzzle to the restaurateur’s forehead 

and exploded the command, “NOW!” 

“Everybody come out here!” Carlito called to the back. 

Cooks and servers filed out quickly, for they were already 

peering through the back doors’ circular windows. They lined up 

against the rear wall. 



 

 

The Finder scrutinized each of them. None matched the 

description of his quarry. “Is this all of them?” The staff 

nervously looked at each other, then to Carlito. The Finder 

picked up on the nuance. He reached for a walkie-talkie in his 

coat pocket and said, “B Team, stop polishing your knobs and 

rush the back door to see if there’s anyone else.” He then 

scowled at the restaurateur. “Holding out on me, mate? Yeah?” 

“No… Our dishwasher is still in back, but it can’t be him. 

He’s autistic. He can barely understand you. I have to repeat 

myself five times before he knows what the hell I’m saying. 

Believe me, Reece is hardly dangerous,” Carlito said. 

From behind the kitchen doors, shouting escalated from 

murmurs to screams. Then the cries stopped, as if the person 

making them suddenly ceased to be. The Finder strained to hear 

anything else. Carlito just whimpered, fearing the worst for his 

disabled dishwasher. 

“B Team, get your arses out here,” the leader in white said 

in his walkie-talkie. Static was the reply. “B Team! Respond!” 

More static poured from the communicator’s tiny speaker. He 

glanced at his comrades in silent consultation. They shrugged 

their shoulders in confusion. The Finder rolled his eyes with 

apparent disgust at his men’s incompetence. 

“Reece, come on out or I start decreasing the population!” 

The Finder called out. “You have 3 seconds!” Gasps burst from 

the hostages on the floor. More began to cry. 

“One…Two…Th—“ 

The door in the back slowly swung forward, revealing a man 

dressed all in white, his head barely missing the top of the door 

frame. The Finder was relieved to see a bumpy landscape of 

scar tissue running up the man’s arm, though taken aback by his 



 

 

size. This man was certainly the object of his hunt, but taking 

him down may prove to be difficult. 

Reaching 6’8”, or perhaps more, Reece Oliver stood stoically 

in the doorway, his mouth drawn tight with anger. The right 

side of his face matched the unevenness of his arm. Light 

refracted at multiple angles off the skin’s shiny patchwork of 

scars, as if they were fleshy strands woven together by a blind 

person. A particularly bulky configuration even caused his right 

eye to droop. But the scarred mass did not hide the darkness in 

his eyes. 

Even as a child, Reece could stare through you. Some had 

said it appeared he was looking into one’s soul. Intense and 

focused, his eyes were the blacker side of brown. All of Reece’s 

anger, frustration, anxiety, sadness, fear and regret shone all at 

once in these darkened pools of brokenness and loss. When a 

person looked at Reece, they saw a dark reflection of a side of 

themselves, the side we keep hidden in the shadowed attic of 

our psyche. The Finder desperately tried to hide his trembling. 

Carlito noticed some blood soaked into the t-shirt on 

Reece’s right shoulder. “Reece, are you hurt? Did those men 

hurt you?” He asked slowly, like speaking to a traumatized child. 

“Hardly,” Reece said. Carlito looked shocked at the 

seemingly intelligent answer. 

“What happened to my men?” The Finder raised his gun at 

Reece’s face. 

“They’re taking a nap,” said Reece. 

“Whatever. Down on the ground or you’ll be washing dishes 

for God! Do it! NOW!” 

Reece looked at the man who now aimed at him with those 



 

 

disturbed, haunted eyes. He quickly swept the room to count 

the other henchmen. His gaze again met with The Finder’s. 

Reece brought up his right hand and closed his fist.  

“No,” Reece said. His thoughts stopped the flow of blood to 

the brains of The Finder’s men as easily as one pinches a straw. 

Immediately, the other men in black dropped like dolls. 

The Finder spun around to find his crumpled companions. 

He twisted around again, his firing arm like a spear pointed at 

Reece’s forehead. He had every intention of firing and dealing 

with the repercussions later, except now, his finger would not 

move. Then his gun jerked up. The Finder grunted, struggling for 

control of his arm. 

The dishwasher, fist still raised, continued to stare at the 

last invader standing, though it was more like staring through 

him. Reece held his enemy’s arm in his mind, like steely psychic 

fingers wrapped around a helpless twig. 

The gun now lowered to place its muzzle at the bottom of 

The Finder’s jaw. As if it were not his own, The Finder wrestled 

with his appendage, using his other arm with little effect.  

“I have a message for your boss,” Reece said. He moved 

forward as The Finder stepped away. Blood trickled from 

Reece’s right cheek. “Don’t try to find me again. I’m getting 

stronger. I’m a Level Three now. He’ll know what I mean.” 

At the foot of the front door, The Finder’s firing arm 

straightened toward Reece, with the gun dangling by a stiff 

finger. Reece took possession of the pistol and relaxed his right 

fist. All he said was, “Leave,” his enemy wide-eyed with fright 

and befuddlement. 

The Finder ran out the door into the night. 



 

 

The dishwasher turned to Carlito, who was still trying to 

comprehend what had just happened. “I’m sorry, sir. Better call 

the police.” 

“But... but… Reece…You’re not…not…” Carlito could not 

articulate his incredulousness. 

“Not autistic, no. But it was necessary. I’m sorry for the 

deception, but I have to hide. Hide for the rest of my life.” And 

Reece, too, walked out into the night, like a dead man, one who 

refuses to die just yet. 

 

2. Running 

“He’s a Level Three already! Level Three!” Dr. Hampton’s 

frightened shouts hurt Dr. Syrene’s ears. 

“Merrill, control yourself,” the doctor cajoled. “After this 

little mishap, we know two things: our new asset can find him, 

and he is a Level Three and therefore should not be confronted 

so blatantly again.” 

“But how will we capture him? Or worse, what if he talks to 

the media about the experiment?” 

“Calm down, my friend. We will find him and we will 

capture him. And who is going to believe the ravings of a 

recovering alcoholic going on about mad scientists and 

experiments with drugs?” Dr. Syrene said. So as not to alarm his 

comrade any further, he said his good-byes and secretly hoped 

Subject 19-B did not reach Level Five. 

* * * 

It wasn’t difficult for Reece to find an abandoned factory in 

which to hide in Cleveland. In fact, he had his pick. Scattered 



 

 

throughout the small city, these once-proud brick temples of 

industry now lay vacant and decrepit, with their rotting outsides 

matching their rotting insides. This was his third night sleeping 

in the darkest, quietest room he could find at the end of a long 

hallway. The old coat he found nearby smelled of urine and 

vomit, but it was a better cushion for his head than the moss-

covered, tiled floor. He awoke to the echoing cackle of some 

other homeless man laughing away the torturing, imaginary 

demons that arrived nightly. 

Reece wondered how in the hell his life got him here. At 

least here for now. Tomorrow, he would have to run elsewhere, 

for fear of being found again. It had been two weeks since 

leaving Carlito’s with no other incidents afterwards, but he felt 

time was no longer on his side. They seemed to be getting 

better at finding him. And bolder. He spent three months at the 

restaurant, trying to be as inconspicuous as always. Prior to 

that, they found him after six months at the Laundromat. But 

thugs with guns? Syrene must be getting desperate. 

Running had been the only thing that has worked in his life, 

he supposed, so why stop now? It started with the alcohol, 

which is a form a running – a running away from life’s problems. 

He didn’t know if his wife cheated on him because of the 

drinking or because of just him. The alcohol provided an escape 

from the misery of working third shift, and an escape from a 

passionless marriage with a wife he never really got to know. 

Ironically, it was his co-workers from the job from which he 

needed escape who introduced him to alcohol. 

His addiction only deepened after his wife’s adulterous 

confessions. She blamed his never being around. He blamed 

himself. Counseling and sobriety was tried, but failed after a few 

weeks. She eventually stopped showing up to their meetings 



 

 

with the counselor. Reece eventually stopped showing up at 

home. Or did he run away? 

“Hey newcomer – you awake?” A voice broke through the 

darkness of Reece’s thoughts. It sounded like ‘Boxy,’ an older 

homeless man who lived in a cardboard box in another section 

of the factory. All Reece could see was a glint of an eye and a 

flash of teeth.  

“How did you know I was in here?” Reece asked, being 

careful to sleep in different spots to conceal his presence and 

reduce the risk of assault or thievery.  

“I could smell you down the hall!” Boxy half-laughed, half-

coughed. “Better make yerseff gone – dem boys’r back.” 

“What boys?” 

“I dunno! Dem boys. Mean boys. Rough you up real bad. 

Take yer things, take yer drink,” Boxy said. Reece could hear 

faint shouting echoing down the long hallway. “Crap! Here day 

come! Git outta here!” Boxy left swiftly. Reece heard footsteps 

quicken into a galloping cacaphony. Running after Boxy. 

“Run, you bum! You drunk! We’re gonna catch you! We’re 

gonna beat you real good! The voices grew louder. Reece’s 

heart raced. What to do? He could probably hide in the 

shadows and let them pass. But then they would get Boxy. 

He stepped into the hallway, hoping his size would change 

the hoodlums’ minds. He heard sneakers screech on the tiles, as 

the boys stopped at his sudden appearance. 

“Turn around and leave,” Reece said in the deepest voice he 

could muster. He prayed the shadows would conceal his 

shaking. He already felt the whisper of their rushing blood in his 

mind. One held a large wooden bat, though he could not see it 



 

 

in the darkness; he didn’t have to. He felt it. He willed its 

ancient strength and its molecules to come alive, like soldiers 

awaiting orders. 

“The way I see it,” the one with the bat said. “There’s three 

of us and only one of you.” Reece raised his right hand and 

closed his fist. He imagined the bat being crushed with a 

pneumatic press. “Look, guys, he raised his fist at us,” bat-boy 

continued. “Better look out - he might raise his other fist!” 

“Ooh, I’m scared,” another chuckled. Reece continued to 

concentrate, imagining the impact of a semi-truck into a 

concrete wall. 

The bat exploded into flames like a muffled firework. 

Its owner screamed from scorched hands and singed 

eyebrows. He took off running back down the corridor, leaving a 

trail of smoke and blood. 

“Now there’s two of you,” Reece said, still giving his best 

hero impersonation. The other two boys looked at each other 

and bolted in the same direction as their wounded leader. He 

watched as the darkness enveloped their fleeing shapes. He 

then sprinted the other way to find Boxy. He had to find him 

and ensure his safety. 

More running. Reece thought for a moment to use his 

ability to lift himself and fly down the dirty corridor. But what 

toll would it take on his body? He could already feel the 

reaction to using his ‘gift’ by incinerating the baseball bat. This 

time, yet another laceration formed on his right forearm. Yet 

another scar will form. 

Syrene and the others had the gall to call it a ‘gift.’ But he 

heard them call it ‘Biokinesis’ when they whispered amongst 

themselves, as if Reece were a child, beyond comprehension of 



 

 

their big, scary words. Perhaps it was fortunate to pretend not 

to understand for as long as he did. That particular strategy 

ultimately led to his escape. 

It was lucky to feign ignorance that the experimental drugs 

they gave him rendered a completely unexpected result. Reece 

wasn’t sure of their intent, but for the simple fact that they 

forbid his release was evidence enough to suspect the 

experiments did not go as planned. 

How he arrived at the lab was a mystery. He found himself 

waking up in Syrene’s facility after a particularly epic alcohol 

binge over an entire weekend. Syrene and the others explained 

to him (or lied to him, as Reece has come to realize) that he had 

agreed to an experimental drug therapy designed to “cure” 

alcoholism. Given Reece’s lack of job, he’d agreed to stay and 

underwent the “treatment” for the next several weeks. 

Reece still could not understand why they kept testing his 

strength and stamina. It wasn’t until at the end of the sixth 

week when he noticed he could “connect” with organic 

materials, but only organic materials, like a puppeteer using 

invisible strings. The cuts on his body began appearing soon 

after. The first appeared when he split an apple in two with his 

mind. Over time, the wounds became more frequent. 

“Boxy!” Reece tried to pierce the thick blackness with his 

voice. He had grown close to the old homeless man quickly, 

despite the mere three days he had spent with him. Reece 

instinctively desired to protect Boxy, who looked in his 60’s and 

frail in appearance, though his actual age may have been less. 

Boxy was intelligent, whose choice of homelessness was not his, 

but rather a product of the impossible task of an ex-convict 

finding work in an already-depressed city. There was an inner 

strength about the man that Reece admired. Perhaps that 



 

 

strength reminded him of his sister, hence Reece’s protective 

inclination. 

Shelby Oliver was actually younger than her brother, but 

she was well beyond her years in wisdom. She had always been 

his anchor to reality. Without her, he would have probably 

landed in jail for assault or murder. It was she who stayed in 

contact with him, even as their parents disowned him because 

of his drinking. It was she who talked him out of violent revenge 

against his soon-to-be ex-wife. And it was she who took him in 

when he left his philandering spouse. 

Shelby must be worried sick. Before “the experiment” took 

him away permanently, Reece had not found a place for himself 

but lived with Shelby. They told him no contact with others was 

part of the “treatment.” Now, being on the run, it was not safe 

to contact her, let alone go back to her apartment. 

Slipping on a slick puddle of who-knows-what as he turned 

a corner, Reece snapped back to the present. He continued to 

dart for an open door, a rectangle a shade less black than the 

rest of the hallway. Cool air gripped his face and made the holes 

in his clothes quite apparent. The only occupants of the empty 

lot in which he arrived were rubble and smaller rubble. A yellow 

glow flickered from around an intact corner of the dilapidated 

structure. Reece sprinted for it, hoping to see Boxy, hoping to 

protect him. To feel useful for once. 

It made sense to see Boxy gathered around a blazing 

garbage drum with other men of his ilk. Safety in numbers. 

Reece reached them, gasping. 

“Those boys aren’t after ya, are they?” Boxy asked as Reece 

came into view, slightly alarmed. He squinted at Reece’s arm. 

“Did they get ya? Did they do that to your arm?” 



 

 

“No, they, um, went the other way. And I, uh, scraped my 

arm on something on the way here,” Reece said, relieved to find 

Boxy safe. He recognized one of the two other men with him: 

Drano. When speaking, this man sounded as if he swallowed an 

entire can of his namesake. It seemed, though, that only Boxy 

could understand him. The other man Reece did not recognize. 

Drano rasped something unintelligible. 

“Dat’s right, Drano. Too much runnin’ in life,” Boxy said. 

“We run after jobs. We run after money. We run after wimmin. 

We run away from wimmin.” Drano barked a laugh. “We spend 

half our lives runnin’ after things and the other half runnin’ 

away from things. Too much runnin’. A man can’t see where he 

needs to go if he don’t stop runnin’ to take a look.”  

Reece tried not to think of his own marathon of a life he’d 

had, most of which was running away from things. He sought to 

find serenity in the heat of the flames, allowing the fire to 

mesmerize him, as fire does. He watched the shadows of Boxy’s 

and Drano’s wrinkles snake about their weathered faces. Reece 

could only imagine how misshapen his own face appeared 

before the flames. His thoughts then turned to the other man, 

hoping to find some recognition in the dim light. The man was 

already staring back at him with startling intensity. 

Reece tried not to stare back, but there was something 

about this man that was bothersome. He wore a canvas army 

poncho, ragged in places, with its hood pulled over his head. His 

features were not that of an old man, like most of the 

occupants here, but that of a younger man, looking athletic by 

the chiseled face. His face. His face! The man’s face was clean 

and shaven, not even a half-day’s growth shown on that sharp 

chin. This was not the face of a homeless man. This was the face 

of an imposter! 



 

 

Consequences be damned, Reece willed his body airborne 

and floated to the heavens. “Newcomer?” Reece heard Boxy say 

in the distance as he carried his own body with his mind onto 

what appeared to be a stable part of the roof. Landing, he 

realized he never carried a weight as heavy as his body before, 

and he felt multiple cuts accompany the one he received from 

exploding the bat. He could will himself to heal, but it would 

only cause more cuts, therefore pointless. 

Reece should have just run into the darkness, but now he 

managed to trap himself up here. He swore a little louder than 

he wanted. He knew the only outcome was to hurt more people 

to get away. He looked around, praying to find an access door 

or stairwell. None was found. He decided he would have to risk 

going back to the ground without encountering anyone. He did 

not think he could simultaneously carry himself and defend 

against others. Subduing The Finder’s men was simple. Pinching 

arteries was infinitely easier than carrying a 250 pound man. 

Movement caught the corner of his eye right before 

something sharp stung him in the neck. In fact, four more sharp 

somethings stung him before the world spun upside down. 

Not quite realizing he now laid on the roof, Reece watched 

in curiosity as a man’s feet walked sideways toward him. Before 

darkness took him, Boxy’s words echoed into the obsidian 

corners of his mind: “Too much runnin’.” 

 

3. Level Five 

“We can’t keep him sedated forever,” Dr. Merrill Hampton 

said as he viewed Reece’s motionless body with contempt. 

“Merrill, I’m aware of that,” Dr. Syrene said to his friend, 



 

 

staring at Reece, like a pirate looking at a pot of gold. “I have yet 

to decide what to do with him. Do you realize what his very 

existence means?” 

“All I see is a threat to us, not to mention the entire project. 

And have you considered how our client will feel about our 

theories? His presence completely nullifies them!” 

“The ‘Ancestor Project’ is still valid, my friend. We just did 

not expect to ‘awaken’ these advanced abilities. And our second 

asset may open up more opportunities for us.” Syrene 

motioned to another sleeping body on the other side of the 

sterile room. 

“I hope you’re right, Geoffrey. But did you read the reports? 

He flew! FLIGHT! That’s a Level Four ability! Level Three was bad 

enough. Soon he’ll be uncontrollable!” Panic escalated Dr. 

Hampton’s voice an octave higher with his last sentence. 

“We are controlling him with the drug that’s in his ‘IV’ right 

now.” 

“Is that why he’s sweating so much?” 

“Most likely.” Dr. Syrene walked around Reece’s prone body 

to grasp the shoulders of his friend. “Calm yourself... We’ve 

won!” 

Merrill faked a smile and looked at the floor. 

A laboratory technician stepped into the room. “Oh, Dr. 

Syrene. I was just going to check the subject’s vitals. I can do it 

later if --” 

“No, it’s fine. Let us toast!” Syrene wrapped an arm around 

Hampton’s shoulders and led him out of the room. 

The technician silently monitored Reece’s blood pressure, 



 

 

respiration and O2 count and noted his readings on a portable 

tablet.  

“Okay, Mr. Beautiful, time for some more happy juice,” the 

tech said as he prepared a syringe with a small bottle of clear 

liquid. 

A scarred arm shot up to grab the lab tech’s wrist. 

“You’re not going to scream or it will go badly for you,” 

Reece could only muster a forced whisper. He sat up, not 

loosening his grip and tore off the various connections on his 

head and body. The tech dropped the syringe. Reece closed his 

eyes to concentrate on forcing the remaining drugs out of his 

pores. His head and torso glistened instantly. He actually would 

have preferred to lie down and rest, considering he had been 

expunging the drugs out of his system for the past two days. His 

head swam with exhaustion. 

But the fatigue soon turned to rage as he pondered how 

violated and helpless he felt in the hands of these perverse 

scientists. Now it was time to go. In one swift, adrenaline-fueled 

moment, he grabbed the tech by the neck and stood to lift him 

off the floor and pin him in the corner of the ceiling and the 

nearest wall. Fear showed brightly in the lab tech’s eyes. 

“You will help me escape or I will stop your heart!” Reece 

found his voice again, though it was more of a growl. The tech 

could only whimper. 

“Reece, put him down,” a female voice said from across the 

room. 

That voice! Impossible! Reece turned to face Shelby Oliver, 

sitting on a bed, dressed in nothing but a hospital gown and a 

garden of wires growing from her head. 



 

 

“Shelby?” He dropped the tech. “Shelby, what are you doing 

here?” 

“Reece, what happened to your face?” Shelby said, 

sounding like she had been drugged recently. 

“But how are you here?” Reece stepped across the room to 

embrace his sister. 

“They brought me here several months ago.” 

“Who?” 

“Dr. Syrene and Dr. Hampton. They drugged me. I was 

unconscious at first. Then I started to have dreams. Dreams of 

you! Then the dreams became nightmares. I told them about 

the dreams. Reece, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know. I didn’t know 

that I could –” 

“Could what, Shelby?” 

“I could see where you were. Even from hundreds of miles 

away, I could see you. Reece, I’m sorry. They made me! I’m 

sorry!” Shelby cried in Reece’s arms. She, too, looked beyond 

exhausted. 

“It’s okay. Calm down. What do you mean ‘see me?’” 

“In the restaurant. The abandoned building. They call it 

‘clairvoyance.’ I can see things from great distances from my 

mind. Even some things in the near future. I didn’t want to help 

them! You have to believe me!” Her body pulsed from her 

anguished sobs. All Reece could do was hold her. And in those 

few moments he spent with his sister, his rage again took 

precedence amongst his thoughts of helplessness and failure. 

Failure to protect the one person in this world who loved him. 

He then detected movement near the door. 



 

 

The laboratory tech strained to push the red alarm button 

on a wall panel. A bell screamed. Reece quickly put the tech to 

sleep. 

“We’re leaving. Help me with these wires,” Reece said, as 

he gently detached numerous leads from her head. He couldn’t 

help but notice they didn’t bother to shave her head entirely, 

just the parts where they applied the sensors. My poor sister, he 

thought. Suffering because of me. The anger escalated. 

Another lab tech opened the large wooden door in 

response to the alarm. Reece willed the wood molecules of the 

door to swing closed violently, sweeping the new tech back into 

the hallway until he slammed into the opposite wall. 

Reece sprang to lock the door. 

“How did that door close by itself like that?” Shelby asked. 

“I did it.” 

“You? But how?” 

“The same way they changed you. They gave me 

experimental drugs and called it a cure for my drinking. But I 

don’t think they expected what I became. Or what you became. 

But they are never going to let us leave. So we have to escape. 

Now.” 

As soon as Reece helped Shelby to her feet, ten guards with 

assault rifles entered the room followed by a man in a white 

coat. Despite the overkill of protection, Merrill Hampton still 

looked nervous. He reached to deactivate the alarm. “No need 

for that,” he said. Reece saw ten crimson points of light dancing 

around his chest. The gun’s laser sights were probably for 

intimidation. 

“Give up now and you and your sister will not be harmed,” 



 

 

the doctor said. Reece’s face turned to shock. Merrill noticed 

the change. “Yes, we know she’s your sister. We sought her out 

to see if your abilities were hereditary. But her manifestation 

was just a happy circumstance.” 

“I’ll give up only after you tell me what you did to me and 

why I can do what I do,” Reece said. 

“No matter. You’ll never leave here again. You are an 

anomaly, Mr. Oliver. The substances we gave you were 

designed to awaken those latent genes we all inherited from 

our less-evolved ancestors. The project was intended to create a 

person with enhanced strength and stamina, coupled with 

reduced intelligence and creative thought, as that of our 

Neanderthal cousins. Essentially, the perfect soldier. You, 

however, disproved not only our own theories, but threaten to 

disprove evolutionary theory as well. Did we tap your own 

ancestor’s latent genome? Yes. But your abilities suggest a 

highly advanced ancestry, which goes against all evolutionary 

theory. Personally, I don’t believe it. That’s why you are an 

anomaly. A freak. A mutation. The exception that proves the 

rule.” 

“I don’t believe you,” Reece said. “If I were the ‘exception’ 

then that doesn’t explain my sister. She is now advanced too. 

Have you even considered that maybe we are not highly-

evolved hairless monkeys like you want everyone to believe?” 

“Believing in evolution is far less frightening than the 

alternative. As far as your sister’s involvement, we were curious 

to see if your abilities could be replicated within your family. 

Hence, your sister. She, too, was a surprise. But, like I said, a 

happy circumstance. But enough of this. Get on your knees and 

close your eyes.” 



 

 

“And if I refuse?” Reece asked. 

“Then your sister will have to suffice to further our work.” 

“Then the answer is still ‘no.’” Reece raised his fist. Bright 

red dots now skittered across Dr. Hampton’s chest and 

forehead. The ten guards grunted and spit obscenities as they 

vainly tried to move their aim away from the doctor. Dr. 

Hampton’s fearful eyes grew wide. 

“There are… ten of them… how can you…?” The doctor said. 

“It’s simpler than I thought,” Reece said. “In fact, I can feel 

all the blood flowing in every person in this facility.” Their pulses 

felt like the footsteps of little children. 

“There are over three hundred men in this building. You 

cannot possibly control –” 

“Bull. I can sense only seventy-two.” A wet, red stain slowly 

expanded over the right shoulder of Reece’s hospital gown.  

“That is correct, Subject 19-B,” an electronic voice spoke 

from a speaker above the door. 

“Dr. Syrene. Why don’t you come down here and tell me in 

person,” Reece said. 

A whispered chuckle puffed out from the small brown box 

above the door. “No, this ends now.” 

A claxon ripped through Reece’s ears like the shattering of 

thousands of panes of glass. The sound brought Reece and 

Shelby to their knees, clawing at their ears. Guards immediate 

rushed the two, separating them. 

“Shelby!” Reece’s screams could hardly be heard over the 

deafening pulse of the horn. The soldiers, seeming to have ear 

protection, proceeded to beat on Reece, some with theirs fists, 



 

 

some with the butts of their guns. With the pain of his 

subjugation along with the disorientating alarm, Reece couldn’t 

levitate a flea, let alone fight off his assailants with his mind or 

body. 

The pounding went on for another minute, despite Shelby’s 

protesting shrieks. “Enough!” Merrill Hampton shouted, having 

to physically restrain one of the guards. Reece, barely conscious, 

lay unmoving on the cold floor. 

Blackness crept in around the corners of his sight and he 

looked forward to the sweet release from all this pain. And so 

he could stop hearing that damn horn. But Shelby… What was 

going to happen to Shelby? If he gave in now, if he let 

unconsciousness take him, it would be over. He could almost 

guarantee a lobotomy for himself and lifetime imprisonment for 

his sister. 

Managing to force one eye open, Reece waited for the 

room to come into focus. The smell of his blood was metallic 

and putrid. That was good. It kept him awake. He could now see 

Shelby shouting, crying, being dragged away by two guards, her 

face the embodiment of horror. Reece closed his eye. He hated 

this place. He hated these guards. He hated himself for what he 

brought upon his beloved sister. Most of all, he hated Dr. 

Syrene. Red rage burned away any remaining shreds of 

rationale or humanity. If they wanted a lab animal, they just got 

an animal. There was only one thing to do. 

Reece took that fiery intensity of anger, of hate and distilled 

all of it into one last, intense force of his will. The horn’s blaring 

exploded within his skull, but he had to focus. A vibration built 

up in his inner ears as he concentrated on his stirrups - the 

bones that made hearing possible. He willed the molecules of 

the bones into a crescendo of pulsing madness. 



 

 

The last sound Reece heard was, ‘SNAP!’ 

Silence. 

Reece’s world became surreal. At first he had to fight this 

overwhelming feeling of loss, as if he was missing a limb. 

Searing pain sizzled over his body, now that the distraction of 

sound had been removed. But Reece could now think clearly: 

clearly enough to feel the heartbeats of all seventy-two people 

in the facility. He then took an extra half second to find the one 

rhythm that must be racing out of control – Shelby’s. 

He closed his fist and everyone in the room dropped around 

his sister, as if they were marionettes suddenly removed of their 

strings. Reece looked up to see Shelby’s astonished face, still 

wet with emotion. She said something. Reece motioned with his 

hands to communicate the loss of his hearing. “Elevator,” he 

said, or rather, he thought he said. 

Each step brought a new dimension of pain for Reece as 

Shelby helped him into an empty elevator. He slumped against a 

wall. “Lower level… Parking garage,” he felt himself say and 

closed his eyes to center on knitting his stirrups. Then great 

flashes of pain demanded his attention. The psychosomatic 

response from putting such a large number of people asleep 

opened gashes like hash marks all over his right arm. 

His bare feet felt something trickling all over them. Reece 

thought he groaned audibly. Shelby turned to him and was 

saying something. She looked distressed and gestured at his 

arm, now slick with oozing blood. She signaled for him to sit. 

Reece watched in fascination as Shelby tore a long strip 

from her gown and wrapped his badly wounded arm as best she 

could. The bandage soon became damp with the crimson 

wetness coming from his arm. He could tell she was speaking to 



 

 

him the entire time, probably gently chastising him about his 

drinking or offering an encouraging word. He could almost hear 

her say, “We’re going to get out of here, big brother.” He smiled 

at her, knowing he was finally able to protect the one person 

who actually gave a damn about him. The toll of lack of sleep, of 

the control of the ten men, of getting beaten, and of dropping 

the rest of the people in the building finally took Reece to a 

place between reality and unconsciousness. 

The elevator opened to reveal Dr. Geoffrey Syrene pointing 

a gun at them. He must have been in the parking garage the 

entire time. The revolver’s muzzle flashed, and Reece felt the 

jolt of the bullet’s shock wave as the slug’s impact blasted 

Shelby’s body back against the elevator wall. 

Though he could not hear his own scream, Reece knew he 

did, for he felt his throat shudder as he yelled his sister’s name. 

Excruciatingly drained, he could not move, could no longer fight, 

could no longer run. Boxy’s voice echoed again: “Too much 

runnin.’” Dr. Syrene pointed his semi-automatic at Reece. 

Knowing he had only a second to act, Reece lashed out with the 

remaining power of his mind, and there was no room for 

subtlety. 

All twenty-seven bones snapped in Dr. Syrene’s firing hand 

simultaneously as fingers splayed at impossible angles. Reece 

watched Syrene’s face stretch into a soundless shriek. Once 

Reece saw the gun fall to the ground, he willed the doctor’s 

knees to explode. The doctor then fell forward, his head at 

Reece’s thigh. Clawing desperately with his good hand, Dr. 

Syrene managed to pull himself close enough to wrap his fingers 

around Reece’s neck. 

Reece gripped Syrene’s head with one hand as he felt reality 

tumble sideways. He mentally reached out to find Dr. Syrene’s 



 

 

blood rolling through his veins like rivers. His concentration 

deepened, and he communed with the doctor’s cells. Reece 

could call them all by name. He felt he could command each 

nuclei to burst or order his skins cells to multiply into cancer or 

force his liver cells to simply wither and die. 

Reece went deeper still and found Dr. Syrene’s D.N.A. 

dancing in a double-helix waltz, blissfully unaware its host was 

capable of such evil. He became instantly aware of every 

chromosome and gene to the point where he knew Syrene’s 

genetic code like a childhood friend. As the life slowly ebbed out 

of Reece’s body, his mind delighted in the beauty and wonder 

of the so-called building blocks of life. Violet sugars and yellow 

phosphates swirled in a carnival of colors around his psyche, 

beckoning him to stay, to play. 

This must be what Level 5 feels like, Reece thought to 

himself. I could make him into a woman – just change the Y 

chromosome to an X here. No, this man should not be allowed 

to continue his work. He cannot ruin any more lives. He must be 

rid of the one thing that makes him dangerous. Like pieces to an 

enormously complex, three-dimensional puzzle, Reece 

rearranged Dr. Syrene’s essence, all of who he was, and made 

him into an entirely different being. 

Something called to Reece, something from his body, which 

pleaded he return. It must have been only a few seconds, but 

immersion in this new world made time irrelevant. Satisfied 

with what he built, Reece had effectively removed all of Dr. 

Syrene’s abilities to think, to reason, to formulate. 

A flash brought Reece back into his broken body. The doctor 

lay beside him, his arm slumped above a head which beheld 

wide eyes that stared at nothing. Nothing at all. Drool snaked 

down his cheek. 



 

 

Carnal thoughts continued to pester at the back of Reece’s 

mind, desirous for the pleasure of sleep. Barely able to hold his 

eyes open, Reece looked over to Shelby, still unconscious. With 

the absolute last of his strength he commanded the muscles, 

blood and tissue to push against the bullet now lodged in his 

sister’s collar bone. Harder, damn you, harder! Push you 

bastards! 

A misshapen lead pellet plunked on the floor of the 

elevator. Don’t sleep. Not yet! His mind drowned in an inky sea 

of weariness. His last call was to her bone to fit itself together 

and for her tissues to quickly reunite by filling in the shredded 

damage from the bullet’s entry. Reece coughed a brief chuckle, 

pondering the irony of not being able to heal himself with his 

abilities. Blood leaked down his forehead from this latest use. 

Satisfied with Shelby’s healing, satisfied that he finally did 

something useful, Reece finally stopped. And slept. 
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Pest Control: A Scarlett 
Mission 

by William Diaz 
 

Zinogan pirates have raided the galaxy for decades. No 

planet or galaxy was safe from Captain Andre the Widowmaker 

and his band of savages, except for the planet of Kalas. 

Captain Andre landed his craft, Inferno in the city of 

Digstown, a city where only the toughest survived, where you 

needed to have certain clout in order to reside here, let alone 

gain entry. 

Walking down the ramp of his craft was a young woman 

with short hair down to her neck, one side a bright red, the 

other side brown as a chestnut. A frown was plastered on her 

copper face. Her bright amber eyes downcast, her shoulders 

slumped forward. 

"You'll find the accomodations here much to your liking, 

Scarlett," said Captain Andre with a wave of his thin hand, "I 

mean, it's no mansion, but it will do." 

The woman named Scarlett glared at her captain, "Why? 

I've been faithful to you. After what we've been through you 

decide to drop me like a bad habit?" 

Captain Andre felt a mountain of guilt, still this was the best 

solution, "You will always be a part of us, my Scarlett. But there 

are events put in motion that are out of my control. You are 

young, twenty-one to be exact?" Scarlett nodded, "You have a 

lot going for yourself." 

Scarlett could not comprehend, "Then let me stay!" 

Andre sighed, "I'm sorry child, this is where we part ways." 



 

 

He turned to walk away then stopped, "You won't be without 

income. A friend of mine will contact you for work. He didn't say 

what, only that he'll fill you in once he has all the details." He 

approached Scarlett, kissed her on the forehead and placed 

something in her hands before walking away. She undid the 

cloth wrappings to reveal a cristas, an exact replica of the 

Widowmaker's own weapon, a curved scimitar dagger with a 

finely crafted hilt and a pommel the shape of a five point star. 

Of all the bladed weapons she's handled, none held an edge 

better than a cristas. 

Scarlett arrived at the address given to her by Captain 

Andre the Widowmaker. There's nothing special about the 

place, she thought bitterly. Scarlett slowly mounted the five 

steps. 

The apartment was indeed nothing special, it was a generic 

dwelling space like any other. It was spartan with off-white 

painted walls fourteen feet wide, thirty feet long. Scarlett ran 

her fingers along the wall, feeling the smoothness. The place 

was furnished with a plain grey metal table with two matching 

chairs, a settee, round small table and a twin size bed with a 

thin mattress. 

After giving her new apartment the once over, Scarlett went 

to find the light switch, flicked it. 

A quiet humming sound was heard. 

Scarlett approached the opening in the wall. A slim open 

laptop was the only item in the wall vault along with a rolled up 

note. 

I hope this dwelling is to your liking, the note read, you've 

found this vault, you'll find more. Don't forget to visit the Shrine 

of Nirmalia and light a black candle. The note signed off as 



 

 

Widowmaker, the Zinogan captain. 

Scarlett crumpled the note, she was still angry about 

Captain Andre leaving her when the laptop in the wall vault 

went ping! 

She looked on with incredulity. Scarlett inched closer, as 

though the laptop would swallow her whole. On the glowing 

screen was a message: Are you there?  

The laptop was waiting for a response. Quick fingers 

produced an answer, "Who is this?" 

The laptop lit up: The Widowmaker spoke true. Call me a 

friend of his. Scarlett waited, the laptop continued, "I have a job 

for you. It involves a little pest extermination.” 

Scarlett knew right away what the mysterious person on the 

other side was getting at, she typed, "Why me?" 

Laptop: You come highly recommended, do you want the job 

or not? 

Scarlett stared at the laptop for a few seconds, 

remembering the captain's words. She had made up her mind, 

"Who's the target?" 

Laptop: The leader of a gang of brutes who call themselves 

the Freedom Front. He calls himself Hammer. Been disrupting 

friends of mine the galaxy over; Napier, Ges, Yosin and Dav were 

the worst hit planets. Any of those planets should lead you to 

the Freedom Front stronghold on Planet Rellestone. They want 

him gone. Will send you details. 

An image emerged on the screen. A brute he was, Scarlett's 

target wore a leather mask with metal studs that draped down 

to his neck. Cold grey eyes stared out of the eye holes. Another 

image appeared seconds later, this time the leader of Freedom 



 

 

Front was seen with his cronies, all wearing the same type of 

masks and attire; black leather shirts and pants, black leather 

jackets and armed with various weapons; machetes, assault 

rifles, clubs and daggers. Only the leader of the Freedom Front 

had a bright red stripe running from top to bottom of his mask. 

Hammer looks a little on the small side. 

Laptop: Since this is your first mission, there's no need for 

subtlety, my friends want him gone, that's all. 

Scarlett: What about his men? Where do I find them? 

Laptop: I thought you weren't going to ask. For the leader, 

$15,000. For his 'high command,' $5,000 a head. You will need 

to send proof of course. 

Scarlett: No problem, I'm in. 

Closing the laptop, Scarlett wandered to her bed and 

collapsed from exhaustion. 

After a deep sleep, Scarlett awoke to begin her job. As she 

slipped on her clothes; black leather pants, skin tight black 

cotton shirt and knee high leather boots, Scarlett realized that 

she had no weapons. She thought about aborting her mission 

when Scarlett recalled Captain Andre's words, if you found one 

vault, you'll find more. 

From the first wall vault, Scarlett turned right to face 

another wall. In a few steps, Scarlett ran her fingers underneath 

a small shelf built into the wall. She must have hit another 

switch, the wall in front of her slid up with a faint hum. 

Scarlett's eyes scanned the contents of the second vault; guns, 

knives, rifles, countless ammunition, sniper rifles, grenades, 

explosives, anything and everything she needed. In the weapons 

vault was another note from the Widowmaker. 



 

 

 

Congratulations, you have found the mother load, dear 

Scarlett. Use these tools wisely. If you need anything; weapons, 

ammo, things that go bang, contact Garry the Irontooth at his 

shop, Ironteeth. Don't forget to visit the temple. If you survive 

your missions, you'll find that Digstown has a lot to offer to 

someone of your skills. By the way, I've secured a craft for you, a 

small one but it will suit your needs. 

Widomaker 

 

Scarlett armed herself with a pair of black double barreled 

handguns with a suppressor switch, a dagger that she slipped in 

her boot and her cristas that she buckled to her waist. She 

selected a high powered assault rifle, black in color and 

equipped with an infra-red scope. Finally Scarlett picked out 

three grenades, small moldable blocks of explosives and 

ammunition. After a final check, Scarlett descended the stairs to 

her craft. 

Scarlett made her way to the Shrine of Nirmalia, the 

goddess of war and death. She stepped inside and was 

overwhelmed the scent of incense burning from the candle 

area. The image of Nirmalia was fixed on the wall; an ebony 

image of a female goddess breathing fire. A priestess appeared; 

she was a small thing, her face covered with a black enamel 

mask and dressed in flowing black robes. 

"Welcome traveller, I understand that this is your first time 

here. All that we ask is that whenever you pass through these 

doors, offer your thanks to the Dark Queen." The priestess 

turned and disappeared back into the temple. Scarlett did as 

asked, she deposited some coins into a box, picked up a black 



 

 

candle and lit it. Going down on one knee, Scarlett remembered 

a prayer from long ago as she raised the candle; one of the 

older Zinogan pirates had taught it to her. 

"Protect me from the unseen, guide my sword, let my 

enemies die a painful death and I an honorable one," She raised 

her candle a for second time, "Give me the strength to strike 

and the sight to see." When Scarlett was done she placed the 

candle in the sandbox and made her way out. 

The streets of Digstown were slick wet from a light shower 

as Scarlett headed out to find Hammer and the Freedom Front. 

Her first stop was the planet Ges, a normally peaceful place with 

its lakes, swamps and cottages. The Gesians were farmers and 

miners, not known for war or fighting. Any conflict is taken to 

the Sacred Ones, a council of four judges that rule city of Violet 

Sky, aptly named for the purple lights that danced in the 

evenings. Only the Sacred Ones had the authority and the 

capabilities of using force to defend the people of Ges. 

Scarlett made note of the scorched fields and markers 

where make-shift grave sites were dug. Seeing this reminded 

Scarlett of her own home planet of Traxxos, of that terrible 

night known as the Last Daylight, a night where the sun shone 

for the last time and where the slaughter of her people began. 

Landing in an open space near a cluster of small hovels, 

Scarlett jumped out and surveyed the land before her. A farmer 

was digging in a small patch of land just twenty feet away from 

her position, a thick belt with multiple pockets filled with 

different kinds of seeds was cinched around his waist. He 

watched Scarlett disembark from her craft, promptly returning 

back to his work. 

"What happened here?" Scarlett asked as she approached 



 

 

the farmer. 

"See for yourself, girl," the farmer did not look at Scarlett. 

"Ok, I guess what I meant to ask was, who did this?" 

The farmer stopped digging, his face darkened, "A band of 

savages came calling. I had a bountiful crop; squash, turnips, 

pumpkins, corn and tomatoes. These savages decided to help 

themselves to whatever they wanted. They would have left, had 

it not been for my fool son, the eldest. He took exception to 

those brutes taking our crop and attacked one of them." The 

farmer paused to look out towards the grave marker, "A lot of 

good that did him. Their leader screeched a command, and 

before I knew it my crops were set ablaze, after we endured a 

brutal beating. My wife still has nightmares. My daughter, well, 

you can imagine the utter helplessness of being forced to watch 

the brutes violate her." He finally turned to Scarlett, "My boy is 

dead, along with the bloke that he attacked, at the hands of 

that masked maniac." The farmer inspected Scarlett's 

weaponry, "If you have any notion of going after them, abandon 

it. You're only chasing death." 

"Can you at least tell me where they went?" 

"They headed east in the direction of Violet City, leaving me 

with a burning field and a traumatized family." 

Scarlett thanked him just the same and boarded her craft. 

She hovered, catching a glimpse of the farmer digging his fields. 

Violet City came into view an hour later; a city with tall ivory 

towers, clean streets and purple lights. Lots of lights. Below 

Scarlett caught a glimpse of the patrol; soldiers in indigo coats 

and black leggings. Their only weapon was a black baton. Even 

their patrol doesn't seem menacing. 

She had enough of Ges and lifted her craft into space. 



 

 

Scarlett punched in coordinates for the planet Dav. Cruising at a 

hurried speed, Scarlett did not see the Planetary Police red zone 

and registered as a "red carrier," an illegal driver in a controlled 

air space. Sure enough, two Planetary speedsters appeared on 

her tail and began the pursuit. Scarlett knew what the 

punishments were for being registered as a red carrier; ten 

years of hard labor on the planet Trisgar, also known as "Planet 

Terror." For an assassin caught in a red zone, death. Scarlett 

headed in the direction of Yosin, located in the Qazar star 

system, in hopes of shaking her Planetary Police tail. After a few 

harrowing turns including a near collision with one of her 

Planetary Police speedsters, Scarlett eluded capture by entering 

the Qazar star system, the Planetary giving up chase. 

Yosin was a crowded planet of beings called the Perthra. 

The Perthra were feisty, angry and hot tempered beings, prone 

to violence at the drop of a hat. Humans living in Perthra did 

their best to coexist with the natives, but tensions were always 

high, leading to deaths on both sides. Scarlett made for Rising 

Bastard, Yosin's capital city. 

Rising Bastard's streets were choked with Perthra. 

Navigating her craft was no easy task, in the end Scarlett 

resorted to parking it near a brothel and walked from there. 

Rising Bastard was not hit as hard as she imagined. I'm 

willing to bet the Perthra made the Freedom Front think twice. 

Some of the buildings needed repairs but otherwise there was 

no major damage. Scarlett was staring for too long when a gruff 

piercing voice startled her, her hand dropping to her cristas. 

"Fear not lass, I won't trouble you. Just wanted to make 

sure you were enjoying this fine piece of architecture," a man 

with a black beret dressed with silks of red and burgundy from 

top to bottom said. 



 

 

"Maybe you can help me," Scarlett eyed the Perthra man, 

her hand remained on the hilt of her cristas. "I'm on the search 

for some group of savages calling themselves the Freedom 

Front. Have you seen them?" 

"We get foreign mercenaries landing on our planet all the 

time." 

"These brutes make mercenaries look like choir boys from 

the planet Pya," responded Scarlett, "They have very distinct 

features." 

The Perthra man lit up, "I think I know who you're talking 

about, if only I remembered what they looked like..." 

Scarlett dug into her pouch and dug out a silver coin. She 

tossed it to the "surprised" Perthra man. "Start talking." 

"You are right, they are brutes. But they thought they could 

terrorize us Perthrans with their heavy black leathers and spiked 

black masks. We gave them a fight, we did. Not even when their 

leader, a monster of a creature with a red stripe going down the 

length of his mask, killed two of his own men for failure, we did 

not cower." 

Scarlett nodded, "Any idea where they went?" 

The Pethran's face crinkled as he tried to remember, "I 

heard their leader shout it to his men. Rel...Rella...Stone--its 

some mongrel place they're from!" The Pethran walked away, 

his temper flaring. 

"That confirms it," Scarlett said out loud. She was airborne 

within minutes. She punched several coordinates, following the 

bright colored three dimensional map to plot the quickest 

course to Rellestone. 

A seemingly uninhabited planet, twenty years ago 



 

 

Rellestone was once the domain of Duke Guy Florence, a tyrant 

who commanded a powerful army of one hundred thousand 

soldiers, until a federation of planets in his duchy rebelled, 

slowly destroying Duke Florence and ending his iron rule. 

Scarlett killed the engine of her craft and drifted towards 

Rellestone's dank and dirty atmosphere. She switched on her 

headlights but was still unable to see five feet in front of her. 

Finally Scarlett landed her craft on solid ground, the 

architecture and the land before her dreary and inhospitable. 

All around, Scarlett searched for any signs of life but found 

none. She navigated her craft along what used to be paved 

streets. Every building Scarlett came across building was 

abandoned and neglected. "Not even ghosts would dwell here." 

She spotted a low rise, three floor building just fifteen yards 

to her right. The doors looked like they were blown off, giving 

Scarlett the ease to drive her craft through the doorway. A quick 

scan and Scarlett decided to navigate her craft upwards where 

the ceiling might have been. 

Scarlett drove her craft down a decrepit hallway, landing 

with a soft thud on the second floor. Much of the place was 

rubble, an open space where separate chambers had been 

erected at one point. Scarlett checked her weapons; black 

assault rifle with scope, explosives, hand grenades, twin double-

barreled pistols, dagger and her cristas. 

Inching out of her craft Scarlett did a quick sweep of the 

second floor before settling by the window. Two figures in black 

emerged from the other side of the street, one carrying a spiked 

club, the other a machete with a large blade, attached at his 

back. Scarlett's hand went to her pistol as she slowly inched 

away from the window. The two Freedom Front brutes strolled 



 

 

up the street, their demeanor was lax; they were not expecting 

anyone to stumble into their zone, let alone an assassin. 

Scarlett breathed a sigh of relief when the brutes walked 

past. She noticed the strangeness of their spiked masks when... 

...the Freedom Front brute with the spiked club put two 

fingers in his ear, nodding. They looked around, then up at the 

upper levels of the abandoned buildings. Scarlett's eyes 

widened when the brutes made their way to her hiding spot, 

weapons in hand. 

It was too late to move her craft. The brutes were already in 

the building. Scarlett quickly moved from her perch and scurried 

to a lone standing wall. The crunch of boots on gravel echoed 

through the building; the Freedom Front brutes would 

eventually reach the second level. 

Scarlett heard one of the brutes issue an order in a clipped 

deep voice, "Search the third level, I'll take the second floor." 

She whipped out one of her double barrel pistols, checked the 

clip – armor-piercing bullets – flicked the switch to silence mode 

and waited. 

Footsteps could be heard stalking the hallway, moving in 

and out of every room. Scarlett could faintly hear the brute 

muttering under his breath, "Come out little mouse, you can't 

hide." Scarlett raised her weapon; in a few minutes her craft 

would be discovered. The brute walked into the room across 

from her, this was her chance. 

Scarlett emerged from her hiding spot and crept up behind 

the brute. Arm extended out in front of her, she was fifteen feet 

away and with her finger on the trigger. 

Scratch. 



 

 

Scarlett glanced down at her boots, then at the brute in 

front of her. 

Damned boots. 

The Freedom Front brute froze. He turned, spiked club held 

ready to strike. It was the longest two seconds Scarlett ever 

experienced. The round exited the chamber, through the barrel 

and sped, finding a home in the brute's forehead in an eruption 

of brain matter and bone underneath the spiked mask. 

Holstering her weapon, Scarlett ran towards the corpse, in 

hopes of finding the radio and ear piece. She crouched down 

and searched but to her disappointment, the ear piece was 

shattered. 

Instinct made Scarlett dive out of the way; a flash of steel, 

followed by sparks that left a gouge mark right where Scarlett 

was crouched seconds ago. Scarlett spun around, dagger and 

cristas in her hands. To her surprise... 

"You think the Freedom Front is only for men, little bitch?" 

said brute number two. If not for the curves and perky breasts 

beneath the long leather coat, Scarlett would not have known 

that this brute was female. The female brute lunged at Scarlett 

with her machete, missing as she side stepped, parrying with 

her dirk and finding an opening with her cristas: the brute's left 

arm. The brute hissed in pain, then lunged again with an 

overhand swing. Scarlett side stepped but could not find an 

opening; the brute's long leather coat protected her body. The 

female brute swung backhanded, the blade whizzing inches 

above Scarlett's. 

Just before the brute completed her swing, Scarlett stepped 

inside her reach. She rammed her dagger under the brute's chin 

and twisted. The brute let out a gurgle, with her last bit energy 



 

 

she grasped Scarlett's left arm. Scarlett lowered the brute to the 

ground and ripped out her blade, stood up and watched her die. 

She relieved the brute of her long coat, belt, boots, and 

gloves, and wiped the blood of the mask. Underneath was the 

face of a woman, pretty in life despite her brown hair cut short 

like that of a man. Dressed in leathers slightly big for her and 

boots that fit right, Scarlett donned the black spiked mask, 

hoping she could pass as a member of the Freedom Front. 

Scarlett waited until dark to venture out. She collected her 

plastic explosives, stuffing as many as she could in the coat 

pockets. It was pitch dark when Scarlett emerged from her hide 

out, the twin moons Zara and Zin were not due tonight, 

according to Scarlett's knowledge of moon movements. Out 

here she would pass as another Freedom Front brute.  

If I were leader of Freedom Front, where would my 

headquarters be? 

The stones scraped Scarlett's boots as she walked the black 

evening. Up ahead Scarlett spotted a faint light, coming from 

the tiny shack outlined in the dark. Scarlett peeked in and saw 

another Freedom Front brute sitting on a wooden chair, a thick 

haze of smoke swirling around his head. The brute's mask sat on 

top of his head.  

The brute spun around, seeing Scarlett standing there in her 

brute outfit, the long coat undone and exposing cleavage. 

"Look what I have here," the brute leered. He had two 

hideous scars down the right side of his face, black eyes shining 

like obsidian, "The gods favor me tonight." 

"The surprise is for Hammer," Scarlett responded, seconds 

after she realized her mistake. Scarlett noted how the brute's 

smile disappeared. He turned back around and muttered 



 

 

something under his breath.  

Time for Plan B. 

She approached the brute, further opening her coat and 

lifting her top, fully exposing her breasts. The brute turned 

again, "Go find Hammer your--" 

"Tell me where Hammer is at the moment and I’ll make it 

worth your while." 

"At the Bucket," the brute responded, Scarlett approached 

even closer and started rubbing his manhood and whispered, 

"Where." 

"Come on, do I have to draw it out for you? The last building 

facing south." 

Scarlett smiled. She grabbed the brute by the shoulders and 

turned him around, his back facing her. "Just relax, you'll get 

first pickings before Hammer after all." 

The brute reached for his belt and began unbuckling, "Oh 

you sleazy bitch," he purred, "Have I--" 

Scarlett made a quick arm motion, her cristas biting into the 

brute's throat. He gurgled, his hands grasping at his open throat 

before slumping forward. Scarlett rounded the dead man to 

make sure he was truly gone, his life's blood draining from his 

body as Scarlett left the hovel. 

Scarlett walked at a slower pace so her eyes could re-adjust 

to the dark. A few Freedom Front brutes walked past her, 

inclining their heads. She returned the gesture, then quickened 

her pace to the Bucket. 

The round shaped structure of the Bucket loomed ahead. Its 

dipped roof and crumbling, slanted towers were the reason the 



 

 

Freedom Front had named it so. Scarlett arrived in the dead of 

night, keeping out sight of the main doors. Two brutes stood 

watch, as menacing as demon shadows in their leathers and 

spiked masks. 

She walked up the small incline in her Freedom Front 

disguise. She did not see them make a move, but Scarlett had 

no doubt that the guards were watching intently. One of them 

stood in front of Scarlett, barring her entrance. "Hammer's busy 

at the moment, lass. But, me and Cleaver could keep you 

company." He chuckled, reaching around her and cupping her 

buttocks. Scarlett smirked, unleashing an uppercut right up to 

the brute's ribs, then landing a hard elbow to his jaw. 

The one called Cleaver started howling with laughter, 

"Haha! You fucked up Menace! Explain that one to Hammer!" 

Scarlett strode through while Menace held his broken ribs, 

groaning and cursing. The Bucket's interior was what she half 

expected; dark, grimy and void of any decorations. The hallways 

were remarkably wide but littered with discarded pieces of 

metal, brick and bones. 

A faint light shone from a room off to Scarlett's right. As she 

neared the lit room Scarlett heard voices, a male and a female. 

The female voice sounded agitated. 

"...what I said, Stink? Get those crafts fixed immediately, the 

Black Lynx Galaxy is ripe for the taking!" 

Scarlett kept listening. The male responded after a few 

minutes, "Fine, I'll get on it. But don't expect any miracles! 

Those crafts aren't space worthy yet!" 

His footsteps scratched the ground beneath him as he made 

for the exit. Scarlett quietly, but quickly scrambled to a nearby 

alcove. The male brute named Stink stormed out, cursing under 



 

 

his breath. She was about to enter the lit room when Stink 

stopped at the end of the hallway, causing Scarlett to freeze 

where she stood. Stink dipped his head and put two fingers to 

his left ear. Minutes later he hastily responded, "Those two are 

probably fucking again, somewhere. They'll turn up like nothing 

happened. As for Peacock, that bastard's most likely dead drunk 

in his hovel again. Let'im sleep it off." Stink cursed again and 

disappeared around the corner. 

Peacock? The brute in the hovel was named Peacock? Oh 

he's dead indeed, don't know about drunk. 

Scarlett slipped in the room. 

She slowly unsheathed her cristas, the quieter this job 

turned out, the better her chances were of leaving Rellestone in 

one piece. Tip-toeing the length of the room, Scarlett found the 

female brute, sitting at a table studying a map. The brute's mask 

was up. Even from where Scarlett stood there was no mistaking 

the bright red vertical stripe painted on the spiked mask. 

I'm I seeing this right? Hammer's a...woman? 

Hammer straightened up and sniffed the air. She tilted her 

head up, "Mmm, this scent is not like you Pinky. But fine with 

me, I like surprises." 

She likes men and women? 

Hesitantly, Scarlett placed her hand on Hammer's shoulder, 

letting it slide down to her left breast. Hammer was getting 

aroused, "You might want to take those gloves off," she tisked, 

"if you want a taste." 

Scarlett slid the mask off Hammer. In an instant, Scarlett 

slammed her cristas into the back of Hammer's head. Hammer 

arched her back, spasming. Scarlett stepped around until she 



 

 

was face to face with her target. 

"You've been a baaad girl," Scarlett said, snapping photos 

with a miniature camera capable of uploading the images to a 

secure network. "A mutual friend of ours sent me to get rid of 

some pests; you just happened to be top of the list." 

Hammer gasped, her body spasmed uncontrollably until she 

stopped moving. Scarlett ripped her cristas out of Hammer's 

skull, then dragged her body across the room. Another room 

came into view, a room full of leathers and bladed weapons. 

Scarlett dug into her long coat and planted plastic 

explosives on Hammer's corpse. Sky High explosives, just one 

brick can level half a small planet. She planted three bricks on 

Hammer. Scarlett started for the entrance, she stepped out into 

the hallway when she heard footsteps. She whipped out her 

double-barreled pistol and flicked the switch to silent mode. A 

silhouette appeared down the hallway; Stink was heading back 

to Hammer's chamber. 

Stink froze when he saw Scarlett in her Freedom Front 

disguise, leaning against the dirty wall.  

"What are you doing here?" he snapped, "Only lieutenants 

are allowed inside the Bucket." 

Stink stopped to listen, no sound came from Hammer's 

quarters. He inched closer to Scarlett, "Where's Hammer?" He 

took a closer look at Scarlett's long coat, inspecting the collar. 

"No lapels...Dala..." Stink was drenched with a cold truth, "This 

is Dala's coat. Who are you--" 

Scarlett grabbed Stink by his chin and shoved him back. She 

raised her right arm, squeezing off two rounds into his chest. 

After Stink sat with a thud against the wall, Scarlett ripped off 

his mask, revealing a gaunt face and pale green eyes. The 



 

 

Freedom Front lieutenant looked up the barrel of Scarlett's gun. 

"You're...dead..." Stink's head exploded, blood and brain matter 

sprayed the wall. Scarlett fished for her camera, snapped her 

pictures and uploaded them to her contact. 

Nearing the entrance of the Bucket, Scarlett was checking 

her weapons when she spotted Cleaver and Menace, still at 

their posts. She wrapped herself in her long coat, feeling for her 

pistols; her bootsteps echoing the hallway attracted their 

attention. Cleaver looked in, then nudged Menace who only 

stared at Scarlett. 

"Maybe we got off on the wrong foot, lass. Come closer, we 

don't bite." rasped Cleaver. Scarlett stepped closer to the 

entrance. "Menace was only trying to be friendly with you. You 

can have me first if you'd like." 

Scarlett looked from Menace, back to Cleaver and bobbed 

her head. "I'll take you both," she purred, "right here." 

The two Freedom Front brutes exchanged looks as Scarlett 

emerged from the hallway. They were in the middle of 

unbuckling their pants, when Scarlett spread her arms out to 

her sides, a double-barrel pistol in each hand. The split second 

reaction felt like an eternity. Scarlett squeezed the triggers, 

shooting each man in the throat. Both fell in a spray of blood. 

Darkness enveloped her as Scarlett briskly walked back to 

her craft. Not a Freedom Front brute in sight, good-- 

Her thoughts were interrupted by a commotion up ahead. 

Bright light streamed from a hovel. It was too hard to see the 

shape of it in the dark, until Scarlett came within ten feet. 

Shit. 

Scarlett peeked in and saw at least a dozen Freedom Front 



 

 

brutes, examining the dead brute she left. One of them was 

shouting into his ear piece. 

"Hammer! Dala! Smasher! Where are you?!" 

Scarlett slipped away, sneaking around to the back. She 

planted three more bricks of Sky High just inches away from the 

hovel. She waited a few heartbeats before slithering away. Her 

stomach churned when three brutes running towards the hovel 

saw her, skidded to a stop. 

"Hey, find Dala and Smasher, something's happened to 

Weasel." 

"I'm on it!" She took off running as the three barreled 

towards the hovel. Freedom Front brutes were running in 

different directions, some with weapons. 

She kept going until she saw the building where her craft 

was parked. Scarlett took the steps two at a time, stumbling 

when she reached the entrance. She heard voices on the second 

level. 

Not good. 

Scarlett pulled out two Sky High bricks, placing them 

carefully underneath the rubble. The concrete stairs muffled her 

approach, she popped her head past the top landing to find two 

brutes inspecting her craft. 

Need to get out, fast. 

Scarlett reached for her belt, slowly plucking a canister the 

size of a man's fist. She pulled the pin, tossed the canister and 

jumped down to the landing.  

Seconds later the room was filled with a blinding white 

flash. Scarlett cleared the landing to find both brutes rolling on 



 

 

the ground, temporarily blinded and rubbing their eyes with 

heel of their hands. She fired four more rounds, two in each 

brute's chest. 

Her craft was left exactly where she parked it. Good. She 

was placing the last of her Sky High explosives, making a mental 

note of all the remote charges she inserted in each brick when 

sirens wailed in the night. 

Scarlett's head snapped up, "Got to hurry up." 

In minutes Scarlett fired up her craft, lifted off and drifted 

out into the night. Though she could not hear the shouts, 

Scarlett saw the black shapes of the Freedom Front brutes, their 

spiked masks glinting off Scarlett's head lights. She heard a 

thudding noise, three in succession hammering the side of her 

craft. 

"Armored," Scarlett chuckled, "The Widowmaker thought of 

everything." 

When Scarlett reached her desired elevation she pressed 

the button on her detonator. 

A large fireball shot up into the night sky. 

In moments, the Bucket had disappeared, the surrounding 

hovels flattened by the blast radius. As Scarlett gained more 

altitude, her other explosives went off, laying to waste 

Rellestone. She pulled out her camera and snapped pictures. 

Scarlett's journey back to Kala was uneventful. After 

entering Digstown she docked her craft and shuffled into her 

apartments, fighting the exhaustion that would soon overcome 

her to check her laptop. A message popped up. 

Laptop: I see you made it back in one piece. 



 

 

Scarlett: I surprise myself sometimes. 

Laptop: So Hammer was a woman? I couldn't tell with all 

that leather. Nice work, check your account. 

Scarlett: Will do. By the way, here's one other thing.  

Scarlett uploaded the images of a Rellestone in shambles. 

Laptop: How did you destroy the whole planet? Nevermind, 

the Freedom Front won't be bothering anyone anymore. You've 

impressed me. Captain Andre would be proud. 

Scarlett slowly closed her laptop. Just seeing her former 

captain's name on her screen was still hit a raw wound. She 

stumbled into bed. 
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Lullaby 
by Frank Martin 

 
I'm so lucky. At least, that's what other parents tell me. 

I gave Lilly her bottle, she burped right away was asleep in 

the crib three minutes later. Once her favorite pink blanket is on 

her I can count on a solid two hours of alone time. That's the 

main reason why I let my wife go grocery shopping while I 

volunteer to stay home with the baby. Lord knows I wouldn't be 

able to handle the little rugrat if she just screamed her head off 

all day long. 

Other parents also tell me that girls are easier than boys. 

Not that I have the experience to compare. But my wife and I 

were hoping for a girl from the moment she discovered she was 

pregnant. Besides the day she was born, finding out Lilly would 

be...well...Lilly was the best day of my life. Most guys pray for 

boys. But I wanted a princess to spoil. Not that we would love a 

boy any less. We would just have to try again on the next go 

around.  

Even knowing how good Lilly is, though, I still want to keep 

an eye on her. Always. So before leaving her room I make sure 

the camera for the baby monitor is set up just right. It hasn't 

moved from its spot on top the changing table across the room, 

but I double-check its angle anyway. From this far away I can 

see the whole room, crib included, which will come in handy 

when she starts standing in a couple months. But for now, this 

position is good enough so that I can spot her moving between 

the bars. 

After leaving the nursery I head into our master bedroom 

and unplug the monitor from its charging station on the 



 

 

nightstand. The camera looked right when I left, but I 

immediately turn the screen on just to be sure. Good. It's 

perfect. 

With the monitor in hand, I carefully traverse back through 

the hallway and down our old staircase. When Lilly was first 

born it felt awkward tiptoeing around the house, but now I do it 

without a second thought. As girly as it might sound, I almost 

feel like a ballerina gently placing my feet down on the 

hardwood floors without a creek. Then again, I've learned that a 

lot of things a father has to do for his baby aren't the most 

masculine of activities. I've also learned to embrace them. 

After clearing the stairwell I jump down to the first floor's 

carpeting and that's when I know I'm safe. The soft floor doesn't 

make a sound as I head down the hall and into the den. My own 

personal man-cave of sports, video games and everything in 

between. The missus says she's going to turn this into a 

playroom when it’s time for us to make baby number two. But 

we've got years before that's happening (at least, I hope). For 

now, this twelve by twelve room is the only sanctuary I have in 

the house from the burp clothes and pacifiers. 

I plop down on the sofa and pull back on the lever, shooting 

my feet up and my head back like a king on his reclining throne. 

The remote is peacefully waiting on the seat next to me and I 

snatch it up, swapping out the device by putting the baby 

monitor in its place. The screen is perfectly angled in the 

cushions so that I can see it just right from my side of the sofa. 

And I give it one good, concentrated stare to make sure all is 

right in the baby's room before clicking on the fifty inch monster 

of an HDTV mounted on the wall in front of me. 

The screen instantly beams a bright broadcast of college 

basketball into the room. My neck then drops back into the 



 

 

headrest, where my body plans on staying until the demands of 

fatherhood permit otherwise. Unfortunately, that moment 

comes sooner than I hoped when a sound from the monitor 

draws my attention. 

Only the noise isn't the normal baby blabber I'm used to 

hearing. The small device lets out a short beep, and I turn my 

head to find that the screen has become all white with an error 

message reading "OUT OF RANGE." 

How could this be? I've had this thing out in the yard and it's 

worked just fine. Why would it say out of range all of a sudden? 

For a second I find myself struggling to breathe and frozen 

in my seat. I know it’s probably nothing. Just a glitch or some 

kind of disruption in the signal. But not being able to see or hear 

my baby girl has filled me with the crushing dread of an overly 

concerned parent. 

I pick up the monitor and start randomly pushing buttons in 

the hope that something will bring it back to life. But nothing 

works. Should I run up there? Yeah, I should probably run up 

there. 

I kick my legs back into the sofa, propelling myself forward 

out of the seat when the monitor's black and white picture 

suddenly reappears. An involuntary sigh of relief exits my lungs 

as I scan the screen to make sure everything's the same. I know 

it’s just my paranoia. The monitor was down for only few 

seconds. What could possibly happen in that amount of time? 

But I check anyway and see the baby's outline lying peacefully 

through the bars of the crib. Good. Everything's as it should be. 

My shoulders relax from the building tension, and I keep my 

eyes on the screen as I sit back down. I couldn't imagine what I 

would be feeling if the picture came back and Lilly was gone. As 



 

 

unlikely as that would be, I guess that's the ultimate nightmare 

for any parent: your child gone in an instant and there was 

nothing you could do about it. 

Saying that my wife would kill me would be an 

understatement. Even after a couple months, she still worries 

every time I'm alone with the baby. And to be fair, I still give her 

reason to. Hell, I call looking after Lilly "babysitting," which my 

wife's all too happy to point out that it’s not babysitting if you're 

watching your own child. 

Not that it feels like babysitting. Lilly's just so simple. A 

bottle, burp and diaper change later and I'm downstairs 

watching the basketball game with the monitor by my side. 

Only a few seconds go by, though, before another sound 

grabs attention. But again, it's not Lilly or even the monitor 

beeping this time. It's voices. Whispers almost. And two of 

them. 

Everything seems fine. I figure maybe its residual audio 

from the TV or something. That is until I see two dark figures 

pass in front of the camera. 

Unlike before, when the blank screen only held the 

possibility of an unknown terror, my body recognizes the 

situation as an immediate threat and pours adrenaline through 

every inch of my being. Instinct immediately takes over, 

popping me of the seat and shooting me towards the stairs in a 

full on sprint. I stomp my way up every third step in a frantic 

scramble, catching a brief glimpse of the two robed figures still 

on the monitor. They're now leaning over the crib! I gotta get 

there! 

At the top of the stairs I turn the corner of the hall and 

nearly dive head first through Lilly's doorway. My arms are up, 



 

 

my fists are clenched (with the monitor in my right one) and I'm 

ready for action. But there's no one to be found. The room is 

empty. How can that be? 

My eyes dart back over to the screen and the strange 

people in robes are still staring into the crib at my baby. My 

baby! But how? 

Maybe the signals got crossed? I've heard stories about 

houses picking up on each other's baby monitors. Is that what 

I'm seeing? My freaky neighbors doing some bizarre ritual in 

robes? 

No. I'm definitely looking at Lilly's room on the screen. Her 

crib, the curtains and pictures are all there. What am I even 

thinking? It’s the same damn view I’ve been staring at for 

months! 

And the strangest thing of all: I'm nowhere to be seen. I'm 

standing dead center in the middle of the room and should be 

on the monitor. The camera is right in front of me. The light is 

on. It's transmitting. Then why can't I see myself? Why aren't I 

on the screen? But strangers are. And now they're...they're 

reaching into the crib! My God! They're going to take Lilly! 

My brain surges into a panic, but I don't know what to do. 

How could I? I don't even know what's going on. 

My eyes start wildly scanning the room for something, 

anything that could give me a clue. But there's nothing out of 

the ordinary. The room is immaculate. Clean and perfect 

without the slightest hint that anything was wrong. 

I dart back into the hall, desperately searching for a sign. Yet 

all I can hear is the announcer's faint voice from the television 

still on downstairs. 



 

 

Confusion clouds every one of my senses as I mope back 

into the nursery while staring at the screen. So much so that I 

didn't even realize had muddled my mind is. What am I worried 

about? The baby is right in front of me, peacefully sleeping in 

the crib. There's no one else in the room. How could they take 

her? 

But even knowing all that, I still, once again, find myself 

holding my breath, hoping, praying that this is some mistake. 

That these people on the monitor are not about to grab my 

baby girl. 

The robed couple continues to reach inside and spends a 

few seconds playing with whatever child's inside. They then lean 

out of the crib, turn to face the camera and my heart instantly 

drops into the pit of my stomach. Lilly is in their arms. My 

beautiful baby girl is laughing and smiling without a care in the 

world while two strangers are...wait. I can finally see their faces. 

Now, after finally turning around, I can see beneath the dark 

hoods of their robes and I can't believe my eyes. It's me and my 

wife, smiling just like the day Lilly was born. 

I'm speechless. Dumbfounded. Completely and utterly 

baffled. My mind is racing through a crazy storm of disbelief. 

What in the hell is going on? How is this happening? And 

through it all, Lilly looks so happy, still wrapped in her favorite 

pink blanket. 

The blanket! 

In my crazy hysteria I didn't even notice the lack of pink in 

her crib. I take a step towards it and peer over the edge to see 

there's still a baby sleeping calmly inside. But its blanket isn’t 

pink. It’s black. Similar in color to the strange robes of my 

doppelganger. 



 

 

And furthermore, the baby's face is familiar...but different. 

It looks like Lilly. Same nose and ears. But its features are more 

defined and heavy. No. It’s definitely not Lilly. Because the baby 

in front of me is a boy. 
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RAWR is Dinosaur for ‘I Love You’ 
by Collin Babcock 

 
“Rawr,” I said to her before I left. It’s dinosaur for ‘I Love 

You.’ 

The jungle was beautiful today. Sun shined and the 

humidity caused me to sweat under my armor. The greens and 

blues of the island were brighter than any network picture could 

do justice. I hefted my laser rifle onto my shoulder so I could 

take another look at the GPS screen. The tracker was moving 

south, quickly. This hunt was on. 

I jogged through dense ferns and moisture-laden foliage 

and quickly as I could keep my footing. The GPS screen chimed 

the distance as it ticked down to one kilometer away. The jungle 

gave way to a massive river. On the bank, I saw the tracks of my 

quarry. The prints were huge. I couldn’t help but smile; this 

stegosaur was a big one. The lady would be pleased. 

He was moving again, the GPS chimed. I looked for a way 

over the river, but all of the downed trees didn’t look like they’d 

support my weight and I didn’t have time to cord together a 

number of them. There were a number of thick, healthy trees 

near the bank that would serve well. I didn’t have an axe on 

hand, but I had the next best thing. Explosives. 

I aimed my rifle at the base of the trunk of one that looked 

like it could clear the width. A bolt of red light blasted a charred 

hole the size of my fist into it. I removed a spherical device from 

my belt and twisted the hemispheres around until it began to 

click. I jammed it into the hole and then turned and ran like a 

terrified animal. 



 

 

I found cover behind another monstrous tree when the 

bomb went off and the trunk began to groan and snap. With a 

painful slowness, the tree fell towards the river. I ran out onto 

the settling trunk as it dipped into the river current. I made it 

about halfway down the makeshift bridge before I heard the 

trunk give way from the bank. Perhaps I didn’t think this all the 

way through. 

It shook me loose and I caught onto the trunk as I fell. The 

current grabbed hold of the both of us and took us along for the 

ride. Rocks whipped by, jutting up like teeth of a hungry beast. 

The trunk just big enough to get caught on the rocks as the 

current continued to drag at it. I pulled myself along its length 

until I found the outcropping and clambered atop it. 

As I lay there trying to catch my breath, I realized that the 

GPS had been lost in the river. The laser rifle was waterlogged, 

too. I’d have to get it cleaned out if I was going to bag that 

stegosaur. I wasn’t going back to the ship without it. I promised 

her a stegosaur, and I intended to make good. 

The rocks piled nearby the river bank I wanted to be on, 

luckily, and I could continue the chase. I kept my eyes to the 

signs the stegosaur left in the foliage. This was hunting the way 

it was supposed to be; wits and observation. I’m glad the GPS 

was lost. This felt purer. I couldn’t wait to tell this story to the 

lady, she would eat it up. 

It wasn’t long until I found the stegosaur’s tracks again; he 

was making no effort to conceal his passage. I quickly stripped 

the laser rifle down to its core and its power supply. I shook out 

the water as best as possible and set them on a lichen covered 

rock in some direct sunlight. I’d give it a few minutes to dry, and 

then I could be on my way. 



 

 

I sat on the rock to dry myself as well, when I felt a sharp 

pain in my thigh. I stood back up with a yelp and discovered a 

splinter the size of my pinky finger stabbed into my leg. I yanked 

it out as quickly as I could and it hurt unlike anything I could 

imagine. I opened the first aid kit on my belt and pulled out the 

binding fabric. I put several layers around my thigh to put 

pressure on the wound. It’d have to do until I got back to the 

ship and could let the medical robot stitch me back up. 

Despite the limp, I still felt great about this hunt. I quickly 

reassembled the laser rifle and checked the power load. Oh, 

great, the water had sapped the cell. I had one shot left. I could 

still make this count. 

I ran as fast as my limp could carry me in the direction of 

the stegosaur. I was going to have to get good and close to it, 

just to be sure. It didn’t matter that the run was exhausting me. 

It didn’t matter that the river water had gotten into my sinuses 

and was making it harder to breathe. All that mattered was 

keeping this promise to my love. 

I stumbled into a clearing and there he was. He was massive 

and he was perfect. I hefted my rifle to my shoulder and sighted 

down the rail. As I did, his eyes opened and I realized I was in 

tail’s reach. 

I pulled the trigger as the tail swung. 

 

* * * 

 

I woke up in the cargo hold of my ship I-don’t-know-hours 

later. My armor was in tatters and at least three of my ribs were 

broken. My shuttle was half parked, half crashed in the hold 



 

 

next to me. I didn’t remember getting here, but the autopilot 

was set to winch me up if my vitals started to look poor. I 

panicked. Did the stegosaur make it aboard? 

I triggered the cargo door panel on the shuttle and there it 

was inside, like a gift box. 

The hold shook as my lady stomped towards the shuttle; 

her sleek tyrannosaurus body dwarfing everything in the 

room…and in my heart. “One stegosaur, love, like I promised,” I 

wheezed. “Rawr.” 

The lights on her neural implants lit up and flickered as she 

looked at the gift. “Rawr,” she transmitted telepathically. “I love 

you too.” 
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An Old House Just Has So Much 
Character 
by J. Elliott 

 
The plump woman looked up from her flower bed and 

waved, “Yoo-hoo! Hello! Oh, let me just catch my breath, I was 

just trying to get some new annuals in the beds you know, it 

always looks so bleak this time of year, I wanted some color, but 

the weeds are tenacious, aren’t they, even after the frosts? 

Whew! Well hello, I am Lucy Peabody. You must be the new 

neighbor.” The young man approached her and the two shook 

hands.  

“I saw the moving van and said, ‘Oh good, new neighbors at 

last.’ A house hates to be empty, you know, always looks so 

forlorn, why I am sure you will bring it back to life in no time. 

Are you married? My husband passed away ten years ago, and 

I’ve just stayed on, don’t know what else to do -- I do love it 

here, but it is a bit much for me anymore. I’ll be so glad to have 

someone next door again.”  

“Thank you, I—” the man said, watching the bun on Mrs. 

Peabody’s head jiggle slightly as she talked.  

“You know Mr. Johnson moved away right after Mrs. 

Johnson died, and the house has been alone for a while now, 

although that perky real estate lady trooped over here all the 

time, never stayed long though. I bet you love old houses, don’t 

you? They just have so much character, and yours, why, it is 

quite something with that grand staircase, and all that old 

wood. Of course the front porch will need a bit of work, but 

really, it is a solid house.” 

“Yes, I—” the new neighbor said.  



 

 

“So sad about Peggy Johnson you know, I don’t think it was 

a good fit for the Johnsons. He was away on business so much, 

and she wasn’t well. He really should have spent more time at 

home. She was a very nervous person, and you know I don’t like 

gossip, but she did say that she kept seeing the doctors about 

her disorder. She was schizophrenic -- bi-polar -- something.” 

Mrs. Peabody flapped a hand dismissively. “She had good days 

and bad days, why sometimes we’d have tea together and a 

really nice chat and it’d be all right, and then sometimes she 

seemed so agitated, almost frightened and she’d say that she 

was having trouble with the doctors getting her medications 

straight. Her husband didn’t seem to have much patience with 

her, and he was gone so much. You know it really gave me the 

creeps the way she’d say she heard voices in the house, angry 

voices telling her all kinds of weird things, weird noises, and 

sometimes she’d swear there were messages written on the 

wall telling her to get out and that she was going to die – can 

you believe it? Then the doctors would up her prescriptions and 

she’d be calmer. Nowadays there’s a pill for everything, right? 

Why just the other day I was in a café downtown and these 

ladies were comparing their medications like they were 

swapping recipes! I don’t go for it, myself, no sir-ee. I am fit as a 

fiddle. Commercials go on ‘try the blue pill’ like it’d be a treat. 

Then they list the side effects. Nonsense! And you know, poor 

Peggy was so fragile. She said she was part Cherokee Indian, 

and her grandmother used to have premonitions and 

apparitions. She was considered a seer, Peggy said. Folks would 

go to her granny for advice. Whenever someone in the family 

passed on, they’d appear to her granny like they were saying 

goodbye in a gentle way. Just show up next to her bed, and then 

disappear. Sometimes I think Peggy saw things too, I do.” 



 

 

“Why, there was that one time she scared me half to death, 

running over here wild-eyed in her nightgown and crying that 

she just couldn’t stay in that house with the banging in the walls 

and something trying to kill her. Said something shoved her and 

pulled the little kitchen rug out from under her to make her fall, 

she almost burned herself real bad on the stove, but 

fortunately, she caught herself by grabbing the freezer door as 

she went down. She did get a nasty burn on her elbow. Guess it 

could have been lots worse. Poor thing, probably the 

medication making her fuzzy-headed and confused. She 

probably had her head down rummaging in the fridge and got 

dizzy. I declare, she got herself into such a state, I let her stay 

here that night on the couch. When I woke up in the morning 

she was gone. I think she was embarrassed about how she’d 

gotten carried away in her mind you know. Her all alone in that 

big old house, I’m sure her imagination did the best of her 

sometimes. Then her husband would be back for a while, and I 

didn’t see much of her. I even stopped over, and he would say 

Peggy was not well and was resting.”  

“How—?” he began. 

“They could have done something with that house, but 

what with him gone and her so frail, they didn’t get around to 

much. The poor thing was so lonely and isolated. She didn’t go 

out hardly at all. Oh, they went out to dinner a few times, I saw 

them drive into town together on occasion, but I know she was 

lonely. Other than me she didn’t have anyone to talk to. Mr. 

and Mrs. Hoskins over in that house, hardly ever come out –

they’re kind of recluses, they are, and what with being in this 

cul-de-sac, kind of separate back here in the trees, well, we 

don’t see many of the other folks up the street much. They walk 

the other way, when they go for walks.” 



 

 

 “Peggy did like her potted plants, though. Geraniums, she 

loved geraniums. She did try to make the house look cheerier. 

Funny, she used to be all scratched up on her arms, you know? 

She said it was the plantings, but that didn’t really make sense – 

she wasn’t planting roses or anything really thorny, and she 

didn’t have a cat either, so I didn’t know what to think. Then the 

vandal boys busted up her pots and tore up the flowers. It was 

such a shame. It really upset her. She could hardly keep them 

looking nice, and they’d get all busted up again. Seemed like her 

house was the only one targeted, too. Funny. Haven’t had any 

problems with anything like that since then. Must have been 

some nasty boys from another neighborhood coming over to do 

mischief. Honestly. Some people. But not to worry, we’re a real 

quiet neighborhood now. Anyway, sad… I do miss Peggy, she 

was a nice lady. They really weren’t here that long. When they 

moved in, I got the impression that they were wanting to get 

some roots down, but then there was the accident, and he 

didn’t stay after that.” 

“Did that real estate lady tell you about the staircase? So 

beautiful, but you’ll probably want to do something about that 

first thing. It doesn’t look that steep, but the steps are kind of 

short, and it could really do with a rail on the wall in addition to 

the banister. When they found Peggy they said she must have 

flown right down, poor thing, cracked her head and broke her 

neck. Fell with force, they said. Awful. Do you have children? 

You won’t want them running down those stairs, no sir.” 

“Well, actually—” he said.  

“Well, I see you have the moving van – such a blessing, 

movers. Moving is such a pain, and they are able to whisk 

everything in so fast. But you already moved some things in 

haven’t you? I thought I heard some noises over there the other 



 

 

evening, and the lights were on downstairs. It was real late, but 

I thought I heard a thudding sound like something heavy getting 

moved around. I didn’t see a vehicle, and I thought that was 

queer, but you must have pulled it around back?” 

“Uh, actually—” he said.  

“Well, it will be such a relief to get all settled. Do you have a 

lot of furniture? It’s such a spacious house, I’m sure you’ll find a 

place for everything. The attic is really big too, if you need 

storage. Probably needs a thorough airing out. Don’t think it’s 

been used since the Lattimers were here, and that was, oh, my, 

almost ten years ago. The house was vacant for a long time 

before the Johnsons. I think Mr. Lattimer used the attic as a 

private study. Queer, really, it’s so cramped up there and there 

are so many other rooms he might have used. No telling what 

he spent all his time doing up there. But the light was on in that 

tiny little window late into the night when the rest of the house 

would go dark. He was a mean spirited old man. Never did like 

him. Anyway, Mrs. Johnson didn’t use the attic, you know, she 

swore she heard heavy footsteps up there at night, but of 

course that’s silly, there couldn’t be anyone up there. I used to 

decorate for the holidays you know, and I always kept all that 

stuff in my attic. Too much trouble now, of course, I just put up 

a wreath and some electric candle lights in the windows. But 

you’ll have plenty of storage space. It will be so cheery to see 

that house decorated—oh dear, you will decorate for 

Christmas? A house likes attention you know.” 

“Well, I didn’t mean to keep you. I’m sure you are quite 

busy and I’ve got to get these flowers in. Anyway, it was very 

nice to meet you and I do hope you’ll be happy here. I enjoyed 

our little chat and I look forward to meeting your family and 

talking some more. I’m sure we’ll be good neighbors. You know, 



 

 

for a moment the other night when you were here, well… of 

course it was you, but for just a moment, I had the horrible 

feeling I saw the silhouette of Mr. Lattimer in your living room. 

Gave me a right good chill it did, I must say. Anyway, I’m so glad 

the house will be occupied again. That house has so much 

character.”  

Mrs. Peabody returned to humming and planting her 

annuals, the bun jiggling as she worked the dirt. The young man 

walked slowly back up his new driveway, looking up at the old 

house and back at the moving van.  
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Hole 

by Adam Wassil 
 

At the Stone Lake Heaps 

--- 

The colors hadn't held up well in the open, but the postcard 

still carried enough pigment to get the point across. The 

dollopped sky was almost blue, the sun was a different shade of 

yellow than the beach, the people wore clothing that was 

lighter than their bodies, but not much. There were palm trees 

that had some green in the fronds. Giant nuts or gourds hung 

from them. 

They weren't laughing in the picture, the people. They were 

quiet. They were resting with their mouths shut, naked faces 

turned sunward like the pale leaves of feasting plants. Relaxing. 

Bold-faced font ran together along the top in a blocky smear, 

probably the name of a city or something, but Sister couldn't 

make it out. 

Hunh. The sound that came out from behind his scarf was 

more a coarse-grained cough than a laugh. His laugher'd gone 

rusty over the years. 

Relaxing. 

Relaxing died with blue and yellow and green, he thought, 

letting his vision pass through the image to the rubblescape 

beyond. Relaxing died with scant sunners and cities with names. 

Sister lifted his lensed eyes toward the burnt, empty heavens, 

no longer blue – no longer anything but a hot white – and let 

the steady winds pluck the picture from his forefingers as he 



 

 

unconsciously pantomimed the baskers in the photo. He locked 

eyes with that grand, velveted nothing of a sky. 

Relaxing died when you swallowed the clouds. 

Sister's attention sank back to the heap he knelt over. He 

scattered a few more pieces of broken stone like a child messing 

with peas on a plate before he stood tall with a sigh that 

steamed only briefly. He'd lost his appetite for scrounging. He'd 

also lost his appetite for food, he noticed with a hard-lined 

notch of a smile beneath his scarf; he could've remembered the 

last time he wasn't hungry if he'd tried, but thinking about What 

Was always poisoned his mood and soured his guts, so he 

didn't. If he wasn't wearing a full head wrap, he'd have spat the 

bile that had bubbled up into his throat when he bent to hoist 

his knapsack to one thin shoulder. 

But he wasn't about to show skin to the cannibal sky, that 

milky blind eye staring down from a scalding above. Waiting. 

There was no telling when last it ate, or who, and Sister 

wasn't going to take any chances. So he didn't bare his mouth to 

spit, just his teeth as he forced the acid back down. 

It's too early for a meal yet anyway, you greedy Bastard. 

Sister allowed himself another glance up before he started to 

pick his way out of the dead city. But I know we'll both have our 

fill before this day's done. His bitter stomach didn't growl, nor 

did his cracked mouth water, but Sister was excited for the 

evening meal nonetheless. 

I found green beans and corned beef hash for me, he gave 

his pouch a bounce so that the Bastard could hear the three 

cans clack-ack against one another, and the world's never been 

short on fools for you. Not then, he frowned at the idea of the 

sunbathers, and not now. But we're wising up. 



 

 

 

On the way 

--- 

Sister was old. Not by the standards he'd internalized when 

he was young, in the World That Was. But in the World That Is, 

his forty-some years might've been four hundred and forty-

some. He was a living, breathing dinosaur, an anachronistic 

Alexander the Great. He was a legend in some circles just 

because he hadn't given up yet, hadn't succumbed to thirst or 

hunger, the Bastard, or anyone else. 

And Sister was a legend in other circles because he was old 

enough to Remember the World That Was. To remember 

hotdogs, flip-flops, hobby shops and supermarkets, airplanes, 

tic-tacs, American Gladiators, whatever. It didn't matter how 

small it may have been, no grain of detail was too fine to slip 

through the practiced, white-marble fingers of his mind. And to 

ice the cake, Sister could read. 

He was a legend in quite a few circles, Sister was. Shame 

circles weren't as big as they used to be. Sometimes, Sister 

mused, they were hardly even the same shape they used to be. 

But then, why would they be? Nothing else survived. Not in 

any real sense of the word, at least. 

He didn't see a soul on his way back, just as he hadn't seen 

anyone at the Heaps. He rarely did. Stone Lake was a dangerous 

place, and most folk avoided it and the paths around it. 

Sister was fond of the Heaps. He had a taste for solitude. 

 

Sister's Hole 



 

 

--- 

Sister had many dens – some he frequented, and others he 

whipped up like a short-order cook when the need arose – and 

he loved them all. They were his shelter and his solace. They 

were his sanitarium, places where he could reacquire his self 

after the madness of facing the open day. They were his 

salvation from the silent and howling things that ran or crawled 

through the night, creatures that would be even more toxic to 

both his body and his mind than the mimelike face of the 

Bastard, chalk-white and doleful, that stretched toward infinity 

during the lighter hours. Sister's dens were his survival, and 

survival was his foremost preoccupation. 

And the Hole was Sister's favorite den. 

And the Hole was dead. Sister could tell that much from 

thirty yards out. 

He stopped. At first he was confused, aware that something 

wasn't right, but not exactly sure what. He narrowed his eyes, 

the gesture more of a thoughtful squint rather than a functional 

one, but as realization began to dawn like a red-hot sun behind 

his dark lenses, his breath caught hard in his acrid throat, still 

raw from the bile. Sister felt the immediate need to mourn, to 

say a few words, to weep, to do anything. He did nothing, 

however. 

His lamentation was given the timid voice of knapsacked 

cans bumbling against the bare hardpan as they tumbled from 

his shoulder. He sent the Hole's spirit off not by crossing himself 

like a religioso of the World That Was, but by ferreting out the 

pistol grip slugthrower he kept mostly down one leg of his dust-

crusted trousers. He didn't speak a silent prayer for the 

departed, he asked whatever gods might still be alive enough to 



 

 

listen to let whoever killed his Hole to still be inside, pumping 

and grunting like the damn rapists they were. 

And hopefully Sister'd catch them with their pants on the 

ground. 

You fucked the wrong hole today, boyo, he thought hard 

enough that his lips danced along to his mind's tune, Yes indeed, 

you fucked the wrong damn hole today. 

He fell into a stiff crouch, a stance that really wasn't much 

more than a peculiarly geriatric hunch; there was a long story 

there on Sister's weirdly bent back, but the grey-pink pucker left 

of his lumbar told the moral of it. Story or no story, he was a 

smaller target, and that was enough for Sister. 

He loped toward his Hole, both arms straight and low with 

his hands on the slugthrower's pistol grip. At a glance, Sister 

might look to be a father playing at soldiers with his hiding son. 

But when he ratcheted the hammer back with the heel of his 

left hand before letting the same hand's fingers find the handle 

of a naked knife on his belt, the gloom and ease of the motions 

revealed that this was no charade. There was no playing here, 

though there was a soldier. His grip tightened as he relieved his 

rawhide belt of the bare, rusted blade. It didn't make a sound. 

He held it upside down, a defensive grip. If anything came 

out of that hole, his Hole, he didn't mean to let it get to him 

without bleeding a little first. And if it meant to get close and 

wrap him up, he'd bury that knife to the handle. 

Sword in the Stone, he thought, conjuring the image up. He 

didn't realize it, but he was smiling. That would have bothered 

him, that smile. 

The Hole didn't have a door in the traditional sense, but it 

did have a flat sheet of flimsy metal that sat across the 



 

 

entrance. Only, at the moment, it wasn't sitting across the 

entrance. It lay bent into a strangely flowing, almost natural 

shape, as if someone had taken a snapshot of a thin rug mid-

flap and recreated the photo with aluminum. 

Sister stole just up to the edge of the Hole's hole and snuck 

a quick glance below. The floor was clear, and Sister knew that 

any rapists had to be just ahead if he jumped straight in. He 

purposely crafted the Hole into a fat corridor that widened in 

the middle before tapering at both ends. It was all smooth; 

there weren't any nooks or notches to find cover behind. It was 

like being inside a gel capsule, if gel capsules were made of dirt, 

dark, and junk. Knowing this, Sister jumped into his Hole. 

He let gravity take him to his knees and further still. He had 

his feet tucked up under him, but let his legs fold indian-style. 

He kept his right foot beneath his rump to break the fall, left 

arm cocked across his body, the barrel of his slugthrower 

resting in his crooked elbow, a sniper's crouch. His wide, hidden 

eyes blazed down the barrel. Dust plumed and whirled in gauzy 

scarves about the dimness. 

Then there was quiet. There was nothing, nobody. 

Just Sister, the smell of his fear-sweat, and the soft clickity-

titter of the shoddy gun rattling in his shaking hand. He was 

alone. 

Then the metallic, muffled tchunk of the knife falling blade-

first to the packed earth. Sister's wheezing rasp, a haggard sigh. 

The pounding of his heart in his head, just behind his eardrums. 

He hiccuped once, a fine ultimatum, he thought, to letting 

water well behind his lenses and run loose amidst his trousers 

like his body would've liked. He sagged with the tangible weight 

of his relief, his body slumping like a sack of flour or sand, 



 

 

drooping, leaning, and falling flat. He stared at the Bastard 

through the Hole's hole for a while before closing his eyes. He 

didn't let himself sleep, but some time passed. 

When he got up, Sister took an inventory of the ravages 

wrought against his Hole. Ammunition. The few canned goods 

he had saved up in case of emergency. His pouches of hand 

sanitizer, Tylenol, and triple-antibiotic cream. The small stuff. 

He wasn't looking for shit, Sister thought. If he was looking 

for shit, he'd have grabbed a hell of a lot more of it. His blankets 

– Sister even had a few comforters – had been gone through, 

but remained, as had his clothes. His pairs of lenses were still 

there, and their frames were intact. His strapless rifle was there, 

but its scope had been pried off. His hatchet still hung on the 

wall. 

Sister frowned. If some rubble rat found his Hole on 

accident, his hide jobs must be losing their touch. He'd have to 

work on that. 

Sister hoisted himself up out of the Hole and planted 

himself on the edge of the entrance, legs dangling. 

If that vulture didn't have the room to take everything worth 

taking, Sister mused, he'll probably come back with an empty 

pack. 

He frowned. Or with more hands. He thought on that. 

The Hole was dug in a place without any nearby landmarks 

so that you couldn't find it twice if you tried. Sister could only 

get to it as easily as he did because he wore a compass he'd 

sewn to a wristwatch band. He was almost positive it didn't 

point North, but that didn't matter. It pointed somewhere fairly 

consistently, so it worked well enough. But with all those 

goodies down there... 



 

 

What did you leave...? Sister leaned to the side and crawled 

his body out, away from the hole, until he was lying flat on his 

stomach. What did you leave to find your way back, my 

wayward son? He scuttled about in a slow circle, making a 

rounded, ashen snow-angel, a soot-angel, in the loose stuff that 

blew across the packed pan. 

“I know you're here somewhere...” his voice ground out, 

low, barely muffled but as rusted as his laugh, from behind the 

scarf still covering his face. The lightest particles surfing across 

the earth puffed out with his breath and skated away, stolen by 

the steady winds. “But where...” Sister squinted hard, then let 

his eyes unfocus as he continued his turnabout. “Ahh.” There 

we are. 

Sister caught sight of the upturned edges of a crater forced 

into the hard-packed, platelike earth. He eased forward on his 

hands and knees, keeping low like a prowling cat, as if whatever 

was stuck in there might sense his interest and take to the 

winds with the blown sand. As he neared it, he closed his eyes 

and put a slow hand forward, and smiled when he found it 

came in contact with what felt like the shaft of a wooden pole 

sticking up from the dirt. He gripped it, and when he did, he 

opened his eyes. A rod, painted white and covered in carvings, 

stood where nothing had before, rising a full five feet from the 

ground it was stuck in. 

Smart rod. He taught you to hide. Sister came up to a kneel, 

looking up and down the pole's length. But I found you, I see you 

now. With all the time and hoodoo it takes to teach something 

like a pole to hide, Sister knew beyond a doubt that the vulture 

would be back for more. They always return to the scene of the 

crime. 



 

 

Sister considered taking what he could and leaving the rest 

for the rapist. He didn't like people, but he liked killing them 

even less. He'd probably throw up again if he killed the 

scavenger (he always did) and he hated that more than most 

anything else. 

But he made his mind up fairly quickly. This was his Hole. 

This wasn't one cupcake from a batch, this was a damn wedding 

cake. His prize, his pride. No one was supposed to find the Hole. 

It was hidden the best way you could hide anything without 

using some hocus-pocus like this scrounger had done to teach 

his stick to hide right under the Bastard's radiant nose. And if 

this vulture could pull some hoodoo and find places like Sister's 

Hole, he could be dangerous. 

No, Sister mused. No “could be.” He is dangerous. And if 

he's that bad, he might think he can move on through Stone 

Lake. Sister's lips parted in a pained grimace, a simian 

expression of imminent aggression. And Stone Lake's mine. His 

lips sealed once more behind his scarf, but the hurt in his eyes 

remained, stinging like chlorine trapped inside a swimmer's 

goggles. He'll die. 

Sister felt like a spider. He hadn't thought about spiders in 

some time, he realized, and he hadn't seen any in even longer. 

He wondered if they didn't make it. Not surprising if they didn't, 

though, if North and circles couldn't tough it out. Spiders didn't 

stand a chance. 

The hunter may die, but the Hunt is forever. Sister's mind 

would run away with strange poeticisms when he was nervous. I 

am the spider. I am become death. He didn't always remember 

exactly where the phrases from Before came from, but he used 

the ones he remembered anywhere he could. They didn't 

always make the most sense, but Sister'd learned early on that 



 

 

the World That Was had it wrong. Sense was just what you 

made of it these days, and not the other way around. And Sister 

made sense enough, he'd decided. 

He waited. Sister lay on his back, as flat as he could manage, 

at the far end of the Hole. His head was propped against the 

wall and his wide eyes were locked, unblinking, at the lit circle 

below the Hole's hole. Light never seemed to come from 

anywhere in particular in the alabaster sky. It made shadows 

odd, always cutting every which-way when you didn't want 

them, but precisely high-noon underfoot when you needed 

them on your side. Either way, that rapist wouldn't pop back 

into Sister's Hole without the Bastard giving him some kind of 

forewarning. 

The enemy of my enemy is my friend, Sister thought. So let's 

hope you hate this damn vulture as much as I do. His eyes 

darted to the gun that lay down his front, then back to the disk. 

You can have the scraps. 

Both hands were vice-gripped to the handle of the 

slugthrower that lay along Sister's gut and legs. There was no 

rattle this time; Sister's hands were still, a stark contrast to the 

verbal acrobatics of his mind. His straight-armed, stiff-bodied 

posture trimmed a smooth silhouette in the dusty dim of the 

Hole. He'd laid a crumpled blanket partly over his lower half to 

break his shape up further. 

He waited. The light-disk began to wane. The ghostly pale of 

it didn't change at all, as the light had done in the World That 

Was when the sun had set. There was no sun left to set, just the 

hot, white mirrorface of the blank desert below. But it did 

weaken; nights were far from the black the world had known 

before, and full night wouldn't be long, nor would it be much 

darker than the dimming Sister now witnessed. 



 

 

If the vulture comes now, Sister reasoned, he may come to 

roost. It never occurred to Sister that the scavenger may move 

during the night. No one was that foolish. 

He was not wrong; it wasn't long after that very thought 

that Sister heard the sounds a man's feet make on the gritty 

ground above. He'd lulled himself into a shallow repose to keep 

his breathing light and his nerves calm, but at the sound of 

footsteps, his skin prickled and burned as fat bullets of sweat 

rifled through unready pores. His ribcage ached with the 

sudden, tremendous beat that his heart began banging out on 

the drums of his innards. His gasped one breath out, sucked 

another in, and held it fast. 

Quiet, no sound, just the granular scuffs of booted feet on 

the sandblasted hardpan above. Right above, Sister realized. A 

quiet tshick as the vulture twisted and yanked his smart rod 

free. A woody tuck joined the cadence of shuffling feet as the 

pole transitioned from marker to staff. 

He waited. 

The smooth rim of the dulled disk was broken by the 

wiggling shade of fabric in the wind. Sister listened to the 

familiar sounds that floated down, constructing the scene above 

him in time with its soundtrack. 

The woolly shucking of straps being slipped from garbed 

shoulders, followed by a crumpled thump – the bag was empty, 

or nearly so. Rummaging, a light tinkling sound. The rapist was 

taking out some fragile bits before – 

– a soft thwup and the bag skittered over the edge of Hole's 

hole and fell in. Sister almost fired at this first visible movement, 

but his hands – no longer merely clammy, but drenching his 

gloves and beyond, leaving wide, dark splotches of moisture on 



 

 

Sister's trousers where they rested – remembered their 

discipline, even if his eyes and mind forgot. 

The smart rod next. 

A decidedly wooden ku-thunk as the staff hit end-first, then 

fell to its side. 

Now you. His grip tightened. He could hear the wet material 

of his gloves creaking against the smoothed grip of his 

slugthrower. 

A billowing mess of a cloak completely eclipsed the 

Bastard's sleepy light as the scrounger, that vulture, that damn 

rapist had the nerve to jump back down into Sister's Hole for 

the last fucking time. 

Sister didn't fire. Too much cloth fluttered and ruffed to be 

sure of any target underneath, and the slugthrower only had 

one slug to throw. He had to make sure his aim was true. 

As Sister watched for that moment, though, waiting for the 

victim to hold still enough to die, Sister found the mundanity of 

the man fascinating. He landed with a tired sigh, bent to replace 

the glinting glass whatevers he had taken out of his pack, and 

started to take off his face-covering. Sister might have – would 

have – done the exact same things if he was getting home that 

close to night. That struck him. 

At least this fucker has the sense to cover his face, Sister 

thought. I didn't get raped by a damn Scab. 

His finger tightened on the trigger as the wrap came off the 

scavenger's face. 

And he was a she. 

Sister'd been raped by a woman. 



 

 

He hadn't seen a living woman in over a year. 

 

Sister's Hole 

--- 

Bethel was pleased as punch. She hummed to herself as she 

rifled through her fixed-up Jansport, filching the chubby, 

porcelain figurines she'd found earlier. She thought she'd gotten 

three, but she could only find two. She shrugged and smiled 

anyway. She couldn't sense a single living thing for miles, and 

Tuggs, her staff, agreed. Nothing here but sand and goods. 

I found some new friends, she danced the two little Buddhas 

at each other, Tuggs resting in the crook of her left arm, and 

some new digs. She gave her bag a playful boot into the hole, 

then let her staff drop in after. She didn't think he'd mind the 

trip. She held her friends tight to her bound bosom as she 

hopped on in herself. The fall was either a bit longer than she 

remembered, or her knees were a little stiffer than she thought. 

She hit the hard ground with an audible oomph.  

She was content to leave everything in her bag. She figured 

she'd take stock of what was there, and what was here, after 

she got some rest. The day had been long, long, and long again. 

She slipped her Buddha buddies into the main pocket of her 

backpack, zipped it shut, and unwound her facewrap as she 

turned to head toward the bed. 

Bethel saw light catch on something at the far end of the 

hole. She didn't have time to react, even to yell out, and she 

wasn't one to curse her own foolishness – yes, she knew she'd 

been utterly foolish, relying only on her hoodoo instead of her 

senses to check the place out – so she didn't do that, either. A 

gun barked out a one-word dirge for her as lead flew through 



 

 

and about her like hot, slate-grey confetti at a child's party in 

slow motion. Only she wasn't the child, and it wasn't her party; 

she was the Papier-mâché trojan horse, and she watched, falling 

to her knees, as all of her crimson trojan goodies started spilling 

to the floor.  

At least, she thought, as the image occurred to her, no one's 

rushing to gobble my insides up. She choked out wet, red laugh 

at that. Her laugher must've been hit, she thought. 

She flagged and wrapped her arms about herself. She 

looked more cold than hurt, but she didn't feel anything at all, 

really.  

Silver lining. 

The glint that caught her attention was a smoked lens. It 

was on the face of what turned out to be a man, she saw, when 

he took his own face covering off. She expected him to be 

smiling one of those FRESH MEAT smiles, but he wasn't. Bethel 

thought he might've been shaking, actually, but she was fairly 

certain that was just shock setting in.  

Things darkened. She started falling forward, but then she 

wasn't. 

Her eyes opened again for their last time. He was kneeling 

in front of her, holding her up. She looked at the face that killed 

her, the face that was close enough that she could feel his thin 

breath on her cheeks. There wasn't anything remarkable about 

it; Bethel was disappointed by that, she found. 

But he was crying, or doing something that looked a lot like 

crying, and that was remarkable. He wasn't crying out loud (that 

she could hear) or anything, but his eyes were running like the 

hole in her body. Maybe not as much, she reflected, but he was 

definitely leaking nonetheless. His tears might have even been 



 

 

the same shade of black as her blood in the dark. He looked so 

wounded. He looked betrayed. 

She felt bad for him. 

Bethel tried to say she was sorry. She wasn't sure what for; 

she just wanted him to know that she was. Her mouth opened, 

but there weren't any words in there. There was only a breezy 

sigh, one that sounded like the wind blowing over the hole 

she'd jumped down. She died before Sister threw up in front of 

her. 

 

--- 

Sister didn't let the Bastard have anything that night. He'd 

have to find His fool somewhere else.  
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