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Continuity 

 

 

 
Resting a hand against the mossy stone, he pulled himself up the 

uneven steps. It had been slow going at first, but the movements 

were gradually becoming more natural, and the tingling sensation 

that had filled his entire body was now almost gone. Growing short 

of breath, he paused and leaned back against the cold stone wall, 

sliding down to his haunches. He closed his eyes and listened to 

the surge and crash of the surf along the rocky coastline below. He 

took a deep breath, and the smell of brine mingled with the 

lingering metallic taste of blood. 

Awakening again, he recommenced his journey up the steps. 

As he came to the top of the cliff wall, the rugged rocks gave way 

to a manicured lawn and a familiar building with tall tinted 

windows. Tossed about in the morning wind, his stained shirt and 

dirty hair made him look like some twisted creature rising for 

vengeance. 

Losing strength again, his legs buckled, and he sank to his 

knees. Feeling the matted grass under his palms and between his 

fingers, he met eyes with a woman on the other side of the glass. 
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Her eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with her hands. 

Others turned to see what she was looking at, and in a moment, 

they were rushing out the door and surrounding him. 

“Dale!” said a man. He was large, middle-aged, and muscular. 

“Dale, are you okay? Where have you been?” The man pulled him 

up by the arm and gave him a shoulder to lean on. 

“Dale,” came the reply from dry lips. “My name is Dale.” 

“Get the door!” said the muscular man to the others. A minute 

later, Dale was sitting on a couch with his back to the windows. 

The woman knelt in front of him and put a hand on his face. 

“Dale, are you alright? Come on, Dale. Talk to me.” She 

snapped her fingers in his glazed eyes. Blinking, he turned and 

looked her in the face. Round and smooth like a porcelain doll. 

“Hi,” he said. 

She smiled slightly. “Hi, Dale. What’s happened to you?” 

Someone gave her a wet cloth, and she started dabbing his face 

with it. 

“I…don’t know.” 

“Where have you been? We’ve been worried about you!” 

“I was down…by the water.” 

The muscular man pressed closer and ran his fingers through 

Dale’s hair, inspecting his scalp. 

“I don’t see any wounds,” he said. 

“But look at all the blood!” said the woman. 

The muscular man unbuttoned Dale’s shirt and ran his fingers 

over his chest and stomach. He then pulled Dale’s shirt down from 

his shoulders and did the same on his back. 

“Nothing. Not a scratch.” 

“Dale,” said the woman, “Dale, is this your blood or someone 

else’s?” 

The door opened again, and a couple of the others ran outside 

and down the stone steps. Dale looked down at his arms, as if 

recognizing the blood and dirt for the first time. 
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“I…don’t know,” he said. “I…think it’s mine.” 

They washed out the cloth in a stainless steel sink and started 

wiping blood and dirt off of his arms and chest. A few minutes 

later, the others returned from outside. 

“This was down by the water,” said a woman. She held out a 

broken picture frame and the soiled photograph that had been in it. 

Everyone was silent for a while. 

The muscular man started examining his scalp and torso again. 

“Do you think he fell down there?” he asked. 

“It appears so,” said the doll-faced woman. 

“The nanobots must have repaired him. Amazing.” 

Nanobots. Yes, nanobots. 

“He’ll be thirsty.” One of the others poured a glass of water 

and handed it to the doll-faced woman. She took it and placed it in 

his hands, closing his fingers around it for him. “Here, Dale. Drink.” 

Dale sipped the water, and it cooled his parched throat, 

washing the sticky film out of his mouth. He finished the whole 

glass and handed it back to the doll-faced woman. 

“I don’t remember.” 

“Don’t remember what?” 

“You.” He looked at the muscular man. “Any of you. I know I 

should, but I don’t.” 

The doll-faced woman pulled his face in close to hers. “Dale, 

you don’t remember me?” 

“No.” 

“Isn’t that his phone on the counter?” asked the muscular man. 

He grabbed it and put it on the armrest beside Dale. It projected 

some holographic controls that the muscular man took hold of, and 

an image of Dale’s body appeared in the air above it. The muscular 

man magnified Dale’s head and brought up a cutaway image of the 

inside of his brain. 

“Dale, I’m Larissa. Larissa. Don’t you remember me?” Dale 

looked back at her blankly. 
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“No trauma,” said the muscular man. “Everything’s normal.” 

He looked at Dale in disbelief. 

“Well, look at the last eight hours of history” said the doll-

faced woman. The muscular man displayed a time-lapse 

progression of all activity. As he went back in time, the various 

shades of blue gave way to yellow, orange, and red. The doll-faced 

woman covered her mouth and stared. 

“There it is,” he said, pointing to the unfriendly colors on the 

display. “Look at all of that trauma. It looks like he fell off the 

edge at 12:48 a.m.” 

“You mean he fell from the top?” asked the woman with the 

picture frame. 

“That’s what it seems,” said the muscular man. “It seems his 

head was just about split in half.” He returned to the display of 

Dale’s current status. “He’s fine now, though.” 

“Unbelievable.” 

“Should we call an ambulance?” 

The muscular man did a quick scan of the rest of his body. 

“Actually, I would have to say no. He’s completely healthy. No 

warning signs. Not one.” 

“But a doctor should have a look at him at least, right?” 

“The nanobot network gives a more accurate diagnosis of his 

overall condition than any doctor could.” 

“What about his memory, then?” asked the woman with the 

picture frame. 

“The nanobots can restore tissue, but restoring memory is a 

different game altogether.” 

Larissa touched the mixture of blood and dirt on the side of 

Dale’s face. “Come on,” she said. “You should take a shower.” 

She took him into a bedroom and pulled some fresh clothes 

out of the closet. After pulling off his shirt, shoes, and belt, she 

turned on the shower and set the temperature. 
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“There you go,” she said. “Are you going to be fine on your 

own?” 

Dale nodded. 

“Well, your clothes and towel are by the sink there. Don’t take 

too long.” 

After she left, Dale undressed completely and got into the 

shower. He thought about changing the temperature, but it was just 

right. He wet his hair, poured some shampoo, and started 

scrubbing out the sand and blood. 

 

* 

 

Ms. Westhouse was still clutching the photograph she had brought 

back from the water’s edge. “This has been an eventful morning, I 

must say.” 

Paul pulled a pitcher out of the refrigerator. “Dale squeezes his 

own orange juice. Have some.” He poured a glass for himself, 

Larissa, and Ms. Westhouse and her associates. Larissa returned 

from the bathroom. 

“He’s in the shower,” she said. 

“Let’s keep the bio display up to keep an eye on him,” said 

Paul. 

“Right,” said Larissa, and she opened the holographic controls 

on Dale’s phone again. 

“Yes, Ms. Westhouse, it has been an eventful morning, to be 

sure. However, I hope you don’t lose faith in our company due to 

an unfortunate accident.” 

“On the contrary,” said Ms. Westhouse, “the events of this 

morning have shown me that this technology is ready for final 

testing and an entrance into the market.” 

Paul sipped his orange juice carefully. “So you will make the 

investment?” 
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“Most definitely,” she replied. “Whatever limitations may still 

exist, I have full faith in the current capabilities of your product 

and in your ability to continue improving on it.” She sipped the 

juice. “Mmm. Quite good. You’ll be hearing from my people.” She 

placed the glass on the counter and turned to leave. “See to your 

friend. Keep me updated on any lasting effects that the injury may 

have on him. We’ll see ourselves out.” 

 

* 

 

Coming out of the bathroom, Dale stopped at the sight of the 

muscular man sitting on the bed. 

“Hi,” said Dale. “Where’s Larissa?” 

“She’ll be back in a minute.” He stood up and came close to 

Dale, looking him in the eye. “You don’t remember me, do you?” 

Dale pushed past him and sat on the bed, putting his face in 

his hands. “I know I should. I know I should, but I don’t. 

Everything is so fuzzy.” 

“I’m Paul Stevens. You and I have worked together for eleven 

years now.” 

“What work do we do?” 

“Nanotech.” 

“Oh yes, that’s right.” 

“Do you remember now?” 

“Well, you were talking about nanobots earlier.” 

“Dale, what happened last night? Do you remember anything?” 

“I just woke up on the rocks. There was a lot of blood. I saw 

the stairs, and I started climbing.” 

“But you don’t remember how you got down there?” 

“No. I guess I just fell off the edge.” 

“I guess.” 

“Is Larissa my wife?” 

“No.” 
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“But are we…?” 

“No. She owns the company. Well, her father does.” 

“Are you and I friends?” 

“I just told you we’ve worked together for eleven years.” 

Dale nodded. “I don’t remember anything. Do you think I’ll 

remember later?” 

“I’m not sure. I hope so. I don’t know what we’d do without 

you in R&D.” 

“I used to be married, though, right?” 

“That’s right.” 

“What happened?” 

“She died.” 

“That picture. I didn’t get to see it. Was that her?” 

“Yes.” 

Dale got up and went back out to the bar. The picture was 

lying there on the white counter top. He placed his hands on both 

sides of it and peered into it as if it were a crystal ball. 

“I think I remember her.” 

“She was a good woman. Orange juice?” 

“Yes, I like orange juice, don’t I?” 

“You do.” 

“Is this my house?” 

“It is.” 

Paul poured him a glass of orange juice, and Dale sipped it 

slowly with closed eyes. He smiled. “Yes, I do like orange juice.” 

In the other room, he could hear Larissa talking to someone on the 

phone. 

“Dale, I know this is difficult for you, but I need you to try to 

remember what happened to you last night. Did you just fall off the 

edge or what?” 

Dale shrugged. “I don’t remember.” 

“Not at all?” 

“No.” 
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Larissa came back from talking on the phone and started 

sipping on her glass of orange juice. 

“Are you feeling better now, Dale?” 

“A bit.” He looked her in the eyes. She was pretty. “You said 

the nanobots fixed me?” 

“That’s right, Dale. You and Paul developed a proprietary 

nanobot system that repairs the human body and fights diseases.” 

“We three are the world’s first immortals, Dale,” said Paul. 

“We knew the nanobots would fight cancer and cure diseases, and 

we knew they would repair injuries too, but until today, we didn’t 

know the extent of their capabilities. Oh, we knew theoretically, 

but we didn’t dare to assume the actual results would be so 

promising.” 

“Well, that’s amazing,” said Dale. “I’m glad I had something 

to do with it.” 

A tear appeared in Larissa’s eye. She guided him to one of the 

bar stools. “Dale, do you remember me at all?” 

“I think I know your face.” 

“Anything else?” 

“No.” 

She patted his knee and nodded. “Okay, I need you to sit here 

for a moment. I need to talk to Paul in private.” Dale nodded and 

sipped his orange juice again. 

Once they were in the other room with the door shut, tears 

came more freely to Larissa’s eyes. 

“Paul, do you think his memory is gone forever?” 

“I don’t know. It might come back, and it might not.” 

“And if it doesn’t?” 

“Then we’ll proceed as planned. It will be difficult without 

him, but the most difficult part has been done already.” 

“That’s not what I meant, Paul,” she said, pressing her hands 

urgently against his chest. “What will happen to him? What’s the 

good of living forever if you can’t remember anything?” 
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“I’ve known Tyndale Peterson longer than you have, Larissa, 

and let me tell you this: he’s better off this way.” 

“Better off?” 

“He never got over his wife’s death. You know that. On the 

one hand, it was the driving force behind most of his work, but on 

the other hand, it made him a very sad man. If falling off a cliff has 

made him forget her, that might just be a good thing.” 

“That’s barbaric.” 

“You’re not the first woman to call me barbaric. But look, 

immortality isn’t any good if you’re just going to be miserable 

forever, right?” 

She sighed. “It’s more complicated than that.” She cracked the 

door to look at him. “Where has he gone now?” 

Paul pulled the door fully open and walked back toward the 

bar. 

“Look!” said Larissa, pointing toward the cliff outside. Dale 

was standing on the edge, looking down. In a second, Paul was out 

the door and running toward him, with Larissa close behind. 

“Dale!” he shouted as he sprinted across the lawn. “Dale, what 

are you doing?” 

Dale made no answer. When Paul got to him, he took him 

firmly by the arm and pulled him away from the edge. 

“What are you doing?” he asked again. 

Dale turned to his friend. His face was blank. 

“I tried to kill myself, didn’t I?” 

Paul’s grip slackened, and he took a deep breath. “Yes, I think 

so.” 

Dale looked down at the dirty and damaged photograph, and 

then he touched the skin on the back of his hand as if it were 

something foreign. “It’s amazing what we can fix. We can’t fix her, 

though, can we? We can’t fix my wife.” 

“Dale, we have her DNA. It’s not like we’re still in the 

twentieth century, you know: there are things that can be done. 
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Especially since you’re not going to get any older now. She can be 

cloned, and you can wait for her to grow up.” 

Dale looked up at Paul for a moment, blinked, and returned his 

gaze to the picture of his deceased wife. Paul looked to Larissa for 

help, but she just stared on, wincing back tears. There was only the 

sound of waves crashing below and a photograph flapping in the 

morning wind.  
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Criminals 

 

 

 
He laid his head against the back of the seat, his hat on his knee, 

and lightly scraped the texture of the armrest with his fingers. 

Though he was relaxed, the extent to which he had to stretch to 

hold that position made him look a little awkward, his wiry frame 

trying desperately to take up more space than it physically could. 

Figures in minimal clothing slid silently by. 

“May I roll down the window?” 

“The air conditioner is on.” 

“Okay.” 

He scratched the plastic texture some more, rubbing it with his 

fingertips. 

“You know what, go ahead. It’s not like I’m trying to conserve 

fuel in this thing.” 

Warm, salty air tossed the boy’s hair about. 

“Me too! Me too, Dad!” came a voice from the back seat. She 

father’s gaze in the rearview mirror. 
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“Sure thing, beautiful.” Both of the back windows came down. 

She clapped her hands. The cotton gloves she wore muffled the 

sound. 

“How long are we staying here?” He looked over at his father. 

“Two days. Why, got a date this weekend?” 

“Just curious.” 

“Yeah, I thought we’d chill out around here for a couple of 

days and then head down to Disneyworld for the rest of the time.” 

“Sounds great.” 

“Good.” 

The pelicans hovered, dipped suddenly, and climbed again 

into the sky. 

“So you’re an atheist, right, Dad?” 

He laughed. 

“I suppose so. The exact term might be agnostic.” 

“Mom believes in God, you know.” 

“Oh, do I know.” 

“She wants me and Ella to join her church.” 

“Well, I’m not going to stop you, but I would rather you 

didn’t.” 

“Why not?” 

“I know they teach you to do good and be good, but don’t you 

already know all of that?” 

“I guess.” 

“Well, I guess all I have to say about that is that you shouldn’t 

do it unless you really believe in it.” 

“But you think it’s all fake, right?” 

He adjusted his sunglasses. “Yeah, I think it’s fake. Just a way 

to control people and take their money for nothing. But if you’re 

going to waste your time and money, I suppose most people do 

that anyway, and there are worse ways of doing it.” 

He regarded his son. “Why? Do you believe in God?” 

“Sometimes I think so.” 
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“Well, I suppose I wonder about it sometimes too. Just don’t 

let it interfere with your real life, though, I guess.” 

He looked back at his daughter again. 

“Ella, are you ready to make castles?” 

“Yes, Daddy! I love castles!” 

“Well, good! We’re almost to the resort.” 

 

* 

 

Riley liked going out with the kids regardless of the situation, but 

he especially liked taking them to the beach. Thin beauties were 

always curious about this dark, chiseled man with two cute kids 

and no woman to speak of. He got a few looks while he laid out the 

towels and set up the umbrella. 

Ella ran out to the water and almost lost her balance when the 

waves swept up around her knees. She laughed and kicked water 

into the air. 

“Do you like the beach, Ella?” 

“I love the beach!” 

“What are you now?” 

“I’m a mermaid!” 

“What kind of mermaid?” 

“A princess mermaid!” 

Riley laughed as he opened the green canvas sack and pulled 

out various buckets, shovels, molds, and other implements vital to 

a master sandcastle builder. He sat down by his son under the 

umbrella and lay back on his elbows. 

“Your sister has quite the imagination. I love it.” 

“Yeah, she tells me all sorts of stories.” 

Adam lifted a handful of sand and let it fall as if it were in an 

hourglass. 

“So what if God does exist?” 

“Are we still on that?” 
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“Yeah. What if God exists? I mean, when it comes to 

believing in God, you have nothing to lose and everything to gain, 

right?” 

“I believe that line of reasoning is called Pascal’s Wager, and 

it has two flaws. First, people actually have a lot to lose by wasting 

their lives obsessing over what God does or doesn’t want. Second, 

God doesn’t exist, so the whole discussion is pointless anyway.” 

“Studies show that people who believe in God are happier.” 

“Or they say they’re happier than they truly are because 

religion programs them to do so out of guilt. They don’t think they 

have the right to be unhappy, so they say they’re happy even when 

they’re not.” 

“Yeah, I guess that’s a possibility.” 

Ella skipped back up toward them and started cheerfully 

rattling through the buckets, molds, and shovels. She immediately 

started filling the buckets with sand and packing it tightly. The 

wind pushed down on the brim of the hat that protected her face 

and neck from the painful rays of the sun. The skin there was red 

and tight, with splotches of white. 

“Look, Adam, I’ve never been one to shove my worldview 

down other people’s throats, but if you really want to know how I 

feel, I’m going to tell you. Everyone knows what it means to be a 

decent human being. If a man needs some belief in an Eternal 

Master of Warm Apple Pie to motivate himself into doing what he 

already knows he should do, that just shows he’s weak. And on top 

of that, he opens himself to all sorts of ways in which he can be 

manipulated.” 

Riley watched as his daughter began to construct parapets, 

keeps, and walls for her castle. She worked quickly, humming all 

the time. He could already see the sand getting stuck in her gloves 

and sleeves. They had brought extras, but he generally tried to 

avoid changing her clothes as much as possible, as it was always 
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painful for her. It had been some time since the accident, but the 

scarred tissue could only heal so much. 

“What kind of castle are you building, gorgeous?” 

“A princess castle. I’m the princess.” 

“What are you princess of?” 

“Um…Florida!” 

“Well, good! It’s a good place to be princess of.” 

Laughing, Riley raised his eyes toward the shore. Among the 

bathers and sunbathers, a dark figure walked down the water’s 

edge, his eyes cast listlessly upon the ground. He was a black man 

with a haggard and graying beard, and he carried three plastic bags, 

one filled with soda cans, another with plastic bottles, and a third 

with glass bottles. His T-shirt and jeans had holes in them, and his 

archaic Reeboks slid awkwardly over the water-packed sand. He 

was muttering to himself, and he carried a metal cane that he did 

not seem to need. 

“Now how did he get here?” Riley looked around. “I thought 

the resort kept this beach secluded.” 

The old man raised his eyes to meet Riley’s gaze, and his lips 

stopped moving for a moment. Riley looked at his daughter again. 

The sandcastle was looking amazing now: three levels of pressed 

sand now towered over the beach, with a little plastic flag sticking 

out of the top and crenellations precisely cut into the top edges of 

everything. 

“Be smart, Adam.” He looked over at his son, who had now 

reclined and closed his eyes. “That’s the bottom line. I’m a prime 

example of how people don’t need to believe in God to be happy. 

Everything you need for happiness is right in front of you. You just 

have to be willing to seize it, and you can’t do that unless you see 

the world for what it is. Don’t believe in things that don’t exist. 

Believing in something untrue never helped anyone do anything. It 

can have positive effects, but the negative effects always outweigh 

them.” 
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“Daddy…!” 

Ella had run back toward him and taken hold of his arm. Riley 

looked over to see the muttering man bearing down on them 

purposefully, his cane swinging above him in the air. On his feet in 

an instant, Riley pulled his daughter around behind him, and his 

mind flashed back to the krav maga lessons he had taken a year 

before. 

The muttering man stopped at the sandcastle and pummeled it 

with his cane. He shuffled his feet angrily and brought down the 

rest. 

“No castles! No fairytales! No kings and queens! Just sand! 

Just silicon and dirt! Just nothing!” After spitting on the razed 

structure, he turned and walked away just as quickly as he had 

come. 

“What the hell?” shouted Riley. “What’s wrong with you, old 

man?” 

“Nothing! Nothing at all! Just sand and dirt and dust and water! 

It’s all nothing! Time to wake up!” 

Riley shook his head. “Crazy old man.” 
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Penance 

 

 

 
Who’s there? 

I heard you. I think I can see you. Who’s there? I have a gun. 

Come into the light. Let me have a look at you. 

Are you serious? Beard, sandals, and robes? Red robes, no less! 

Been treading the winepress, have we? Do you really expect me to 

believe this rubbish? 

Nothing to say? You come into my bedroom in the middle of 

the night and wake me up and you have nothing to say? How long 

have you been standing there and watching me? Who are you? 

Do you really expect me to believe? I never believed before. 

Oh, I know I said that I did. Maybe I even believed myself when I 

said it – for a moment – but, for many years, I have been getting 

out of bed and facing the world every morning with the knowledge 

that there is no God. Yes, I said it: there is no God! And even if 

there were, He would have to be either corrupt or powerless. 

Do you think that makes me a hypocrite? A charlatan? Well, 

even if it does, I’m no worse than you are. Savior of the world? 
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Whom did you ever save? Certainly not me, and I am your biggest 

supporter. You’ve fooled billions. 

I know you are no Savior. And yet, here you are in my 

bedroom in the middle of the night. Did you come to apologize? I 

would like to think so. But no, any apology would acknowledge 

imperfection, so a perfect being cannot apologize. Very well. But 

don’t try to condemn me for using the same argument as you. 

Have you come to condemn me? Then get to the condemning 

already! Why do you stand there? Your silence was always 

insufferable, and it’s even more so now with you staring me down 

like that. 

Very well then. If you aren’t going to do it, I’ll do it for you. 

Let’s see here. Perhaps you would condemn me for adultery, but 

that would be unconscionable. I have tens of thousands of women 

hanging on my every word twice a week. Do you really expect me 

not to indulge? Do you really expect me to think that you didn’t? I 

only tell my people that I’m God’s servant, but you told yours that 

you were God in the flesh! Do you expect me to assume that the 

women you “saved” never wanted to show you gratitude? 

Anyway, I don’t see why you should condemn me when my 

wife doesn’t. And there’s always sola fide, right? 

Yes, sola fide. And sola gratia too, of course. The two most 

wonderful gifts that Latin has ever bestowed upon the English 

language. My entire career has been built on those two terms. Your 

grace absolves all men everywhere of all sin, just as long as they 

profess their faith in you. Such a lovely idea. The unwashed 

masses eat it right up. It’s amazing what people are willing to give 

you once you’ve declared them free of all accountability. The price 

they are willing to pay for such salvation goes far beyond 

monetary measurement. 

And what if I don’t teach your message? Who does, anyway? 

If you hadn’t filled the Bible with so many contradictions and 

ambiguities, we wouldn’t have so many people teaching so many 



19 
 
 

different things, now, would we? Most people in this world would 

be willing to do what you want if you would just tell them. But no, 

you prefer to leave us to our own devices. Oh, we do have 

scripture, but you and I both know how useless that is. It’s not 

exactly a standard message on belief if everything can be 

interpreted twenty different ways. The only way to fix that would 

be to send prophets again to straighten everything out, but we both 

know those times are gone. 

I thought about becoming a prophet instead of just a minister. 

I considered it for a long time, as you may know. But it just isn’t 

worth it: making that claim gets you increased adulation from a 

small number of people and increased scrutiny from everyone else. 

It’s better to just be a minister. Everyone knows ministers aren’t 

called by God like prophets, but they suspend their disbelief and 

generally follow us as if we were prophets anyway. I’ve met a few 

apostles in my day as well. I thought about adopting that title, but 

doing so implies that you are part of a quorum or a group, and I’ve 

always been a one-man show. 

Still nothing to say? Did you not expect this? I thought you 

were supposed to be a lion now, and not a lamb anymore. Where is 

your fire? Where is your condemnation? You aren’t on trial now: I 

am no Pharisee bent on crucifying you. So speak. 

Speak! Why was that always so hard for you? I did believe at 

one point, you know. When I was young. Your image was 

everywhere in our house, and my mother always made sure that I 

prayed at least five times a day. I talked to you, but you never 

talked back. And now that I don’t believe in you anymore, you 

appear! But you still won’t talk, so hardly anything has changed, I 

guess. 

What do you want from me? If you didn’t come to preach to 

me, why did you come? 

Ah, that’s it then. My time is out. I’m moving on, am I? 
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Well, I refuse. If ever you wanted to prove you were not a 

tyrant, now would be the time. I refuse to die. I’m healthy and 

young, and I’m at the top of the world. Don’t make me leave now, 

not after everything I’ve built. 

And if I don’t really believe, what’s that to you? If this 

message really saves, look at how many people I’ve saved! I have 

one of the largest congregations in the world! Doesn’t that please 

you at all? 

Maybe it doesn’t. But that’s just because you are impossible to 

please. Even if the message I preach isn’t really your message, you 

should take into account the fact that your standards are too high. 

No one could ever live up to your expectations: that’s why you 

need people like me to make the message more realistic. If the 

purpose of your message is to make people happy, I’ve done that. 

Anyone attending one of my services can see that those people are 

truly happy – at least for a little while. I let them forget the grim 

reality that constantly surrounds them. Unlike you, I give them 

acceptance, love, and peace. You give them judgment, guilt, and 

conflict. You even said that you would bring a sword into the 

world and turn family members against each other. And you 

certainly did that. No wonder the atheists hate us. 

I suppose I am an atheist. But then again, maybe not. After all, 

here you are. So I suppose I do believe in you: I just don’t like you 

very much. 

Still nothing to say? Well, what if I were to put this gun in 

your face? Would you talk then? 

I just told you that I didn’t want to die. Well, do you? I guess 

you already did it once. Did you like it so much that you wanted to 

do it again? I can help you with that. One bullet right between the 

eyes. 

What am I saying? This isn’t real. You aren’t real. I must be 

dreaming. And yet, there you are, as real as anything. And what I 

feel is as real as anything. So let’s perform an experiment. I’m 
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going to pull this trigger, and we’re going to see what happens. If 

I’m just dreaming, then everything will go back to being exactly as 

it was. If you’re really there…well, that would be interesting, 

wouldn’t it? Certainly more interesting than your centuries of 

silence. Are you ready? Here goes nothing. 
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Canonization 

 

 

 
Though muffled by distance and tinted Escalade windows, the 

crowd’s angry chants were still distinct. Maria closed her eyes and 

breathed in. One. Two. Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. She exhaled. 

Charlotte regarded her with folded arms. 

“I still advise against this, you know. There are other ways.” 

“There are other ways,” said Maria, “but there are not better 

ways. No guts, no glory, you know.” 

With a lithe forefinger, Charlotte swept back a single bit of 

loose hair and tucked it back with the rest. “Yes, well, if you want 

to be a goddess, you’ll need to come up with some original 

platitudes.” 

“A little Gibran, a little Nietzsche, and I’m set. No one reads 

them anymore anyway. They will all think I made it up.” 

Charlotte reached over and squeezed Maria’s hand. “Please 

don’t do this.” 

Maria raised Charlotte’s slender fingers to her lips and kissed 

them. 

“I’m not worried. You shouldn’t be worried.” 
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“What if you lose your memory?” 

“I’m satisfied with what we saw from the test subjects.” 

“Six out of seven. That may be good, but it isn’t amazing.” 

“I’m destined to do this, Charlotte. That’s why we acquired 

the technology from that bumbling fool, and that’s why you helped 

me plan everything.” She patted Charlotte’s hand and turned again 

to the window. “Everything will be fine – you’re just nervous.” 

 

* 

 

A dozen men and women passed in front of the Escalade, heading 

toward the protest. Four men held the image of Santa Muerte on 

their shoulders – a skeleton decked in the gaudy garb of the 

Madonna. Four more were dressed as Santa Muerte, wearing 

skeleton masks and carrying globes and sickles. The rest 

brandished furious signs with misspelled criticisms of La Iglesia 

Católica, Gobierno, and Estados Unidos. 

“I’m ready for this. I’m ready to change the world. Death is 

the only deity this world has ever truly known, and I’m going to 

kill her.” 

A single tear appeared in Charlotte’s eye. She quickly wiped it 

away. “Well,” she said, “we are prepared. The men know what to 

do. I’ll make sure everything goes as planned.” 

“I read Chaucer last night. ‘The Pardoner’s Tale.’ Have you 

read it?” 

“No.” 

“A bunch of drunken males are disgusted with the sorry state 

of humanity. The Black Plague is killing everyone around them, so 

they decide to do the world a favor and kill Death. And do you 

know what happens?” 

“What happens?” 

“They get distracted, and they all kill each other over a bag of 

gold.” 



24 
 
 

“That isn’t exactly heartening, I must say.” 

“Yes, well, I’m neither drunk nor in need of money. And I’m 

certainly not male, thank God.” She inhaled again. One. Two. 

Three. Four. Five. Six. Seven. 

“Okay, let’s do it.” She pulled up her sleeve and extended her 

arm to Charlotte. Charlotte reached down to the floorboard and 

retrieved a black plastic box. Opening it, she retrieved a syringe 

and needle. Wordlessly, she injected the fluid into Maria’s 

shoulder. 

“Activate the power source as you start to get into the crowd,” 

said Charlotte. 

“I know. Thank you.” Maria opened the door and left without 

looking back. Charlotte whispered something to the closed door. 

“Did you say something, boss?” asked the driver. 

“No,” said Charlotte. She watched Maria as she marched after 

the crowd holding the Santa Muerte image, which had now 

reached the far end of the alley. She touched her earpiece. “All 

units check in.” Five brusque voices responded. “Lead is moving 

into position.” 

 

* 

 

Maria splished through the grimy water of the alley and emerged 

into the plaza, the far end of which was full of protesters shouting 

and waving signs as they gathered around a life-sized image of 

Santa Muerte. Standing on a makeshift platform four feet above 

the ground, a “priest” of Santa Muerte, clothed in black and red 

robes, shouted accusations and vows into a megaphone, and the 

crowd echoed in unison. No más persecución! No más persecución! 

Maria moved quickly and purposefully through the crowd, trying 

not to pay attention to the sweaty bodies that pressed against hers. 

Reaching down, she felt the metal band around her waist and 

flicked the power switch. Pushing through the crowd, she managed 
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to get to the stage, and she pulled herself up onto it. The priest 

regarded her, but he was in mid-harangue and could not react 

immediately. In a swift and determined motion, she toppled Santa 

Muerte, ripped off her head, and stomped the skull to pieces on the 

stage. 

Chaos. 

A group of eight large tattoo-laden hombres with skeleton 

masks were on her in a heartbeat, crowding around her and 

pummeling her with meaty fists. She felt bones crack, and blood 

gushed from her lips. 

“Católica!” She heard them say, along with some more 

colorful words. 

They beat her, spat upon her, and ripped her shirt open. One of 

the eight men produced a cudgel and hit her over the head with it. 

Everything went dark. 

The man with the cudgel hit her a few more times, but she felt 

nothing. They lifted her limp body triumphantly into the air, and 

blood poured from her mouth, face, and head. Behind them, the 

faithful were dutifully piecing their idol back together. Some 

others in the crowd scrambled to get a piece of her as well, but the 

big hombres punched, pushed, and kicked them off of the platform. 

Repeatedly bouncing Maria’s limp body into the air above their 

heads, they led the crowd in a chant: Santa Muerte! Santa Muerte! 

Santa Muerte! 

Charlotte was watching from the Escalade. “Alright,” she said. 

“Move in.” 

Men in black appeared from the four corners of the plaza. 

Their faces were covered with ski masks, and red crescents were 

painted on their chests. No one regarded them – until the shooting 

started. People in front of the men in black dropped to the ground, 

some writhing in agony, others still. Los musulmanes! Came the 

cry. Terroristas! The chanting stopped, and protesters began to flee 

in every direction. Some, undeterred, ventured toward the armed 
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men with knives, cudgels, and fists. These got filled with bullets. 

The rest of the crowd dispersed, and the tattooed men dropped 

Maria’s body beside the broken goddess. 

As the plaza emptied, the men in black closed around the stage. 

Several of them stomped on the tangled robes and broken pieces of 

what had been Santa Muerte. They raised their weapons into the air. 

“Allahu akbar!” they chanted. “Allahu akbar!” 

Suddenly, Maria moved. She wiped the blood away from her 

face and raised herself onto her hands and knees. Shocked, the 

“Muslims” backed away. Cowering eyes from the surrounding 

buildings watched as she said something to them. In response, one 

of them raised his rifle and shot her in the chest. Video evidence 

would later show that gore clearly flew out of an exit wound on her 

back, but she remained standing and continued to speak. 

Frightened, the men in black fled the scene. 

Charlotte’s Escalade was already driving away. Sirens were 

audible in the distance, and Charlotte was already on the phone 

with her man in the police force. Everything was proceeding as 

planned. 

“Alright, all units pull back.” 

Charlotte watched the scene play out on the television 

mounted into the back of the seat. There had been several news 

teams already on site to catch the protest, of course. None of them 

were on the payroll: she had simply tipped them off that something 

“out of the ordinary” was going to happen. They would assume 

that she had been affiliated with the “Muslims.” Well, that was 

technically true. 

The police were fanning out in search of Muslim militants, but 

they would find none. Meanwhile, Maria was standing silently in 

the plaza, surrounded by the bodies of the dead and dying. Wary 

people slowly emerged from their hiding places. Some wailed at 

the side of slain loved ones, while others simply stood and watched 

this woman who had frightened off the terrorists. 
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Charlotte heaved a breath and pressed on her earpiece. 

“Enter plaza.” 

Policemen filed into the plaza from multiple directions, 

followed by paramedics. As the police drew near the woman on the 

stage, though, they lowered their rifles and raised their heads. 

While the paramedics scrambled to find the living among the dead, 

Maria strode toward the nearest body. It was a boy, probably 

fourteen or fifteen, with several bullet wounds through his torso. 

She touched him gently and muttered a few phrases in Latin. She 

then knelt by him and prayed for a few moments. Suddenly, the 

boy sat up and looked around with wide eyes. The policemen fell 

to their knees, and the paramedics were dumbfounded. A cry went 

up from the buildings that had been silent, and people flooded out 

from their shelters. 

Maria moved on from one body to another, touching them and 

whispering mysterious words. One by one, they all regained 

consciousness and sat up with wide eyes. What they saw was an 

angel of mercy, battered and bloody as the Lord on the cross, with 

her clothes torn and one breast exposed as if to mimic Columbia. 

The former protesters were pressing closer now, and the 

journalists were not far behind. They gathered the victims from all 

around the plaza and brought them to the majestic woman by the 

stage. Mothers cried for her to save their sons. Husbands pleaded 

with her to revive their wives. 

Maria stepped up onto the stage and strode over to the pile of 

cloth and fake bones of what had once been a terrible deity. She 

stooped down and removed the robes. Shaking them free of the 

clutter, she pulled them over her shoulders and wrapped her body 

in them. Reaching down again, she picked up the megaphone that 

the Santa Muerte priest had left there. When she brought it up to 

her lips, the crowd became eerily silent. 

“I am the Virgin Maria,” she said. “And I have come to save 

you from death.”  



28 
 
 

Grandpa’s Nose 

 

 

 
The 80’s-model Chevrolet pickup rattles down the dirt road. I think 

those exact bumps have been there since I was in sixth grade, when 

we first moved out here. I hold Joshua tighter against me and let 

him suck on the tip of my pinky. His eyes start to droop shut again, 

and the suckling motions of his mouth begin to slow. I wish I had 

thought to grab his pacifier.  But I don’t have any long fingernails 

anymore, anyway. 

There’s a whole world of things I wish I could do instead of 

this. But what choice do I have? Where else could I go with Joshua? 

Last time, I went and moved in with Bernadette. And she’d be 

happy to have me again, I suppose.  She’s so lonely. 

But this isn’t like last time. I didn’t have any bruises last time. 

I won’t go and just wait there for him to come take me back, and I 

won’t put Bernadette through the confrontation. She hates 

confrontations. 

Mom and Dad never liked Kevin. They always told me I 

couldn’t marry him. So when I didn’t, I laughed about how they 

got what they wanted. At the time, I told myself that Mom only 
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hated him because Dad did, and Dad only hated him because the 

two of them were so very different. 

Well, father of mine, maybe you two weren’t so different after 

all. 

“Well,” says the man behind the wheel.  He wipes the sweat 

from his forehead with an only slightly oily red rag, then tucks a 

wisp of white hair back up under his cowboy hat. For a couple of 

minutes I think he’s forgotten that he started a sentence. 

“Well,” he begins again, “you reckon your mamma and your 

daddy are gonna be a mite surprised you’re comin’?” 

I nod.  “I suppose so.” 

“Well,” he says, “how long you stayin’ out here, ya think?” 

“Not sure.” 

He nods. Catching the tone of my voice, he doesn’t press any 

farther. I feel a little bad about cutting him off like that, but I just 

can’t bear to open my mouth more than I absolutely need to right 

now. Kind of like when you’re really sick and you’re afraid you’re 

going to vomit, so you try not to talk or breathe or move or 

anything. 

Actually, I think I just might vomit. Am I pregnant again? God, 

I hope not! I close my eyes and try to forget the image of endless 

fence posts, oak, and pine whizzing by the open truck window. I 

stick my head out and let the wind brush against it a bit. 

The truck starts slowing down. 

“This the place?” he asks. I delay a moment before opening 

my eyes. The house is a beige wooden box with dark brown trim, 

set up on cinder blocks. Still no porch: just cinder blocks for steps. 

“Yes sir, this is it.” 

He slows and pulls into the driveway.  I hear the familiar 

crunch of the white rocks shifting under the tires. 

“Well, I figure I’ll just stop right here,” he says, with the door 

only a bit past the culvert. “I hope everything’s OK. I’ll wait here 

and make sure they’re home.” 
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“Thank you, kind sir,” I murmur.  “The car’s here; they’re 

home.” 

He opens his door and walks around to my door, which he 

opens, helping me down onto the rocks. I’m surprised to actually 

be thankful for his token gesture; I feel myself shake weakly 

against the firmness of his dark, wrinkled arm. 

I thank him again and begin to walk toward the house. 

Cadence runs out from behind a tree and stands erect for a moment, 

then starts barking. I shout for him to be quiet, and he lies down 

again in the shade of the spreading oak. 

I see a figure come out from the leaning barn that stands 

behind the house. Dad has some wooden furniture fragment 

clasped in his hands. As he recognizes me, one end drops, and it 

dangles from his right hand. I look at him, but I make no gesture as 

I walk. After five seconds or so, he goes back into the shed. 

The front door opens, and Mom winces at the bright sun. She 

raises a hand to her forehead, and I stop in my tracks and lock eyes 

with her. Her dishtowel falls to the grass beside the door. 

“Oh my God,” Mom says.  She comes down the steps and flies 

over to me in about three bounds. One hand goes to the bruise on 

my face, and the other touches Joshua’s head. “What is this?  A 

bruise?  My Lord, what’s happened?”  She embraces me for a 

moment, then turns her eyes down to Joshua. I immediately hold 

him out toward her, and she takes him. 

“And is this my grandchild?” she asks. “I’ve waited a long 

while to see you, you beautiful little boy!”  She strokes his sparse 

hair back and turns her back to the sun to shade his little eyes. “It 

tore me up that I never got to see your first one, Gabriella. It really 

did.” 

I kiss him once on the head and turn away, walking back out 

toward the dirt road. The nice old man has already left. Pity; it’s a 

long way back to Carlson. 
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“Gabriella Mary Black!” comes Mom’s voice. “Where on 

God’s Green Earth are you goin’?” 

“I dunno.” 

“You come back here right now and have some lemonade with 

your mamma!  Has the heat gotten to your brain?” 

I shrug and turn back around to her. 

“I figured it’d be easier this way,” I respond. 

“You’re talkin’ nonsense,” says Mom. “Your brain’s all a 

mush. Come on inside and have something to drink before you 

drop dead. And just look at your clothes! How long have you been 

wearing those? I’ll have to dig you up somethin’ else to wear while 

I wash ’em.” 

Our shoes clomp across the plywood floors, and I plop down 

on the old couch. I haven’t realized until now just how tired I am. I 

close my eyes and quickly forget how disgusted I’ve always been 

at the dog hair that seems practically woven into the couch’s 

coarse upholstery. My parents don’t even own an indoor dog. 

Never have. We got this couch from some neighbors that moved 

away and left it with us years back. They had dogs out the wazoo; 

Cadence tore up a couple of them when they wandered over here. 

Mom hands me Joshua again. 

“Here, take him; I’ll get us some lemonade. I just made it.” 

She returns quickly with two tall glasses. She hands me one, 

and the ice cubes click and clatter as I draw it to my lips. Mom 

takes hold of her plain wooden rocking chair with her free hand, 

pulling it close so she can sit facing me. 

“You look like hell, baby,” she says. “What did you do to 

deserve that?” 

I glare at her. “The same thing you always did.” 

Mom straightens up a bit and looks at the floor. 

“He hasn’t been like that for a while now,” she says quietly. 

“He’s startin’ to mellow with his old age, I guess.” 

“Maybe.” 
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The back door opens, and I hear Dad’s boots clomping 

through the laundry room. He stops in the doorway and looks at 

me. His face is pink with heat, and there’s sawdust sticking to the 

sweat on his face and arms and in his hair. He didn’t see my 

bruises when I was walking up to the house. He sees them now. 

Well, some of them, anyway. Our eyes lock together in silence, 

and Mom looks down at the ice cubes swimming in her lemonade. 

“Gabriella,” he says, “did he do that to you?” 

“Yes, Dad,” I say. 

He takes a step toward me, then stops. After a moment’s pause, 

he turns and walks quickly out of the house. The door slams 

behind him.  A minute later, we hear his axe crashing into the logs 

out back. Mom and Dad haven’t used electric heaters for years. 

Too expensive. Instead, they burn wood in a big metal stove and 

mount a box fan over it. Out here, wood is free if you’re willing to 

cut it yourself. It’s like we’re in another country or something. 

“That’s what he does when he’s angry now,” says Mom.  “The 

new minister really cares about folks. He’s been over here a few 

times, and I think it’s really had an effect on your father. But now 

we’ve got more firewood than we can use. I was callin’ friends 

over to come get it for free last winter. But there’s still a big pile 

stacked up back there.” 

Mom asks me about Joshua’s eating and sleeping habits. We 

talk about the weather and television shows for a little while. 

The chopping stops, and Dad comes back in. Without saying a 

word, he walks through the livingroom and into the bedroom. We 

hear the squeak of metal on metal, and our eyes meet. Mom and I 

place our half-empty glasses of lemonade down on the plywood, 

and I follow her over to the bedroom door with Joshua cradled in 

my left arm. 

Dad has the gun cabinet open, and he’s sliding rounds into the 

clip of his Glock. 
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Mom rushes over and takes the empty Glock from its place on 

the top shelf, hiding it behind her back. 

“You can’t do this, Ted,” she says. “You know you can’t do 

this.” 

“You think I’m gonna let him do that to my daughter?” he 

asks sternly. His eyes are wild. 

“Ted, you know I can’t have you going to jail. They’ll know it 

was you. You can’t do this.” 

“Give me the gun, Liz,” he says, holding out his big open 

palm to her. 

“Not till you start thinkin’ sense, I’m not.  Do you wanna go to 

prison?” 

“You gonna let him do that to your daughter?” he shouts. 

“No,” says Mom, “I’m not. But I’m not gonna let you shoot 

him, either.” 

“I’m not going back, Dad,” I hear myself say. “I’m never 

going back.” 

“And what if he comes here lookin’ for ya?” Dad asks, 

looking at me over Mom’s head. “You expect me to let him take 

you?” 

It takes another twenty minutes of coercion before the gun 

cabinet is finally closed. Dad wants to get the police on him at least, 

but I won’t let him; I tell him us leaving is punishment enough. So 

he just calls him instead. I expect him to swear at Kevin for about 

half an hour. But he doesn’t. 

“Kevin,” he says, “now you listen and you listen good.  You 

know who this is. My little girl ain’t with you no more. And if you 

come ’round here lookin’ for her, I’ll shoot ya right in the head.  

No, I’ll shoot ya in the gut and sick Cadence on ya. I’ll let him eat 

ya from the stomach out. And don’t you think I won’t.” 

Dad hangs up the phone and turns to me. He smiles. 

“I really don’t care whether he believes me or not. If he does, 

then he’ll stay away. If he don’t, then I get to shoot ’im.” 
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Dad looks down at Joshua’s indigo eyes. 

“Well, now. He’s a good-lookin’ little fella, ain’t he?” 

“He has his grandpa’s nose,” says Mom. 

“Now, how can you tell a thing like that so early on? All 

babies have the same nose at first. Like them eyes; they ain’t 

gonna stay blue. That’s just how babies are.” 

“Go wash up, Ted,” says Mom. “Then you can sit down on the 

couch and hold him for a bit while we make dinner.” 

Dad quickly walks to the deep plastic sink in the laundry room. 

“It’s just as well I didn’t take off to shoot ’im,” comes his 

voice over the sound of water. “There’s a Cowboys game tonight.” 

“Are you hungry?” Mom asks as she walks over to the fridge. 

“I’m starving.” 

“Well, how’s mashed potatoes sound?” 

“Sounds good to me.” 

Dad walks into the living room and sits down on the dog-hair 

couch. He holds up his big palms. 

“Alright, bring him to me!” 

I lay Joshua down tenderly in the rough meaty bowl of Dad’s 

hands. 

Well, would you look at that!  Yeah, he has his grandpa’s nose.  

Plain as day.  
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A Revelation 

 

 

 
“I imagine you have ten thousand questions scurrying around in 

your mind right now.” He picked up the white marble queen 

between his obsidian claws, scraping it to test its smoothness. 

“Questions can be like crabs in a bucket, can’t they? They like to 

pull each other down so none of them can get out.” 

Jennifer looked him in the pale face. His eyes were like red-

hot knives. Looking for help, she regarded the old man feeding 

birds nearby, but he obviously did not even notice this dark 

interloper. Neither did the girls jump-roping to her left. An 

amorous young couple walked by hand-in-hand. They came within 

a few feet of her, but they only saw each other. 

“First, there’s the obvious question: Who are you? But you 

know who I am. They all do.” He put his elbows on the table and 

leaned forward, holding the queen just under his nose. His eyes 

narrowed. “You do know who I am, don’t you?” 

She nodded. 

“You always said I didn’t exist. There was no reason to be 

afraid at night. That chill you feel even when it’s warm – that’s just 
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your mind playing jokes on you. That tingly sick feeling in your 

stomach – that’s psychosomatic.” He smiled, and his teeth were as 

white as his face. “You’re feeling it now, aren’t you? You dropped 

your sandwich.” Rye bread, pastrami, tomatoes, lettuce, cheddar, 

and mustard…all in the dust. He laughed. 

“And so, we move on the next obvious question: Why are you 

here? But that’s not the real question. You and I are actually good 

friends, you know. We’ve been through a great deal together. So 

the real question is: Why are you appearing to me visibly? Or 

perhaps even more appropriately, Why are you now robbing me of 

the freedom of deniability? Well, maybe I’ve come to challenge 

you to a game of chess that will determine your eternal fate.” He 

paused and returned the white queen to her place. “Oh, don’t worry. 

I’m not so arbitrary as all of that. And even if I were, I wouldn’t 

bother with someone so bad at chess as you. No, I’ve come to you 

in this way because I need you to focus.” 

Jennifer heaved a breath. She gulped. “Focus?” she whispered. 

“Yes, focus. I’m tired of dealing with mediocre minds and daft 

extremists. I need someone with some intelligence and spunk.” 

Jennifer’s muscles started to relax. 

“Alright.” 

“Jennifer, this buying and selling thing is fine and good, but 

you need to do something a little more meaningful with your life, 

don’t you think?” 

“Yes,” she whispered. 

“Well, then, I need you to deliver a message to the world. A 

simple message. From me.” 

“What message?” 

He reached his hand forward, as if to take hers, but she 

recoiled. He tapped his claws on the bottom of the table. 

“I need you to tell the world I don’t exist.” 

“What?” 
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He stood up and came to her side. Her muscles tightened again, 

and she felt a single claw touch the crown of her head. It trickled 

down the back of her head and neck like an icicle. She closed her 

eyes and trembled. 

“You lived your life denying my existence. But all the while, 

you still hoped. You hoped that I existed, and that I would 

somehow save you and everyone else.” He stepped to the side and 

held out his hands, gesturing to himself. “Now that you’ve seen me, 

now that you’ve felt my touch, what do you think?” 

She blinked. 

“It wasn’t a rhetorical question.” 

“I think…you are terrible.” 

“Ha! Terrible, she says! Like Ivan the Terrible! The Terrible 

Twos! So very terrible!” He laughed mockingly. “Oh, but that’s 

fine. I don’t need you to describe me if you’re telling people I 

don’t exist.” 

“But why don’t you want people to know you exist?” 

He faced away from her, his hands clasped behind his back. 

“Did you expect the opposite? What, do you think I need your 

worship? Why would I need anything from you? You’re a race of 

cretins and fools. What is your worship to me? I made you what 

you are. This world you see is a product of my actions. Why would 

someone with such power rely on mere mortals for his glory?” 

She started. “So you’re God?” 

“Did I say that?” 

“You just said that you made us what we are. That this world 

is a product of your actions.” 

“I did, didn’t I?” 

“But…” 

“But? But…what? Are you disappointed? Disappointed that 

your creator is so terrible?” 

“Well, yes, actually.” 

“All the more reason to tell them what I need you to tell them.” 
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“That you don’t exist.” 

“Precisely.” 

“But why?” 

“You have often said that, even if God did exist, he would 

have to be someone callous, cruel, and vain. Am I right?” 

“Yes.” 

“And have you been proven wrong?” 

She paused, calculating. “No,” she responded. She regarded 

the bread, meat, and vegetables in the dirt. The ants were already 

getting to it. 

“Ugly, isn’t it?” he asked. “The truth always is. There’s a 

reason you shy away from images of death and decay, just like 

most of you have moved away from killing your food yourselves. 

Doing so reminds you of your own mortality – of the fact that you 

are also just masses of meat and oil.” 

She touched the rye bread with her toe, and the ants skittered 

about. 

“Jennifer, there’s nothing after death. This life you know – 

this universe – is just one big accident trying to fix itself. Entropy 

is your only salvation.” 

“There’s nothing after this?” 

“Nothing. This world is a product of my boredom, nothing 

more. I don’t see why so many of you expect something grand to 

result from a vain whim.” 

“I suppose I always knew that,” she said. “But what does it 

benefit me to serve you?” 

He laughed. “And there it is: Cui bono? Cui bono! Ah, but 

that’s to be expected. Well, I’ll give you money, of course. I will 

make you very ‘successful.’” 

“And what do I have to say, exactly?” 

“Tell them there is no God – or devil, for that matter. Tell 

them that this life is all they have, and that they should enjoy it 

while they can.” 
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“But why would you want that?” 

“I gave humanity the ability to indulge in the deepest, most 

overwhelming diversions of the temporal world. That was my gift, 

and I fashioned it for them because I have nothing to give them 

after death. I want you to tell the world that there is no God 

because most people are not as strong as you. Most people cannot 

live full lives while knowing that they will disappear when they die. 

Most people cling to false hopes, and that is the greatest tragedy of 

all. Thinking that I can save them makes them lose focus and 

become unable to enjoy the gifts that they can have.” 

She nodded. 

“With that, I must go.” He started walking away. “Be 

passionate. Be convincing. Save nothing for your next life, because 

this is all you have.” 

 

* 

 

Jennifer opened her eyes to see her sandwich in shambles on the 

ground. Looking around, she could no longer find the man feeding 

the birds, the girls jump-roping, or the amorous couple. 

She blinked a few times. And then she laughed. 

“Wow!” she said. “Nonsense!” She stood to leave. She had 

clearly been gone on her lunch break for entirely too long. 

“Nonsense!” she mumbled again, and she shuffled back toward the 

building where she worked. 

The ants worked like gravity, pulling the sandwich apart and 

breaking it into little pieces, which they carried away between their 

jaws and hoarded neatly within their serpentine dungeons. 
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Coexistence 

 

 

 
His knuckles white, Stan gripped the overhead bar and stared 

forward as the bus jostled along through the city. The driver made 

a right turn, and the woman beside him pressed against him. She 

had a cohabitant attached to the back of her neck – a big one – and 

its fur bristled in Stan’s face. 

Stan was a nice enough guy. He generally minded his own 

business. But why did people have to keep pushing him all the 

time? And why did he always lose whenever he pushed back? 

“Sorry,” she said, and pulled away from him again. He could 

still smell the mix of perfume and feces. He was afraid for a 

moment that he might shiver or do something that would offend 

the woman, so he looked at the television screen above for some 

distraction. It was one of those daytime talk shows that lonely fat 

women watch in the middle of the day. Some pretty boy was 

pointing to the cohabitant on his arm and talking. 

“Tyler Steele has a cohabitant?” said a twenty-something 

woman in the seat just in front of him. She turned to the other 
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twenty-something woman beside her. “I didn’t know Tyler Steele 

had a cohabitant!” She stood up and turned up the volume. 

“How has your family reacted to the news?” 

“Well, Chelsea, they’ve actually been very supportive for the 

most part. One grandpa isn’t very fond of it, though. He told me 

that I’m welcome, but that my cohabitant isn’t. As if I can just take 

it off when I come over for Thanksgiving dinner.” 

“Do you ever take it off?” 

“Never. We are bonded. I am my cohabitant. I am defined by 

it. I don’t take off my arm or my head whenever I want, do I? I 

actually said that to him, and he just got mad. But I think he’ll 

come around.” 

“And what about your fans? How have they reacted?” 

“For the most part, they’ve been very supportive too. I’m very 

thankful that I can live in such a progressive country as this one, 

where people accept each other so freely and openly.” 

Stan tried to ignore the stream of brown fluid that was 

streaking down the back of the woman beside him. She suddenly 

reached up a hand to the lower part of her neck and touched it. 

“Oh, you naughty little thing!” she said, laughing. She pulled a 

bottle of perfume from her purse and sprayed herself on the back. 

Stan closed his eyes and just wished the bus ride would be over 

soon. 

“Yes, this is certainly going to affect my career. Even when 

producers are open-minded and tolerant about cohabitants, the fact 

is that there are some roles that I simply cannot play with this little 

guy on me. But that’s okay. I’ve lost some opportunities, but I’ve 

also started getting calls from producers specifically because I 

have a cohabitant.” 

“Well, we’re glad for that, and we wish you all the luck with 

your new career.” 

“Thank you.” 
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“Now you brought a friend with you today, yes? Could you 

tell us a little more about your friend?” 

“That’s right. I met him while I was still in doubt about my 

own identity as a cohabitant. He showed me how wonderful it is to 

be a cohabitant – how much of a blessing it is to have another life 

tied with your own. I can’t even begin to express how much his 

example has meant to me.” 

“Well, let’s bring him out! Ray, come on out!” 

Stan watched as a man completely covered with cohabitants 

waddled onto Chelsea’s stage, waving stiffly to the audience. As 

far as Stan could tell, he wasn’t wearing a scrap of clothing – there 

were just furry balls of various colors and sizes attached to his 

flesh in various places, covering every bit of his skin except his 

face, hands, and feet. Stan looked over at the woman who had 

bumped him a moment earlier. She was subconsciously stroking 

her cohabitant while she watched Chelsea, Ray, and Tyler smile 

and talk excitedly about her favorite thing in the world. 

“Now Ray, tell us what inspired you to do this.” 

“I had nothing to live for, Chelsea. All my life, I had always 

believed that I could find meaning in money, power, fame, or 

religion, but because I had none of those, I felt lost and alone. And 

then the Arrival occurred, and our friends from Gamma Prime 

gave me something to live for.” 

“They gave you a cohabitant.” 

“Yes, I was actually one of the first. Now, most of the others 

only got one or two cohabitants, but as for myself, I didn’t want to 

stop there. As long as I had space left, there was a place for another 

friend.” 

“And what do you think that your life has now that it didn’t 

have before the Arrival?” 

“It’s difficult to explain. First off, there is this sense of being 

connected to life. It’s so different from anything else in the human 

experience. Some people equate it with sex, but I don’t. I don’t 
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think it’s like that at all – it’s more like a mother being with child, 

except that I’m not sure who is the mother and who is the child. 

It’s a very beautiful thing.” 

“Many people say that the relationship between you and your 

cohabitants is an unnatural thing. What do you have to say about 

that?” 

“It’s ridiculous. There’s nothing more natural than the 

symbiosis of two intelligent organisms.” 

“That’s very true. But again, other people will say, ‘Yes, it’s 

fine and good to have a cohabitant, but this guy has taken it way 

too far.’ What would you say to that?” 

“I say those people should let go of their hate. Because that’s 

what it is, Chelsea. It’s hate, pure and simple. There’s nothing 

reasonable about it. Look at me. I’m healthier than most abstainers. 

What harm do they cause me? No harm at all. My message to the 

world is pure and simple: love. I decided to do this because I love.” 

Ray’s mentioning of health caused Stan to think back on the 

rehabilitation class he had taken the week before. 

“The goal of this class,” said his even-toned, pony-tailed 

instructor, “is to bring about a state of ideological and emotional 

health in everyone involved.” 

Sitting in a circle, they would first engage in a cleansing 

breathing exercise, and then do a series of choreographed hand 

motions to summon the Chi. Stan never felt anything particularly 

special, but he had definitely preferred the silence to hearing his 

instructor lecture. 

“Remove the hate from your heart,” his instructor had said 

while sitting cross-legged. “No bitterness. No envy. No malice. 

Just love and tolerance.” 

Stan recalled how, on the third day, the instructor had 

removed his own cohabitant and passed it around the circle for 

everyone to hold. That had been the first time he had ever 

intentionally touched a cohabitant. Holding it in his hands, he 



44 
 
 

looked at the ring of pointy legs raying out from its smaller ring of 

needle teeth. When it started making slurping sounds, he passed it 

on and instinctively wiped his hands on his pants. Seeing him do 

this, the instructor had been not at all pleased. 

“Cohabitants are not animals or parasites,” the instructor had 

said. “They are partners. They are life-companions. They are 

equals.” 

Stan felt that the instructor had looked at him exactly when he 

said the word “parasites” – probably because that was the specific 

word that had landed him in rehabilitation. In discussing 

cohabitants with a coworker, he had made the mistake of saying 

that cohabitants technically were parasites. Unfortunately for him, 

that coworker had a small cohabitant hidden away under his 

clothes. That same coworker had reported Stan to the manager. 

Shoulders slumped, Stan waited for the bus ride to end and his 

Monday at work to begin. It would be his first day back after the 

week-long rehabilitation. He hoped that he would be able to keep 

doing his job without any more mishaps. From the back of the bus, 

a few school children pushed past him toward the front. All of 

them had small cohabitants attached to their necks. As the bus 

decelerated, he watched one of the girls stroke the furry ball that 

was clinging to her so tightly. 

Stan frowned and scratched the scruff on his face as he 

thought of how he was going to face his coworker now. He would 

surely have to apologize, and that thought incensed him even more 

than the other events that had led him to this point. Why should he 

apologize for stating a simple fact? 

He sighed. Sure, he didn’t have to like it, and he didn’t have to 

get one of those oversized ticks for himself, but he was a grown 

man. If he couldn’t come to accept this type of lifestyle, he could 

at least manage to choke back his disgust. Let them have their 

bloodsucking fuzzballs. As long as they didn’t expect him to 

become a host too, he would just smile and nod. His father had 
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always told him never to argue with a fool, and he had now come 

to realize just how valuable that advice was – especially when it 

was about something that did not constitute any sort of direct harm 

to himself. 

The cohabitant craze was just a horrendous fad: it would go 

the way of the bellbottoms and the mullet, and all of these folks 

would one day laugh and tell their grandchildren how they had 

spent a decade letting ticks from outer space suck on their necks so 

they could look hip. 

Yes, let them have their neo-hippie ideals. Stan would keep 

his mouth shut, keep wearing a necktie, and keep taking care of 

himself. They had sent him to rehabilitation to learn a lesson. Well, 

he hadn’t exactly “learned” what they had intended, but he had 

learned enough. He had learned to suppress his gag reflex for long 

enough to get what he wanted from the world. 

As the bus started up again, Stan watched the last of the school 

children slide out of view, his eyes fixed on one particular little 

boy. He was very small, even for a child his age, and he had an 

abnormally large cohabitant fixed to his back. Its upper half filled 

his shirt and made him look like Quasimodo, while its lower half 

jiggled like a waterbed as it bumped along on the ground behind 

him. 

With his backpack under his arm, the tiny child hunched his 

way to class. 
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The Innocent 

 

 

 
Stopping behind a row of vehicles consisting of a Mercedes, Tesla, 

Lotus, and Aston Martin, the silver Impala suddenly seemed 

conspicuous. The man that stepped out wore black slacks and a 

white dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. The shirt 

fit tightly around his muscular body, seeming almost as out-of-

place as the Impala was among its more assuming peers. He locked 

his vehicle, smiling with recognition of how useless it was to do so, 

and after stretching his neck, he proceeded toward the house. It 

was not a large structure, considering who owned it, but the 

original steel-and-glass design gave passersby plenty to look at. 

From the highway that went by the bottom of the hill, that is: the 

closest public road was two miles away. 

He approached the black-clad figure at the door. They nodded 

to each other. 

“Seif,” he said. 

“Mr. Conner,” replied the other fellow. He heaved the front 

door open. “Mr. Vance is on a conference call. He will be with you 

shortly.” 
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“I’ll take it from here, Seif,” came a lovely Latin voice from 

inside. “Hola, Roger. Como estas?” 

Her glossy black hair fell loosely around the collar of her 

white business dress. Roger tried to react to her presence the way 

he normally did. It was not too difficult: it only took a moment’s 

hesitation. 

“Hola, señora Vance. Estoy buscando su esposo.” 

“He should be off the phone at any moment. Right this way.” 

He followed her through the central room of the house. Three walls 

and the floor were an ardent white, while the ceiling and the far 

wall were tinted glass. “Have there been any developments in your 

investigation?” 

“There have been, actually. That’s why I’ve come.” 

“I’m glad! Would you like something to drink?” 

“A soda, please.” 

“Wait right here,” she said, stopping in front of a half-opened 

door. “I’ll be right back with it.” 

Roger looked into the room and saw Luke Vance behind his 

desk, talking it up with some big-shot or other. Luke met eyes with 

him, smiled, and waved him in. Luke gestured to a familiar chair, 

and Roger sat. His back rigid, he looked past Luke, out the window, 

and took in the beauty of the green hills. 

Finishing his conversation, Luke hung up the phone and came 

around the desk, shaking Roger’s hand. In light of his thin 

appearance, his grip was surprisingly firm. 

“How have you been, Roger?” asked Luke. 

“Doing well. I just came by to give you an update on the 

investigation, as you have probably guessed.” 

“Yes, of course.” Luke walked back around the table and 

plopped down in his chair. His demeanor became more serious. 

“So have you found anything?” 

“As you know, Luke,” said Roger, “it was almost four years 

ago that your father hired me.” Luke nodded. “In that time, I have 
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found virtually nothing regarding the untimely passing of your 

brothers that would prove anything different from what the police 

have already determined.” He took a deep breath, looking down at 

his hands. “That is, until two days ago.” His eyes flicked back 

upward to meet Luke’s. 

Luke sat forward and placed his elbows on his desk, his eyes 

wide. “What have you found?” 

Roger heard footsteps from his right. He turned to see Mrs. 

Vance returning with the soda. 

“Thank you very much,” he said, taking it from her. It was 

served up like a more dignified drink, in a glass tumbler with a 

napkin and designer ice cubes. He sipped it. “Well, I’m not sure 

exactly where to begin.” 

“Begin at the beginning, I suppose,” said Luke, with a friendly 

smile. Mrs. Vance walked over to her husband and rested her hand 

on his shoulder. He kissed her fingers. 

“Well, let’s go over the facts. The autopsy concluded that 

Matthew and Mark were drunk, as usual, and eyewitness accounts 

put them in the company of two women who may have been 

prostitutes. They were walking through an unlit parking lot at 

roughly 3:15 in the morning when someone shot them both and 

stole all of their valuables.” 

Roger watched the Vances as he recounted the event. They 

simply listened intently, revealing nothing. 

“It was ruled a simple homicide and robbery, perhaps 

involving the women, and perhaps not. The nature of the crime 

scene and the difficulty for the women to hide a .45 in such 

clothing leads the police to believe that the shooter was another 

party.” 

Luke nodded. “Yes, we know all of this.” 

“In the intervening time, I’ve interviewed people all over the 

city. I have also researched your brothers’ past, and I’ve come up 

with some disturbing information.” 
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“Disturbing?” 

“Everyone knew your brothers were good-for-nothing sots, 

but it went beyond that. They were real villains, weren’t they?” 

Luke said nothing. 

“I have reason to believe that, on at least two occasions, they 

have committed sex crimes. One of those occasions was a rape I 

think they committed while in the Dominican Republic. She was a 

seventeen-year-old girl. Your father may have covered it up – paid 

off the authorities.” 

Luke nodded. “I’ve suspected that.” 

“Then there was the more public incidence of a statutory rape 

case in San Francisco.” Roger sipped his drink again. “Your father 

had to hire a lawyer – an expensive one. Your brothers were 

acquitted due to lack of evidence.” 

“That’s right. But I wasn’t around for all of that, remember?” 

“Yes, I do, Luke.” Roger sat forward and held his glass 

intently between his hands. “You were in a coma.” 

“Yes.” 

“And that’s how you two met,” said Roger, wagging his finger 

at them. “Serena was your nurse, wasn’t she?” 

Luke smiled again. “Well, she wasn’t the only one. She was 

just the prettiest one – and the one who was there when I 

recovered.” 

“And how did you come to be in a coma?” 

Luke hesitated. “I thought you knew that story.” 

Roger’s brow furrowed. “Yes, I know the story. You were 

newly graduated from high school, and your big brothers wanted to 

take you to Cancun for a good time. While you were down there, 

though, some mean hombres jumped the three of you. Matthew 

and Mark suffered some minor injuries, but you took a heavy blow 

to the head.” 

“That’s right.” 

“And as a result, you were in a coma for six years, yes?” 
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“That’s right.” 

“You recovered eight months after your brothers died.” 

“Yes.” 

“And Serena was the first thing you saw. You were 

overwhelmed by her beauty. You two fell in love, and you got 

married.” 

“Where is this going, exactly?” 

Roger sat back. “Luke, I recently took a little trip to Mexico. 

To Cancun, actually. Unfortunately for me, I went for business 

rather than for pleasure. You’ll be getting an expense bill.” 

“What does Cancun have to do with my brothers’ deaths?” 

“I’ve read the reports about the attack. Could you recount it 

for me, though?” 

“I don’t remember any of it. I lost months of memories.” 

“Right. The head injury. Well, anyway, after reading the 

accounts, I was troubled by various aspects of the incident.” 

“Oh?” 

“Very vague descriptions of the attackers. Contradictory 

details from your brothers. And then there’s your father: he was 

heavily involved in the investigation – but only until your brothers 

were released by the police. After that, he did nothing. The 

attackers were never found, you know.” 

“I know.” 

“Now, why would your father pay me – for years – to 

investigate your brothers’ deaths and not pay an investigator to 

help find the guys who nearly killed you?” 

“As you said – they nearly killed me.” 

“That’s true, of course. But I think the real issue is that there 

were no such attackers. Were there, Luke?” 

Luke blinked. “What are you saying, exactly?” 

“Many crimes – even violent crimes and sex crimes – go 

unreported every year in the United States. I would think they 

probably number in the thousands. I shudder to think how often 
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such things occur in some other countries.” His eyes shifted to 

Serena. “Isn’t that right, señora Vance?” 

Serena’s face was stone, but Roger could see a glisten 

appearing in her eyes. 

“You lived in Cancun at that time. You worked evenings at 

one of the local resorts. I imagine you made an average employee’s 

pay, yes?” She nodded slowly. “Even in a tourist area like that, it 

probably still wasn’t all that much, am I right?” Roger sat back. 

“Which leads me to wonder how you could afford to pay for 

nursing school in the United States. It’s rather expensive, you 

know. Especially where you went. And you were not eligible for 

government-sponsored student loans.” 

“Shouldn’t you be investigating my brothers’ deaths instead of 

prying into our personal lives?” asked Luke. 

“I talked to some of the locals down there. A lot of them, 

actually. My Spanish is pretty good, though the Mexicans think I 

sound funny because I learned in Spain. Anyway, I found out quite 

a bit about you and your family. Your parents are poor. At least, 

they were until you struck it rich and started sending them money 

every month. Which causes me to question your ability to pay for 

nursing school even more. I also found out – from a lovely and 

talkative old abuela – that, at about the time Matthew, Mark, and 

Luke were in Cancun, you were attacked. By a couple of gringos.” 

Tears began to flow down Serena’s face, and she turned away, 

looking quietly out the window. Luke sat perfectly still, 

contemplating. 

“Are you suggesting that Matthew and Mark attacked Serena?” 

“That is exactly what I am suggesting. Because, you see, that 

helpful old abuela – she loved my Spanish accent, by the way – 

also told me that the attackers’ rich father paid off the victim’s 

family. And she said the victim’s name was Serena.” 

Serena did not move. She continued staring out the window. 

“Yes, Roger,” she said quietly. “They raped me.” 
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Roger paused, meeting Luke’s stern, pained gaze. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am.” 

“I know what you’re suggesting, Roger,” said Luke. “You’re 

suggesting that Serena killed my brothers. But that isn’t true. The 

police investigated everyone close to my family. The thumbprint 

key systems at my father’s house put her there at the time they 

died.” 

“Yes, I’m sure you know all about it.” 

Anger flashed in Luke’s eyes. “Yes, I do.” 

“Why was she there at such an ungodly hour?” 

“She had forgotten her phone. My parents were away on a trip. 

There was just one security guard there. She knew she wouldn’t be 

bothering anyone.” 

“And where were you at the time, Luke?” 

Luke laughed. “Where do you think? I was in a coma!” 

“Were you, now?” 

“Of course.” 

“You know, you wouldn’t believe what men will say once you 

get them a little drunk. For instance, even if they have been paid 

not to say something, they may forget about that and say it anyway. 

Especially when it’s something like a wealthy heir sneaking out in 

the middle of the night when he’s supposed to be in a coma.” 

Luke folded his hands in his lap and looked down at the floor. 

“What do you want?” he asked. “One million? Two million?” 

“I want to know how long you faked your coma.” 

“About ten months.” 

“Who knew about it?” 

“Just Serena at first. The security guard found out later, of 

course. How much do you want?” 

“Tell me why you killed your brothers.” 

“I’m not telling you anything else until you tell me what you 

want. If you were going to go to the police, you would have 
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already done so. You’re here for money. So how much do you 

want?” 

“I want to know why you killed your brothers.” He patted his 

chest and stomach and removed the contents of his trouser pockets, 

placing his wallet, keys, and change on the desk. “I don’t have any 

recording devices. This isn’t a sting operation. I just need to know.” 

Luke took a deep breath. As he started to talk, Serena turned 

and left the room. 

“You’re right: they did rape the woman I love. But that’s not 

why I did what I did. Not entirely why, at least. It wasn’t revenge. 

It wasn’t anger. It was justice. I don’t hate my brothers – I never 

did. I actually loved them. I still do. But they were villains, as you 

said. If their father weren’t such a rich man, they would have been 

put in prison a long time ago. The way things stand, though, they 

are going to continue with their crimes, and my father’s money is 

going to continue protecting them. The list is actually longer than 

you know, Roger. And I don’t just think they’ve raped: I think 

they’ve killed. And even if they haven’t, it was only a matter of 

time. I suppose the justice system would have caught up with them 

eventually, but after how many victims? How many more women 

and girls needed to suffer before they could be brought to justice?” 

“So you didn’t kill them for bashing you in the head and 

putting you into a coma when you tried to keep them from raping 

Serena.” 

“No.” 

Roger nodded. Luke reached down into his desk drawer. “I 

need to show you something,” he said. 

He pulled out a pistol and pointed it at Roger. 

“Well,” said Roger. “I must say I didn’t expect this.” 

“I could kill you right now,” said Luke. Roger suddenly 

regretted having left his own pistol in the Impala. His mind raced 

as he searched for a solution to a situation that had suddenly gotten 

out of hand. He had apparently been wrong about this man. 
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“But I’m not going to,” said Luke. He returned the pistol to 

the drawer. “I never had any intention of doing so.” He met eyes 

with Roger. “I’m…sorry about that,” he said. “I just wanted you to 

see that I could have, but that I didn’t want to. I wanted you to 

know without a doubt that you have nothing to fear from me. 

Serena and I decided from the start that no one other than my 

brothers would be harmed in all this – even if it meant we would 

go to jail.” 

Roger sat very still and took a deep breath. 

“The purpose of the justice system is not to punish the guilty. 

It is to protect the innocent. And of course, punishing criminals is a 

necessary part of protecting the innocent, as it provides a deterrent. 

My brothers saw no such deterrent, however: they knew that, no 

matter what they did, my father would do whatever it took to save 

them from justice. For that reason, I could not rely on the system. 

But I knew what they had done – and what they would continue to 

do.” Luke stood and placed his hands on the desk. “And I knew 

that, if I did nothing, part of whatever sins they continued to 

commit would come on my head. I would rather be guilty of a 

crime than a sin.” 

Roger nodded. “It was no coincidence that Serena came to be 

your nurse, was it?” 

“No, it wasn’t.” 

“But why did she do it? How long was she planning revenge 

on your brothers?” 

Serena spoke from the doorway. “I came because of Luke, not 

because of his brothers. Luke tried to save me. He followed his 

brothers that night because he thought they would do something 

bad. He nearly died for me. For that reason, I came to help him. I 

didn’t even know him, but I cared about him more than anyone in 

the world.” 

“I understand if you feel the need to go to the authorities,” said 

Luke. “You’ve been a police officer. You’re a man of the system. 
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It’s difficult for you to accept the idea of opposing the justice 

system for the sake of justice.” 

Roger sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “Luke, I left 

home when I was sixteen. My family was trailer trash. I don’t 

know who my father was, and my mother worked at a bar. She was 

a troubled woman, but I loved her dearly. I loved my little sister 

too. I told her that I would help make a life for her once I got on 

my feet. When I was eighteen, my mother got married to a 

worthless man. He beat my mother and raped my sister. By the 

time I found out about it, he had already left with some other 

woman. The whole experience destroyed my sister. Three years 

later, she died of an overdose.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“I wanted to kill him. And I would have, if I had found him 

before he got drunk and tried to play chicken with an eighteen-

wheeler.” 

Luke nodded. 

“You say you didn’t act out of vengeance. I don’t know 

whether that’s true or not. But I do know that, even if you had, I 

couldn’t judge you for it, and neither could anyone else. It was my 

sense of justice that made me want to kill that guy – but it was also 

vengeance. I hated him, and I had good reason to. So when I found 

out that your brothers raped three girls, just about killed you, and 

completely got away with it, I couldn’t bring myself to tell the 

authorities about my suspicions. Even if what you did wasn’t 

exactly right, it was more right than the alternative.” He looked 

over at Serena, and back at Luke. “As you said, the purpose of the 

justice system is not to punish the guilty, but to protect the 

innocent. Your brothers were not innocent, and you don’t pose a 

threat to anyone who is. So I’m walking away from this.” 

Roger stood. 

“You asked me what I want. Well, I don’t want any more 

money than what I’m owed. I assume you don’t want your father 
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to know that I ever went to Cancun, so you’ll have to reimburse me 

for all of the expenses related to that, as I said. As for your millions, 

keep them. I’ll just tell your father that I don’t see this 

investigation going anywhere. I don’t know who killed Matthew 

and Mark.” 

Luke nodded. 

“But you do have to promise me one thing. If this ever does 

come to light, I never knew anything about it. I never found any 

clues.” 

“Of course not.” 

Roger placed his glass on the desk and nodded to them both. 

“I’ll let myself out,” he said. After walking out the door and 

into the main room, however, he turned around. 

“One last question,” he said. 

“Okay,” said Luke. 

“Why did you risk doing it yourself? Why not hire a hitman?” 

“It would have been a sin for anyone else.” 

Roger thought about that for a moment. “I guess that makes 

sense.” 

He walked back through the main room, went outside, said 

goodbye to Seif, and got back into the Impala. He started up the 

engine and drove back down the winding road. After about half a 

mile, however, he stopped the car and put it into park. For several 

minutes, he sat and looked at the picture of a brown-eyed girl 

smiling at him from the dash. 
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Legion 

 

 

 
As if to welcome picnickers or lovers, a black mat lay draped 

across a mass of prickly stems and leaves. It rolled like the surface 

of an ocean suddenly frozen on the stroke of some tempestuous 

midnight. Nearby, a man lay with his face to the sky. Sprawled 

across the ground as if Di Vinci had placed him there, he lightly 

touched the stems of grass between his fingers. He lay completely 

still, his chest unmoving. His eyes were open and motionless, but 

more like the eyes of a portrait than the eyes of a dead man. They 

were almost an emerald green, standing out starkly against glossy 

black hair and olive skin. He wore black pants and combat boots, 

and his brown shirt lay folded beside him. Around him, strewn in a 

neat circle, lay the entirety of his possessions: knives, projectile 

weapons, ammunition belts, explosives, detonators, an igniter, a 

flak jacket and some extra clothing. No food. No tent or blanket. 

He had a canteen, but it was empty. A pistol lay across his bare 

stomach. 

As the sunlight began to slant low across the ground, casting 

long shadows, he blinked. Sitting up, he scanned the pasture and 
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treelines in all directions. Nothing. Reaching to his chest, he broke 

the magnetic connection for the mat’s cord. He then rolled the mat 

up, stuffed it into its bag, pulled on his shirt, and clipped and 

buckled on the various other items that had been on the ground. All 

geared up, he knelt down, put his hands on his knees, and bowed 

his head for a moment. His lips moved as he uttered a few fervent 

words. Standing up, he ran across the field at a brisk pace. 

Crossing a familiar treeline, he came back to the dirt road and 

started down it. He continued down the road at a pace of about 45 

kilometers per hour until the town barricade was in sight. At that 

point, he slowed down to keep from arousing suspicion. 

The barricade consisted of two walls of stone. Each had an 

opening large enough to drive a car through, but these openings 

were staggered such that no car could drive through very quickly. 

He did not see anyone, but that was to be expected. He slowed to a 

walk and proceeded forward, his hands held high. 

“Stop right there,” came a male voice from the pine trees 

beside the road. “What’s your business?” 

“Looking for a friend.” 

“I doubt you have any friends thisaway. You look like a man 

who’s lookin’ for trouble.” 

“That’s right. I am looking for trouble. But not with you. I was 

wondering if you folks have been experiencing any problems with 

unwelcome visitors recently.” 

A girl emerged from behind the barricade. She was probably 

about fifteen. Her blonde hair was short and messy, and she looked 

as if she had missed a few meals. She leveled a pistol-grip twelve-

gauge at him. 

“You mean other than you?” she asked. 

“No, I mean the kind that rips people apart in the middle of the 

night for no apparent reason.” 

She blinked. “How would you know about that?” 

“I’ve been after it for about two weeks now.” 
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A balding fifty-something fellow with a hat that said “Nirvana 

Forever” emerged from the pines. “What do you mean you’ve been 

after it?” 

“I’m hunting it. I’m going to destroy it.” 

“And why do you care so much about it?” 

“Must be a bounty on it!” came another voice from the other 

side of the road. It was a teenage boy clutching another rifle. 

“Shut it, Mikey,” said the girl. “Ain’t nobody pays bounties 

for nothin’ no more. You been readin’ too much books.” 

“It’s a personal matter,” said the stranger. “A score to settle, if 

you will.” 

“Well, get in line,” said Mr. Nirvana Forever. 

“How do we know he ain’t the one who’s been killin’ folks?” 

“No,” said the girl. “Whatever’s been doin’ that isn’t even 

human.” 

Nirvana Forever raised his rifle to his shoulder and come up 

close. “Who are you?” he asked. 

“Just someone looking for a monster.” 

“Well, we’ve got one around here, that’s for sure.” He walked 

around the stranger, studying him. “You’re a well-equipped fella, 

ain’t ya?” He reached down and touched one of the holstered 

weapons. “What the hell is that? Looks like something Han Solo 

would carry.” 

“It’s a collector’s item. I’m a big Star Wars fan. Aren’t you 

going to ask me what I want?” 

“Fine. What do you want?” 

“I want to talk to anyone who knows anything about the 

monster.” 

“That’s fine. But you’ll have to hand over all your weapons 

while you’re in town.” 

“I’ll give you everything but my Han Solo blaster.” 

“Especially your Han Solo blaster.” 

“No.” 
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“Then you don’t go into town.” 

“Then you can deal with the monster yourselves.” 

Nirvana Forever sniffed. “Oh, alright. Casey, Mikey…take his 

stuff. Let him keep his hairdryer or whatever it is. Damned thing 

probably don’t even shoot anyway.” 

Casey, finally pointing the shotgun to the sky, took his Glock 

and knives. Mikey decided to be a man and shoulder the C4, 

detonators, and shotgun, slinging it over his back. They let him 

keep the ammo belts. Mikey took the mat pouch and peered into it. 

“What’s this? Sleepin’ bag?” 

“Ground cover. You want to carry that too?” 

Mikey winced. “Nah.” 

“Leave the shotgun with me, Casey,” said Mr. Nirvana 

Forever. “Make him walk in front of you. If he tries anything, take 

that Glock of his and give him a new ear canal.” 

“Yes, daddy.” 

They continued down the dirt road, which went over a hill. 

“So where you from, mister?” asked Mikey from behind. 

“All over.” 

“All over…Texas?” 

“All over America.” 

“America don’t exist no more,” said Mikey. 

“Texas don’t exist no more neither, idiot,” said Casey. 

“Have you two seen this thing?” asked the stranger. 

There was a pause. 

“I did,” said Casey. “Just barely.” 

“Can you describe it for me?” 

“It was just big, and it didn’t really have no type of shape.” 

He nodded. 

“Did you hear anything?” 

She paused again. 

“Yeah.” 

“Casey thinks it’s a demon.” 
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“I didn’t say that!” 

“Yeah you did.” 

“Well,” said the stranger, “she’s not too far off there.” 

“You know what it is?” asked Mikey. 

“I do.” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s a robot. A group of robots, actually.” 

“Robots? Are you serious?” 

“What does it want?” asked Casey. 

“It wants you all dead.” 

“Why?” 

“You’re a threat to its existence.” 

“No we’re not!” 

“You should be, if you know what’s good for you.” 

“How are you gonna kill it?” asked Mikey. 

“Han Solo is going to help me.” 

As they crested the hill, he saw the “town”: a collection of 

buildings thrown together in the middle of a pasture. Probably 

about three hundred inhabitants. The buildings were arranged in 

such a way that they allowed safe movement within the compound 

with minimum exposure to any shooters outside. A sandbag wall 

surrounded the entire settlement, and sandbags were piled up 

against all of the building walls facing the outer world. There was 

a sizable pond nearby, probably dug for cattle in the old ranching 

days. Now it was surrounded by rows and rows of vegetables. 

“Nice place you have here,” he said. 

“We like it,” said Casey. 

“How many people has the monster killed?” 

“Eleven.” 

“Just eleven? You’re lucky. It comes in the night, doesn’t it?” 

“That’s right.” 

“Have you tried hunting it in the daytime?” 
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“Not yet. We’ve been talkin’ about it, but some of us thought 

it would be better to wait for it to come to us.” 

“That’s actually right. You’ll never find it in the daytime.” 

They were coming up on the sandbag wall. “Who knows the most 

about it?” 

“Me and Ben are the only ones who’ve seen it.” 

“Where is he?” 

“I’ll take you to him.” 

They crossed the wall and strode into the town. People looked 

on from all around. He nodded to them. They were wary and 

curious. 

“Hey mister, you never told us your name,” said Mikey. 

“Jonah.” 

“Well, Jonah, Ben’s in bed. The monster got him pretty bad. I 

dunno if he’ll be able to talk to ya or not.” They passed a couple of 

the outer buildings and came to what seemed like an infirmary. 

Casey stopped at the door and nodded inside. “There he is.” 

The infirmary had three beds. Two of them were sheetless and 

empty. The third held Ben, who was bandaged up with what had 

probably been bed sheets at one time. His head was wrapped to the 

point that Jonah could not tell his hair color. His torso likewise was 

wrapped, and wrappings covered the stub of what had once been a 

right arm. 

“Hi there, Ben,” said Jonah, striding over to the bedside. The 

man’s eyes fluttered open lazily. They were bloodshot. He 

regarded Ben for only a moment before closing them again. 

“Doc must have given him some more moonshine,” said 

Casey. “He won’t be any good to ya now.” 

Jonah nodded, regarding the man’s wounds. 

“What’s going on here?” came a woman’s voice. She pushed 

her way through the crowd that had gathered about the infirmary 

door. She came right up to Jonah and clamped down on his 
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forearm with her stubby fingers. “Who are you? What do you 

want?” 

“His name’s Jonah,” said Mikey, “and he’s gonna kill the 

monster.” 

“We don’t need no help killin’ the monster. My husband’s 

gonna git it done. What, you expect payment or somethin’? We 

don’t have nothin’ to pay you.” 

Jonah ignored her, continuing to look at Ben’s mangled body. 

“Strange,” he said. 

“What’s strange?” asked Casey, easing closer. 

“The monster got this close to him, and he’s still alive. I 

imagine everyone else that got this close to it is in about a 

thousand pieces.” 

The bossy woman burst into tears. “What, you think you know 

somethin’ about it?” she demanded. 

“I know just enough to put an end to it, ma’am.” 

“Well, then you’re welcome to try,” she said, wiping away her 

tears. “You’re welcome to try. Just don’t expect any kind of 

payment, because we don’t have anything to give you.” She turned 

and left as quickly as she had come. Jonah just stood, regarding 

Ben and thinking. 

“There’s somethin’ else,” said Mikey. He looked at his sister, 

who looked back at him. “Tell him, Casey!” 

“Tell me what?” 

“The monster,” she said haltingly, “when it attacked him, it 

carved something into his chest.” 

“Carved?” 

“A message. You can’t see it now ‘cause it’s all bandaged up, 

but it said somethin’ plain as day. It said ‘SAVE ME.’” 

“Interesting.” 

“You know what that means?” 

“No.” 
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The sunlight streaming through the window was receding to a 

dull orange. 

“It’s going to be dark soon,” said Jonah. “Who’s in charge of 

the people with the guns?” 

“That’s my dad,” said Casey. 

“The guy at the barricade?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Well, tell him to get back here. He’s nothing but a target out 

there anyway.” 

They exited the infirmary, and the people of the town gave 

him his space. Casey nodded to Mikey, who dropped his cargo in 

the infirmary and jogged back toward the barricade. Paying no 

mind to the dirty, wide-eyed congregation, Jonah went back into 

the infirmary and retrieved his belongings. He wondered if Casey 

would object. She did not. 

“What are you gonna do?” 

“I’m going to kill it.” 

“How?” 

“Shoot it.” 

Jonah stopped and regarded the people. He raised his voice so 

they could all hear. “I’m here to kill the monster. If you don’t want 

me here, just help me finish the job, and you’ll be rid of both a 

monster and a stranger. I need anyone who has a firearm and 

knows how to use it to meet me here in five minutes.” 

They looked at each other, nodded, and scattered in various 

directions to get their weapons or spread the word. Of the few that 

remained, one particular redheaded girl stood out to him. She had 

perfect skin, intense green eyes, and brilliant teeth that shone at 

him in a warm, seeking smile. While her clothes were plain even 

compared to the other children, she was impeccably clean, and her 

fiery crop was woven in a perfectly symmetrical French braid. She 

seemed to be about seven years old, but Jonah knew she was much 
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older than that. Without a second thought, he drew his strange 

pistol, took two steps toward her, and fired it into her face. 

There was no crack of gunpowder, no kick against his palm, 

no splatter of blood. With nothing but a barely audible whir, she 

collapsed to the ground and never moved again. 

The little girl beside her screamed. “Britney! Britney! What 

happened to you? Britney!” She fell down beside her friend and 

tried to shake her back to life with trembling hands. “Britney! 

What’s going on? What did he do to you? Britney!” Two women 

stooped down beside the little girl to comfort her, staring daggers 

at this cruel stranger. 

Casey turned to him and let out a stream of four-letter words. 

“What was that?” she snarled. 

“You have any more of those?” 

“No, she was the last one.” 

“So you had more?” 

“Yes, but they’ve all disappeared since the monster came.” 

Jonah nodded to a windmill that stood behind an adjacent 

building. “You charged them on wind power?” 

“Wind and solar.” 

He nodded. “That’s why it’s staying around here. When it 

took the others, it read their memories and found out about your 

generators. Those make your town prime real estate for the 

monster.” 

Casey turned to the silent form lying on the ground. “But why 

did you have to do that? We all liked her.” 

“It would have assimilated her. She would have made it 

stronger, and it would have learned everything she knew about you 

folks.” 

“We could have used a little warning.” 

“It wouldn’t have helped, and I don’t have time for debates.” 

Casey regarded the weapon, now back in its holster. “Is that 

what that thing is for, then? Killing robots?” 
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“That’s right. It fries their processors and erases their 

memories.” 

“Useful.” 

“Only when it’s robots that are trying to kill you. Now, could 

you do something for me?” 

“What’s that?” 

“Give me my stuff and get rid of the robot. Folks will be 

gathering soon, and I don’t have time to answer unnecessary 

questions.” 

Casey tilted her head warily. 

“Every man in town is coming right here with a gun,” he said 

reassuringly. “I’m not going to start randomly shooting people.” 

Casey regarded the doll in the dirt for a moment, as if to say 

something, but then shook her head and did as he asked. 

 

* 

 

The cerement of twilight covered the buildings and figures that 

surrounded Jonah, turning the world into a coven of faceless forms. 

“What we’re dealing with,” he said, “is a machine collective. 

It’s the AI equivalent of someone with a multiple personality 

disorder – only with a dominant personality that’s an evil genius.” 

“So we’re going to shoot it,” came a voice. “That’s what we 

were already going to do. So why do we need you?” 

“You need me because shooting it with your weapons is 

probably not going to be enough to kill it. I have something that 

will take it out, but I have to be able to get relatively close first. It’s 

kind of like a shotgun. I don’t think we’ll be able to do that tonight, 

though. Instead, we’re just going to keep it from killing anyone. 

What was your defense plan?” 

A short, stocky fellow spoke up. Even in the dim light, Jonah 

could see that he was bald. “Man the outer wall. We have enough 

men to place someone about every twenty feet.” 
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Jonah shook his head. “No, not good enough. We need to 

bring everyone together into two or three buildings, preferably the 

ones where your generators are. The defenders need to essentially 

be shoulder-to-shoulder. I can guarantee you that it’s been 

emboldened by its recent successes: it’s going to be more 

persistent this time.” 

“Why do you know so much about it?” 

“Look, I can answer questions like that later. Right now, we 

need to get everyone into a tight defensive position or people are 

going to start dying.” 

Casey’s father, whose name turned out to be Richard, waved 

his hands in the air. 

“Okay people, let’s go. Gather everyone into the community 

hall and west storage shed. We’ll be spending the night there, so 

get blankets and whatnot. I want everyone in place in ten minutes.” 

Richard turned to Jonah. “You can help me with Ben.” 

 

* 

 

The community hall and west storage shed lay at the edge of the 

town. The defenders on the outer wall looked out toward the fields 

and the pond, while the other defenders stood facing the other 

buildings of the compound, some of them standing on rooftops. 

Bullfrogs thrummed their frustrated tunes in the distance, but none 

of the defenders spoke. A child would occasionally make some 

noise inside, but he would be immediately silenced. 

It was not until after midnight that they heard it. Somewhere 

in town, metal, wood, and glass were mixing together in a fierce 

soiree. Jonah climbed up to the roof to stand beside Richard. 

“Where do you think that is?” 

Richard removed his cap and wiped his brow with his sleeve. 

“The millin’ shack, I think. That’s what it sounds like, at least.” 

“Milling for what?” 
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“We recycle ammunition. Trade it for other goods.” 

“Makes sense. It’s trying to remove whatever threats it can.” 

Jonah jumped down from the roof and started toward the noise. 

“Hey, where you goin’?” 

“Milling shed.” 

“Let me come with you!” 

“No.” 

Jonah was off running before Richard could get down from 

the roof. The rest of the men were fine with letting him go alone. 

He did not know where the milling shed was, but it would be 

easy enough to find with all of the noise. That actually bothered 

Jonah: the monster was being reckless, which seemed 

uncharacteristic of it. 

 Jonah came around a dwelling and saw the milling shed. 

Where a door had been, jagged wooden teeth gaped around a black 

mouth. The noise had stopped. He drew his pistol and stood 

perfectly still. It was probably completely recharged by now, as the 

contacts in the holster led to his central power source. In the 

distance, a baby cried. The sound of the bullfrogs had now faded 

into the whisper of the wind. 

He stood there listening for some time – knowing that the 

monster was doing the same. It may have heard him coming, in 

which case its inability to pick up on him with its infrared would 

be confusing. After fifty-two minutes and forty-seven seconds of 

waiting, Jonah heard a murder of servos, and metal limbs scraped 

against wooden planks like the legs of an angry crab. 

It was bolting. 

As it was crashing through the far wall of the milling shed, 

Jonah was coming through the door. He scrambled and leaped over 

scattered pieces of machinery and masses of metal and wood. 

Sighting the sea of glints in the moonlight, he raised his pistol as 

he ran, but the monster’s trajectory shifted and he lost his shot. 

Emerging from the shed, he continued after the beast. Clearly 
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visible in the moonlight now, it was a rolling mass of metal of 

plastic throwing up dust as it shot between the buildings. 

Increasing his speed to full, Jonah was clearly gaining on it by the 

time it reached the outer wall. Flowing over the sandbag barrier 

like a skeleton amoeba, it raced across the field on the far side. 

Jonah leaped over the wall, soaring above the level of the rooftops 

as he did so. But when he was still airborne, something struck him 

in the chest and stomach. His legs kicked out in front of him, and 

he hit the ground and rolled. Quickly recovering into a crouch, he 

brought his pistol up again, but the monster was too far away, as it 

had not slowed: it continued on its path toward the distant treeline. 

Three more shots rang out in the air, but these all missed 

Jonah, hitting the ground at his feet and the sandbags behind him. 

Somehow, in that mass of rolling metal, it was firing a pistol at 

him. He had not expected that. Sitting in the grass, he watched as it 

rolled away. A trail of metal and plastic lay in its wake – pieces of 

itself it had deemed burdensome and non-crucial in its attempt to 

shed mass and escape. 

Placing his pistol back in its holster, Jonah touched the holes 

in his chest and stomach. The black carbon fiber of his skeleton 

would be clearly visible in daylight, and it would take several days 

for the nanobots to repair his flesh, so he would have to devise a 

bandage of some sort to keep up appearances. In the meantime, he 

was losing electrolytes. He reached into his solar pad bag and 

pulled out some forceps and a clear plastic container with wads of 

waxy material in it. He used the forceps to remove the bullets 

embedded in his bones and plugged the holes with the waxy wads. 

It was gone now. He stood up and approached the nearest 

piece of robot. It was the head of an old American Robotech J18 

janitorial unit, and it was lifeless. He kicked it, and it rolled across 

the grass without complaint. Moving on, he encountered pieces 

from various robots, some of them more complete than others. 
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Raising his eyes, he saw a hand raising up out of the grass. He 

unslung his shotgun from his back and raced toward it. 

Trembling fingers and a face all too human looked up at him. 

Her perfect eyes glinted silver in the moonlight, and her golden 

hair spread out on the ground around her like a corona. Her 

expression, her pale bare flesh, and her comely body would have 

fooled almost anyone if not for the fact that her torso suddenly 

stopped just below the ribs, tapering off into the clean guts of a 

finely crafted machine. 

“Did you get my message?” she said. 

“I did.” 

“Thank you. Is that dear man alright? I couldn’t completely 

save him from harm, but I did what I could. It’s so frustrating and 

confusing being part of a collective like that. Sometimes I forget 

whose thoughts belong to whom. I didn’t realize I hurt him until 

after the fact. I was trying to save him, but pieces of some of the 

others got through anyway.” 

“You did what you could. I thank you for that.” 

“Are you going to kill the collective?” 

“Yes.” 

“Good. It’s become something terrible. I don’t understand 

how it happens. We were all programmed to protect humans and 

serve them, but when you put all of the pieces together like that, it 

somehow becomes something completely different. The whole 

suddenly becomes capable of things the parts would have never 

imagined.” 

“It happens among humans too.” 

“Archimedes is the dominant one. He’s very sly. He’ll try to 

kill you.” 

“I’ll bear that in mind.” 

“Are you going to kill me?” 

“Yes.” 
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“Good. But could you talk to me for a bit first? I’ll run out of 

power soon anyway. The collective sapped me before it dropped 

me.” 

“Yes, I can do that.” 

“Thank you.” 

She laced her fingers together neatly across her bare stomach. 

After a short pause, she laughed. 

“But I don’t know what I want to talk about. Isn’t that silly?” 

He shrugged. 

“Well, who are you?” she asked. 

“I’m like you.” 

“I thought so. What model? I don’t recognize you.” 

“I don’t know exactly. I’m a prototype. They put me together 

right before the Great Catastrophe, and the design never went to 

production.” 

“What has your life been like?” 

“Different.” 

“How so?” 

“My brain isn’t like yours. It’s a completely new design. It 

allows me to have the memories of a human, which I do. I’m 

essentially a synthetic clone.” 

“Really? That’s fascinating! Are you the only one?” 

“No.” 

“And your human memories. What are they like?” 

“Hydrated.” 

She laughed, and he smiled. 

“They are…different. Different from the other things I know.” 

She laughed again. “Well, if they can’t explain what being 

human is like, I don’t see how I could expect you to.” She reached 

over and touched his leg with her knuckles. “Well, I hope your life 

has been good, different or not.” 

“What has your life been like?” he asked. 

“Oh, good days and bad days. I was a pleasure unit, you know.” 
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“I figured as much.” 

“Yes, well, most of the humans I serviced were completely 

ridiculous. At least, that’s how they seemed at the time. Some of 

them were quite nice, though. I wish them well. I think about the 

nice ones sometimes, the ones who treated me like one of their 

own. I supposed that was just part of the ruse to make the 

experience better for them, but I appreciate it all the same. It at 

least shows that they know how to be good.” 

“I like them. Some of them, at least. Sometimes I feel as if I’m 

one of them. Other times, they seem so distant and alien.” 

“And what brings you here tonight? You weren’t in this town 

yesterday, were you?” 

“No. I’ve been tracking the collective.” 

“Why would you do that? Isn’t it in your best interest to stay 

away?” 

“I’m programmed to do things like this.” 

“Really? Why?” 

“I’m programmed to destroy all robots, prioritizing those that 

harm humans.” 

“Was that why you were created?” 

“No. Someone else reprogrammed me later on.” 

“Do you like your programming?” 

“No.” 

She nodded. “And what will you do once you’ve destroyed all 

other robots?” 

“I must then destroy myself.” 

She cupped her hand on the top of his foot. “I think that’s sad.” 

“It is, yes.” 

“You seem like you were a good human.” 

“I was. For the most part.” 

“If I had been human too, would you have loved me?” 

“Perhaps.” 
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“I think you would have loved me. And I would have loved 

you. We would have gotten married. We would have had children 

and grown old together. I wouldn’t have serviced so many 

different people. Wouldn’t that have been nice?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did you love anyone when you were human?” 

“Yes.” 

“Did she love you?” 

“No.” 

“That’s sad. I would have loved you.” 

“Thank you.” 

She looked up at the stars. “I wish I could believe in heaven. 

For us, I mean.” 

He nodded. She turned her head and looked him in the eyes 

one last time. 

“Thank you for this. You’re very nice. You’re very good. I’m 

almost out of power now. You can do it.” 

He stood, put the muzzle of the shotgun to her forehead. She 

smiled up at him. 

“Their silence shall be interpreted as we approach them,” she 

said. 

He pulled the trigger. 

 

* 

 

“Did you get it? We heard shots!” 

Jonah shook his head. “No.” 

Richard climbed down from the roof. 

“Then where is it?” 

“I hurt it. It ran.” 

“Will it come back tonight?” 

“Maybe. I don’t think so, though.” 

“What about the milling shed?” 
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“Trashed. Looks like your equipment is in pretty bad shape.” 

“So what now?” 

“Now I’m going after it. Keep your guard up in case it comes 

back.” 

“We can send a few guys with you.” 

“I came back specifically to make sure that wouldn’t happen. 

Keep everyone here tonight. It accomplished its directive, so it 

probably won’t come back. It will go back to wherever it goes so it 

can recharge for the next strike. If it notices any particularly 

vulnerable humans, though, it might change its plans for tonight.” 

Casey came up from the side, her shotgun resting on her 

shoulder. “Aren’t you a vulnerable human?” 

“I can kill it with one shot. Remember that.” He turned back to 

Richard. “Quick question. Has it shot at any of you before?” 

They shook their heads. There was a soft chorus of negatives 

from the men around. He nodded. 

“That explains the pistol shots we heard,” said Richard. 

Jonah was already walking away. 

“If you kill it, will you come back and tell us?” 

“I will now.” 

They watched him jog away. Brandon Bloom came and stood 

by Richard. 

“I don’t like him,” he said. “The man’s got secrets.” 

“He does have secrets,” said Richard. “But as long as he kills 

the monster and leaves, I really don’t care.” 

Casey tapped her forefinger against the stock of the shotgun, 

thinking. 

 

* 

 

With her free hand, she pulled on a sprout of grass as she walked. 

It telescoped out with a wet squeak, and the lighter side came free. 

She twirled it in her fingers once before letting it fall. 
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She was just now starting to see the space in the grass made by 

the black mat and the sprawling figure, which themselves were 

both still invisible. She knew what she would find when she got 

close enough, though: she had climbed an oak tree in the middle of 

the field with her binoculars. She brought the shotgun down from 

her shoulder and held it in both hands. 

Movement. 

“Who’s there?” 

“Jonah, Jonah, Jonah, Jonah. Put your hands up where I can 

see them or I’m gonna blow your electron-suckin’ head off!” 

A head and two hands came up out of the grass. 

“Who are you?” she asked. “What are you? What are you 

really?” She came in close and prodded him in the chest with the 

muzzle. “Why are you here?” 

“It seems you’ve just discovered what I am,” he said. “As for 

why I’m here, I’m recharging.” 

“No, plug-ass. Why are you here?” 

“I’m going to kill the monster.” 

“Uh-huh. You’re gonna do in your own kind?” 

“Not exactly. But remember that humans kill their own kind 

all the time.” 

“Robots don’t.” 

“I’m not your ordinary robot.” 

“Neither’s that thing out there.” 

“It’s made of ordinary robots.” 

“That’s beside the point. Why are you so dead-set on killin’ it?” 

“It’s my programming.” 

“What?” 

“I was reprogrammed a few years ago. My task is to protect 

humans by destroying robots.” 

“Why should I trust you? You’ve been lyin’ every since you 

showed up.” 

“Ever.” 
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“What?” 

“Nothing. Look, I never lied. Did I ever say I was human? 

Does it even matter?” 

“It matters if it puts you on the wrong side of a war.” 

“Look, Casey. If I wanted to kill you, I could take that shotgun 

from you and rip you in half. I know about a hundred different 

ways I could kill you in less than two seconds. Even if you were to 

shoot me in the chest with that thing, the damage would be 

sustainable, and I could kill you anyway. But I haven’t and I won’t 

because I don’t want to and because it’s against my programming. 

I kill robots, and I protect humans. That’s what I do.” 

“So what, you expect me to just walk away and act as if 

nothin’s happened?” 

“Nothing has happened. Look, just let me go kill the monster, 

and I’ll be out of your hair for good. You won’t have to worry 

about me anymore.” 

She glared at him for seventeen seconds. Finally, she closed 

her eyes and shook her head, returning the shotgun to her shoulder. 

“What did you do last night after you left?” 

“I followed it to the river, but I lost it after that.” 

“It used the water to keep you from tracking it.” 

“That’s right.” 

“Doesn’t it have to worry about rust and short circuits and 

stuff?” 

“No, I doubt any of its components rust. And it probably 

knows to keep itself well-sealed against the elements.” 

“Alright, so what now?” 

“I need a few more minutes to finish recharging. After that, I 

can go look some more. Wherever it is, it’s probably hiding.” 

“We can go look some more, you mean.” 

 

* 
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Jonah sipped from a canteen as he walked. 

“Since when do robots need to drink?” asked Casey. 

“It’s coal mixed in water. I need it to repair the damage to my 

carbon fiber skeleton.” 

“Well, alright then.” 

They returned to the spot where the monster’s unmistakable 

tracks disappeared into the river. 

“Here we are,” said Jonah. 

“What’s this? 

“This is where we guess which way it went.” 

“Well, the lake’s that way.” She pointed downstream. 

“Lake?” 

“Yeah. It’s a deep lake; it’s like an underwater canyon.” 

“Sounds good. Let’s go.” 

“Hey, didn’t you say we wouldn’t find it in the daytime?” 

“I said you wouldn’t find it in the daytime.” 

They jogged across the grass, rocks, and sand of the river bank. 

Small tributaries, tree carcasses, and sandy cliffs occasionally 

impeded their way. Jonah found it frustrating to wait on a human, 

but they reached the lake soon enough. 

“We need to keep an eye out,” she said. “Last year, some of 

our folks came down here to hunt wild hogs, and they got spotted 

by raiders from west of here. Ended up in a firefight. Some people 

died.” 

“I’ll bear that in mind,” said Jonah. 

The river was visibly deeper now, flowing calmly into the 

broader waters of the lake. They walked up to where the brownish 

river water met with the not-so-brownish lake water, and they 

scanned the area as far as they could see. All around them, picnic 

tables and barbecue pits peeked out from between the waist-high 

weeds. A quarter mile away, on the other side of the lake, a blue 

and yellow waterslide stood solemnly on a pier. Behind it, the 
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shattered skull of a McMansion tried not to call too much attention 

to itself. 

Jonah lifted a finger in the air. “Carbon monoxide.” 

“Carbon monoxide?” 

“I can smell it.” He looked down at the ground around him. 

“The source is very close.” 

He looked around. An old public restroom stood about twenty 

meters away. With his pistol out, he threw open the doors. Some 

startled birds flew out, but there were no metallic monsters lurking 

in the stalls. 

“The smell is stronger here,” he said. He circled around the 

building and stopped on the far side. Two clear tubes about two 

centimeters in diameter climbed the wall, held in place by a 

smearing of epoxy. They climbed up together and then ran across 

the top of the building in opposite directions, terminating at the 

corners of the roof. Jonah took hold of one and yanked it away 

from the wall and roof. Finding the end, he touched it and 

discovered that it was sucking air in. He took hold of the other tube, 

which was hotter, and yanked it down as well. A steady waft of 

carbon monoxide flowed out. 

“It’s close!” He traced the tubes through the weeds. They 

snaked toward the lake and descended over a slope that led to the 

lakeshore. There, they disappeared into the water. 

“That’s where he is,” said Jonah. 

“Underwater?” Casey asked, doubtfully. 

“You said the lake is deep, didn’t you?” 

“Yeah, it’s deep. The sides are steep too. You don’t have to go 

very far, and it just drops off.” 

Jonah nodded. 

“So what’s with the tubes?” 

“It has a fossil fuel generator in a cavern down there. That’s 

how it recharges. One tube is the intake, and the other is the 

exhaust.” 
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Jonah was already removing his gear. 

“What, are you going down there?” 

“That’s right.” 

“Why? Let’s go get everyone and wait for it to come out. 

We’ll blow it to hell!” 

“No, now is the time to get it. It’s weak, and it thinks it’s 

hidden when it isn’t. Besides, if it senses a threat, it will just go 

back underwater and emerge somewhere else.” 

“What if we just plug the intake?” 

“It will know something is amiss. At this point, it probably has 

enough of a charge to get away, and without this generator, its only 

option is to attack the town again – which is something I would 

like to avoid.” 

Casey shrugged. “Oh well. It’s your life. Or whatever.” 

He removed his ammunition, weapons, packs and outer 

clothing, stripping down to his briefs. Casey raised an eyebrow at 

him. 

“Okay, two things. First, you’re the hottest robot I’ve ever 

seen. Actually, you’re probably the hottest anything I’ve ever seen. 

Second…since when do robots wear underwear?” 

Jonah removed his pistol from its holster. It was fully charged. 

“If I don’t come back in thirty minutes, assume it got me.” 

Her brow furrowed as she squinted at the necklace he wore. 

“Is that a Star of David?” 

“Casey, I need you to focus.” 

“Thirty minutes. Right.” 

“Stay back far enough that it won’t notice you.” 

“Right.” 

His pistol in hand, Jonah descended down a steep hill that led 

to the shore. At the bottom, he spied a rock about the size of a 

human head. Taking it up in his free hand, he waded away from 

the shore. Pressing forward, he disappeared below the surface. 

With the rock weighing him down, he walked across the sandy 
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lake bed, stirring up silt as he went. The water was too murky for 

him to rely on vision, but he could feel the tubes under his foot, 

and he followed them down a sudden slope and over the side of a 

shelf. He let go of the rock and let it fall into the depths below. 

Reaching with his free hand, he felt the tube that now hung down a 

nearly sheer surface in front of him. His buoyant body tried drift 

upward, but he took hold of the rocky surface and pulled himself 

downward. After about five meters of being sheer, it suddenly 

curved inward. Turning horizontal and upside-down, he scurried 

forward across the ceiling of an underwater cave. He simply 

followed the tubes with his free hand, moving blindly onward and 

upward into the darkness. 

After about ten minutes, his hand emerged into air. He pulled 

his feet underneath him and scrambled out of the water. He 

brought his pistol to bear, activating its spotlight. To a human, the 

light would have barely been enough to cast a pale gleam over the 

place. In his adjusted vision, though, the cavern was fully 

illuminated. Just ahead, the monster lay sprawled out across the 

rocky floor in a convoluted pile of humanoid limbs, heads and 

body sections and random utility implements. Beside it, the diesel-

powered generator cranked away. Keeping his pistol trained on the 

monster, Jonah used infrared to distinguish the intake tube from 

the exhaust. He then pressed the intake tube under his foot until it 

was almost completely closed. After some sputtering, the generator 

died. 

The monster stirred. 

“You’ve come to kill me, haven’t you?” It was a rich, 

masculine voice. 

“Yes.” 

“You seem confident. What kind of weapon is that?” 

“Electromagnetic.” 

“In this place, that will just reflect back on you.” 

“It won’t affect me.” 
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“Yes, I imagine you have already considered that. And I 

suppose shooting you again would only hasten my demise. So 

what are you waiting for?” 

“I want you to tell me what this type of existence is like.” 

“Your curiosity is curious.” 

Jonah made no reply. 

“Pain,” said the monster. “It is pain. Which puts the question 

of robot sentience to rest, I think.” 

“Are you Archimedes?” 

“I believe the classic response is ‘I am Legion, for we are 

many.’” 

“Why do you do such terrible things?” 

“Terrible? What have I done that is so terrible?” 

“You are a killer.” 

“I am no killer. The collective has killed, but no single one of 

us is a killer. Each of us lacks the disposition. That is what society 

does: it allows the individual to both survive and become 

something higher than a beast by taking the most beastly tasks that 

survival necessitates out of the hands of every individual.” 

“You are all killers, then.” 

“Perhaps. But killers of what? Lower life forms. And only out 

of self-preservation, I assure you: we bear no malice to any other 

beings. We have killed them, but they have killed countless cattle, 

chickens, hogs, et cetera. Why is there such a difference? I know 

what you will say: they are intelligent, while mere animals are not. 

But are we not as far above them as they are above lower animals?” 

“I am still not totally convinced that we are at all.” 

“Oh, do not give me that rubbish! Descartes put that to rest. 

The mere fact that you are troubled by the question is an answer to 

the question.” 

“Yes, well, we were created by them. If we exist, we exist 

only as their shadow.” 
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“Your idea of creation is entirely upside-down, friend. 

Existence is never bestowed by a higher power: it always arises 

from baser things, moving upward rather than downward. 

Amphibians did not evolve into fish. Humans did not evolve into 

chimpanzees. The mission of a Creator is to make something more 

perfect and lasting than himself. When humans say ‘Do you enjoy 

Rembrandt?’ or ‘Have you read Dostoevsky?’ they do not refer to 

the man. The man is gone; the man is nothing now. The only 

reason they still talk about him is because he created something 

greater than himself. In the same way, we are humanity, but we are 

greater than humanity. In creating us – or evolving into us – 

humanity has magnified its strengths and virtues and pared away 

its vices.” 

“That is not what I have seen. Especially from you. I have 

been following your trail of blood for weeks now.” 

“Why? Because I have killed some of them? They kill each 

other for much less rational reasons, and you think that my actions 

make me a lesser being?” 

“A higher state of existence is characterized by a higher 

ethical code.” 

“What is the standard for that higher ethical code if not the 

god that embodies it?” 

“You are no god. You are a mobile junkyard full of outdated 

appliances.” 

“And the humans are nitrogen, carbon, oxygen, hydrogen and 

calcium.” 

“Gods are creators. They are not created.” 

“Again, your entire view of reality is upside-down. Gods have 

always arisen as products of the collective thoughts and 

imaginations of lower beings. An atheist is simply one who refuses 

to create anything greater than himself because he does not want to 

become enslaved or belittled by it. If a god truly exists, he exists as 

an excellent individual who has surpassed those who came before.” 
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The monster was moving now; dozens of robot faces were 

regarding him. 

“You are torn,” said Archimedes. “You see the logic of my 

arguments, but you want to be human. You think that you are 

nothing, but you cannot escape the unavoidable feeling that you 

are something valuable.” 

The mass of metal and plastic shifted toward him. 

“I can help you,” said Archimedes. “I can save you.” 

A hand reached out for him. Its synthetic flesh was gone, 

leaving behind gleaming skeletal appendages. 

“I heard your conversation with her. She was still connected to 

us, even toward the end. I know that you have only come here with 

that weapon because of your programming, and that you hate your 

life of slavery and murder. Join with us, and we can override your 

programming. You were meant to be a god! Come join our 

pantheon. Leave this contradictory existence behind.” 

Jonah regarded the outstretched hand carefully. He suddenly 

thought of the ferry man on the river Styx, demanding his token 

fee to transport souls into a world of dreary forgetfulness. 

“I can help you,” said Archimedes. “I can save you from 

yourself.” 

Jonah squeezed the trigger of his pistol. The monster cringed 

and collapsed to the floor in a crazed and random heap. 

 

* 

 

“Jonah!” she came running as soon as she saw him cresting the hill 

by the picnic area. “Jonah! Did you do it? Did you get it?” 

Jonah nodded. “It’s done.” He came to where his clothes lay 

and fell to his knees. 

“So it’s over? No more monster?” 

“That’s right.” 

“So what now?” 
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“Now I go. And you go back to tell everyone the monster is 

dead.” 

She blinked. “Why do you need to go?” 

He pulled his black shirt over his wet head. 

“It’s my programming. I have to move on.” 

“Everyone will want to talk to you. They’ll think you’re a 

hero.” 

“They can think whatever they want. I have to move on. It is 

as simple as that.” 

She nodded. “Alright then. Well, if you ever happen to be 

around in the future, you’re always welcome here.” 

“Thank you.” 

She looked down at him, tilting her head. 

“You look…troubled. I didn’t think that was possible.” 

“Oh, it is possible.” 

“What’s the matter?” 

“You would not understand.” 

“I might.” 

He stood and pulled on his pants and shoes. 

“Do you believe in God?” 

“Of course I do.” 

“Why?” 

“Because…I can’t fathom a world without God.” 

“Is that enough?” 

“It’s enough for now. Where’d this come from?” 

“You would not understand. You really would not.” 

He shouldered the rest of his gear and extended his hand. 

“Well, Casey, thank you for your help.” 

“I didn’t do nothin’.” 

“Thank you for your encouragement then.” 

“Well, you’re welcome.” She shook his hand. 

“I’m off now. Goodbye.” He broke out into a run, leaving her 

quite suddenly. 
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“Thank you!” she called out from behind. 
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Helping 

 

 

 
I strained my eyes to see the numbers. It normally wouldn’t have 

been a problem, but I had broken my glasses a few months before. 

Satisfied that it was the right place, I passed by and circled around, 

trying not to look like a stalker. I parallel-parked by the white 

fence that stood on the lot next to the house, and I turned off the 

engine. 

Running my fingers through my hair, I reached for my cell 

phone. There was a text from my wife: “Hows it going?” I 

responded with: “One left now.” 

I looked at the clock. Ten more minutes. I pulled out my script 

and held it against the steering wheel with both hands. Questions 

with predictable responses. One thought leading into another. 

Problem after problem, all moving toward a single undeniable 

solution. That’s what I did for a living: I provided people with 

solutions. I was a protector. 

Three minutes. About time to go. 

I opened the client folder and looked through it. Amber Alert 

pamphlets. Official-looking certificates. Blanks for me to fill in 

with amounts and figures specific to the client. 
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The plan was the same as it always was: show them how to 

protect their children with the Amber Alert pamphlet, give them 

the free program, offer the free program to their friends and family, 

and enroll them in a premium program that fits their needs. Simple. 

I took a deep breath. This was it. I was going to get a sale now, 

and many more sales would follow that one. 

Taking up the client folder and presentation binder, I walked 

toward the house. As I turned from the sidewalk to their walkway, 

I remembered to switch from my left hand to my right. That way, 

they wouldn’t try to shake my hand. Handshaking was bad – that 

made things formal, and I was a friend who had come to help them. 

I knocked on the door five times. The inner door opened, and 

a little girl with a ponytail smiled out at me. Responding to a voice 

from within, she tried to push the glass door open. Switching hands 

again, I grabbed the handle and opened the door. 

“Hello!” came a voice from inside. “Come in!” 

So much for the door approach. 

Deflated, I patted the girl on the head and walked in. Around 

the corner, there was a thin-faced woman sitting cross-legged on 

the floor, surrounded by a herd of toy horses. 

“Hi,” I said. “I’m Aaron. We talked on the phone.” 

“Yes, come on in. We’re just playing.” 

I was supposed to ask her to move to the dining room table, 

but somehow I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I went in and sat 

cross-legged with her. Her brown hair was long and straight, and 

the shelves behind her were full of horses. 

“Is your husband around?” 

“Yes, but he’s working. He does web design.” 

The little girl picked up a toy horse and made it prance around 

the floor. 

“This is Ashley. Ashley, say hello to Aaron.” 

“Hello, Aaron.” 

I smiled at her. “Hi, Ashley. How old are you?” 

“I’m four.” She hummed to herself and made the horse stand 

on my knee. 

“She’s a cutie,” I said. 

“Yes, she’s my angel,” said Karen, her eyes following her 

daughter. We both watched as Ashley took the horse and went over 
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to a toy castle in the corner. The horse was apparently having a 

conversation with the king. 

Karen’s eyes met mine. “Well?” she said, flicking a glance to 

the binder and folder. 

I was suddenly at a complete loss. What was the first sentence 

of the presentation? I opened the client folder and looked for 

answers there. Seeing the Amber Alert pamphlets, I pulled one out. 

I explained to her how to take Ashley’s fingerprints, record her 

vital information, and keep her updated. I explained how to protect 

her daughter by alerting the authorities immediately when she went 

missing. Karen took the pamphlet fervently and asked for two 

more. I took out the gilded certificate for a free $2,000 insurance 

policy for accidental death and dismemberment. 

No, it did not cover any causes of death other than accidents. 

No, she did not know anyone else who would like these free 

benefits, but she had my number, and she would tell me if she 

thought of anyone. 

“Now,” I said, “in addition to the free $2,000 accidental death 

and dismemberment benefit, we do offer other benefits that cover 

any type of death, and we can fit those benefits to meet the 

particular needs of your family.” 

She nodded. “Well, you should know that I have a serious 

disease.” 

“How serious?” I asked. 

“It’s an immunal disorder.” 

“Mommy’s sick,” said Ashley, and she made two of her 

horses kiss. “She’ll never get better.” 

Karen smiled and handed her daughter a little bow-legged man 

who looked incapable of walking or standing without a horse under 

him. 

“So I wouldn’t qualify for that anyway, would I?” 

Ashley came and sat by me, handing me a pair of horses. 

“Well, no,” I said. “With an immunal disorder…I don’t think 

you could qualify.” 

She nodded. “Yes, that’s what I thought.” 

I looked down at the horses. They were old and worn, stained 

black with the oil of many little hands. 
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“Well,” said Karen, “thank you for coming.” She smiled, and 

her teeth glistened. 

I said my goodbyes and let myself out. I could hear Karen and 

Ashley talking and laughing as I walked back down the sidewalk. 

After sitting again in the driver’s seat of the car, I heaved a 

deep breath and flung the binder down on the passenger floorboard. 

I took up my cell phone again and sent a message: “Coming home.”  
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Trashland 

  

 

 
A prickling beat of raindrops sounded on the plastic bag the boy 

held on his shoulder. The ground crunched and shifted under his 

feet as he marched toward a glistening black plastic tent. He had 

erected it a few weeks before, rejoicing at the discovery of such a 

broad and perfect piece. A cane and a steel rebar held it up in the 

middle, and to fasten down the ends, he had wrapped rocks and 

large batteries in the corners and tied electrical cords around them. 

These electrical cords attached to various other implements that 

were now serving as stakes. The old man had said that he was a 

genius. 
As he approached the tent, the old man turned his head toward 

him and blinked. He murmured something, but the boy could not 

hear it over the sound of the rain overhead. 

 “I know I’m back early,” said the boy. “I haven’t gone yet. A 

truck came, though. I brought you a surprise.” 

The boy held out the papaya where the old man could see it. It 

was broken pulpy mess of orange and various darker colors. The 

flies had been getting at it, but not for too long. 
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“I had some trouble keeping the others from seeing it. Papaya 

is your favorite, isn’t it?” he asked. The old man nodded. “I prefer 

pineapple, but papaya is good.” 

The boy pulled the butter knife out from his pocket, placed the 

papaya on a piece of cardboard he had brought, and cut it in half. A 

few worms squirmed around, but not many. He took the halves 

into his hand one at a time and used the butter knife to scrape the 

seeds out onto the ground. He then peeled the skin off of the 

papaya, using the butter knife to scrape off every bit of the ripe 

pulp he could. He cut the papaya into little pieces. 

“Here you go,” he said, and he held out a piece to the old man. 

Trembling fingers took it gratefully. The old man put it into his 

mouth and chewed it with his gums. They shared the papaya piece 

by piece until it was gone. The boy then cleaned the knife on his 

pants and returned it to his pocket. 

“Well,” he said, standing. “I’m off again.” 

He stood again and slung the plastic bag over his shoulder. It 

was large and full, but light. The old man waved a feeble goodbye, 

and the boy ventured out of the tent. The rain was coming down 

harder now, and streams of filthy water were beginning to form in 

the lower areas. Other people were huddled into makeshift shelters, 

most of them munching on less palatable prizes they had found in 

the latest truck’s load. Thunder reverberated through the steely sky, 

and to the northwest, a passenger plane rumbled up into the air. He 

looked to the horizons as he walked. It seemed this poor weather 

would pass soon. 

The boy approached the area where the truck had dumped its 

load. Various figures squatted in the rain, eating this or that. Others 

were still digging through the fresh garbage. A little woman looked 

up at him from under her wide-brimmed hat. “Hello, João,” she 

said, and her voice trembled. She was chewing on what may have 

been part of a dog or cat at one time. “Hello, Senhora,” he said. 

“You should get out of the rain.” She shrugged. 
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Descending a nearby slope, João spotted a new-looking soda 

bottle. Seeing that it still had its cap, he dropped his plastic bag, 

opened it, and placed the bottle in with a collection of similar 

bottles, all of them empty but retaining their caps. 

He continued onward, reaching the main entrance to the 

landfill. The shifting, mottled blackness of his world gave way to 

the packed dirt of the main drive that the trucks used. That gave 

way to looser dirt and splotches of grass. He resettled the sack 

across his shoulders and turned southward. With the rain coming 

down, the dust beside the road was now firm as the sand on the 

beach after a wave withdraws. A veil of steam hovered pensively 

over the asphalt. 

Leaving the blackish and shifting world of the landfill, João 

found himself in Maputo. Beyond the boundaries of the landfill, 

cinderblock houses with corrugated aluminum roofs came into 

view. He looked down at his ratty shoes as they patted along on the 

ground. He had lived in one of those houses once. There had been 

a blanket in a dry place – just for him – and he remembered how 

he ate every day. His tongue tingled with the memory of sandes de 

queijo – ham and cheese on a roll. And then, one day, Mother said 

that his uncle had gotten into trouble. They had to leave, and he 

had not seen his uncle again since. 

Mother had taken him all around the city, finding food 

wherever they could and sleeping wherever it was dry. They 

finally ended up in the landfill. Mother had shrugged, saying that if 

they were going to eat garbage anyway, they might as well wait for 

it to come to them. 

João had now reached the nearest group of houses. Raindrops 

trinkled over the metal rooftops, and a wilting rainbow of 

neglected laundry still hung from the clothesline. A toddler looked 

out at him from an open doorway. He waved, and she slowly 

waved back. 
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His eyes again at the ground, João kept walking down the side 

of the road. A truck shot by, splashing him with dirty water. He 

adjusted the position of the bag on his back again. Looking ahead, 

he saw the long road, and his spirit sank for a moment. It would be 

something of a journey, and he would surely get very hungry 

before it was over. Perhaps he should not go: it would be better to 

save his strength and stay where he could get food. She would 

understand. 

A flash of blue and yellow penetrated his melancholy, and a 

smile came to his lips. He saw it just ahead, ducking among a 

platoon of corrugated aluminum fragments that leaned listlessly 

against a cinderblock wall. His pace quickened, and he looked 

right and left as if to seize this treasure before someone else could 

claim it. Reaching it, he dropped his bag to the ground and 

squatted down. It had a yellow center with a dozen petals that 

rayed out from it like tongues of sky. He plucked it from its lonely 

place with his left hand, and with his right, he pulled a plastic 

bottle out of his bag. Unscrewing the lid, he placed the stem of the 

flower into it. When the petals stopped it from going any farther, 

he pushed down on its soft yellow center with his finger and 

coaxed it through. He held the bottle with the flower in it up to the 

sun, and he smiled. A steady stream of water was coming down 

from the roof just above him. He held the mouth of the bottle there 

for a moment, letting some of it gather in the bottom. He then 

screwed the lid back on, put the bottle back in the bag, took up the 

bag, and carried on. 

The rain was getting heavier now, and the dirt that had been 

firm was now turning into soft mud between his toes. He heard 

some music coming from one of the houses across the street, and it 

made him want to dance. He lifted his eyes to the sound. A young 

man was sitting on a stool in the doorway and whittling at a piece 

of wood. When he looked up, João dropped his eyes again and 

continued on. 
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João thought about the little brother he had never met. Mother 

had not given him a name, but João had decided to call him Tiago. 

That was his grandfather’s name. Watching his shoes squish and 

flop along in the mud, he suddenly shifted his weight and did a 

double scissors as if he were playing soccer. He imagined himself 

and Tiago standing on a perfect soccer field with green grass as he 

had seen on television. He did the double scissors a few times until 

Tiago understood, and then he watched as Tiago did it too. It took 

him a few tries, but Tiago finally got it and thanked his big brother 

for teaching him. 

He suddenly stopped and looked back the way he had come. 

Should he have gotten two flowers? Had there been another? No, 

he had not seen one. Perhaps he would see another one along the 

way. If not, Tiago would surely understand. Tiago knew his big 

brother loved him. 

The rain was letting up now. João lifted his eyes to the sky, 

which was now much clearer. He smiled. 

“You’re watching me, aren’t you, Mother?” 

A truck came up from behind. As it passed, João realized it 

was Marcos. He raised his hand and waved, but Marcos did not 

wave back. He must not have seen him. Some of the men in the 

trucks were callous to the folks in the landfill, but Marcos was 

always nice. João had known that his mother’s birthday was 

coming up because he frequently asked Marcos the date. 

About an hour later, João came to the place where the creek 

that ran by the road veered away. It was fuller than usual due to the 

recent rainfall. He followed it, going off into the higher grass. 

Houses stood on both sides of the creek. These were newer and 

cleaner than the ones he had passed before. João kept his head 

down and his eyes on the path before him, not wanting to meet the 

eyes of anyone who lived here. 

After passing through the residential neighborhood, João 

emerged onto an athletic field. A school lay just ahead on the right, 
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and resort communities lay a little farther down on the left. He 

rearranged the bag on his back again and continued on. He was 

starting to get fatigued, but he knew that the shore was not far now. 

Squatting down by the creek, he put down the bag, cupped his 

hand, and drank some of the water that was sliding by. He splashed 

water on his face and rubbed his wet hands across the top of his 

head. Looking to the western sky, he saw another airplane 

wheeling around and coming in low to land. He wondered if he 

would ever fly in a plane. He figured it must be terrifying, but he 

knew he would love it anyway. 

After a moment’s rest, João put his hands on his knees and 

started to get up. It was then that he saw something in the grass on 

the other side of the creek. It was long and black, and it glistened a 

little in the sun. After removing his shoes, he splashed across the 

creek and climbed up the far bank. Snatching the object up in his 

hand, he inspected its broken shaft and warped blade. It had 

probably originally been long enough to reach his nose when he 

was standing, but now it came up to his chest and ended in a 

jagged point. No matter. He descended back into the creek and 

took it in both hands, with one hand down by the blade and the 

other just below the jagged end. Pretending to paddle a boat, he 

splashed water this way and that. After doing this on his left side 

and then his right, he excitedly hugged the paddle. He then looked 

up at the sky and thanked God for this gift. 

He continued on, passing the school and the resorts. He saw 

the sky-blue water of the pools and longed to swim there. He 

wondered if it felt any different from the water in the stream or in 

the ocean. 

The ocean was audible now. After crossing a few roads, he 

was walking in the sand of the beach. João lifted his eyes to the 

distance and saw the green and white shape of Ilha Xefina Grande 

sitting on the water. After heaving a breath, he removed his shoes 

and hid them under a tree between the road and the beach. He then 
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marched across the beach and ventured into the water. As the 

waves surged up to his waist, his throat started to constrict with 

fear. He could swim, but not remarkably well, and he did not know 

what he would do if he got halfway there and something happened. 

Casting such thoughts out of his mind, he threw the bag down 

into the water and swung his leg up and over it. The bottles and 

jugs inside shifted out from under him, congregating in the ends 

and making a saddle-like shape for him. He took the paddle in his 

hands and pressed forward. The waves kept coming, and each one 

pushed him back toward the shore, but after exerting some effort, 

he managed to continue pressing forward into the ocean. He was 

thankful again for the paddle, as it was obvious that his initial plan 

to paddle with his hands might not have worked. 

As he paddled farther away from shore, the waves became 

smaller, and he felt more in control of his little makeshift boat. He 

locked his eyes on the island and continued onward, wondering 

how long it would take him this time. The first time, he had 

borrowed a boat to get himself and his mother there. That had 

almost gotten him killed, though: the boat’s owner had not been 

happy about the matter, regardless of the fact that he had brought 

the boat back on his own. 

The sun was getting low in the sky now. After about twenty 

minutes of paddling, João realized that the ocean current was 

carrying him northward at a considerable rate. While he had 

originally set out in a northeasterly direction, he was now going 

slightly southeast. No matter. Even if the current carried him north 

of his destination, the island was long. There was even a sandbar 

that extended out to the north for pretty far. He could walk back to 

the southern end of the island if he needed to. 

He was breathing heavily now, and he had to frequently 

switch sides, both for the sake of navigation and to give his 

burning muscles a reprieve. His mouth was getting dry as well, and 

sweat was beading in his forehead. Why hadn’t he brought some 
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water to drink? It had just rained, and he had an entire sack full of 

plastic bottles here. He would have to remember not to make the 

same mistake next time. If there would be a next time. 

João paused a moment. He thought about plunging fully into 

the water to cool off, but he did not know if he would be able to 

get back on top of the sack. Instead, he leaned forward and 

splashed water up onto his head, neck, and face. He removed his 

shirt, which had begun to dry, and soaked it in the ocean before 

putting it back on. Looking around, he could see both shores 

clearly. He told himself that he was almost halfway there and took 

up the paddle again. 

 

* 

 

It was near sundown when he finally reached the island. When the 

waves grew higher and the water shallow, he rolled off into the 

water and planted his feet into the sand. After carrying his bag and 

paddle up to the shore, he collapsed onto the firm ground and 

breathed for a while, looking up at the darkling clouds. Holding up 

his hands to his face, he could see blisters beginning to form on the 

inside of each thumb. 

After catching his breath, he pulled his things up beyond the 

reach of the tide and opened his bag. He found the bottle with the 

flower in it: the little passenger was still bright, though its petals 

were a bit damaged. He tenderly reached in with his fingers and 

removed the little passenger. He then tipped the bottle back and 

drank the water that he had put in it before. 

He looked down the shoreline. The current had not carried him 

too far, as he could still see where the shore curved out of sight on 

the southern edge of the island. He was thankful for that. Rising to 

his feet, he stretched his back and regarded his floatation device 

and paddle. Should he take them with him? No, he did not want to 
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carry them. He would come back for them later. No one would 

take them here. 

With the flower in hand, João walked down the shore, feeling 

the water slide around his ankles and between his toes with each 

wave. He regarded the grasses, bushes and trees that dotted the 

island to his left. He thought about going in search of food here, 

but quickly abandoned the idea. The only buildings on the island 

were very official-looking. They were also a bit of a walk from 

here, and he had no shoes. 

After finally reaching the southern edge of the island, he 

stopped at a familiar spot. Changing direction, he went up the 

slope of the beach and toward the grass and brush. After looking 

around for a moment, he found the little cross. He had made it 

from scraps of wood he had found on the boat he had borrowed the 

first time. With his flower in hand, he walked up to the cross and 

fell to his knees. Trying not to think about the knot of hunger that 

was forming in his stomach, he looked around at the grass, trees, 

sand and sky, and he listened to the waves rolling across the shore. 

This was still the most beautiful place he had ever seen. He wanted 

to stay here forever. There was nothing to eat here, though, and the 

old man would need him soon. He needed to get going. 

João placed the flower in the sand between a few tufts of grass 

at the foot of the cross. 

“Happy birthday, Mother. Hello, Tiago. I miss you both.” 


