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"What's the matter with you?"
Fred winced at the familiar query. Crouched, he held the paintbrush tight. He knew what came next. It never failed. Dipping the brush into the can, he sloshed white paint onto the fence.
Leaning on her walker, Mother Dove stood on the porch glaring across the yard. "Have a hole in your head?"
Paint slapped on wood turning mottled gray white. Bristles splattered paint on Fred's face. Frowning, he continued on pretending the old woman was dead.
"After Labor Day," said Mother Dove, "the yard can't wear white."
"Yes, Mother Dove," said Fred. The old woman was never quite right, but it seemed the accident had stolen more than her hip. "But the fence is a blight."
"Fred, my boy, paint the fence red." she said. "It will go with the leaves. Might as well, you'll not rake them anyhow." Mother Dove turned, moved her walker, clunking across the boards. She leaned on the handles, and her feet waddled a rump-rump sound. Clunk-rump-rump she went back inside.
Snatching the pail, Fred stood wondering how he put up with her. "Love," he said, "it's all that matters now."
After finishing the fence, painted burgundy, Fred looked over the yard. The lawn needed mowing, the flowers demanded water, and rot threatened the eaves. He mowed the grass, even raked up stray blades from the flower garden. The yard appeared neat even without white.
Ladder leaned against the house, Fred climbed, a trowel in hand. Digging into moss and murk, he cleared the eaves, scratching away years of neglect. He heard the door open, and he paused.
Then it came, a clunk-rump-rump.
"Fred?" said Mother Dove, moving her walker, a clunk-rump-rump. At the edge of the porch, she looked up. "What's the matter with you? Have a hole in your head?"
Oh, Fred thought, how I wish her dead. He peered down. "The eaves," he said.
"No leaves in them eaves!" Mother Dove stomped her walker on the boards. "It's nap time as you're well aware! Boy, let the eaves be. I have a new birdbath, didn't you see?" A clunk-rump-rump, Mother Dove dragged her bad hip back into the house.
Fred climbed down the ladder and headed into the garage. He stood staring at the birdbath. The stone structure stood half his height. "The birdbath will look great beside the oak tree."
Grabbing the wide basin, he swung the pedestal out landing with a thud. His shoulders ached, but his love for Mother Dove carried him on. As quiet as he could, he walked the birdbath thudding between his soft steps across the lawn.
Positioned between the oak tree and rose bushes, the birdbath was a sight. All it needed was a splash of water. Turning around, he spotted the old woman on the porch leaning over her walker.
"Fred, have a hole in your head? That's the north end!" Mother Dove shook her head. "Everybody knows birds bathe south for winter. You're as dull as the dead!" A clunk-rump-rump she went into the house again.
Hands clenched, Fred stormed across the lawn, stomped onto the porch, and through the open doorway. He loved Mother Dove, but the wreck had stolen more than her hip. Reaching behind the door, he grabbed the baseball bat and swung. The sound meeting his ears was not the expected crack, more like a thunk of a melon. No more rumping and clunking, she slept in her own blood for more than an hour.
The sun down, town asleep, Fred turned off the porch light and crept, shovel in hand, into the garden. He scooped the petunias and begonias aside. He dug a hole. Twice he paused to listen, but not a sound met his ears. Finished digging, he returned to the house. Hefting the portly woman over-shoulder, he took the walker in hand, and stomped outside. He dumped the old bag, walker and all, into her grave.
"See what I did? No hole in my head."
Petunias and begonias back in place, there was only one more thing to set everything right. Fred carried the birdbath, thumping across the lawn between his steps, and plopped the stone monument among the flowers.
"South side it is. Just like Mother Dove said."
Returning to the house, Fred threw the door shut and took to the sofa. Arms sore, legs weary, he leaned back for a well deserved doze. Hands folded over belly, he closed his eyes.
A clunk sound broke his repose.
Sitting up, Fred gazed at the closed front door. It came again, a clunk on the porch. What could it be at this late hour? He already knew, and a rump-rump confirmed it. Another clunk-rump-rump, and the door flew open. Mother Dove, covered in dirt, leaned over her walker.
"Fred my boy," said Mother Dove. "You never been right since the smash-up." Clunk-rump-rump, she walked into the house spilling a cloud of dust. "A hole in your head, isn't that what I said?"
Fred scrambled to the mirror, and there he saw it within his mess of hair, a circle of red. "I have a hole in my head," he said. "All along since the car accident, we've been dead."
* * * *
Looking at the girl, Nyx found a face wrecked in worry. She noted the clasped hands, thumbs working flesh.
Nobody ever asked anything of Nyx besides her swift departure. Men huddled by the fire or hid in their homes. They never faced her. Nobody ever did, not until that early morning the young girl came calling.
Removing her hat, Nyx peered up at the glimmering stars. Considering the request, she ran fingers back through her dark hair. The moon smiled, but face half illuminated it appeared more like a sneer. Looking east, she saw the red embers reminding her of a kiss.
The request came again in a burst of tears.
Patting hat on head, Nyx offered a smile. It felt cold, and she saw fear in the wide eyes.
Agreeing to the request, Nyx tugged at her dress gathering the darkness about her. She stormed across the meadow her cold gaze bearing down on Black Woods. Nocturnal insects sang their songs. Hair blowing, dress flowing, she crossed a river. A man dove into a home, door slamming shut. Entering the woods, she stormed up the mountain, river of darkness flowing behind her.
Atop the granite peak, the moon lit the way. Creeping from the woods, the wolves circled around. Some snarled, others cooed. Reaching out, she stroked their black manes as each one passed. Alpha took position upon his rock, and the others settled down gnawing at bones.
Alpha grinned, teeth dripping satisfaction. "Mistress," he said, "we have done you a great favor."
Spotting a boy climbing upon the rock, Nyx recognized the eyes. The girl’s brother stroked Alpha’s back. In the west, red embers lingered on horizon. Glancing east, she watched light growing bold. The weight of the problem fell upon her.
"The lad only wants to see his dear sister," said Alpha.
Nyx shook her head. "Don’t believe his lies." The wolves of the night wanted her all to themselves, never again hiding in their cave from her lost lover. "He means to devour you both."
The boy withdrew his hand, fear melting his face. He stepped down from the rock.
"Dusk is ours!" Alpha snapped his teeth and snarled.
Reaching into dark dress, Nyx withdrew a sword. Fury exploded from her dress, cold waving over the mountain. She held the sword high, blade sparking into night sky. Tails hanging, the wolves glanced about. Nyx lashed out releasing energy. The mountain darkened, and wolves yipped bounding into their cave. Another thunder sent Alpha leaping from his rock.
The blade simmered smoking tendrils.
Standing before the boy, Nyx offered a smile. Her frozen glare sent him stumbling back.
"Please," said the boy. "My sister."
Looking upon the sorrow, her own longing grew. Lover lost, a forgotten kiss tickled her face. The siblings deserved better.
Gazing at the lantern in the sky, she pleaded. Listening, the moon nodded thinking it over. The wolves grew bolder, yellow eyes glinting from their cave. At last, the moon smiled and offered a solution.
Turning to the boy, Nyx knelt. "You will see your sister again, but you must return. Guard the border."
Wiping a tear, the boy nodded. He took the sword and descended the mountain into the west.
Already the dark wolves were bounding down the mountain towards orange blazing horizon.
Descending through woods, cascading darkness, Nyx chased after. Reaching into the dark, she unsheathed her last remaining sword. The blade glimmered lighting the way. Bursting into the meadow, she found the girl surrounded by wolves.
Growls rumbled. Jaws snapped. The girl retreated, but the pack closed in caging their prey.
The blade sparked, a blinding orange shattered air sending wolves tumbling. Leaping onto his feet, Alpha snarled at the light. Waving the sword, Nyx glared at the wolf.
Light burned higher into sky; the dark wolves were out of time. A growl at eastern horizon, Alpha turned and led his pack racing for the cave.
Holding out the sword, Nyx instructed the girl on its use. Light recharged the blade keeping dark wolves at bay. Taking the weapon, the girl queried about her brother.
Removing her hat, Nyx wiped cold sweat from her brow. "A promise. You will reunite with your brother. Whenever the moon joins the sun, light and dark together, you two shall meet."
Throwing arms around, the girl hugged her.
The dawn fire burned. Nyx remembered the day, not its warm touch, but the brightness. Facing south, she gazed up at sky. Half her face lit, the moon smiled brightening the dark side.
Morning birds sang greetings. Men stirred in their homes. The wolves hid in their cave. Nocturnal creatures took a deep breath chilling the air, and settled into slumber.
Squishing hat on her head, Nyx looked down at the pleasant eyes.
"Will you watch with me?" Another request. A little hand rose, fingers open. "Will you watch the sunrise?"
Gathering the darkness about her, she reached out and grasped the warm hand. Sky blazed, orange pushing back the darkness. Dawn glowed.
Winking, the moon signaled the sun: the passage was clear.
Nyx remembered sunrise, the grandeur. Warm kiss, a forgotten memory teased her cheek. Lips quivering, she yearned to return the sweetness.
Daylight burned extinguishing stars. The world faded, little hand slipping away, a fleeing memory. Storm of light and dark rumbled, a wind pulled at dress and tugged hair. Nyx clasped her hat, and the world returned in a breath.
Glancing west, Nyx spotted the burning horizon where Dusk stood holding his sword. She looked at her empty hand, recalling the warmth, remembering Dawn.
She waved at Dusk and spun around heading into a valley. Darkness was her dress flowing over the land. Never sleeping, she raged on. The night was hers, and she was the night. The night moved on.
* * * *
In white letters on blue, the sign announced Old Town, the shadow of Roseland. A gloom settled over the city, rain misting through the streetlights casting a veil. Cars groaned along the backstreets. From a nearby nightclub, music thumped while patrons in Halloween garb filed inside. The falling mist eased and floated shifting sideways, and fell again, moistening the ground, a wet fog licking the pavement.
Tigris waited for the streetcar. The night air felt cool, but the black coat stifled her. Opening the front, she let air inside. Peering up she felt the mist kiss her cheeks. Droplets speckled her dark glasses. Toe tapped to the rumbling beat of the club music.
The rhythm working inside her, she moved, rocking shoulders and swaying hips. Damp weather threatening suffocation, dancing was her breath of freedom. Head nodding, body bouncing, she danced in a circle.
From inside the glass waiting booth, a young man watched her while nodding his head to his own music playing through his earphones. Beside him, a balding old man stood with hands stuffed in pockets. Wrinkling his nose, he eyed her suspiciously. Not everyone enjoyed dancing.
Tigris stopped dancing, but her toes continued tapping.
From the left, a blazing headlight flooded the tracks. A bell toned twice. The streetcar whirred to a stop spraying light shining from its compartments. Doors clicked open sliding apart along the side of the steel beast. The old man shuffled through the door, and Tigris followed glancing around the interior washed in blue-green light. Even dark glasses failed at fighting the brilliance within the compartment.
The young man bobbing his head stomped into the other end of the car and fell onto a seat facing backward. Taking a more aggressive bounce, head nodded to the beat escaping the headset.
On the front of the carriage above the music lover, a monitor displayed a mirrored image of the compartment with the man below and Tigris at the far end.
Glancing back through the window into the car behind, she saw passengers sitting quietly. Another display mounted high revealed the security camera's scrutinizing glare. Below the display, a scrolling digital message revealed the next stop, Chinatown.
A pleasant feminine voice said, "The doors are closing."
"Thanks," said Tigris, bouncing on toes into the aisle.
A masculine voice repeated the door warning in Spanish.
"Thanks again," she said. "Heard the lady the first time." Grasping the vertical bar at the end of the seat, she felt the slime left by numerous hands throughout the day. Hooking elbow around the pole, she wiped her hand on her coat.
The doors slid closed. The air stiffened.
Peering through narrow eyes, the old man cringed.
Smiling, she sat on the end of the lengthwise bench opposite the man. Noticing the gaze falling, she crossed her legs and pressed her skirt down.
The old man folded his arms and swiveled to the side looking up the aisle in the direction of the music listener. The streetcar lurched into motion sending the man swaying back on the plastic seat, hand flying out. Squirming, he folded his arms and continued staring at the front of the car.
The streetcar headed into the heart of Roseland.
"Chinatown," a pleasant feminine voice said. "Doors open on the right."
The masculine voice repeated in Spanish.
The train stopped, and the doors slid open. Cool moist air flooded the compartment. The pleasant, but flat, voices offered warnings, and the doors slid closed.
The dank air tightened its grip.
Arms crossed tight, the old man glared face turning hot with disgust. Tigris recognized the hate. Not everyone knew, but some that did filled themselves with loathing, sometimes fear. Hate poured from the wrinkled face. The old man knew her kind.
Tigris had not always known. She had thought she was human once, back before an illness had stolen her former life taking Clarabelle away.
~~~~
The smell of lilac and pine consumed the heavy still air. Silence wrapped around becoming a constant chime. A softness cradled around nestled from head to toe. Time was lost, recent memories untouchable. Day or night, winter or summer, nothing was certain. The endless note increased in volume threatening to crack the darkness. Lilac overpowered pine turning sour. The heavy air wrung moisture. An invisible grip squeezed.
Clarabelle lurched up. Forehead struck, sparkles danced around the blackness, and she flopped back down on the pillow puffing around each side of her head.
Hand rising, knuckles scraped a cold surface.
Lowering hand, she rubbed her throbbing head.
She slid her hands down over her front. Fingers caressed lace running over her breasts, soft fabric running down snug around her belly, smooth loose folds swelled over her hips.
She wore her best Sunday dress.
Reaching into her memory, she searched for recent events. Images flashed by, dancing in the garden, enjoying tea in the veranda. She watched the scenes, as a child running across the cotton field then as an adult sitting beside the fire, as a child again. No order, only the apparent age fitting each scene into its proper place. Nothing indicated her situation or even the season.
Hands rising, Clarabelle touched the cool wood above her face. Faint red with hazy edges, shapes followed her hand movement sliding outward along the smooth wood grain. She saw her hands.
Hearing a faint crunching sound, she placed her palms on her chest, and listened.
Insides gurgled. The invisible grip tightened. She breathed, gulping air in fits, lip quivering.
A swift crunch crackled from everywhere and nowhere.
Lifting her hand, elbow struck against a wall on the right, thud booming. Swinging hands out, she felt the narrow walls. Her fists and feet hit the wood above, knocking, increasing into a fury of pounding, deep thuds beating against her ears. Flailing at the sides, her knuckles scratched against the wood biting into flesh.
Jaw stretching wide, searing heat bellowing up her throat, she released a shrill scream as she banged hands against the walls. Hot air rushed out, sticky phlegm splattering around her mouth. Abdomen caving in, the grip squeezed the air out of her turning the cry into a broken gurgle.
She sucked in air, head spinning. Tired feet fell silent, heavy hands collapsed upon her chest. Lungs pressing against the tight embrace, refused the air as if poison.
Throat burned. Tongue hanging out, she coughed in fits.
Holding her hands before her face, she gazed at faint dark red splotches. Looking at the hazy spots, she relaxed. The pain withdrew, but the squeezing increased. Watching her hands, she realized there was light, an opening to freedom.
A gnash, vibrations raced underneath.
Turning head in each direction, she searched for the source of light, a hole or a crack. Lifting and twisting her head pressed against the wood, she peered around. Gazing down the length of her body, she saw her legs, a dim red haze within the dress.
A crunch and pop boomed above.
She drew in a deep breath, stinging her throat. "Is somebody there?" Her own voice boomed in her ears.
Placing her hands against the roof, she pushed. Teeth clenched, she grunted and pushed. The right side gave a fraction and fell, hands tumbling onto her chest.
Crunch and snap. Everything shook. Metal scraped wood.
Scooting right, she pressed against the wall and raised both hands to the lid. Taking in a deep searing breath, she drew her knees up jamming between her abdomen and the enclosure. Releasing breath, she pushed with her hands and knees.
The lid bounced up, dirt and grit sprinkled over her arms and face. She spat acrid soil, the smell of the earth crawled into her nostrils. Feeling bugs scurrying, she scrambled, swiping at her face and arms, knuckles scraping wood.
She wheezed. Tugging at collar, buttons popped and fabric ripped. No help. Dress squeezed, suffocating.
Mouth wrenching open, she released a scream and pushed, arms molten hot, knees popping.
The top swung up, dirt piling in as she lurched up, pushing and screaming, sounds shifting from the deep groan to an open echo. Light poured in. Her scream died to a groan, grit sticking inside her mouth.
"God save me," a voice said.
Through the rising dust, Clarabelle saw a man stumbling back against a sloping dirt wall, his eyes bulbous and full of fear. A shovel fell from his grasp. Glancing up, she gazed out of a hole at a purple sky full of stars, bright wispy clouds of stars. Below, she saw her dress covered in dirt. Feet buried, she stood inside a casket, a slanted wall of dirt piled against the side.
The gravedigger crawled up the slope, pulling streams of dirt sliding into the hole. He cried out to God.
Even outside the coffin, the invisible grip tightened around threatening suffocation. Looking down at the Sunday dress covered in dirt, she scowled at the garment. Reaching between her breasts, she gripped her dress. She pulled tearing fabric. Her fingers dug into the white laces running the length of the corset, and ripped them free.
Wearing only her loose silk undergarment, breeze caressing her skin, she tossed the corset aside. Her body expanded, and the burning within faded. Running fingers through her midnight hair, she combed dirt showering behind. Raising hands overhead, twirling in a circle, she breathed in the cool air of freedom.
She spotted another man above standing at the edge of the hole peering down. A hat with a wide brim rested atop his head. His face appeared ashen, ill, but his eyes captured her attention. The orbs were luminous, irises gleaming red. Although she failed finding the man in her memories, she recognized him at once as if whispered into her thoughts.
Demetri knelt at the edge and extended his arm.
Stepping onto the sloping soft dirt, she reached and grasped the hand. Arm tugging, her body flew up out of the hole feet landing beside the man. She gazed up at the somber face and the gleaming embers peering back at her.
"I apologize," said Demetri. He put his hand on her shoulder. "Your illness took a turn for the worse. They believed you dead."
She spun around peering at the world, not as bright as day but vibrant. The lantern hanging from the side of the coach burned bright overtaking the small flame within. The glow extended beyond the coach, across the ground from the dirt road up the gentle hill, shadows extending from the tombstones standing in rows among tall elms shivering in the breeze. Even without a moon in the sky, the land was a pale glow caught between night and day. The stars so bright their light crept through the tree branches casting hazy gray shadows on the ground. A gleaming jewel shined above the western horizon. Venus, she recognized at once, brighter and more beautiful than ever before.
Time oriented within her head, early summer. The evening breeze tugged at her hair, pockets of crisp air shooting over skin. The chanting locusts tingled her ears.
Skulking beyond the lantern glow, the gravedigger peered back with weary eyes. His pupils wide, straining, he shifted around on his feet and cocked his head.
With her new eyes, the man appeared vivid in the night. Sweat trickled down his face in hot streaks. She saw the man beneath the clothing, the shape of his body, the slender limbs within loose long sleeves.
And the smell.
Among the salty sweat, dirt on his clothes, feces stuck to the bottom of his boots, she smelled something wonderful. A treat to her nose, the sweetest scent filled her mouth, tickling her tongue as she tasted it in the very air. Mouth filling with saliva, banishing the dryness on her lips, her insides cried out in hunger.
She clamped her hand over mouth and nose squelching the sweet scent. The taste remained on her lips. Peering back at the hole, she gazed at the coffin at the bottom. She felt like a monster.
A hand squeezed her shoulder.
"I have missed the sunset." She gazed up at Venus, a jewel in the purple sea. "Was it beautiful?"
Overhead, a hazy red shape of an owl glided into the trees.
"Never as beautiful as the night." The voice was a deep chorus, tranquil and soothing. "Or your dark hair glistening beneath the stars."
Spinning around, she peered up at the pale face. His aura appeared faint. Taking in his scent, she found it acrid like dry soil laced with bits of rust. She looked up at the red orbs glowing within the shade of the hat.
"What becomes of me?"
Demetri grinned, his expression both charming and sinister. "You must leave everything behind including your name."
"But I wish to dance."
"You may, Tigris. Forever, if it suits you."
A smile exploded on her face. It all sounded magical, dancing forever beneath a deep purple sea of stars. She tested her new name, Tigris, repeating it in her head.
"You are stronger, faster, and will live longer." Demetri's voice was quiet, just above the rustling leaves. "And they will hate you for it."
"Why?" She threw up her arms. "I don't understand."
"First," said Demetri, holding a finger in the air. "We have rules."
~~~~
Taking a corner, the streetcar lurched sending Tigris leaning. Across the aisle, the eyes seethed with hate. The wrinkled face looked as though it might burst.
Turning away, Tigris peered towards the front of the car where the music listener bounced his head to the beat. The flat voices announced the stop as the streetcar slowed. Listening to the tiny beat coming from the headphones, Tigris tapped her toe.
The old man spat on the floor. "Trash should stay in Old Town where trash belongs." Huffing, he stomped out the open door.
The streetcar sped to the next stop, flat voices calling out Second Street. The doors slid open, and an old man entered. This one had hair and appeared oriental. Tucking a long slender black tube under arm, he scanned the car.
The walk caught her eye. The oriental man glided on his feet, smooth and flowing. He moved like a dancer, but more careful, determined.
Rising, Tigris stood in the aisle facing the man. Clutching her purse, she tucked it under shoulder.
At the other end of the car, the oriental man stood in a wide stance. His scrutinizing eyes fell on her like a hunter bearing down on his prey. Years had passed since she last faced a hunter. Killing a human was against the rules. Running and hiding kept everyone out of the grave.
The music listener shot a quick glance at the hunter then looked out the window. Head nodding, he listened to his music while strumming the top of the seat beside him.
"Tiger," said the hunter.
Raising her hand, Tigris clawed at the air. She growled.
"Blue," he said, nodding. "That's what everyone calls me."
Glaring at Blue, she put on her tiger face, brow low and teeth clenched.
He held up empty palms.
The doors closed without any pleasant warnings.
"Your elders," he said. Lowering his hands, he tucked the tube beneath arm. "They've unleashed a dark menace upon the city."
Looking over the hunter's shoulder, Tigris noticed the streaming dots no longer displayed the next stop. Darkness consumed the security monitor. She felt the air squeeze tight.
The train slowed without any announcement. A crash of drums escaped the earphones, the music listener sang a chorus. Brakes screeched.
The doors slid open letting in cool air.
Breaking the gaze, Blue peered over his shoulder.
A boot clomped inside the cabin.
Mind shooting to full alert, Tigris searched for the intruder. Behind the music lover, on the step before the open doors, the floor groaned. She saw nothing standing there. Riding the air along with the moist rain and human sweat, the smell of oiled guns came like a river gushing over.
Walls shrinking, air collapsing, she felt everything crushing in on her. The cabin shrank pressing tight bringing the far end lurching close.
Air rippled like rising heat sending the front of the cabin waving. Something clomped into the aisle.
"Run!" Blue charged.
Spinning, Tigris leaped out the open door breaking through the cool mist, shoes clapping over the cement surface. She heard Blue running behind her as she met the railing at the end of the streetcar stop. She turned leaping over the steps landing on the sidewalk beside a tall brick building. Reaching an intersection, she slowed, pivoted, and leaped around the corner.
Smashing into moist fur, she bounced sideways.
A gorilla snarled at her. Shaking umbrella threw drops. Turning, the gorilla marched across the street with a woman dressed in a sexy bunny costume at his side, both huddling beneath the umbrella.
Glancing around, Tigris found the sidewalk full of activity. A mummy shambled onto the street.. A couple wearing white sheets over their heads held hands. Normally she hated Halloween, but the increased pedestrian activity provided cover. Blending into the flow, she walked between a superhero and a girl dressed like a cat.
Clouds wrapped around the tall buildings suffocating the city. Wispy ribbons stretched down like claws grasping for the ground. The mist squeezed out a few droplets.
A bell rang.
Jumping to full alert, Tigris glanced around. Another clang. The clouds smashed down. Leaning over, the buildings closed in. Everything squeezed tight.
~~~~
Ringing.
"Did you hear that?" Head snapping, Tigris glanced about.
Beneath the stars in the deep purple sky, the dirt road carved a line through the trees. A nightbird floated overhead. On the right, trees grew thick forming a wall. Left, the forest opened up along a hillside.
Pushing hat up, Demetri glanced around. "Hear what?"
"A bell," said Tigris. She stood on the road, gripping her black dress. Cocking her head, she listened.
The wind teased her hair.
A bell rang, a high pitched jingle.
Turning in the direction of the ringing, she peered up the hillside. Within the trees at the top of the hill, stones stood in a row. Graves.
Feeling the air pressing in, Tigris clasped hand over chest holding in beating heart. No, she thought, not another one.
Feet bursting into motion, she ran up the hillside batting branches aside. The ringing grew louder. Breeze tugging at her hair and trees drawing closer, it felt as though the world collapsed around her. Branches clawed at her dress and scratched her legs.
Bounding between a row of tombstones, she heard the bell, each clang thumping into her head. Clanging, banging, temples pulsated, smashing through her skull. Legs burned, but she pressed on crawling through the thick air.
At the end of the third row, perched above the last slab of stone, a brass bell swung from a black rod, the clang rippling through the air.
In four great strides, she reached the tombstone and collapsed on the mound of soft soil, a fresh grave. Fingers digging into the earth, she scooped soil aside. Panting, sweat drained from her brow. On hands and knees, she dug like a dog throwing dirt behind her.
The suffocation bell rang.
"Help me," she said. Heaving in air, she dug faster.
A boot crunched the dirt stepping beside the stone. Folding his arms, Demetri watched.
Picturing the coffin deep within the earth, the woman inside choking and pulling on the chord, Tigris dug in furry. Dirt smashed into her fingernails, rocks cut her hands, but she continued throwing dirt.
The boots remained in place. Demetri stood there.
"She's suffocating!" Peering through strands of moist hair, she watched the boots. Arms turning sluggish, she slowed, panting. The wind chilled her flesh.
"Tigris," said Demetri, his voice quiet.
The bell rang, a weak jingle.
Arms heavy, Tigris pulled dirt from the shallow indentation. The poor girl was too far down, buried beneath too much dirt, heaving last breath. Spent, Tigris threw her head back and glared up at Demetri.
"It's only the wind," he said.
Dropping her gaze, she looked at the bell perched above the tombstone. The chord dangled from the end of the rod down into a hole at the base of the gravestone. Wind popped into a gust flittering her hair back. She watched the chord wiggle, pulled by the breeze. Bell swinging, it rang a tiny clatter.
Reading the engraving, she realized the deceased was not even a girl. She imagined a rich old lord resting within the casket.
Leaping up on her feet, Tigris attacked, throwing fists beating against Demetri's chest. Screaming, she pounded releasing her anger. Grasping his coat, she tugged and jerked.
Demetri twirled, arms disappearing through sleeves, coat flying loose.
Holding the coat in her hand, Tigris glanced at Demetri standing a meter away. Looking at the coat in her dirty fingers, she blinked trying to imagine how the man escaped. Nearly like dancing, she thought, a spin and step freeing himself from her grasp. Grin sliding onto her face, she giggled.
Looking up at Demetri, she beamed. "Will you teach me your dance?"
"Not dancing," he said. "Combat."
Dropping the coat, she reached out grasping Demetri's hand. "I want to dance."
Hands clasped, they waltzed to the sound of the ringing bell and the tree limbs singing in the wind. They danced their way back to the road. Looking at Demetri's pleasant smile, she beamed like Venus. Dancing sent the nightmares away, fear of suffocation replaced by freedom.
"They will come," he said. "You must learn how to defend yourself."
Following the lead, Tigris twirled away and spun back into the strong arms. "But you said humans are only a danger in packs like little rats."
"The hunters follow their religion without conviction. They will come." He frowned. "And others like us will come as well."
Face twisting into confusion, she peered up at the man. She could not understand why anyone might want to harm her. All she wanted was to dance forever like Demetri promised.
"Not everyone follows the rules, Tigris."
Hands clasped, they danced onto the road kicking up dust. In perfect rhythm, they stepped and turned dancing on a stream of bliss. Sweeping through the cool air, she laughed, a dance teasing a tryst.
Boot stomping, Demetri halted. Out of time, Tigris fell off balance searching for her step. Arms swept around her pulling her up close beside Demetri, constricted. Confused, she looked up at her instructor.
Demetri stared down the road, his expression turning rough.
Following the gaze, she peered along the break cutting through the trees. Stars filled the purple sky illuminating the slender road. Branches wiggled, but nothing else stirred. No nightbirds, no animals, nothing moved among the shivering trees.
"Your first lesson in self-defense," said Demetri. He peered down at her, face dripping concern. "Run, Tigris."
Turning, she ran. Without looking back, she charged following the road. She heard Demetri's boots behind her, and she ran. Something was back there, a presence only seen by Demetri's eyes. Not human, not a hunter. She imagined something worse, one of their own kind breaking the rules. Urging her heavy feet, she ran.
~~~~
The clanging tower bell receding behind her, Tigris pushed through the crowd running onto the road trying to get as much distance from the invisible menace. Gliding onto the sidewalk, she dodged a tree growing from a dirt ring. Slowing, she glanced over shoulder seeing the crowd forming a line in front of a nightclub.
"Hey." Clomping feet splashed in a puddle.
Glancing to her side, Tigris found a short man in an orange shirt and bright yellow underpants over his green tights. Beady eyes peeked out through a black felt mask hugging the face. She searched the street spotted two police officers leaning against the side of a cruiser. They gazed back the way she came watching the crowd. Ignoring the lawmen, she turned the corner onto an empty Fourth Street. She headed back towards Old Town, the costumed man clomping beside her.
"Know who I am?" Reaching behind, the short man fluffed out his yellow cape.
"A freak?"
Smile fading from his face, he lowered his gaze. "You're the third woman that said that tonight."
Bounding around a corner, Tigris entered an alley. She peered at the far end noting the quiet intersection with Third Street. Shoes scuffing the pavement, the costumed man stopped in the center of the sidewalk. He watched her.
"You're one of them," said the man, grinning. "Cool."
She saw the recognition, the excitement. Bad timing for making new friends, she forced a glare upon her face. "Please go away."
A gunshot cried out.
Wobbling, the man looked down. He tumbled over face first onto the sidewalk, cape fluttering down bunching over shoulders. The smell of blood wafted into the air.
No, Tigris thought, the rules! Glancing over her shoulder, she peered at the other end of the chasm. The falling mist glistened within the glow of a streetlight.
Engine roared, siren chirped. Blue and red flickers doused the body.
Strap over shoulder, purse clutched in the left hand, Tigris fled jogging deeper into the alley. She ripped the dark glasses from her face tossing them to the ground. Dark purple clouds clawed between the buildings. On either side, the walls closed in squeezing the air out. Hearing the commotion behind, she urged her feet trudging deeper into the narrow chasm.
At the far end, at the edge of light slicing into the corridor, the air shimmered.
Heart thumping, she slowed. Her eyes narrowed, scrutinizing.
The pavement and building beyond the intersection rippled like rising heat. Boots scuffed the pavement, the sound howling down the corridor. The curtain of falling mist separated around the shimmer. Two burning white orbs appeared floating beneath water streaks draining around.
She saw the form, an invisible man with glowing white eyes coming at her. Deep inside the narrow corridor, no retreat, she faced her opponent. Spotting the gun appearing from nowhere rising up, she charged.
Gritting teeth, summoning her strength, Tigris sprinted locking eyes on the glowing orbs of the invisible hunter. Coat breezing behind, she ran on toes, gliding over pavement.
Flickering light exploded from the barrel extinguishing the darkness, fiery strobe freezing the world in jarring flashes. Thunder filled the stone chasm crushing the air.
Tigris leaped aside. Bullets ripped through her trailing coat, one stinging into her lower leg. Rising, she planted a foot up on the wall. Running, she climbed higher, body arching. Another step turned her sideways, and she slipped the purse from her shoulder.
The blazing gun rose, thunder ripping the air.
Body twisting, feet climbing, she turned upside-down holding the purse out by the sides, strap flying beneath.
A face appeared within shimmering form. Burning white orbs, eyes within the sockets of cold flesh, tracked her, gun following behind. Muzzle flashed upon floating face illuminating wide chiseled chin, bulging nose.
Almost no glow within, the creature appeared cold, dead.
Her head above the dead face, she reached snaring straps under the broad chin. Gripping the bag, she spun, legs coming down. Strap tightened. The world turned over, ground spinning beneath. Feet planted facing the backside of the invisible warrior, she leaned back pulling on the bag.
Gunfire climbed up into the sky and flickered out.
Strap breaking on the left side, the bag rushed at her. Falling back, purse swinging wide in her right hand, feet pedaled back splashing through a puddle. Hands dropping behind, her rear smacked the pavement. Kicking feet, she rolled onto her hands in a backward tumble tucking head. Flipping over onto her feet, she snapped the purse into her hand.
Illusion broken, she saw the man laying on his back wearing a black coat hanging open, hood bunched beneath buzzed hair. The cold dead thing rolled over, long coat twirling. Boots planted splashing water, and he stood.
Headlights flooded the street throwing long shadows, red and blue washed the buildings. Engines dove, and brakes squealed.
Flicking her hand, Tigris sent the purse swinging up wrapping around the arm holding the weapon. She pulled. Releasing the gun, the big hand reached out grabbing her coat collar, tugging. Running on automatic, she twirled back pulling arm through sleeve slipping free. Pivoting around facing her attacker, she found a closed fist growing large.
Weightless. Wind rushed through her hair, dark purple sky twirled sideways replaced by buildings, pavement.
Like a cat landing on all four paws, Tigris crouched on the pavement in the center of Third Street. Looking up she saw gleaming round lights within blackness. Her face felt numb.
A voice called, one of the police officers hiding somewhere behind the brilliant headlights.
She balled her fists and sprinted leaping over the first pair of lights, the hood crinkling and popping beneath her feet, she leaped over the spinning red and blue. Out of the blackness, the purple sky returned and the police cars emerged, officers in blue hiding behind doors.
Gunshots cried out.
Jumping, she ran over the next car. A gunshot, and the window on the right fractured, the officer behind the door tumbling over. A sharp sting in right thigh, she winced leaping over the twirling blue light, stepping onto the trunk, surface popping.
More shots, pistols fired from around her filling the moist air with gunpowder.
Turning a corner, she pulled in a breath of freedom. She ran passing the crowd lined outside the club.
She shook her head at the absurdity of it all. Assassins crept among the shadows, the hunters preferred the quiet, but the warrior wearing the magic coat of invisibility operated with the subterfuge of a rampaging army. Why was it after her? Not everyone followed the rules, and the thing chasing her needed a lesson.
She saw the outskirts of Old Town, Roseland's shadow tucked beneath the creeping gloom, and she ran into the shadows. Spotting Blue waving his hand at the intersection, Tigris sprinted around the corner following the old man. They ran passing Fourth Street and turned on Fifth. Charging onto the sidewalk, Tigris knocked into Blue. Together, they tumbled into a stoop thudding against the door. Spinning away, she threw her back against the brick building.
Two rounds fired, booms waning into the distance.
"That thing." Blue panted. "It's after you."
"Why are you helping me?"
Blue unzipped the top of the black tube and pulled back the lid. "You follow the precepts of your kind."
Inching to the corner, she leaned her head low, turning, and peeked down the street.
Giving up the drizzle, rain fell in drops. Within the curtain, she saw a break. Driving a wake down the middle of the road, the invisible killer ran, droplets forming his shape over the magic coat.
Tigris slunk back finding Blue holding a sword in one hand, the tube in the other. Hand out, she indicated the sword. "May I borrow your weapon?"
"Please," said the hunter.
"Thank you." Politeness is one of the top rules among warriors.
Taking the sword, Tigris edged to the corner. Hearing the approaching clomps, she held the blade down low and leaned against the wall. The steps slowed then shuffled. Eyes locked on the ragged edge of bricks, she searched for attacker.
Boots scuffed the wet cement.
Rain pattered the street. Hanging from the eves, drops stretched down, giving way, and fell splashing onto the sidewalk.
She heard click and metallic pop. The image of grenade leaped into her mind.
Muscles flexing, arms swinging, she bounded away from the corner into a double hop and jumped, feet out, crashing into the door. Wood splintered, the door smashing in. She landed, shoes squeaking across the smooth tile.
Adhering to the first rule of survival, she ran.
Her night vision turned objects a dull purple, and she tried her best dodging clothing racks and signs. She knocked into a sign, and the metal post rattled onto the floor. A plant tumbled over. Spotting an open aisle, she sped into a full run hearing feet behind her, metal rattling, glass crashing.
Light bloomed behind, an explosion shook the floor, heat flowed carrying tiny bits.
In the fading light, she spotted an aisle on the right and turned racing among the purple shadowy shapes. Arms grazed loose fabric and sales tags. She listened for footsteps, but heard only her own. Spotting an illuminated green exit sign, she charged.
Skittering to a stop, she reached out sliding the bolt aside. She turned the knob, and opened the door. Cool air and moisture spilled inside. Leaning out, she glanced around finding the street empty. She stepped outside.
Refreshing rain splattered down. Finding raindrops falling unobstructed, she increased pace into a jog heading for the intersection with the former road. Approaching the corner, she slowed stepping on her toes. Hugging the wall, cheek against the stone, she peered around the corner at the side street.
Flickering in the light, steel slashed.
Ducking, she fell forward. Steel crashed, stone particles flying. Shoulders on wet cement, she tumbled across the sidewalk, rolling off the curb. Legs springing, she leaped onto toes.
Skirt stretched tearing, pulling back.
Keeping her rhythm, she slashed sword behind cutting the skirt free, the end snapping into a drain. Spotting the attacker's blade slashing down, she twirled aside, torn skirt wrapping around her waist.
Spotting the hands floating in the air gripping the descending sword, she stepped beside them thrusting her hand up towards the neck. Striking something more solid, the shoulder, and she continued linking arms. Dropping, she pushed her weight low and threw the arm over back flipping the beast over.
Clothing crumpled, flesh slapped. Shimmers waved over the sidewalk, the man materialized tumbling heels over head. Bounding up onto his feet, he turned around lifting sword high. The magic coat returned to its ordinary black colored appearance hanging from shoulders to the ground.
Elbows pointed wide, she raised the sword overhead. Skirt torn and wet, gripped waist wrapping around left thigh like a python squeezing its prey. Circling the sidewalk corner, she kept her gaze locked on the glowing orbs.
A heated grin revealed perfect white teeth. One hand gripping the sword, he shrugged the other arm out of the long black coat.
Teeth clenched, she snarled.
Switching hands, he pulled his other arm from the coat letting it fall to the ground. "Paper ravens," he said. The voice sounded flat like the streetcar voices, but less pleasant.
She knew nothing of ravens, paper or feathered. Foot crossing the other, she sidestepped around the corner onto the other street. "You have a loose wire or something?"
Raising sword overhead, the thing leaped from the curb.
Tigris lunged at the exposed belly skewering blade deep inside until the brass ring above the handle met flesh.
Head falling back, it released a howl. Sword slipped from hand clanging onto the pavement.
Twisting the blade a half turn, she pulled on the sword.
Red gushed out, thin and smelling like brake fluid. Orbs dimming, the eyes turned to glossy gray. The machine tumbled over face down on the street, a river of fluid flowing into the drain.
"Hold it right there."
Tigris glanced in the direction of the voice. Peering through the rain, she saw two heads glowing warm beneath dark helmets at the far corner of the building; two men hunched over holding rifles.
Appearing from around the corner, a third figure joined the two police officers. The familiar face smiled. "Tiger?"
She looked at Demetri, confusion spilling over her. He never called her that, only Tigris. Raising her hand, she clawed at the air and growled.
Pushing between the offices, Demetri marched on the sidewalk, shoes splashing a puddle.
She waved at the body. "Is this your robot?"
Glancing at the crumpled body, he shook his head. "It seams I'm part responsible."
"I'm sorry," said Tigris, shaking her head. "But there's no rule about killing robots."
"Android," said Demetri. Shoes scuffing, he stopped three feet away. He frowned at the soft tissue leaking the heavy oil scented blood.
Searching Demetri's face, she tried making sense of it all. Her former instructor appeared at a loss, half grieving and half relieved. His mannerism seemed stiff with age, but his face appeared much the same. The eyes roved over the corpse seeming lost as if peering at something unseen.
Looking at the body, Tigris saw a broken machine.
"Cover yourself."
Looking down, she saw her torn clothing, moist fabric sticking to her flesh. Bending, she scooped up the discarded magic coat and threw it around, slipping arms into sleeves. Too long for her, the bottom of the coat dragged on the ground.
Worried about the hunter, she headed down the sidewalk. Glancing back, she found Demetri following. She noted the cool aura and dark eyes. She missed the bright expression she remembered. Following the smell of charred wood, she arrived at the wreckage.
The door and framework gone, shattered bricks and bits of debris piled high within the stoop. Standing at the edge of the rubble, she lowered her head gazing beneath a dark haze filling the interior.
"Blue? I have your sword."
Peering into the dust cloud, she saw orange flickering inside the store, a rack of burning clothes.
Feeling a lump in the sleeve, she reached in. Her finger squeezed a rubber disc within the lining. The coat shimmered and her legs disappeared. She saw wet pavement bulging through the light bending lens of the coat.
"Neat." She pulled the hood over her head and looked at Demetri. "Now I can get into all kinds of mischief."
Demetri's face soured. "That's rather expensive camouflage."
Looking back into the store, she gave it another scan. Just beyond the wreckage, a hole consumed the floor. Broken boards stuck out beneath the tile flooring exposing dangerous shards. Light struck the bottom of the boards from the floor beneath.
Worried about Blue trapped on a lower level, she tumbled over the pile of stones, feet digging through the rubble. Falling on hands, she peered down into the hole.
Within the blackness, two rows of rectangles glowed splashing soft light across a dark floor. Each puddle of light nearly touched the next. Gazing at the glowing shapes at the bottom was like peering at strips of fluorescent lights on the ceiling, disorienting. But these boxes of light appeared larger holding dark shadowy shapes within them.
A snap, wood splintered, shaking. Arms trembled beneath the sagging flooring. Eyes shooting wide open, Tigris froze. She felt the floor groan.
Body tipping, she felt weightless, hands pushing the boards away. The hole swallowed her.
Crashing onto the ground, she tucked head, rolling over shoulder onto her back. Broken bits of wood and tile smacked the floor. Dust and grit settled onto her face. She spat the dry powder from her lips.
Climbing to her feet, legs aching, Tigris looked around.
The floor and walls were black sucking the light away. Darkness consumed the ceiling, except for the jagged hole where light leaked in. On either side, rows of coffin sized boxes with clear walls formed three lines.
Filling each case, pink and yellow bubbling gel twisted into thick strands of glop. Where the strands touched the walls it appeared like a sneeze of mucus stuck against the glass. Within the slop, human forms floated above yellow light. Faces peered up out of each box. Eyes swollen, mouths agape, they struggled to breathe, suffocating in agony.
They were trapped in glass coffins with no bells to ring.
Feeling the room closing in, the air collapsing, Tigris shuddered, sweat bursting from her brow. Looking at the faces, she saw the pain. She felt the crushing and squeezing. She breathed, but the air refused her. Everything came crashing close, suffocating.
Crying out, she flung herself at the nearest coffin and pounded her fists onto the glass. Thuds. Pink and yellow phlegm peeled from the glass, a bubble within the glop taking its place. She pounded, but the top remained firm.
Fingers racing around the edges, she found a crease. She dug into the recess searching for hold. Following the crease, she found a slim latch. Pulling the clasp popped the latch free. Racing to the other end of the coffin, she popped another latch. Fingers digging, she lifted lid ripping the seal releasing a foul stench.
Tigris reached into the glop beneath the shoulders and pulled. The body lurched up breaking through the pink and yellow mucus, and went taught. Tugging, she broke the body free pulling head above the slop.
"Breathe," she said.
The woman in her arms lurched, choking, spitting glop, and went slack. The head lolled over, and the eyes fell still.
Dropping the body, Tigris leaped to the next coffin and popped the latches. She held her breath and threw the lid open. Reaching inside she pulled on the shoulders, but something entangled the man. Peering into the wide desperate eyes, she raced hands searching the glop beneath the body. Fingers glided beneath the shoulders and touched something at the base of a neck. Gripping the protrusion, she realized the man was caught on a tube. She ripped the tube free and lifted the man.
Choking and sputtering, the man gasped spitting glop sloshing over his chest. He lurched, pain filling face, and fell silent. The wide eyes stared, frozen and lifeless. Releasing hold, she let the body slide into the mush.
Turning to the next coffin, she peered inside finding a familiar face staring back. There was no mistaking the chiseled chin, the buzzed hair, and the flat white yes. It was the android from the street above, a copy.
"Welcome," said a voice.
Spinning around, Tigris spotted Demetri in the corner. Behind him, light drained in from an open door. She peered at the exit, escape from the suffocating dungeon.
The door slammed shut. Her heart thudded.
Hands clasped behind back, Demetri glided across the floor passing a glass coffin. Yellow light crawled up turning his face wicked. "Welcome to the future, Tiger."
She looked down. Spell broken, the coat covered her. Slop slid down her front. Spotting the sword beside her feet, she snatched it up. Turning to Demetri, she clawed at the air and growled.
Arms folded, Demetri stood glancing between the two open coffins. "You killed them, Tiger."
No, she thought, glancing at the dead bodies floating in the coffins. She had wanted to save them. Stepping back, she shook her head. The room closed in around her, darkness squeezing.
Demetri's crooked grin turned on her. "But no worries. They were only shells."
Tigris gazed through the glass at the nude man floating within the entanglement of pink and yellow mucus. The thing appeared like a person in agony, suffocating.
"Imagine," he said. Taking a step, he approached holding his arms out. His face was wrong, younger. "No more growing old. No more broken bodies."
"Your robot killed people," she said, choking. The air, heavy and tight, caught in her throat.
"As you pointed out, there are no rules concerning androids."
"You're responsible." Her booming voice sounds as if inside a box. "You broke the rules!"
Taking another clomping step, Demetri chuckled. "Not everyone follows the rules, Tiger."
Stepping back, she shook her head. This was not like Demetri. After rescuing her from the grave, he had taught her the rules. Darkness closed in, clutching her, squeezing air from her lungs.
Leaning closer, Demetri looked down at her, the yellow light flooding his eyes. Grin twisting, he appeared demonic. "Would you like to dance forever?"
Gasping for air, Tigris stepped back bumping into a coffin. Glancing back, she saw Demetri's face floating within the glop, eyes wide and mouth agape. Demetri was one of them, an android.
"I have a chamber waiting for you."
No, she thought, no more coffins.
He held something slender, glinting in the yellow light, a weapon. His eyes grew wide turning wild. "We'll dance together forever."
Crying out, she attacked, swinging sword. There were no rules concerning androids. Slicing into the Demetri-thing, she spilled the thin pungent android blood. Body collapsed, guts slopping onto the floor.
Looking around the room, Tigris gazed at the glass coffins. Staring out with their blank eyes, the unborn androids breathed the glop waiting their turn to awaken from suffocating coffins. Immortality came with a high price. Peering at the faces, she felt sorrow. They needed someone like her old Demetri greeting them.
She looked over the broken android at her feet. Spotting the weapon clutched in the grasp, she crouched. Pulling the fingers open revealed a silver bell with a long slender handle. It was not a weapon at all, but a gift. Tears bursting, she snatched the bell up hearing bright ringing. The silver shape blurred through her tears. Shaking it, she listened to the ringing of her suffocation bell.
The darkness lifted.
~~~~
Silence wrapped around becoming a constant chime within darkness. Time was lost, recent memories untouchable. Day or night, winter or summer, nothing was certain.
Demetri took a breath, but the air refused him. Mouth stretching wide, he choked on a heavy lump in his throat, chest burning. No air.
Reaching up, his hands banged against a surface inches above his face. He was in a box, but not one of the glass chambers in the lab. The surface felt like wood.
He pounded, but his arms quickly grew heavy falling onto his chest. Body wrenching, he shook in a spasm fighting the crushing suffocation.
Line of light racing around, the top popped open, and air rushed inside. Demetri gulped, chest heaving in short bursts. He spasmed, and willed himself to slow down. Lungs filled, slow at first, weight lifting from his chest.
Eyes adjusting, he saw a familiar face. "Tigris?" His own voice sounded weak. It was her, he could see the hand clawing at the air. She had found the control room and brought him back.
He drew in another breath gaining strength, and tried again. "What becomes of me?"
"Rules," said Tigris. Brow dropping low, she glared showing him her tiger face. "Strict rules."
He tried nodding, but his head only bounced.
"And consequences for breaking them."
Eyes shooting wide open, he reached up. The lid smashed closed on his fists. He pushed, but his arms burned with weakness. Latches clamped closed sealing out the air. Hands falling on chest, his fingers touched something cool. Grasping the object, he heard ringing. It was the bell. Understanding the lesson, accepting his punishment, he held the bell.
Closing his eyes, he waited for suffocation.
* * * *
Susan studied her father's slumped posture, his trancelike eyes staring at the newspaper piled with orange fibrous mush, and the knife. His hand clenched the handle so tight that she could see the blue veins rising on his wrist. She had never seen him like this before.
"I'm sorry," he said.
"Dad," said Susan. Tearing her gaze from her father, she looked down at the newspaper. In the corner, a pile of pumpkin seeds waited for roasting. Two chunks of pumpkin rested on an advertisement for a sporting goods store. The triangular shapes appeared like they might be eyes. "Where's the pumpkin?"
"Jack ran away."
A crash sent Susan hopping, her head spinning. She looked across the kitchen at the corner leading into the living room. From the other room came the sound of feet crunching over glass. Scrambling, she slipped across the tile onto the carpet with her father's steps pounding behind. Rounding the corner, she screeched to a halt in the center of the room.
Behind the sofa, on the window sill, an orange pumpkin sat among shattered glass. Half of the window remained, jagged shards reflecting the lamplight against the grey outdoors. The pumpkin swiveled, bearing his jagged teeth and revealing his burning triangle eyes. The toothy grin moved.
Hearing the deep mumbling voice, Susan froze. Jack muttered an unintelligible chant, and his eyes raged with hate. And Jack was not alone.
Alice, her rag doll, held the round gourd in her arms. Susan recognized the same flat expression, the black button eyes over the narrow red mouth. The doll appeared no different, but walked on her own holding Jack in her arms, bouncing him across the window sill in a horrid dance. Jack made a guttural sound, nearly coughing, but laughing. Susan felt certain that the pumpkin laughed at her.
Knife waving, her father raced across the room lunging over the sofa. Hefting Jack, Alice dove outside clomping onto the porch.
Susan chased after throwing the front door open and stormed onto the porch. Hearing a commotion on the driveway, she ran around the corner finding her brother sitting on the cement. Following the gaze, she spotted the pumpkin and her doll riding a skateboard. In Alice's grasp, Jack leaned hard. Wheels howled as the skateboard bounded onto the street. Throwing a foot down, Alice pushed the board faster disappearing beyond the fence.
"Nathan," said Susan, "get off your bum and help me."
"That pumpkin," said Nathan. Shaking his head, he climbed to his feet. "And your doll stole my skateboard!"
At the end of the drive, Susan spotted a car approaching. Screeching to a halt, she threw an arm out holding Nathan back. The two watched the car rumble by with Mr. Gardner behind the wheel. The old man smiled and threw a hand up at the window.
After the sedan passed, Susan searched the street. Spotting the runaway pumpkin and her betraying doll speeding away, she tugged on Nathan's arm. Together they sprinted by Mr. Gardner's house and passed the corner coffee shop. Waiting for the crossing light, she searched for Jack but found only cars moving along the street.
"Jack couldn't have gone that way," said Susan. Traffic was too heavy for a speeding pumpkin on this end of Couch Street.
Nathan pointed down the quiet cross street. "Over there!"
The signal flashed an orange hand, but they checked for traffic and ran across leaping onto the sidewalk. Speeding around Mr. Thatcher, Nathan leaped over the waving cane.
Mr. Thatcher swayed sideways leaning on his cane. "Careful of the traffic," he said.
"I've a pumpkin to catch," said Susan.
Following Nathan, Susan ran into Tom's Toys and squealed across the polished floor to a stop. Lining the shelves, stuffed toys stared back. Action figures stood trapped in their plastic shells dangling from hooks. Toy cars lined the top shelf.
Behind the counter, a teenage boy dressed in a red Tom's Toys apron stood frozen. Jaw unhinging, he tried to speak but said nothing.
Spotting a trail of open plastic packages on the floor, Susan tugged Nathan into an aisle. Stepping over a cardboard box, she spotted several green army men laying on the floor. She found more plastic soldiers inside a ripped plastic bag. A toy red caboose sat on its side beside empty boxes. At the end of the aisle, an action figure stood on the floor, his plastic gun pointed them.
Nathan glanced at the action figure and looked at Susan. Shrugging, she returned the bewildered expression. Stepping over the plastic soldier, they crept into the back hall finding more empty packages strewn across the floor. Pushing the door open, they entered the storage room.
On the shelves, slumped cardboard boxes spilled plastic packages. Toys littered the floor, some in packages and others laying broken or crushed.
Kicking through the toys and packages, the siblings made their way to the back. Susan shook her head at the destruction of perfectly good toys. Glancing back, Nathan put his finger over his lips. Susan spotted the back door open a crack, and stood still.
A swishing sound breezed by the opening. Shoes clomped outside. And mumbling, Susan heard a deep voice sounding like Jack. Arms stretched out to the sides, Nathan carefully stepped over a smashed package. He reached out for the door, and Susan held her breath.
Pushing the door slowly, Nathan looked outside. He took a step and peered around the back of the door. "Excuse me," he said.
Susan released her breath. Leaping over a package, she joined her brother at the door finding a small parking lot between shops. Behind the door, a tall man wearing a raincoat and hat peered into the back of a delivery truck.
"Sir," said Nathan, "have you seen a pumpkin?"
The delivery man kept his back to them, mumbling and struggling with something in the back of the truck. Peering inside, Susan noticed the truck was empty. The man waved his arms about grasping at nothing. Something wriggled beneath the raincoat making a clattering sound.
Nathan stepped closer. "Sir?"
Spinning around, the man swung a baseball bat. Nathan ducked, and Susan leaped back. The bat clanged against the side of the building. Susan gazed at their attacker, her eyes growing wide.
Within the open raincoat, toys wriggled about crawling up and down the legs. Green army men marched in rows winding in and out of a skeleton made of plush animals, toy cars, and blocks. Action figures held frisbee knees in place attached to batons for lower legs and toy train cars forming upper legs. The soldiers crawled in and around the pelvis of numbered wood blocks and up into a torso of dolls held together by a ribcage of action figures. At the end of the sleeve, colorful building blocks gripped the bat.
Sitting atop the shoulders, Alice held Jack in her arms turning the gourd so his burning triangle eyes peered down at Susan. Jack made a guttural sound turning into a rumbling laugh. Susan peered up at her doll, pleading. Alice stared back with her button eyes.
Watching the green army men wriggling over the skeleton disappearing into the sleeve, Susan realized that Jack commanded the toys. Jack chanted in a strange language, and the toys obeyed raising the bat. The clumsy beast ratcheted the weapon higher.
Leaping up, Nathan snatched the bat away sending a spray of building blocks and army men flying against the wall. Twisting around, the beast took two clumsy steps, its feet of toy cars clanging on the asphalt, and stepped onto the skateboard.
Susan chased after, and Nathan fell in behind. At the far end of the parking lot, traffic rumbled on Couch Street. Spotting the skateboard veering away from the road towards a loading dock, she waved at her brother. "The road," she said. "Force Jack to Couch Street."
Nathan sprinted cutting off the skateboard, and Jack leaned the other way sending the skateboard rumbling back towards the road. Susan ran wide to block the other escape. Jack leaned hard spilling toys, but the skateboard headed straight for the road and bounced off the curb.
Tires screeched, horns blared, and a car smashed into the beast turning it into a shower of toys, the raincoat fluttering over a car and onto the road. Another set of screeching tires smashed the coat.
Reaching the street, Susan looked around at seven cars stopped at crazy angles. Drivers popped out, their worried faces taking in the toys strewn across the road. Chunks of pumpkin was all that was left of Runaway Jack.
Following orange streaks, Susan pushed her way through a circle of confused drivers. Spotting Alice sitting against the curb, she leaped over plastic army men and snatched the doll.
Alice flopped in her arms, and the button eyes offered nothing. Without the magic chanted by Jack, Alice was a normal doll again. Squeezing Alice close, Susan looked around spotting Nathan carrying his skateboard.
Nathan glanced around at the mess. "What now?"
"Back to the patch," said Susan. "We need a new pumpkin."
"Okay, but how about I pick one out this time."
"Not a chance." Susan laughed. "But this time we'll skip the carving. I don't think Dad will go near another pumpkin."
* * * *
Fanned out over the purple pillow, dark hair glistens in sunlight. Powders color serene face. The black dress, snug in the middle, flows in folded waves down to the toes peeking out at the foot of the purple mattress. The dress is something Mora might wear while dancing barefoot across a moonlit meadow.
Mora feels like a memory lost to the shadows. Details uncertain, Mora is a shifting haze crawling from the depths taking on the details of the woman resting on purple.
Glancing around, Memor finds a dozen persons forming a ring. He takes in their curious faces. All eyes lay upon the white cart and its cargo, except for the horse peering back at the growing crowd.
A boy stumbles around the wagon wheel. Stretching on toes, he presses his palms against the glass. He peers at the woman resting inside the glass casket.
Circling the cart, Memor searches the curious faces, counting twenty. He glides before them, but their eyes ignore him. They watch the glass casket. Some whisper questions. A gaze meets his, wavers, and returns to the coffin. None ever remember his passing, forgetting him in an instant if they notice him at all. Reaching a face showing more concern than curiosity, he stops.
The lari shang, a long purple skirt, waves in the breeze about the ankles. The gold embroidery at the waist denotes rank, a captain. A big hand grips the handle of a sword as if expecting trouble. The other hand tugs long blond hair back off shoulder.
The captain shouts silent words. Sounds reside beyond the shadows along with the warmth of the morning sun.
Gazing up at the white stone buildings, Memor spots faces peeking out windows. Hanging from horizontal poles, purple banners wriggle and wave. Purple is the color of Larissa, a city snuggled between two steep mountain ranges. The brilliant snowy peaks tell Memor it is early spring.
Returning his attention on the captain, Memor reaches out and touches a memory. Sounds come alive: chirping birds, rippling banners, and murmuring voices. Boots tap the white bricks.
"Is she dead?" says someone, the hushed voice echoing the thoughts of the captain. Cool breeze ruffles the golden hair. The captain looks over the cart, white paint chipped and worn by weather. "Of course she is," says another. A grisly cargo, the woman inside the glass coffin appears pale, sickly.
"Captain Brunald."
Rising from the gloom, memories collide connecting together: the captain marches down a narrow street beside another soldier, a bright young face laughs at a joke. Linking memories lead to the name behind the voice: Morgan.
Captain Brunald nods at the coffin. "Morgan, do you recognize this woman?"
"No, sir. But a woman with dark hair stands out well enough. Someone must know of her."
Floating up from the dark, a face appears. Unlike most of the men of Larissa, the golden hair is cut short. Paris is his name. The captain asks Morgan to fetch Paris.
Memor releases. The world falls silent, colors dim, the crowd fading into apparitions. Gliding around the cart, he reaches out to the curious faces. He nibbles memories. Some appear random, recollections of cooking meals and scolding children erupt before falling back on the woman or the cart. A man sees the cart in blazing white as if freshly painted. One woman focuses on the hair, her first memory of seeing dark strands.
On the opposite side of the cart, a woman bursts through the circle. Grasping the boy's shoulder, she tugs him away from the glass, arms forming a protective shield. Gaze catching the woman inside the glass casket, her eyes grow wide with recognition.
Gliding around the cart, Memor reaches out. He touches a memory.
Weighted down by ice, tree limbs hang low forming a tunnel over the snowy path. Shivers race down, cloak tugging tight. Brightness exploding, the boy stands beside the wagon wheel and presses his hands against the glass. Get back. Black hair on purple pillow, white face. Snow. Cold. The frosty tunnel of trees returns. Wrapped in a black cloak, hood and shoulders kissed by frost, a woman peers into the dark forest. Flowing from the hood, dark hair wraps beneath chin. Fear sours the face. Holding a broom like a weapon, the woman from the glass casket swipes at air.
Memor grasps at the memory, but the stream shifts focusing on the son. Releasing, he steps back, the snowy scene hanging on his thoughts. He needs more. Immersion, find the right one, consume the memory revealing the identity of the sleeping woman. Entering the stream of memory is like falling into a river. The difficult part is climbing back out.
Turning back to the casket, Memor peers through the glass. He looks at the serene face. He imagines the gleaming smile on Mora, her dress flowing as she dances in the meadow. The moon floats in the sky. Frost speckles the fir trees circling the meadow. From within the waving grass, snow rises into mounds, winter eating autumn. Frost kisses the dark dress and flowing hair, and Mora glides and turns. She dances kicking up snow.
Facing the woman holding her son, Memor reaches out and latches on to the stream. Drinking the memories, sound engulfs him, voices from the crowd and chirps from the birds. He feels the crisp breeze. The smell of grime rises meeting a rhapsody of aromas. A sensory opulence, cinnamon, jasmine, and cedar from the nearby market, the explosion of linking memories tell him. The woman enjoys cinnamon sprinkles with her tea.
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