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Wonderland Mafia: Part 1: DIMENSION: WONDERLAND
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Licking his paw, Cheshire stayed out of distance. Alice disobeyed him. Oh, it was only a matter of time for that little girl to grow up. Humans lives were so short, that was what he thought. Helping that little girl, giving her some basic power to live longer, he thought it would be best.

No, no. Alice grew up, went into secrecy, started her own organization, and now this? He felt his claws become longer. This was not the Wonderland style he had been so fond of. This was a war he did not want to join.

The humans inside continued to talk while Cheshire continued to groom. Grooming was so important, you know. Cheshires don't naturally look that nice. Then again, he had no competition. There was no one left of his species, simply him. All the games his kind used to play, they were simply dreams now. 

"Do you have any pangs of guilt for what we're doing?" a woman asked as she looked around the room. Nervous human, not a surprise considering what they had been doing. Cheshire simply spread out his front paws and curled up tighter. "We are ruining the lives of two good people, Joe," the human woman spoke again.

"Missed opportunity if we don't, Chantal," her partner reminder her. "One human, and we'll make sure it was one of the non-free ones. One trapped by a contract willingly. As for the other, that guy isn't any more wonderful than all the other aliens on this god forsaken planet."

Cheshire opened his eye in the man's direction. How crude.

"She is still a human," Chantal said as she looked through folders.

"Nothing's human here. They become something else, something primal," Joe said as he picked up another folder. "If it wasn't for the fact we were all gutted before being taken to this place, I'd rather kill the thing."

Honestly. Cheshire's fur stood up slightly. He almost hissed, but he didn't need them to know he was there. Sinking Alice would be fun if they suspected double crossing...yet it would be redundant. She would need to see for herself how awful this plan had been. This would not work, Cheshire knew it. He turned over, licking his back paw. There was no need for concern yet, he should stay out of the way. For now. He closed his eyes, waiting for them to finish.

"What if this doesn't work? What if there's something were not thinking of? What if there's a law to make sure this doesn't happen?" 

"If there was, they wouldn't gut us all. No, they know if they messed up, there's hell to pay. We are going to give them hell to pay, Chantal. One baby, that's it. Just one from a human that's reproductive." 

"I still don't know if this will work. The natives never had rights."

"Universal laws, Chantal. I don't care how good they are, humans are a recognized leader of the planet Earth. It doesn't matter who is responsible for us. We aren't a meat market to pick and choose. We are humans, with human rights. This has to work. If it doesn't, the human race is over. Wonderland will eventually win."

Trademarks. Patents. Licensing. Oh, all the legal talk was such a bore. For now, many dimensions the queen wanted were out of her reach. But, Wonderland had limited rights it could explore. As long as the 'picking' didn't cause wars. As long as it didn't disrupt the environment or the ecosystem of another dimension. The chosen were often alone in open areas. In the country, in fields, and simple areas with limited people hanging around to be witness.

If only Cheshire's kind had been that lucky. Ooh, what was that in the corner? He crept around the humans, seeing a yummy morsel flitting to a hole.

"How is it looking over there?"

"I don't know. So far all of them are good. I wanted to find a . . .oh. This one is actually contracting with that betrayer, Preston Carrington. No, wait, his boss? She hasn't even told him yet that she is trying to be a contractee." Chantal's partner raised his head. "Do you see what I mean? No decency anymore. No marriage, just obedience."

Well. Cheshire tried to stifle a laugh. The morsel could get away, this conversation had become interesting. These humans, under Alice's HUMANA organization, they were a fun bunch. They thought they understood all the under belly of Wonderland...when they hardly had a clue. 

"Age?"

"Twenty One."

"That's young. Can't we go older?"

"Not a lot of humans want to willingly give their lives into slavery," her partner answered, "and there aren't many to pick from. You can't shove a baby to a good human because she's forty. Nuh uh. Her."

Age as well. Species, age, these humans. Cheshire felt almost ashamed he ever helped Alice with her little problem. Sending her back home and leaving her there, that's what he should have done. She would have grown old, died, and not continued to be a thorn in his side. Silly, silly cheshire he had been.

"She hasn't even told Carrington yet," the ignorant man said again. "Fine, yes, if she's rejected, we'll find another one if we can. The native though, it's easy. The leader." 

"She is just so young, and the leader of that pack? Why him?"

Pack, did she say Pack? Well, no wonder she was there. Her ethics were as misled as the man's own. Cheshire spotted his morsel in the corner, but decided not to pursue. The humans had made him lose his appetite. His food had more compassion than those humans. 

He was getting tired of humans. Perhaps it was time that he switched his appetite toward them? They preferred not to be there anyway, it would be a service.

"It'll be perfect. I wish I could see the fireworks," the human laughed, his mouth large. “That traitor Preston has always skirted relations with the mafia, this would fix him for good.”

"This is supposed to be for the human race, not your own grudges."

"Best candidates. Prime position. Protest if you want, but come on. The time is now. This is for the sake of Earth. For the sake of every humans rights. For humanity's future, Chantal."

"For humanity's future. Shay Austin and the original." 

For the love of a little kibble. Cheshire wished he could do it, sink his teeth into their meat. Oh, but old habits and memories died hard. Hearing the name of innocence in trouble, that conscience of his bit back. 

He closed his eyes. He had glimpsed the future, and it was not what they wanted. Destiny would not be rushed. Besides, humans were often too gamey anyway.

***
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Shay looked up to the ceiling from her bed. The aliens implanted bad dreams when she was first abducted fifteen years ago. She hated thinking about it. She was so young back then. A stupid party, and a cornfield. Regular kids who got punished for sneaking out would get grounded for a month. If she only knew that her punishment would be getting abducted.

She sat up in her bed, reaching over to her end table for light. The dreams weren't just hers, they were traditional with everyone. Every night at three o' clock, anyone that had been abducted would wake up with a shriek. Waking up in sweat and with tears, no one remembered what they dreamt of.

Shay was the same way. It wasn't hard to guess that it was probably the fear of abduction all over again. Created so that humans remained subservient. Subpar. 

Shay grabbed her necklace off the end table. After she opened it, the picture of her old self smiled back. Just a kid, an idiot back then. What she wouldn't give to have a picture of her parents. Instead, all that remained was the reminder of how she took things for granted. Family. Friends. Good food. The ability to choose.

Hope was useless, she learned that some time ago. No one made it out of Wonderland. Well, it was possible that there had been one. But instead of a magical world of white rabbits, talking cards and the Queen of Hearts? This world was simply mad, delusional and cruel. There was nothing wonderful about Wonderland. 

Fifteen years. That's half of her life in Wonderland, and she'll probably die there. Like the old Alice, she had dreamed of finding a way out years ago. Now, she would settle for getting into a position that wouldn't put her life in jeopardy every day. Enslavement to one person and not a planet, that was her ever after, and she would be glad to accept it.

Shay only had one friend, Torah. Her brother had enough skill that he was considered useful by Wonderland. Instead of the planet owning him, his boss had paid a high fee and kept him for himself. He had higher creds, and almost a normal life. He was appreciated, respected, and hopefully kind.

Her friend wasn't talking to her right now. During the fright hour, she knew she had to be up. All the lights across Wonderland had turned on that had involved anyone taken from their home planet. So many, streamed across the sky. This was when she always talked to her friend, Torah.

She pulled her arm to her face, turning on her monitor watch. On her monitor, Torah's face had shone. Tired, with her hair a mess. "Torah, can we finish talking?"

"What's to finish talking about?" Torah chided her. "You want to make yourself a contract girl to my brother. You want to become his slave. How am I supposed to deal with this Shay?"

Torah didn't understand. She had simple parts to perform in Wonderland. There was one thing that the fairytale did keep completely true. Wonderland was filled with entertainment because it was the number one entertainment planet in the universe. It found creatures across the stars that were unique, and it used them across their films, shows, videos, tapes, FB's, CG's, DVD's, DNS', and every other wild format their customers had. 

Torah was an actress. She played next to someone in a drama role. Shay? She had not been good at acting at all. She was a bumble, so Wonderland stuck her into the role of stunt model. There were no pulleys and hardly any safety nets. If she died, so what? They'd get another one.

There was no exchanging her job and she had to perform. Without it she would not receive creds. Creds bought everything, and without creds she would be starving and alone on the streets. Newbies always began that way on Wonderland. Refusing to listen, they would huddle on the streets, trying to get food. Eventually they would either die or come to realize the truth.

Alice never escaped. Once someone came to Wonderland, there was no way out. Alice was a warning not to stray away from the path. To not go out alone and explore, or you could end up in Wonderland. Alice's story was different on Wonderland. In their version, she didn't make it out at all. 

She had befriended the Mad Hatter, and he betrayed her. He danced in her blood before disappearing. It was a more sobering version than the fairytale of Earth.

Some who didn't want to believe that said Alice actually still existed on Wonderland somewhere. She had become a writer and had been creating fairytales for the world. She had been useful and had been given forced immortality. Shay greatly doubted that. Especially since there was no magic in Wonderland.

"Shay, are you listening?"

"Yeah, I'm here," Shay said paying attention to her monitor again. Torah was simply warning her about the same thing over and over.

"He could ask for anything. He isn't an easy way out."

"I know."

"You don't know him! He may be my relation, but you don't know him. He could hold you as a sex slave. You've never even had sex!"

"I know." 

"He could beat you. He could do anything."

Same warning. Shay was not stupid, there was no guarantee she would be treated well. Even the basic respect she had of most humans would be gone. For as much as humans hated Wonderland, they hated 'contractees' the most. Humans that made themselves willing slaves to other humans. It sounded sick and wrong to them.

But the world wasn't fair. There was no leaving Wonderland. Shay used to have more than one friend. She had met them in her jobs. Victoria, Allison, Bernand, and Iggy. Good people, all of them. Every one of them had died performing their 'role'. Shay would not leave the world that way, she would not!

Survival. That was what Wonderland was about. If she had to make herself a contract girl to survive, then that's what she had to do. "I am seeing him tomorrow. I made the contract with his boss, and if he accepts, the stunt work is over."

"Shay. I just don't think you understand..."

No, it was Torah that would never understand. "Get some rest. I'll tell you how it goes tomorrow." Shay turned off the button on her monitor and lied back down. Tomorrow she would learn her fate. 

Cheshire peered from the other corner of her bed. My, my. It was a storm that he could not prevent. 

Things used to be simple. He never even messed around in time, simply from place to place. His species had always been fun, time and space had been their playground. Naughty by nature, but in the end, they were just about playing. Even now, he was the last of his species, and he could not stop enjoying his life.

He only wished he could have had a better ending. A little more power like he used to. No more traps. To get away and explore more, the way nature intended the cheshires to do. He had another good two hundred years left if he didn't mess around. He had kept some of his powers away from Alice though. Time glimpsing, that would never be for her. Imagine the chaos she would have accomplished with that? Visiting the past. Pulling simple things out of dimensions, she would abuse that power. She was human, they instinctively wished to go overboard. They tended to become worse as they became older.

If he reached his paw out right now, and whirled her into a different dimension, would it work? He almost wanted to, but he could not control where she ended up. That would be a problem later. Perhaps, he could . . .oh, this was hurting his head. He took his paw and rubbed his head.  Wonderland every day had more magic drained from it. Cheshire was one of the last few beings with magic left, and it would be gone soon. If he did something, it would be only once. He had already wasted several trips. Time glimpsing was not a perfect art.

But traveling through dimensions with his body? That wasn't possible for him, or he could stop it all.

If he didn't share his power, he could have gone back further. But, then Alice could die. And after all . . .without Alice, there never would have been a fairytale where his species whimsical nature's could live on. Every dimension had known the tale she created. He was infamous, and most often wished he actually had the ability to speak with the same kind of quotable words others would remember.

But, he was a cheshire. Not a poet. This girl was not Alice, she was a woman called Shay. And this wouldn't be a lovely fairytale with a made up ending. She would be enslaving herself.
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Finding Home Part 1: DIMENSION: APOCALYPSE BOY’S 
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Cheryl heard the light scratching of the pencil to paper behind her. She was cooking on the stove, but she could hear that sound over anything. It was the sound of trouble with her brother. Dominic, a twelve year old with a bright future ahead of him, had a significant problem.

He saw things that weren't actually there.

When Dominic was younger, the images came to him only occasionally. As he matured with age the visions appeared more often. He had many pictures and drawings of the people Cheryl couldn't see. 

Scritch scritch scratch. That sound. That pencil. “Dominic, you should go play outside for a little while.”

“I can't right now,” he answered as he looked toward her. “She's out there.” He went back to his drawing.

Scritch scritch scratch.

A part of Cheryl wanted to believe that he could see the unseen, but it couldn't be true. She had a thought about it once and looked into it. There were such a thing as mediums, but they saw dead people. People that had lived and passed on. Ghosts and spirits.

Dominic didn't believe that he saw ghosts or spirits. He believed that he saw into different dimensions.

Not just any dimensions. Fairytales. Places that could never exist except in children's stories or imagination.

“I've told you once,” Cheryl said to her brother as she turned off the stove. After fixing Dominic's food, she would often fix her own share. There would be quiet in the house while Dominic played outside. There wasn't a big table in their house, she would have to sit somewhere else if he didn't finish up and go outside. “Dominic.”

“She's out there.”

Cheryl turned her attention back to him. He was staring out the screen of the front door. She glanced toward it herself, but was not surprised when she saw no one behind it. She fixated back toward Dominic who stopped his drawing to eat some of his bread. 

Today, she would have to eat on the couch. It would be nice to have a big enough table where they could eat at the same time without feeling claustrophobic. Cheryl served up the food from her pan onto a plate. Her house was not the most respectable, many would be surprised it even had someone living in it.

It was what Cheryl could afford. She had no high school degree, and no work experience. When she was eighteen, her parents were both lost in a car wreck. Her parents had been caring, but the family tree had not been. They were treated like complete strangers.

Her aunt and uncle helped her out with some money. She thanked them each month, trying to show how grateful she had been that they didn't abandon her and her brother. She couldn't afford college, or to ever leave Kansas, but she could still raise herself and Dominic.

Ever since the day he had been born, Dominic had acted different. He never got into trouble, and always did as he had been told. A dream child any parent would love to have, but as he became old enough to communicate, Cheryl knew he would have problems the older he matured. Her aunt and uncle paid his medical bill to a special doctor that lived near them, and he worked with Dominic.

A bright kid, sweet, but he didn't always respond to the world. He believed he was seeing different worlds separate from his own. Still, even though he wasn't always the best communicator, he was someone she loved dearly. The last of her family.

Dominic had to be home schooled too. Cheryl received extra money not to send him to public school. Cheryl herself didn't want him to go either, fearing how others may treat him. 

“She's out there, Cheryl,” Dominic repeated from the table as he ate his last piece of food. “Don't make me go out there. She is too sad. She doesn't want to marry anyone. I want to tell her it's okay, but she can't hear me.” He brushed his light hair out of the way as he picked up his plate. “Cheshire wants to help her.”

“What?” Cheryl approached her brother with her plate. 

“Cheshire.” Dominic repeated casually as he set his dish in the sink. “He wants to help.”

Cheryl almost lost it as she landed in Dominic's previous spot on the kitchen seat. “Who is Cheshire?” She probably knew the answer.

“The. . .” Dominic fidgeted with his fingers. “The special creature from Wonderland.”

Cheryl closed her eyes. She would have expected by his age that the doctor would have given him some kind of medication to help. He was the only doctor her aunt and uncle would allow to see Dominic. The trusted family doctor. 

They had always known best, so she had to go with his opinion. She wanted to speak to Dominic about what he saw, tell him it wasn't real, or that he was confusing fairytales with something else. Maybe he was a medium? She expected it, the way he seemed so sure of things. She wasn't supposed to though. Although it would make her feel better, the doctor said it would not help. He alone spoke to Dominic about the matters.

“I know you don't believe me,” Dominic said to her. “I have trouble trusting myself sometimes, but it's all coming together. The end.”

“The end?” Cheryl sighed as she tipped her head back. “What do you mean?”

“When worlds collide, it will be the end of days.” Dominic walked off toward the screen door. “Some have been trapped while others have come back and forth. The apocalypse isn't a simple boom with the Earth being destroyed. It's the end of everything.” He pressed his hand against the glass of the door. “It's coming.”

Cheryl took a bite of her food and shook her head. Dominic was far from a normal twelve year old. He had gifted intelligence. If only he didn't think he saw fairytales. Who knew how far he could have gone in the world?

He'd get past Kansas. 

His sister Cheryl never believed him. Dominic usually watched his mouth around her, knowing she couldn't be coerced. If other people knew what he saw, they'd call him a freak. No one saw what he did. Colors, it would be great to see in more colors than blue. Maybe he could pretend he was normal that way. In his eyes though, he couldn't tell between the real world and the world he could see. He could guess that Cheryl could see the car out front, but probably not the woman pacing beside it. She could be real, but chances were she hadn't been. He'd seen her several times before. She was paired with another guy in his thoughts.

He had been quiet once about seeing things, and it worked out for a little while. His doctor and Cheryl both became worried that he was in denial. He knew denying the truth wouldn't work for long, especially as time went by. He began to see more than the characters, he saw his own future. He knew that Cheryl wouldn't be with him much longer.

It was late and his sister had been in bed. He had got up, having a sick feeling in his stomach. He knew what was outside the kitchen window, although he didn't want to believe it. He yanked the curtain back.

It was here.

Cheryl woke up in a start as she heard Dominic yell for her. Outside there was a large boom. She grabbed her robe, slipped on her slippers and grabbed the door handle. “Dominic!”

Dominic was in the kitchen looking out the window. 

“Dominic?” Cheryl came closer to him until she looked out the window. Her hand quickly covered her mouth. They were on the outskirts of their small town, but they always had a view of it from the flat land it sat on. There were no houses, no cars, and no people. There wasn't even dirt, but a large swirling cloud the diameter of the town.

“You see?” Dominic ducked his head down. “I wish I didn't see sometimes. I wish I didn’t see!”

Cheryl grabbed her brother, bringing him closer to her. Dominic had been right. The town had been swallowed by some strange portal to another dimension.
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The Perfect Girl: THE APOCALYPSE GIRL’S DIMENSION


[image: image]


“Is this everyone?” the stark leader commanded with his hands folded behind his back.

Margara held her baby tightly as she waited in line. Her daughter had only been born four days ago. She didn’t even want to bring her out of the house for too long, just in case she became ill. Covering her daughter’s beautiful face, she tried to stay hard as a rock. All Margara wanted was to raise her daughter with all the love and devotion she had to give. If she were the chosen one, that would never happen. However, Margara could not take her newborn out of the area. She would be killed for messing around with the selection process.

Any other day. Any other week. Any other year. The event did not come that often, but nature chose when babies were born. There was no changing that fact, and her daughter was going to be a part of that event.

For that day was decision day. A girl would be taken for the sake of the world. Although her life would not be sacrificed physically, emotionally it would not be a real life. The girl would have no name, only be known as the Apocalypse Girl. She would have no friends or family. She would be revered and worshipped daily by everyone of the village, but she would lead a hard life of having to be perfect. Only a perfect person could be the Apocalypse Girl. Whips and physical abuse, anything could be used to attain what they wanted out of the child chosen. Even her innocent four day old daughter. She would never see her again, only worship her from the ground.

There were parents there with the same kind of dread Margara faced, while others were bursting with joy. They were in love with the concept of their daughter being worthy of so much attention, having such a role to play in the world. It was far from what Margara felt, but it was not something that could be helped.

There were two people, usually children in their culture, chosen to change fate for the sake of the world. Some dimensions had strong powers that were so strong it was breaking a fabric between it and other dimensions. Some dimensions were so weak that it couldn’t maintain a strong bond with others. A child between a weaker world and a stronger world was needed to restore a bond.

No one could travel through dimensions except certain gods though, and they could not be on the same level of understanding it took to understand these creatures. No, it took a boy and a girl chosen to travel by the gods to deal with the situations.

According to legend, it started at the beginning of time. A boy and girl had always traveled from dimension to dimension, making sure the balance remained equal. For if the balance was thrown off even a little, a dimension would collapse. If too many dimensions collapsed, then all of reality would be sent to hell. In theory. Truly, only the gods would know what would happen.

Margara’s planet had always raised the chosen child who would be the Apocalypse Girl for centuries. It was an honor to have such a privilege. It was also a curse though. Not just for the hard life, but what she had to do. The one who was the chosen boy would bring couples together to create the weak and strong bond needed. It was a fulfilling role that only strengthened a person’s spirit.

However, the girl. The Apocalypse Girl kept a strong bond from becoming stronger. When a child could be conceived that would be too powerful, it was her responsibility to stop it however she could. She destroyed loving connections that had already bloomed. Anyone on the outside looking in would say the Apocalypse Girl was the villain. The boy was the saver of love, while the girl doomed a couple throughout eternity.

That could be her daughter. Whipped and beaten to become correct. To be perfect. To become a master at destroying love. The result would leave her . . . “emotionless.”

“Do not speak!” one of the guards said as they shook her arm. “This is a serious matter, do not speak unless you are spoken to.”

Margara straightened up and tried not to think of the possibilities. One baby would be picked that day. Any infant under one year old was a candidate but the younger, the better to the leaders. The younger it was, the less bonding it would have with its mother, which is why her fear consumed her so much. Were there any children younger than four days? Oh, why couldn’t they just pick from the parents who looked excited to have their child chosen? Why did she have to allow her baby girl to go through this?

Please. Anyone else’s. It was a selfish wish, but this was her baby. From the day it was born, the doctors would not even put down an official name. They knew the chances were high that it would be chosen and such nonsense would have to be reversed anyhow. Since she held her baby, she did not have a moment of bliss where she did not fear the outcome.

“Name?” An official came toward her. She had no choice but to let them peek at her daughter. “Newborn?”

“Four days,” Margara had to admit. She wanted to lie but to do so would be treason in such a tradition. She would be killed and her baby taken away. “The doctors would not let me name her.” She watched in horror as he lifted her up and began to take her forward.

Not her.

Not her.

***
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“I don’t get it, why do we always have to come here?” Almada said as she grabbed some of the red petals out of the basket and sprinkled them to the sacred girl. “I’m hungry and she has enough. More than enough. The whole family could live on a day of her offerings for a month. ”

“You do not speak ill of the one who saves us all,” Margara chided her daughter. “She bears a heavy responsibility.” Kneeling down she offered a small prayer like many others were doing.

Almada tried to hide a sigh as she bent down. The Apocalypse Girl was her age, but she didn’t ever come out to play. Day and night people brought her flowers, offerings, expensive jewelry, food, and prayers. Almada barely even bothered to make eye contact with the strange sacred girl’s temple. This week though, they were going to be having a big supper with friends and there was little time to prepare because her mother had arranged that day to be their worshipping day to the sacred girl. “Are we done now? She got the flowers.”

“Almada.” Her mother glared at her. “You should be respectful to her. If it was not for her-“

“-we would not be saved from the eventual apocalypse,” Almada finished her sentence.

“Almada.” Her mother paused. “Our family worships her more than any other.”

“So?” Almada groaned. “It’s not a competition. My friends only come twice a week on average they say, but we are always here.”

“Yes, even during blizzards and the rains,” her mother said softly. “Do you never wonder why we worship her the most?”

Almada shrugged but watched her mother’s eyes. They were becoming teary. Worshipping often made her mother emotional.

“I weep for her every day, Almada. I am never allowed to see or hear her, yet I cannot waste a single day to be near her. To thank her.” Her mother wiped her eyes. “You are old enough to know now. She took your place as the Apocalypse Girl.”

Almada looked back at her mother. “What?”

“You do not have the riches, the fame or the destiny of her. You have your father, your little brother, and I though. She has no one. If not for her, you would be there. With no one.” Her mother gestured toward the Apocalypse Girl. “See not what the others see. Imagine a life without me, and only of what she has. That could have been you. She may be destined to save us all, but she has already saved you a terrible fate.”

“Well . . .” Almada didn’t know what to say to that. She was supposed to be the Apocalypse Girl? “At least she is worshipped and in good hands.”

“Look at her. Not what’s around her. Look at your savior with clear eyes, Almada.”

Almada looked up toward the girl. It was hard to see her at the angle she was kneeling at in the temple. She got up and headed more toward the left. She was still too small to quite see her. Seeing a barrel, she climbed up on it and peered in.

The Apocalypse Girl was not even aware of anyone praying toward her. She picked up no gifts or offerings. She wore an outfit of green. Simple and backless. On her back were red marks.

Almada almost lost her grip, she was so surprised. Who dared to lay a hand on the sacred girl? She ran back toward her mother. “How could anyone do that?”

“I know not of what you speak, but I suppose the answer is training,” her mother said, answering her in a way that would not get them into trouble in public. “We do not worship the individual girl, but the position she holds. This is why she has no name. Now, come pay respects for the Apocalypse Girl so we can be on our way.”

“But . . .” Almada didn’t really know what to say. “I was really supposed to be stuck there?”

“Before you were taken and announced, mere seconds before your life was changed forever, a witch came. A powerful witch. She practically threw her month old daughter toward the one carrying you. I quickly caught you as he grabbed her.” Her mother gulped. “I will never forget her words. ‘She is useless to me. Use her, or kill her.’ Those were her mother’s words about her.” She closed her eyes. A mother so cruel. Without her though . . . no. “Come, Almada, I won’t risk losing you for the sake of overstaying my welcome.”

“Hm.” Almada looked one more time at the window. “Do you still have my new jumping rope in there, momma?” When her mother reached for it, Almada looked at it. It wasn’t flowers or a prayer, but the girl would get to play with it. Throwing it as high as she could, it reached a ledge. “It caught on the ledge.”

“Come, it’s getting late and we have plans.” Margara grabbed her hand. Almada left, but not before noticing the jump rope she threw had somehow disappeared from the ledge. “Thank you for giving up so much to save us. Hail, Apocalypse Girl!” she shouted. 

***
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Apocalypse Girl kept her eyes trained on her studies in front of her. She heard the prayers and knew of the donations daily, but she couldn’t go out and say ‘you’re welcome’ each day. She had not even done anything yet. Soon though she would be worthy of the praises. She would defeat the love out there that threatened to send reality into hell.

Today though, her mind did dwell on the side of her abode. A young girl about her age kept looking in at her. Getting up to a good level to see inside at her level was a feat. It was not her fault that she took notice and it defeated her studies for a moment.

In her hand she held the offering of the girl. It was a rope of a different color than the usual she knew. It was softer rope, not the kind she had been bound with in the past. The endings were tied up by themselves. Realizing she was holding something that could be considered a toy, she tossed it in a corner and continued with her studies.

She must study.

She must learn.

That girl depended on her. All of their civilization depended on her. Worlds depended upon her. If she failed, it would mean the end. She would not be the cause of the apocalypse. No Apocalypse Girl had ever failed, and she would not be the first.

She would be the savior. She would study and learn. She would save everyone. She was superior, the most superior being in any dimension.

She must save.

Had to save everyone.

Study. Learn. Save.

“Apocalypse Girl!”

Apocalypse Girl seized up as she heard one of her teachers. He grabbed the rope beside her. “It was an offering. Someone threw it beside my window, I felt compelled to examine it and see if it was worthy of me.”

“And is it?” he practically growled at her.

“It’s some synthetic rope, dull and soft with colors for the weak minded that need bright colors to lure them into a false sense of safety.” Apocalypse Girl did not lift her head. “No, after studying it, I know it is not worthy of me at all.”

“Then why did you pick it up?” He threw the rope down into the corner. “There are several people offering prayer, flowers, and expensive trinkets to you. That is not an appropriate form of respect.”

“Yes, I know.” She kept her eyes trained on her studying papers. “A moment of lapse as I studied it. I am not familiar with child play. That which I am unfamiliar with, I cannot use to help me in the future.”

“Words of wisdom.” He pointed to the corner with the rope. “That is child play. There is nothing to it. They have simple things and make use of it for their own petty desires to waste time. Study it, but do not play with it.”

Apocalypse Girl nodded lightly. She did not turn her face away until well after he was gone.

She stared at the jump rope. A child’s toy. Something that the peasants of the village gave their children to play with to occupy their time. If they were not sedated with something, they would cry and whine until death. That is what she had learned.

She did not need sedated. She had things to do. There was no time to play with toys or any frivolities when one was responsible for saving the world. Every moment that was lost would be something she didn’t learn that could be used for saving.

Avoiding the rope, she continued with her studies.

She had to learn.

––––––––
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Had to study.

Had to save.

Until the day she was summoned.
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The Dangerous Land of Oz Part 1: DIMENSION: APOCALYPSE BOY’S 
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Darlene stumbled slightly as she made her way through the cornfield. It was a great Halloween party, but everyone had been drinking. That would be fine, but she was the designated driver for the night. Her friends had not helped things, teasing her that she couldn't have anything, not even a jello shot. Feeling restless and swearing someone else would be the driver next time, she headed to the car. 

Darlene lived in the middle of Kansas, and there was nothing going on. All the time. It was a small town, plopped in the middle of nowhere land and 'where the hell is that'. She hugged the arms of her witch outfit as she walked. It had become chillier than she had expected. 

“Excuse me?”

Darlene heard a voice around her. She looked around, but saw nothing except an old scarecrow up on its pole.

“Excuse me?”

No way. Darlene crept closer to the scarecrow. Okay, her friends were playing a practical joke. As she neared it even closer, she was startled as a hand shot up and caught the rim of the old hat.

“Oh, hello.” A person smiled brightly. “Could I ask for some assistance?”

“Worst joke ever,” Darlene said to him. 

“Joke?” he added. “This is no joke. I need a little help getting down.”

Blonde hair. Cute. Darlene had never seen him before. “Are you new in town?” That might explain it. It couldn’t be a joke, someone had to have strung him up there. 

“You could say that?” His answer was also a question as he threw the straw hat onto the ground. He looked around from his spot on the pole. “I have never been here before. Have we been whisked across the desert?”

Desert? “That'd explain it.” Darlene went over closer to the man. “Don't mess with Jayhawkers. There's some here that have nothing to lose.”

“What is a Jayhawker?” The man asked.

“People born in Kansas. Who are you, man?” Darlene backed up. 

“In need of help?”

“That's what people say right before they take someone out,” Darlene disagreed. Maybe she should call Scott or Joe instead. The town she lived in never had anything dangerous, but there were never many strangers either.

“Please, I would never betray you. I am a single scarecrow against a witch!” He pleaded to her.

A witch? Darlene looked at her outfit. “How much have you had to drink? It's a costume.” Darlene moved toward him again, deciding to help him down. He certainly didn't do that to himself, and her friends weren't too far if something went wrong. Looking at the back of the pole, she saw the extent of the cruel joke. His clothing was completely tethered to it. It snuck through the back of his shirt, and through his left pant leg. “That looks painful.”

“Quite, and I'm not used to pain,” he said anxiously. “Please, some assistance?”

Darlene didn't know exactly how to help other than to take his clothes off. That wasn't going to be an option though. She could break the wood, but what if it splintered and hurt him back? Deciding that gravity would be her best bet, she started to push and kick the wood until it tumbled.

She heard a slight sound of distress as it fell to the ground. Grabbing the wooden pole from behind his back, she began to yank it out slowly. She could see that his back was already painfully bruised, red, and scratched from the pole. “This is the cruelest joke ever played. You okay?”

“There is much pain. I am not used to that.” The guy stood up and touched his body. “I survived.” He spun around in a circle slowly, taking in the surroundings. “I have arrived in Kansas.”

“Yeah, welcome.” Darlene gestured to his clothes. “They went all out with the joke, you're dressed in blue.”

“Oh, yes, the Munchkins made me,” he answered. “The Munchkins loved blue. I had moved to green clothes, but I suppose I longed for blue in the end. A simpler time.” He extended his hand. “Scarecrow.”

“Yeah, you were hanging up like one,” Darlene agreed. “Come on, let's head back to the party. We'll find out more about you, and get you home so you can change.”

“I don't know how to go home.” He touched his nose. “I am not used to this face. I miss my painted one. This feels much more dimensional.” He touched his mouth. “My mouth is open and it moves, but I have no more straw inside for it to fall out.” He touched his head. “At least I still have my brain.”

Maybe. Darlene was beginning to expect he was treated badly because he was off his rocker.

“Oh, dear!” He declared. “What shall I do? Home is lost, and I am in Kansas.” He reached out to Darlene, grabbing her shoulders. “Where is Dorothy, my friend? I need my friend right now!”

“Okay, that's it.” Darlene pushed his hands off of her, drawing the line. “I don't know you, so don't think about putting your hands on me, you delirious whack job! What do you think this is, The Wonderful World of Oz or something?”

“Oz! You know of my home?” His delight that she knew the fairytale couldn't be described. The odd fellow even made a sort of jump in the air. “Do you know of my friend, Dorothy?”

Darlene looked around, wondering how she could have been stupid enough to get into this mess. Her friends shouldn't be far. “Hey, some help here?” she shouted out.

“Yes, help please!” The man shouted too. “I am looking for Dorothy!” He gestured around the air. “I have never heard of asking a sky for help, but anything's possible.”

“Look, there is no Dorothy,” Darlene said as she tried to back away. “She's just a fairytale like Cinderella or Snow White.”

“Snow White?” he asked her. “You mean you believe that Dorothy is an imaginary character like the dwarves? The Snow Queen? The Apocalypse Boy?”

Odd. Darlene had heard of all of those, except for Apocalypse Boy. “What's Apocalypse Boy?”

“The most known of all fairytales.” He spoke softer. “Well, what do you know of Dorothy then?”

“Look, Oz is just a fairytale world, and she's some character from a farm in the nineteen thirties or whatever. I forget, a long time ago.”

“Nineteen thirty. What is a nineteen thirty?” He asked her. “And please, call me Scarecrow. What is your name?”

“Nine one one,” Darlene said, guessing he wouldn't get the joke. She called back out to her friends, but there was no sound. “Just hang out right here, I've got to check on my friends.”

“Be careful, it is dangerous right now,” Scarecrow said as he followed her in. This lady knew of nothing that had happened, that much was clear. She may have some idea of his world, but she didn't seem to understand many things. 

“Scott? Joe? Tish?” The lady called out. “What's going on, where are you guys?” She was standing in the middle of an open field. “Right here, everyone should be right here. Come out, this isn't funny!”

“It's not a joke,” Scarecrow said as he came to her side. “I am afraid my arrival may have sent them into another dimension. They must have been sent somewhere else.”

“No one has been sent anywhere else,” she said as she walked further, still not heeding his warning. She went to the other side of the cornfield and stepped in “Tish―”

Hearing the change in her tempo, Scarecrow ran fast to her, grabbing her. “Be careful, you must listen!”

“What in the hell?!”

Scarecrow looked down. He'd grabbed her just in time. There was a large swirling pool of nothingness. The last thing he had seen before he had got sucked in. They both scooted backward as they watched the strange pool move even closer.

“What in the hell is that thing?!”

My, she needed some courtesy language lessons. “That is where your friends must have been sucked to. I don't recommend falling in, there's no telling where you will end up.” He pulled on his nose. “Or how you will end up.”

She moved farther away from there, running from the cornfield along with him. “We have to call the police, the authorities, or something!”

“Who? The leaders of the land?” Scarecrow asked. “I once ruled the City of Emeralds, but I don't see how I could help yet. I don't even understand the new land I am in. Or, dimension. Whatever you wish to call it here. Could you help me find Dorothy now?”

“Dorothy is gone.” The lady finally stopped, looking at him in a serious way for the first time. “Are you saying that you are the real Scarecrow? From the book? That is real?”

“Yes, I am as real as you are,” Scarecrow answered her, “now where has Dorothy gone?”

“If the book written was true, she lived in the distant past,” she answered. “Only her great descendants would be alive.”

“Oh. I see. Time has flowed differently.” Scarecrow placed his hand in front of his mouth. How sad. “Dorothy had always been so sweet. The size of the Munchkins but even kinder.” He remembered the first time he had met the young girl. All she had wanted was to get home. An impossible feat, yet she didn't give up. Oh, if only he could do the same thing. The damage had been done though, his home was gone. Now, his only friend he could have had there, was now gone too. “Did she grow up happy?”

“I don't know. I thought she had been just a character.” The lady in front of him mumbled, unsure. “Sorry for your loss.”

“I am in Kansas though, and I was brought to the closest thing resembling my old self.” He looked at his hands, marveling at how different they were now. They had five digits, skin, and were larger versions of Dorothy's body and the Munchkins. Even though he now experienced pain on the back of his body, he felt more stable with no need for additional help from a staff. The pain though, what a sensation! He hoped it went away soon. Emotional and physical, he was hurting in every way. “I wish I could have met my friend one more time.” He looked at the woman in front of him.

Clearly much older than little Dorothy, her eyes were bright like hers. Her hair wasn't similar, but the curves of her face. Could it be? “Did your ancestor work on a farm in Kansas?”

“Well, yeah, but that was lost ages ago,” she said. “Couldn't make it through. Most of the family works for meat plants.”

“Meat plants?” Scarecrow asked not knowing the word. “Carnivorous plants?
“No. You don't need details,” she answered, “just forget it.” She rubbed her shoulders, clearly uncomfortable with the situation of losing her friends to another dimension. “How do I get them back?”

“I've no idea,” Scarecrow answered as he gestured around. “You will need a great wizard or witch, and you would need to be in their new dimension. After seeing the events in the last month of Oz. . .I do not recommend it. Not every dimension is compatible, or survivable.”

“They are lost?” She looked toward the cornfield again. “Forever? I don't believe it, I don't.” She moved toward an odd looking carriage, and pointed something toward it so it made a noise. She opened the door and got inside. “Get in the car.” She opened the other door.

Scarecrow shrugged. “Sitting down is not something I often do.” It was something he never did, he had been a scarecrow.

“Get in this car,” she demanded. “I don't have time to waste, I need to find help.”

Using one foot at a time, and finding that his back arched easily, he sat down in the chair. Oddly, the action was rather relaxing. He grabbed the door and shut it as the lady took off. “I'm sorry, but I still have not received your name. It was not really nine one one, was it?”

“Darlene. Put on your seat belt,” she said right before she swung the vehicle around in a rapid U-turn. 

Scarecrow held onto the the board in front of him as he felt several dips and bumps. He reached for the side and stretched the belt to something in the middle of the car. He had seen what she did with her belt, which had made it easier. He was excellent at mimicry. The vehicle should obviously not be going this fast so the belt may be a life saver for him. He was no longer made of straw, and the idea of more pain didn't suit him. The ground soon became a path, much like a yellow brick road, except it was black and not made of brick. It was smoother and the wild driving was easier to handle on it. That easiness however ended as the vehicle roughly stopped. It made a loud screech and there was a smell now being emitted from the car.

In front of them was nothing but a void that was many times bigger than the other had been. 

Darlene banged her wheel and she broke down, weeping and yelling at the same time.

Seeing how a road seemed to lead to nowhere except to the void, Scarecrow could guess what had happened. Her entire land that she had lived in had been swallowed whole. The same thing had happened in Munchkinland. It had been the first of them to go. She deserved to grieve for those she knew, but the dimension hole could change direction. “We must leave. Nothing can be done.”

“My family, my whole family. My whole town. My home!” Darlene looked over toward him. “Where am I supposed to go?”

“I do not know your world, but I suppose, somewhere new with safety?” He figured that would be an obvious answer, but she didn't seem inclined to listen to that. 

“With what? I don't have any money on me, it was at home.” Darlene closed her eyes and banged her head on the wheel. “This has to be a dream. Someone spiked the punch and I fell over or something.” She bit her hand and then pulled it back. Bite impressions were left on it, and she shook her hand repeatedly. She must have realized it was not a dream. “My home.”

He didn't want to warn her again that they should get moving, but they couldn't stay there. He watched the hole though and saw the size decreasing as it whirled. It was almost closed. He was thankful for that. Darlene would need time to come to terms with what had happened.

Scarecrow would also have to come to terms with his new world. No longer straw and old clothes, he was made of skin. He had a real brain like Dorothy, and a real heart too. He had bones, and everything else of the Munchkins. He also could feel physical pain, something he wished he could have denied. Emotional had been enough. 

He watched as Darlene hit a button on her belt, got out of the car and walked to the empty ground that the hole had disappeared from. She sat down on the ground, uncaring about what else could happen. She reached out and grabbed some dirt, pouring it through her fingers.

Scarecrow hit a little button on his belt, following her lead, and also left the car. 

He stood guard as the young lady sat on the ground dealing with her grief. 

***
[image: image]


Walking. With a man who called himself Scarecrow. That's how she spent the night and part of the morning. He seemed okay with the whole thing, and if the walking part of the fairytale held true, Darlene could believe he was used to it. She on the other hand, wasn't. They were in the middle of nowhere. She had no money. This wasn't a fantasy world where they could find food and helpful people along the way. Without money people could die. Darlene only knew one place they could seek safety from, and it was a long trek. Her grandmother owned her country home, but it was in another town.

Darlene had the key, but she didn't want to startle her grandma. It was early morning by the time they arrived. She knocked on her bedroom window, and watched her bedroom light flicker on. 

Her grandma opened the door for her. “Grandma!” Darlene hugged her closely. “Something terrible has happened.”

Darlene reiterated everything that had happened, and about Scarecrow too. “I know it sounds crazy, but it's all gone. It will probably be on the news tomorrow. Everyone is gone, and I don't know where they went.”

“I see.” Her grandmother nodded to Scarecrow. “It's an honor to meet you. Dorothy told me much about you.”

Scarecrow grinned. “You knew Dorothy?”

“Yes, she was my great Aunt Dorothy, many years ago. She had told me about her adventures when I was younger. Even though it sounded fantastic and a child's dream, she was a convincing woman.”

“Oh, Dorothy had really been something, a sweet girl,” Scarecrow added. “I never forgot that girl no matter how much time passed in Oz. Oh, Oz.” He looked toward the ground. “This world must have no magic, I cannot be a real scarecrow here.” He pointed at his nose and mouth. “No straw. Pain hurts too. I hate the pain in this dimension. I miss home so badly.”

Darlene's grandmother laid her hand on hers. “I am sure that everyone is fine. A change to another dimension doesn't mean death. It's rare though, so rare. It probably happened as a ripple effect of Scarecrow coming through. His wishes or last thoughts must have led him here, to the last of Dorothy's descendants.”

“You believe they'll be okay?” Darlene asked. “Do you know how we can get them back?”

“I don't, but I also don't find it comforting that Oz is gone. Don't wander off too far from Scarecrow.” Her grandmother tried to stand up again. “At ninety, I need enough help myself, I won't be able to help him as much. He will need to learn to eat, to bathe, and to sleep.”

“Oh.” Darlene looked toward Scarecrow. “We'll start with sleep.” She was so tired from that long walk. She knew where her grandmother's spare bedroom was so she stood up, intent on going.

“He can't wear those ragged clothes around here either. You will need to go shopping,” her grandmother warned her. 

“Later. We walked a long way,” Darlene complained. “My car didn't make the trip and our legs barely did. We need rest.”

“I do feel different,” Scarecrow admitted. He was still standing. “I suppose in this new non-scarecrow body, I must learn to sleep and eat.” He sighed. “Time consuming.”

“Another thing, your name,” Darlene's grandmother said before they left. “No one is named Scarecrow. You will have to change your name.”

“Change my name? Absurd!” Scarecrow crossed his arms. “I do not wish to change my name.”

“Later. Sleep,” Darlene almost slurred. “Come on, Scarecrow.”

“Uh uh,” her grandmother interrupted. “Get him to sleep first in the bed. You can sleep with me tonight. I don't want you sharing a bed with him.”

“He was a scarecrow,” Darlene said, whining and only wanting to go to bed. If he watched her sleep, he'd figure it out. “The scarecrow from a fairytale.”

“True, but he's not anymore, is he?” her grandmother winked. “He is a nice looking man. I'd say in his twenties?”

“Is that what I look like?” Scarecrow touched his nose again. “I feel lumpy on the face, that's all I know. I hope I'm pleasant looking.”

“Pleasant looking, sweet, and a nice voice with little experience.” Her grandmother looked back at Darlene. “Separate bedroom, please.”

“Fine, whatever,” Darlene mumbled. She'd have to get him to figure out sleep before she was allowed to sleep herself.

“Tomorrow, you need to visit your cousins, Cheryl and Dominic,” her grandmother added before they left.

Darlene turned around to look at her. “Who?”

“Cheryl and Dominic.”

“I don't have cousins with those names.”

“Cheryl Closin,” her grandmother said. “Although she went by Deeks for a time, she started going by her father’s last name instead. She lives on the outmost skirts of town, and probably missed the dimension hole. It may be time to bring her into the family.”

“Cheryl was my cousin?” Darlene asked in disbelief “Cheryl, the silent woman that comes down but never talks to no one? You never bothered telling me we were related?”

“The family stayed its own separate ways. She didn't bother us, and we did not bother her. Not until now.” 

“You said she went by Deeks though before? I thought people took the man’s last name, that doesn’t make sense.”

Her grandmother gestured back to the rooms. “Get some rest. I will tell you more tomorrow.”

***
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“Hello,” Darlene's grandmother said on a strange object. It was similar to what Darlene herself had been on. Her expression however was different though as she hung the object up. She patted Scarecrow's leg. “Nice to see you sitting on the couch. You pick up fast on things.”

“My new body finds it more comfortable,” he admitted. “Odd though, I am still not used to this feeling. Darlene showed me how to eat this morning, but I have another rumbling in my stomach. It is a good thing this food tastes wonderful,” he laughed. He rubbed his blonde hair, trying to get used to the feel of it. He would have to get used to so many things. 

“It seems you will have to learn another new thing.” The elderly woman sighed and patted his leg again. “You must do something. This is not going to be as easy as eating or sleeping.”

He had something else to learn again, not a surprise. “It is okay. It is a nuisance, but I will get used to it all.” He propped his feet up on the little table in front of him. “I can have absolutely no feet on the ground. Isn't it remarkable?”

“Yes, but not proper,” the older woman reminded him. He quickly placed his feet back down. “Having sex with my granddaughter is also not proper from my point of view, but DIM says you are the ones. She was dressed as a witch, you were a scarecrow, it must be. Just try and make it cute.”

“Make what cute?” Scarecrow asked. “What is sex?”

“A sort of . . .act of love declaration?” She fidgeted her hands around. “Oh, Darlene is going to have a cow. You are not her type at all.”

“Type?” More funny words he didn't understand. “I am human now, so I think I am her type. Why would she be having a cow though? Is she planning on having a family with a cow?”

“That's not what I mean.” Darlene's grandmother groaned. “Until you know this world better, I can't see how this can be done.”

“Hey.” Darlene walked into the room and looked toward Scarecrow. “Did I miss anything?”

“Yes,” he answered. “Your grandmother says we must have sex.”

Strangely, she walked backwards and away.

“Oh, you!” Darlene's grandmother yelled at him as she went back after Darlene.

“Oh, dear.” Perhaps he should have been more sensitive with the subject manner? Scarecrow sighed. He didn’t even understand the subject matter.

“Darlene, we need to talk,” her grandmother said as she followed her back into another room.

“You can’t tell me that bozo knows that word,” Darlene said as she gestured back toward Scarecrow in the other room. “What is he talking about? What have you been telling him?”

“Darlene, there is no easy way to say this. Many of our family members are a part of DIM.

Dimensional Investigative Missions. They watch out for gateways through different dimensions.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a badge. “Although I am inactive, I have still kept my old badge.”

Darlene took her grandmother's badge. “DIM?”

“I was something when I was younger. As soon as Scarecrow arrived, I had informed them.” Her grandmother touched her shoulder. “I know now why he came to you. Our dimensions have been showing signs of wear. Something has been abusing the privilege of the dimension holes, and the apocalypse will happen if it isn't stopped.”

Darlene rubbed the old badge in her hand. “How would it stop?”

“Certain others from other dimensions are chosen,” her grandmother answered. “Babies born between characters of other dimensions will help provide strength and will end the risks we face of the end coming.” Her grandmother touched her lips thoughtfully. “One of the first and most memorable prophecies talks about a witch and a scarecrow. Darlene, you are still in your halloween outfit. Chances are that you and Scarecrow must create a baby.”

“Uh?” Darlene shook her head. “No way, never going to happen. The guy can't even eat without guidance.”

“He's a fast learner, but you'll have to teach him the ropes.”

“That is disgusting, no way!” Darlene shouted at her grandmother. 

“Yes way, Darlene! We are not going to have the end of everything simply because you aren't attracted to him,” her grandmother countered her. “It could be worse. Look at him.”

Darlene looked over at Scarecrow still in the other room. “Yeah, outside he's a little . . .nice.” His hair was a towhead blonde, medium length. Although his clothes were ragged, muscle could still be seen. He looked like a tough farm boy, but his mouth curled up sweetly. If she'd have met him at the party, there wouldn't be much of a problem getting to know him more affectionately if she needed to.

Until he mentioned he was made of straw, or he didn't know how to eat or sleep. “Conner's coming by, and I don't need this right now.”

“Conner? That hooligan from this town?” Her grandmother criticized. “He isn’t even from your town, what do you see in him?”

“Well considering my town doesn't even exist,” Darlene shot back at her, “you could say it's the same town now. Look, you know the scarecrow guy. I'm not involved. I'll come back to help, but I don't know him, some great Aunt Dorothy of mine did.”

“He is a thousand times a better man than any of those tattooed motorcyclists you hang out with.”

“I only did that once.”

“You know what I mean.” Her grandmother covered her face. “Scarecrow owned a kingdom. He fought an evil witch. What has Conner done?”

“Scarecrow owned a kingdom because the wizard left him in charge,” Darlene argued, “and he didn't defeat the witch. Dorothy did. He fell to pieces. Like always.”

“You don’t know what you are speaking of!” For a second, her grandmother reached for her. “Scarecrow, Tin Woodman, and the Cowardly Lion all escorted a small child to the Wizard of Oz. They followed her to defeat the witch, and they helped her all the way until the end. Do you know why?”

Darlene was getting tired of the senseless talking. “They were bored in the magical land of pretty flowers and short people?”

“Because it was dangerous,” her grandmother glared. “I heard things about Oz from my Aunt Dorothy that would make your skin crawl. Oz was not a land of fun, it was dangerous and it could have killed her. He could have cut his losses and not gone with her. He could have stayed in his kingdom after getting his wish. All you know is the fairytale from here, you have no idea about anything else. Have you ever wondered why Dorothy never decided that going back to Kansas was too much hassle?” Her grandmother sighed. “Because there was no place like the safety of home.”

Darlene looked at her grandmother for several more seconds, thinking about what she said before she heard a motorcycle pull up. “That's Conner. I'll be back soon.”

“Darlene, there is no choice in this matter!” Her grandmother yelled at her. “I'm ninety years old, you know I can't take care of him alone!”

A likely excuse, but her grandmother had always been fit for her age. Besides, she wasn't going to be gone long. “I'll be back in less than an hour!” Darlene shouted back as she got on back of the motorcycle. 

Scarecrow approached the door and watched Darlene leave with another guy on a strange contraption. “Yikes.” He chuckled a second. “If I had something like that in Oz, walking would have been much easier.” He looked toward Dorothy's great niece. “You do not seem happy she left. There is no worry, I can take care of myself. I'm not as hopeless as she believes.” His belly growled. “I must go eat again. I guess the banana was not good enough.”

“You have three basic large meals. You need your first one,” Darlene's grandmother answered.

“You also must eat.” Scarecrow looked at her body, trying to be kind. Her attitude was mighty, but her body was older and frail. “I will set you a spot at the table.”

“It's okay.” She looked at him sadly. “I know what's coming. The queen's records, they had some information. The biggest was that I would be involved in saving the end of days, but I would not be seeing it.” She made her way back into the house, but Scarecrow watched her carefully, shimmying closely behind her.

As she began to lose her balance on the stairs, he braced her. “Don't tumble. I used to tumble all the time when I was made of straw, but I'm afraid it would hurt you.”

“Yes, I know.” She breathed a sigh of relief and looked back at him. “I think I've got some clothes in about your size. Let's go try some on you.”

***
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Finding Home Part 2: DIMENSION: APOCALYPSE BOY’S DIMENSION
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Guyver picked up a screwdriver and handed it to his partner, Nathan. Guyver wasn't a mechanic by trade, and he wasn't part of DIM because he was intelligent. It was a secret organization with most members grandfathered in from its original members. Guyver made up for it by going on missions into Dark Water, a dimension they helped behind the scenes. He had a special pair of goggles that covered one eye that made him look frightening, but they were only used for communication with the other dimensions. Without knowing the dialect or language, it used the voice to translate from the brain inward and outward. 

Nathan had been working on the dimension hole that allowed their department to come back and forth between dimensions. It was waving around like the energy wanted to disappear. It would be best to get the team members back, but their head boss said no. While Nathan worked, Guyver was trying to assist as he could. “Is Dumas back yet? He's been out for weeks. He should at least get to come out.”

“He'll stay gone for who knows how many more. You've got something besides this thing?” Nathan waved the screwdriver. “Don't want to strip the screws. Lose this and we are in trouble.”

Guyver handed him a smaller screwdriver. Stripping the screws would be major trouble; they'd lose control of the open dimension hole. The portals didn't stay open in one spot eternally without aid. “I thought he was up for a break? I need him to fix my car.”

“There are mechanics. I could do it.”

“He charges the least. Anyhow, what happened to his break?” 

“Met himself someone that survived a town. Decided to let her ride before she died, so it put him behind.” 

“Damn, that sucks. I hate paying you guys to fix my car. I swear you geniuses are the ones that screwed it up.” Guyver just heard a chuckle from Nathan. He would have said more, but he watched his boss, Mitch Callister, coming their way. “Sir.”

“Got something you need to check out, Nathan.” Mitch gave Guyver the papers to give to Nathan, but ignored him after that. “A small town in Kansas just disappeared overnight, Nathan. There's nothing left except a few outer houses. No one is believed to have survived.”

“A dimension hole?” Guyver took the papers, ignoring his boss' rebuff. His grandfather was the one who ever saw a new dimension hole, but Guyver never had. They had been known to crop up here and there, but they never stayed long enough to do damage. “Where does it go?”

“Don't know, short lived,” his boss said. “Extremely short lived, this wasn't random. Something must have disrupted the flow.”

“Something came through.” Guyver understood that. It could be good or evil, but they would have to track it down. There could be traces of what happened out there. He would have to look into it. “Are you coming too, Nathan?”

“Just Nathan,” his boss said, “you can't go with him. This is serious, no time for an upcoming rookie.”

“What? Guyver’s been here almost two years, he’s good enough.” Nathan brought his head out from beneath the hole he had been working on. “I am busy as all hell trying to fix the dimension hole, and Guyver's got nothing to do. Send him.”

“Guyver can't go, this is for the most experienced only,” their boss said. “Just get ready to go check it out, Nathan.”

“This is bullshit.” Nathan came out from beneath the dimension hole. 

“No doubt.” Guyver was as stumped as him. Nathan needed to fix the dimension hole. If they lost control of it, it could close forever. All of their comrades on the other side of it would be lost. “We don't have time to mess around with you gone.”

“Yeah, but you're not supposed to go,” Nathan said as he grabbed a rag to clean his hands. “Everyone else is busy.” Nathan looked back toward the portal. “Still, its nuts that I don't fix this thing first. Do they even care about out team members?”

“I'll go.”

“Boss said no.”

“Screw him.”

“You're bonus is toast, man.”

“Yeah, but when someone says I can't do something, I want to do it even more.” Guyver shrugged. “He probably won't even know, and besides, you need to take care of the hole. He doesn't care so much if everyone's trapped in another dimension, but you and I do. There's only one portal left if this goes away, and it's in the experimental room.”

“Yeah, you couldn't pay me to figure out that room. Alright, man, it's your paycheck.” Nathan let go of the rag and sunk back down to get back to work. “See you.”

“Yep.” Guyver grabbed his overcoat and slid it on. He took off his goggles and placed them safely inside its pockets. He probably wouldn't even find anything if the entire town was sunk under, not to mention there was bound to be press that might be hanging around. DIM couldn't do too much with others around.

According to the location though he wouldn't put it past anything. It was the original Dorothy's town.

The only thing of the town that had survived was a simple bar and a few country houses that were far out of the limits. So far, none of them had known what had caused it. The people left had been nervous and had already talked to other police or the press. The press were all around too, reporting it as 'the next Roanoke'. A town completely disappeared overnight, how could anyone hide that attention?

He was onto the last house. Guyver knocked on the door where a woman answered. “Good evening.”

She moved brunette tendrils out of her face. She was young but obviously tired. “No more press,” she answered, trying to close the door. Guyver had stuck his foot into the door before she closed it.

“I'm not the press,” he countered. “A few minutes of your time?”

“The town was there, and now it's not,” she answered roughly. “I don't know anything and I can't help.”

Guyver wasn't a cop, but he knew when someone was hiding something. There was a hidden sense of urgency behind closing the door on him. “Did you see something that night?”

“I didn't see anything, and I don't know anything,” she said curtly, “so please leave us alone.”

“Us?” Guyver stuck his hands in his pockets. “Did the mister of the house see anything?”

“There is no mister, only me and my brother. Please, go. How many more of you are there? I am not a newspaper article!”

“Mm, so someone has been bothering you personally too.” Guyver didn't move his foot, but he relaxed his body. “I am not pushing anything through papers. I only want to know what happened.” 

“So does the rest of America.” Those were her last words as she shut the door harder against his foot. 

After an unmanly 'ow', he tried not to hop around on his foot. That woman knew something.

Digging around for what happened to the town wasn't easy, but when he asked about the woman herself, he found the gossip. Her real name was Cheryl Deeks, and she had been living with her brother since she was eighteen. She was a first class student, all A's, no boyfriend and never got into trouble. When her parents were lost in a car crash, her family strangely abandoned her and her brother. The only contact was her aunt and uncle on her father's side that now paid for her expenses.

Guyver found out she had no friends, and her brother Dominic was supposed to be a little odd. He couldn't see the world in colors, he only saw it in shades of blue. He was cited as a heavy daydreamer, and he had no friends, just like his sister.

Two people that were shunned by their family, living in the same town that had disappeared into another dimension?

Guyver wasted no time going back to Cheryl's home. “Cheryl Deeks, open up. I need to speak to you.” She didn't answer. “I am not whom you think I am, I want to know the story about Dominic.”

She opened the door slightly. “What now?”

Guyver held his hand between the door harder. “I'm not the cops, and I'm not the press. I am here to help you, just tell me what you know.”

She didn't slam the door on him this time. “Who are you?”

“Someone who knows about what happened more than the average person.” Guyver couldn't say much more than that. “Cheryl, let me help you?”

“How could you?” Her eyes had already betrayed the fact that she wanted to know. 

Guyver watched her eyes, knowing any sudden movement might change his chances.

She held her breath. “Do you believe . . .in fairytales?”

Oh yes, she knew something alright. “You are living in the original town of the real Dorothy. Yeah, I believe in fairytales.” Her whole body relaxed all at once with a deep breath as she opened the door. 

Guyver stepped inside and looked around. The house was small and quaint. In the corner, there had been a kitchen table where her brother had been drawing. Dominic lifted his head to look toward Guyver. 

“Hello,” Dominic said. “Guyver.”

He knew his name? Guyver moved closer, believing he must have overheard his sister. His hair, it was short and blonde, a little wiry. “You must be Dominic, hello to you too.” He looked back toward Cheryl. “Thanks for letting me in.”

“If you had been someone bad, Dominic would have known.” Cheryl moved toward Dominic. “What are you drawing now?”

“Santa.” Dominic looked toward his sister. “The new Santa soon.”

“You forgot the beard,” Guyver said as he sat at the table. “Don't want to mess up drawing that, he might not leave presents.”

“He doesn't leave presents, not for me.” Dominic continued to draw. “The new Santa won't have a beard.”

Weird kid. Guyver looked back toward Cheryl. How could he get her to open up more about what happened? How did she know about the fairytales? “Would you like to talk in private?”

“What happened to my town?” she asked him out of the blue. “Where had everyone been sent to?”

She knew about the dimensions, but she didn't know what had happened either. “How do you know about them? How are you so sure about dimensions and fairytales?” Guyver asked her.

“I see it, not her.” Dominic stopped drawing and looked over at him. “I don't see everything, just certain things. I can't see where everyone had gone.”

“You see it?” Amazing. Guyver leaned over the table. Dominic had the ability to see into other dimensions. No one on Earth could do that. The only dimension they could ever access they had nicknamed the Dark Water dimension. 

Supposedly, it was the dimension from the fairytale of Snow White. The evilness of the queen after Snow White had married her prince had created a curse. Time had moved by, but the evil ex-queen's vengeance kept her alive for a thousand years. Records showed that the dimension had grown much like their own, and even the real magic had faded to almost nothing.

Before she had died, that queen had merged her evil soul with her looking-glass, causing a curse. It moved through water and through reflections. It was never everywhere at once, but it was always somewhere. Their team had learned how to track when the 'dark water' moved, as well as the monsters that had been created by being exposed to it. 

The first time they understood what they were seeing, most of them wanted to scoff. How could some other dimension be of a fairytale they had known? From there, things had changed.

Learning, while at the same time trying to save the people, became priority. They weren't strange aliens in that dimension, everyone had been as human as anyone else. There was no indication they had magic powers, or were any different from the humans in his dimension. 

The decision was divided on how to continue. The ones who knew were at the top of the government, and didn't want others to come into their dimension. Others believed it was only right to give them shelter in their dimension. The group almost broke into two factions, but a compromise was created.

They helped the other dimension, but they wouldn't allow them to interfere in theirs. A compromise was reached, and the group DIM (Dimensional Investigative Missions) was officially born. They helped the other dimension, swore to study new dimensions and situations that came across, but never uprooted anyone from another dimension.

Being a part of DIM, Guyver thought he knew everything, but this boy? How did Dominic see into other dimensions? “Do you have a great, great grandma called Dorothy?” Enough evidence had been gathered to prove that she had been real. How it was that the author had written a story while, close to the same time, Dorothy had actually been going through her adventure had amazed everyone at DIM. 

The nod was all he needed. This boy was a direct descendant of Dorothy. Guyver moved back toward his own chair. It still didn't explain how he had such a gift. His sister clearly didn't have it. At around twenty two, she looked tired for her age. He knew women that still acted like teenagers in their thirties, let alone at twenty six. Figure wise, she wasn't bad either. Beauty he wouldn't expect hiding in a small Kansas home.

“Do you really believe my great grandmother was the actual Dorothy?” Cheryl asked him. 

“Yes. For reasons that we don't understand, most fairytales that are real dimensions are told around the time of a great event happening in their world,” Guyver shared. If this family had been a direct descendant to the only person known to have traveled to another dimension (besides Dark Water), then they should be brought in. Who knew what they could learn from the boy? “I will be in touch, Cheryl Deeks.”

“That's it?” Cheryl asked. “What about. . .” She fidgeted, like she didn't know if she wanted to know. Guyver moved away from the table and gestured outside. 
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“No child like Dominic has ever been born,” Guyver stated to Cheryl. He tried to keep it professional as he sat on one of the chairs on the front porch. “No one has ever been able to see into other dimensions.”

She sat down gently beside him. Oh, he wished he didn't have to tell her this. Such a woman, she didn't deserve to live in a place like that. Even though Cheryl had lived in the middle of nowhere, in a house that could barely be called a house, there was a spark hiding in her eyes. It screamed for excitement and to get away. The rest of her soul though seemed trapped. She crossed her legs and took a deep breath. Guyver took that as the sign to go on.

“Your parents were killed in a crash about a week after everything. Your aunt and uncle took care of your expenses after that?” Guyver watched her eyes again. “Real nice of them. Especially now, this world is getting awful dark.”

“I lock my doors every night. This world became so odd over the last year.” Cheryl looked back toward the house. “Everything is much worse than it had been.”

“No, it isn't. Mass paranoia. Nothing more or less has happened than it has in the other years. DIM has been studying that too.”

“Then others are paranoid. I still don't want to risk getting near them.”

“You are twenty two,” Guyver said firmly. “It's time you move on.”

“Move on to where? I have to take care of Dominic. My Aunt and Uncle pay for the doctor, the school, everything. The whole family, no one else cared. Everyone shunned us, like we didn't even exist.”

That's what he needed. “What if I told you because of your ancestor Dorothy, you could be a part of DIM? Money, and a job. You could keep Dominic, and treat him the way you want. Raise him the way you want, not by anyone else.”

“The truth.” Cheryl shifted in her chair. She fidgeted with her fingers and rubbed her mouth. “Tell me. You're not offering something for nothing.”

“Dorothy traveled somehow to another dimension from near here, so maybe there was an actual door. Nothing from another dimension had been located, so it must have gone back over. This is all theory, of course, but a child born between two people of other dimensions, it could be where the ability is from.”

She covered her face, turning away. “My parents. . .Dominic doesn't look anything like my dad, but my mom is loyal. Dominic has special problems, and none of it was in the family history. Still . . .he's my brother. So, Guyver. Can you guarantee I could get a job with DIM? Enough for Dominic and I? You aren't going to do anything to my brother?”

“I do guarantee it. The job, and just talking. With our help maybe we could even work through these visions. Get Dominic a normal life.” Yes. Guyver had no doubt she would be accepted, or he wouldn't have shared so much. She might not get anything fancier than paperwork, but it would get her and Dominic out to DIM. Dominic’s visions needed to be analyzed. Yes, he was probably lying about the help Dominic got, but he needed her to come with him.

Cheryl covered her face. “I never did anything, I just wanted to get through school. I wanted to go to college and to live a life and get away from this tired town. When it happened, I was too young, and who would hire me here? I took a deal from my aunt and uncle to stay quiet. At first, they acted like they had cared about what happened. My father's side had always been more compassionate toward me. Mother's side, Dorothy's side was not as friendly.” She fidgeted with her fingers. “I didn't know for sure, you know? Why didn't anyone ever like us? Even before my parents passed, they didn't pay much attention to us.”

“They must have known something, but never said it.” Guyver understood that. “I'm sorry.”

“Who and why?”

“I don't know, but we'll figure it out,” Guyver answered. “I need to make a few calls, and then I'd like you to come with me.” He shot a small smile her way. “How would you like to leave Kansas for awhile?”

The smile on her face made the gray skies behind her dim in their own power.

It looked like she'd been waiting for someone to say that her whole life.
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Guyver got more than approval. His boss, Mitch Callister, revealed what Dominic had been. In Dark Water, they had records the evil queen kept. DIM often used it to their advantage, but she had written a prophecy about a boy that would be able to see across dimensions to the truth. That knowledge would be the only hope to avoid the apocalypse. 

How? His boss didn't quite say, just that Dominic needed to come to DIM as soon as possible.

Guyver went back inside to talk to Cheryl, but curiosity got to him. Dominic was drawing again. “What are you drawing there, kid?”

“People running away from really bad water,” Dominic said as he rubbed his black crayon against the motorcycle. “She suspects something, and he wants to tell her, but he can't.”

Uh oh. He recognized that ride. That was his friend, Dumas, in the Dark Water dimension. Without realizing his boldness, Guyver started to look through the different pictures.

There was a scarecrow riding a flaming motorcycle with a witch.

There was a normal looking boy and girl, except for some odd wear.

There was a man with an umbrella, along with a woman in formerly elegant clothes in a fiery background.

There was the young Santa he drew earlier, with a young woman by his side now.

“I see them a lot more,” Dominic said to him. “I don't know them, but I know what's going on that's important to them. Sometimes they look solid, and sometimes they don't.” Dominic began to rub red crayon against the motorcycle, giving it red flames. “I can see them interacting sometimes too if it's important, but only them. A one-sided conversation.” He lifted his head to look at Guyver. “Do you know why I see it?”

“It's important, real important.” Guyver looked away toward Cheryl. “You need to get ready. We're going to DIM.”

***
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Inside, DIM looked like an average building. Regular people moving around from office to office with a secretary up front.

“Jackie, this is Cheryl Closin and her brother,” Guyver said as he gestured to them. “I'd like rank A security passes for them.”

“We don't authorize rank A for visitors,” the secretary said. “I could look into getting a C.”

“They are getting rank A and they won't be visitors long.” Guyver placed his hand on the desk. “Call it in.”

Cheryl kept Dominic's hand tightly in hers. “It's okay.”

“I don't feel good, Mister Guyver,” Dominic answered as he grabbed at his stomach. He looked toward the outside. “It's still happening.”

“Just Guyver is fine, Dominic. We'll talk about your visions soon.” Guyver looked back at the secretary. “Well?”

“C,” she answered back. “I called it in. No visitor goes above a C.”

“Oh yeah?” Guyver stole the phone from her, and gestured toward Cheryl. “Take Dominic outside for two minutes. I'll get this taken care of. Twits down in quality aren't even checking I bet.”

Cheryl quickly headed her brother outside knowing that Guyver might not use pleasant words. 

“This city is strange,” Dominic answered her. “There are so many tall buildings.”

“It is different.” Cheryl looked all around her. “We certainly aren't in Kansas anymore. I'm sorry, Dominic, that I used to not believe you. Maybe if I did, I could have helped more.” Cheryl rubbed his head, waiting to go back inside. There were so many more sounds in the city than in her hometown.

“Sis?”

“Yes?”

“Darlene fell into Oz with Scarecrow.”

Cheryl stroked his hair. “She was a nice girl.” Darlene Deeks was relation, but there was too much tension in the Deek family that kept them from all getting along. “Can you see anyone else from our town?”

“No, but it's all coming.”

“Dimension holes?”

“The end. Everything is going to burn, the dead are going to rise, and there are dragons flying through the fires of what's left.” Dominic hung onto her hand tighter. “The visions haven't changed. We won't make it.”

“Okay.” Guyver came back toward them holding passes with badges on them. “Security Clearance A as promised.” He placed each of the passes over their heads. “Come on.”

***
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“That's it, right there.” Guyver led Dominic and Cheryl around the building, showing them things about it. They were entering into the first dimensional hole room. “The guy beneath that is Nathan. He is great at stabilizing holes, and lousy at everything else.”

Nathan shot his head out from beneath the dimension hole. “Greetings. Welcome to DIM. Bad choice of employment, not worth the money.”

Guyver shooed him off. “He's kidding, there's decent money here.” He looked toward Dominic. “You like this place, Dominic?”

Dominic shrugged. “We won't be here long.”

“What do you see in your visions?”

“Fire. Death. Other stuff.” Dominic shut his eyes. “I just want to see the fairytale dimensions again. I'd give anything to see Cheshire, Santa, or even the boring White Rabbit at this point, but I keep seeing this one. It won't stop.” He grabbed his head and squeezed it. “I can't escape!”

That was a horrible sign. Guyver didn't see anything abnormal but he trusted the boy's instincts. “I'll show you to the upper level, the experimental room.”

“Experimental room?” Cheryl questioned as they walked. “What's inside of it?”

“Dimensions inside of a dimension. You see, DIM has access to other places, but our tests haven't proved effective enough to want to mess around in them.” Guyver came to a door and placed his hand on a flat blue surface. A laser scanned his hand beneath and the door opened.

Inside was Mitch Callister, his boss. “What are you doing here?” Guyver said as he walked into the room.  Mitch was latching the last dark water sensing device onto his arm. “Mitch, you never go to Dark Water on missions.”

“No, but I am going to live there.” Mitch placed the watch around his hand. “Good luck, Guyver.”

“Good luck why?”

“The end is here. I'm sealing off the Dark Water dimension.” Mitch tossed him a key. “You need to be here though. Queen's records, and sorry.”

“Guyver?” Cheryl called for him in a not so calm tone in the hallway. “Guyver!”

Guyver rushed back toward them, noticing she had Dominic extra close again. Cheryl tended to be fixated on her brother, he hardly had enough independence. “What is it?” She gestured toward the window, but he already heard the sound of terrible screeching outside.

Some creatures had got through. He moved toward the window where he heard the screech and saw one. It was a brief second as it whooshed by the sky.

It had a red long tail, and it was breathing fire. It had horns curved toward the back of its skull and wings twice the length of its body. 

It was a dragon. On Earth. Remembering Mitch's 'good luck', he knew why he was taking the watch now. Even if that gigantic thing was only one, the Earth was about to be in for a battle. He heard screams down below as it swung back around and breathed fire down the street. The bodies lit up and turned to ash as soon as the heat hit them. Then he heard more screams and screeches.

He looked more distantly in the sky and saw a small blur. He pulled a ring out of his pocket that belonged to DIM. He put it on his finger and propped up the ends that turned it into a small telescope.

He lost his breath as he made out the blurs. Thousands of dragons and flying beasts were coming their way. This wasn't travel through a small dimensional hole. It would be gigantic.

Guyver didn't speak more than a couple of words as he grabbed Cheryl and Dominic's hand, bringing them into the experimental room. The double bolted lock sounded as he closed the door behind them.

“A dragon?” Cheryl spoke since being dragged down. “There is a dragon on Earth now?”

Guyver ran to the wall and hit the power button. In the middle of the room, a dimensional hole had been brought to life, swirling in front of them. “Not dragon, dragons. There are thousands of them. We need to leave.”

“Leave?” Cheryl gestured toward the dimensional swirling hole. “Through that? What makes it safe?”

“Nothing.” Guyver pointed to the dimensional hole. “This is the second portal that could lead to the Dark Water dimension. It's inside a former queen's home.”

“Which queen?”

“The one who tried to kill Snow White.” It had sounded better before he said it out loud. “Inside, there are multiple dimensional holes. We need to find the safe one.” Guyver took Cheryl and Dominic's hand. “Just close your eyes. There will be a brief cooling sensation, but then you can open them.”

“Are you sure about this?” Cheryl asked again. “What about Earth?”

“There are thousands of dragons out there, and I don't want to know what comes next. Now count. One. Two. Three!”
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They were inside the other dimension. Guyver had been there before, but he never had the key to the queen's records. A filing cabinet had been brought from the other side to organize everything, and the key to it all was what Mitch threw to him. “Mitch closed down the Dark Water portal, we'll have to figure out which one belongs to it.”

“So we are going to hop into one to figure it out?” Cheryl asked as she pointed to all of the dimension holes. “Any of these. . .thousands? How can this be a single room?”

The first time he came there, Guyver was overwhelmed too. There were thousands of dimensional holes in that room, extending a long way out. “DIM believes it's a dimension of its own, created by the queen with her magic. We could try any, except the first two.”

“Why?”

“They'd been tested. Results weren't good.” He couldn't sugarcoat it, there was a chance they could end up in a worse dimension. “I watched my teammates skeletons get spewed back over. The other two portals we tried never had any returns, but I don't expect every dimension to have an easy way out. Dark Water is the only safe passage we know of.”

“It's okay.” Dominic jiggled his sister's hand. “We're supposed to do this. We need to warn the others who don't know.”

“Who don't know?” Guyver asked.

“The tattooed woman doesn't know yet, and neither does the wolf.” Dominic looked back up at his mother. “The tree guy, the non-mermaid, what about all of them?”

“Tattooed woman?” Guyver bent down on one knee to be level with him. “I didn't see any of those in your drawings.”

“I can't draw everyone, just the ones I see more than others.” Dominic shrugged. “Sorry, Guyver.”

“It's okay. Could you describe the dimensions?”

“One has wolves.” Dominic put his finger to his mouth. “The main guy, he is a wolf human. He is always fighting others, but they're bad. There is a woman though that he can't win against.”

Definitely another dimension they didn't know. “What about the other. The tattooed woman?”

“She isn't sad yet. She doesn't even know him yet.” Dominic smiled at Guyver. “Life is still good there. It is in many places.”

“Anyone else?”

“A woman with a tree man, one sucked into a deadly game, the mafia man, and a mermaid who isn't a mermaid. There are several places, Guyver,” Dominic said. “I only focus on the ones shown to me the most.”

Oh, that was a lot. Guyver tried to count on his fingers. Mitch still didn't bother telling him how they were supposed to help. Getting away from Dominic, Guyver headed back to the filing cabinet. He prayed what he needed was in there, or this was the end. When he opened it, he saw the old scans, translations and pictures. There were more than he could count. Pulling out some papers on top he began to read.

“A scarecrow riding steel of fire with a witch, and a man stealing a bride from water. A ridiculed man in a fairytale with a woman of fancy means.” The queen had pinpointed some, but there were so many papers.

If she had already identified who was needed, then what were Dominic's visions for? Guyver dug deeper, trying to figure out the puzzle. What had been needed from these other dimensions to stop this?

Then he saw a handwritten note. From Mitch.

Tell her I'm sorry, DIM did what it could. Look for prophecy 19, drawer B.

Good luck.

What the hell? Did Mitch actually use the words sorry? Re-energized Guyver opened up drawer B and looked through the files until he hit a folder labeled prophecy 19. 

He used words that he normally would never use in front of a twelve year old, but they kept flowing through like venom. He was not surprised as Cheryl covered up the boy's ears.

Cheryl didn't move her hands from Dominic's ears until Guyver came over. His strut was brisk, on a mission, yet a weary approach. 

“Sorry. I am sorry.” He handed the paper to Cheryl. “I am so, so sorry, Cheryl Closin.”

Cheryl read the paper.

Destined lovers must create a loving being of two dimensions.

The Apocalypse Boy born of no one shall give hope with his guiding death. They can rise, but without one, they will all fall.

This was Dominic? “Apocalypse Boy?” Cheryl watched Dominic flinch at the words. She turned her head to Guyver and whispered softly. “That's not Dominic. It said born of no one.”

“Was there a video of his birth? Did you see pictures when he was first born? Did you go to the hospital with your family?” Guyver looked toward Dominic, but continued to whisper. “Are you sure he's your brother?”

“Dominic is not this boy.” Cheryl tried to keep her voice low. “He couldn't be.”

“He sees visions,” Guyver reminded her. “Maybe your mother was just a carrier. Like a surrogate mother.”

“A carrier? Not the mother, but a carrier?” Cheryl wanted to slug him. “He is my brother. He is not some mystical being here to save everyone. He's a twelve year old boy who is going to have a late supper tonight.”

“It's a prophecy by the wicked witch of Snow White's dimension.”

“Screw the prophecy and that witch!” Cheryl seethed. “Why should I trust some witch anyhow? She's a murderer.”

“She had an extremely fatal flaw on wanting to be the prettiest around,” Guyver acknowledged. “She wanted knowledge. She was called a witch for a reason. All-knowing, she wanted to be that. The best around. Best in smarts. Best in magic. Best in beauty. Losing any of them would devastate her.”

“Smarts and magic?”

“Not every fairytale is told correctly. When she couldn't win, she casted a curse on her dimension, but it doesn't change the fact she had magic and knowledge.” Guyver gestured toward Dominic, who had already been looking back at him.

“Make believe.” Cheryl turned away and went back toward her brother. No prophecy was taking her brother away. “Dominic, move away from the portals.”

“It's not right.” Dominic moved away, but moved past his sister. “Something's wrong.”

“Mitch said sorry. He never says sorry.” Guyver said as he came closer to them. “He didn't even say sorry to his mother when his father died.”

Cheryl turned away again. “Shut it.” She tried to touch Dominic's shoulder, but he shrugged her off.

“No.” Dominic turned his attention and looked toward his sister. A straight gaze, full of honest truth she didn't want to see. “I heard what you've been saying. I'm not your brother.”

“You are. Don't believe that,” Cheryl said as she tried to touch his shoulder again. “Bonding is thicker than blood, even if you aren't. I have always been with you. You are my brother.”

“Guyver.” Dominic moved past his sister, seeking no comfort she wanted to give. “Tell me about that paper.”

Guyver looked toward Cheryl a moment, but brought his eyes back to her brother. He approached him and handed him the paper. “Beings need to be born in different dimensions. You'd have to lead them, if you are Apocalypse Boy.”

“His death would accomplish nothing!” Cheryl shouted at Guyver. She turned to her brother, pleading with her eyes wet with tears. “Don't believe.”

Dominic sat on the ground, and didn’t say another word as he stared at the paper. Cheryl sat beside him. Guyver waited some time, thinking about the next step.

DIM had been established for some time, maybe it withstood the dragons? Guyver moved toward the portal to his world again. “I’m going to see if the coast is clear.” Neither Dominic nor Cheryl said a word.
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Back in his dimension, Guyver looked back toward the hole. This couldn’t be it. This couldn’t be home.

There was nothing but ruin around him. He heard screeching in the distance and saw endless fires. The screams of a few people trying to flee, but he knew they wouldn’t get far. Earth had been destroyed by the beasts of other dimensions. He knew it would happen after seeing the thousands in his telescope, but he needed to see it for himself.

Home had been gone. Walking along slowly, but not far from the portal he saw something new. He had not expected it because they were in horror films. A distance away, he squinted. Three people were shambling toward him. The sparkle of life had been gone, and their clothes were covered in blood.

“Zombies.” Guyver could believe dragons, but zombies? They were real too? “Never read that in fairytale.” Apparently, not every dimension was filled with good fairytale endings themselves. His mind began to tick, wondering what else was out there. Vampires? Werewolves? He thought back to the horror movies he watched when he was younger. Did decapitating work?

They were supposed to be the undead. Guyver felt foolish but pulled out a gun from his leg holster. Working at DIM, he had been conditioned to expect the unexpected. If he followed the legend of the zombies, a shot in the head should work. Then again, maybe he was over thinking? This could be a virus on people. Zombie viruses. 

The thought made him cover his nose. Biting. Gas. Guyver stumbled backwards, feeling out of his element. He had always been the one knowing what had went on beneath people's noses. For once, he felt like he was the one in the dark. “Okay, covered in blood.” Covered in blood meant they were eating people, or were killed themselves. He had to trust his gut instinct. He shot in one of their arms.

The arm moved backward slightly, but no other response had been given.

Yep, zombie. Nathan aimed again for the head. The one he shot in the head dropped, but the other one kept coming. “This is insane.” He steadied his aim on the other zombie. 

He moved his gun back down though. It was close enough that he could make out who it had been.

Nathan. His body bloody and battered, shambled toward Guyver. His left eye had been missing and his mouth hung open.

“Nathan.” Guyver couldn't believe it. His mechanically inclined friend had become a zombie. He ran through his mind how many times they went out to the dimension Dark Water.  How many times had Guyver been there, bugging his friend about some little thing while he worked. “Damn, Nathan.” He wanted to stomp his feet and have a tantrum, it wasn't fair! Nathan had never done anything wrong, he didn't deserve that punishment.

Guyver stepped backward as Nathan approached him closer. He wasn’t as slow like he had seen portrayed on television, but he wasn’t any quicker than his real self. “Nathan, man. I'm so sorry.” His former comrade reduced to this. 

There was nothing left to do. If he left Nathan alive, he'd come after Guyver. Even if he didn't, he might go through the dimensional hole. “Sorry, Nathan, but I can’t leave you like this. You deserved better. Rest in peace, my friend.” 

After he shot him, Nathan landed to the ground, unmoving. Guyver looked around one more time, remembering what everything used to look like. He looked back toward the portal and saw it slowly sinking. That would explain why it was so close to the ground now. 

It wasn't stable, and Guyver would not be stuck there. He quickly moved into the dimensional hole before it sunk into the ground any deeper.
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“I do.” Dominic moved further away as Guyver returned. “I wish I couldn't believe, sis, but I always saw everything. You know that. You know this is as true as the fairytales I saw. You just don't want to believe it.” He looked at the paper. “It's wrong. There is more to it than that.”

“What do you mean?” Guyver asked.

“Magic. I've seen enough of the other worlds to know this is magic related.” Dominic gave him the paper back. “Magic means no cheating. Destined lovers means there must be love involved. Without it, there would be nothing to stop it.” He gestured to the last sentence. “This too.”

“The last line,” Guyver said. “No one knows what it means.”

“They can rise, but without one, they will all fall.” Dominic shook his head. “The apocalypse is not something that affects one dimension. One isn't enough to stop it. Having a loving being out of true love will calm the tempest in their world . . .but if even one doesn't pull through, it's over. Eventually, the apocalypse will not be stopped.”

“So even if the ones who need to save our dimension had been found,” Guyver started to ask, “it would only slow it down?”

“Yeah. It's all or nothing.” Dominic stared at the paper. “They all need to know.”

“Dominic,” Cheryl urged him again. “Brother―”

“I am not your brother,” Dominic said it flat out. “I have never felt like a normal boy, and now I know why. I'm only born to do this. I have to give up this existence to tell the others.”

“No, you don't!” Cheryl cried as she bit on her lip hard. She looked for any words from Guyver to help. Anything.

“He can't say anything,” Dominic said as he moved closer to a portal. He had seen this part in his head. He knew exactly what would happen. Step by step, unlocking could be heard beneath each one. The queen's mechanisms that kept them in place were losing their grip. Portal by portal, they were all sucked into the one he stepped in front of. “Don't you see yet?” The portals became blacker and thicker, swirling around in the thick gray fog. “I have sensed the truth all my life. I was born to stop the madness. I have to help them understand.”

“No. You don't see your own death. Dominic, you don't see it, do you?” Her legs were paralyzed and couldn't move. Her mouth could not move, let alone speak. Everything in that room seemed to freeze as Dominic looked at her.

“I . . .I don't see anything about this world anymore,” Dominic answered her. “I have to go. You have to go too, sis. You don't belong either.” He jumped into the hole.

The blackness bursted forth into light. Guyver came as quickly as he could to Cheryl's side as the portals began to burst every which way. There was no avoiding it though as a large portal came straight at them.
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In Another Dimension that is Unknown 

Guyver couldn't touch or console Cheryl. She laid on the grass, weeping over the loss of her brother. A twelve year old boy she had loved all of her life. Ever since he met him though, he knew that kid was meant for a different ending. He'd hoped it would be better than that.

Stepping into a portal that had sucked up all the others like a vacuum. That would rip him into thousands of pieces, each going into a different dimension. Assuredly, Dominic was dead, yet somehow guiding others. How, he couldn't guess. He wouldn't want to. After all from what he saw of Earth, it didn't have long.

Poor kid. All those visions, Dominic must have known it. Guyver had seen that twitch in Dominic when his sister said Apocalypse Boy. Having no idea where they were at, Guyver checked his overcoat for his goggles. Communication would be necessary until he learned how to speak the new dimension's language.

He looked toward Cheryl's hair. It had changed slightly. Different dimensions sometimes changed people. When he went to Dark Water, he always had red hair instead of his usual color. 

“Dominic!”

Guyver turned and looked over by Cheryl. He had assumed she had been seeing things from her grief, but in front of her was Dominic. Blue and transparent, but most assuredly the boy.

Cheryl tried to find the strength to speak. “Dominic?”

Dominic tugged his lips upwards, looking at his sister. “I reached you, I hoped I would. I don't think I can stay though.”

“Dominic, don't leave,” Cheryl said to him, begging. “Please!”

“This is where I was destined to be at. I am the warning, the caller to those who need to know. I'm in a tunnel through the dimensions.” Dominic looked toward Guyver. “Save the others, Guyver. I knew your name for a reason. Take care of my sister until we meet again.”

“Dominic? When will you come back for good?” Cheryl called out to him again but he disappeared. “Dominic!”

He knew his name for a reason.

Guyver lifted his head, looking toward Cheryl, but she didn't meet her eyes back to his. 

Cheryl's family may have had more of a reason to keep her out of the way than just keeping Dominic unknown. Had she been from a different dimension too? As she stood up, she shooed her hand at him, making him stay back. “Are you okay?” he tried to ask. “Cheryl?”

“Don't call me that, its Cheryl Closin.” She was livid, taking her frustration of losing her brother  out on him. “Closin.”

“Fine. Closin. We are in another dimension.” Guyver secured his goggle over his eye. “This will let me communicate with the people here.” After he double checked the security of the goggle, he didn't know what to do next. Trapped in another dimension while Earth had been under attack. “We can't get out of here back to Earth.”

Cheryl didn't reply.

“Cheryl. Dominic's gone.”

“I know.”

“You heard his words.”

“I know.” Cheryl turned and looked toward Guyver. “I wish I were in Kansas again. My small home. Dominic drawing in a corner. Dominic.” She closed her eyes. “Dominic.”

Guver approached her slowly. Her sorrow would not be turned off, but standing around all day wouldn't do them any good. The fact the boy was still alive, in a way, was a small comfort. Maybe one day, Dominic could come back to her. Night would come though, and they would need shelter. Considering they had no money this other dimension had, it would not be an easy time. He touched her hand slowly, grasping it. She didn't cower away. “I know this is a difficult time, but we can't stand around. Will you follow my lead?” He began to walk, and her feet walked with him.

It was sad, losing their dimension. It was sad to lose that boy. Guyver knew though that 'sad' wasn't going to keep them alive in a strange new world. Sad didn't make the world's stop spinning. Time went on and so did life. It would continue, at least for now.

He patted Cheryl's hand. Somehow, they would get through everything. Somehow.
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Project Wolf Part 1: HERO’S DIMENSION
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Dominic opened his eyes and looked around. He was no longer in the tunnel again. There was a deep growl behind him, like a werewolf. He turned toward the sound, but was not afraid. He had seen the werewolf more than once in his visions. “To save everything, you must be with Angel.” The growling hadn't stopped, but a man emerged. A man he had never seen.

“Who is Angel, and who are you?” He was a muscular man but he continued to growl. “A little boy innocently hanging out in my private estate? No one knows this location!”

“You're not Booth.” This was not the wolf Dominic should have been seeing. “I don't know you, who are you?” Why had he been brought to him?

“I am Hero,” the man said. “Tell me how you made it in here.” 

“I am traveling through dimensions. I have news I am supposed to share.” Dominic bit his lip. “I know how to stop the apocalypse, but you're not involved.”

“A boy. Blue and transparent.” The man began to bend down and transformed into a wolf. A white wolf. “Are you really trying the excuse of being Apocalypse Boy?”

“A white wolf.” Dominic pointed toward him. “You are a white wolf.”

“I am the only white wolf left,” he said as he approached Dominic closer. “For being near a wolf, you are brave.”

“Not much to fear. I'm probably already dead.” Dominic reached his hand out toward the wolf. “I have to warn everyone involved, or everything is over. The ending will come to everything.”

The wolf slowly crept closer. He bared his fangs, still not trusting him. “Then what are you doing here?”

There was only one white wolf that had existed. Dominic had only briefly seen him. He was related to Booth, the wolf that needed to be with Angel. “You are the good project that got away. Y.”

“I am.” The wolf stopped baring his fangs as much. “How did you know that? Only projects know that, and you are no project. You resemble more of a ghost.”

A ghost. Dominic looked at his hands. “I see in shades of blue, so I can't tell.  Am I . . .a blue ghost?”

“For the color, you are blue as much as I am white.” The wolf reached his paw out briefly and touched him. “The dead can't be touched though, you are not a real ghost.” The wolf backed away and sat on its haunches. “I see sadness behind your eyes. You are trying not to let tears fall.”

Dominic rubbed his eyes. He wasn't dead. “You used the word project. No one uses that.” He looked straight at the wolf, concentrating. Kansas was gone, and Cheryl was gone. His life as Dominic Closin was gone. In that way, he was dead. The only thing that mattered was this moment. “I know who you are.” He was Booth's father. This was not the dimension under trouble. Time had taken him backward.

Was there such a thing as time though for him? Apocalypse Boy. He was prophesied, but this wolf had heard of him. He was a fairytale.

Apocalypse Boy. The boy who had to share the truth. He was crossing into different moments in time as well as dimensions. Booth. The wolf of anger, wanting revenge and justice for his world. It would be Angel that was taken into his world. Booth had been born over there. “You need to go to the other side.”

“What other side?” the white wolf asked. “Apocalypse Boy, I am Hero. I do not appreciate others coming into my home. Unless you have pressing news to tell me, you should leave.”

He should. How? He didn't move himself. He faded away, went through a strange tunnel, and appeared there. He had no control over the movement. “I don't choose, I simply appear.”

“You need to appear out of here,” the white wolf answered. “I know you are a young boy, but this is my domain. No one comes here.”

“I don't appear for no good reason. I'm here for something.” He scratched his head. “Come on, Dominic, figure it out.” He saw the future of his dimension, he saw other dimensions, and he even saw himself going into the dimension holes. He was supposed to have answers, not lack them. Why was he here with Booth's father? “One day, you're going to find your way to another dimension.” He couldn't tell him how. He only knew Booth was born in the original wolf dimension. He needed to be.

“How will I do that?”

“I can't tell you much.” Dominic shrugged. “Through a strange woman.” After he said that, he felt himself become lighter again. He felt himself fading away, that dimension was disappearing from him.

Now it made sense. Booth would not be destined to be born if Hero did not find the right tigerwolf and cross over. Without Booth, there would be no match. With no match, no hope.

Right now, Booth didn't even exist.

Hopefully, Hero found the tigerwolf . . .
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Hero was, in every sense of the word, a hero. A young hero at nineteen years old, but no one anyone would mess with. He existed by the sheer torture and curiosity of technology. His ancient ancestors were a clone of a normal person. A mad scientist running secret DNA projects involving humans and wolves. They bred, and he created more tests.

At least, that's the official story.

Decades later, the scientist's 'projects' had escaped. Many had become so primal, that they saw all of mankind as their enemy. Defiling, pillaging, and destroying anything they could, no one stood against them.

Except Hero. He was the last descendent. The fastest, strongest and smartest of the group. He was only five years old at the time when everything happened, but as he stopped more and more projects, people recognized his potential. He was brought more into the world, and no longer considered a project. He was considered a human being with super powers. With no name except a project number, the world had named him Hero.

He fought against the projects that escaped and showed evil colors, but he also fought for mankind. He stopped crime and won every battle he ever fought. Even natural disasters involved his help to get the world back to peace and prosperity.

He was paid and watched by each official territory, making sure that he did not go too wild in front of the public.

He was adored by every man, and loved by every woman. Few could ever say anything bad against their hero.

However, sometimes primal instinct was too much to fight.

It was simple. He had one project to fight. It was over in minutes, the blasted wolf coughing up blood on the ground. He wasn't even a challenge. Hero licked his white paw as he heard the large crowd around him cheer. It was nothing special, happened all of the time. Usually at this time, he would leave back to his private home.

But today, that would not happen. A scent on the air. Something wild, something intense, and something strange. 

He looked above him. Hero had been fighting in a low area, but above him had been five bridges with thousands of people cheering. Somewhere in there, someone was giving off that scent. 

His mind said he had better leave, but his mind was rarely in control. He jumped several feet in the air like a wild panther and stayed on the ledge. He sniffed, but didn't smell it coming from there. He jumped to the next set of bridges. There was nothing.

Nothing on the third either.

On the fourth though, he gave it one big whiff and almost fell backward. The scent alone, so close! What was it? A new attack? A new power?

No. It was a young woman, sipping on a drink. A strange woman, Hero realized. The smell was permeating from her like perfume smoke from its bottle. Hero jumped into the crowd. Some people were trying to talk to him, but his eyes were only set on one.

The one with the drink. People around her began to try and talk to him too, telling him how much they cared about him, or about a random time he saved them or someone they loved, or something they loved. It was always very jumbled.

She held her drink in her hand tightly as Hero approached her on all fours. She looked around, before meeting her eyes with his. 

He couldn't stop staring at her. People mumbled in the background, but he couldn't even make it out. He was consumed by this ordinary girl. Who held the best but strangest smell in the world.

“Hello?” She waved at him politely, but without confidence. “Good job. You know, with the project. They can be a menace. I mean, some, not all. Not you. If you are one. Um.” She went quiet. “Can I help you?”

“Ladies and gentleman, please step back! Give room!” Someone was always near him somewhere, making sure he never got out of control. As enforcers began to push back the crowd, they made the one with the drink shift away.

Hero grabbed the nearest official with his fangs and held him by his clothing. “Don't do that!” He looked back, but lost sight of her. She had shifted because of the enforcers. “Name. Name, what was her name?”

“Roxie,” one of the people next to him said. “I go to school with her.”

As another enforcer tried to scoot the one who went to school with Roxie, he grabbed their shirt with his teeth and yanked their hand back. Hard. “No!” He was getting pissed. Why did they have to get up into his business today of all days? He moved to sitting in front of her as a sign of respect, and to learn more. “Where is Roxie? Where does she live? What is her last name?”

“Um, well I um, I only slightly know her.” She began to stumble on her words.

Slightly or not, she was his link.
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Roxie returned to school the next day, her mind anxious to talk to her friends about what happened. One of her friends though, Alexandra, was surrounded by a large group of people. She was talking about how she had actually hung out with Hero in his human form. He had even taken her into a foreign district for supper.

“It was amazing,” Alexandra told everyone, “and I wish it could have lasted longer. Boy, does he have a chest up close too when he is human.” She sighed and grabbed her heart in a cheesy fashion. “I wish I could be―Roxie!”

Suddenly, everyone stopped to look at Roxie. Deja vu again. What was up with her being the center of attention the last two days? “Hello?”

“Roxie! You!” Alexandra ran up to her. “You, Hero wanted to know nothing except you. You, your family, your interests, and even your hobbies. He is so stuck on you. How did you do that?”

“Me?” Roxie looked around again and shrugged. “Nothing. I barely even saw the fight. He jumped the bridges and then, he was just there. Staring at me.”

“If I were you, and he was into me? I'd find any desperate way to contact him,” another one of her friends said. 

“Not until she turns twenty two,” Alexandra reminded Roxie. “You can't do anything until twenty two, without permission from your parents.”

“Hero's the hero, defender of everything,” someone in the crowd shouted. “If he wants her, I bet he could get her.”

That 'her' was Roxie. She didn't like the sentiment, or the way the guy in the crowd said it. A date would be okay, and that would be easy to get by her parents. But, he made it sound like something else. It couldn't be any love at first sight, she couldn't even see him after the fight, there was a crowd in front of her watching the action. She only saw bits. So how could he see her?

His eyes. Those eyes disturbed her. They looked like a wild beast, ready to maim her. That way of thinking though was prejudice. He was still human too. His eyes, they weren't a bloodthirsty animals. Just his stare.

“It's romantic.”

“It's sweet.”

“It's pheromones.” A nerdy guy with glasses approached her. “You should be careful. He was busy fighting. There was no reason to notice you way up high, unless it's pheromones.”

“If it was pheromones, he would want everyone,” Alexandra disagreed. “Hero has never even shown interest in any women.”

“Not all, others are attracted more to certain smells. Hero isn't completely human we all know it.” He looked toward Roxie. “Just be careful. If it's your scent, he wants sex.”

“Oh, shove off.” Alexandra knocked him out of the way, but Roxie didn't forget his words.

Could he really smell her? Way up there? And, why her?

***
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“I don't see what the problem is.” Hero kept his feet reclined back on a table from his chair. He had gathered all the territory officials to agree to a request. A simple request. “How much money have you saved since I've been saving people? Helping people come up with plans to protect and defend better?” He knocked his black boots together twice before standing up. His leather jacket fell off the chair as he strolled over to their round desk area. “I want one thing.”

“This is. . .this is not acceptable,” one of the territory leaders said. “We have certain laws in effect. Waiting until twenty two keeps things steady. Only those who violate the rules are given harsh punishments, and those who wait are often better off. Better schooling, better jobs, and a better economy for all.”

Hero wrinkled his nose. “I hardly ever request anything. I want this.”

“We can't do that,” another one said. “Mister Hero, perhaps we could raise what the government pays you for your annual salary?”

“Who are you?” Hero stared at this new man. A new representative obviously. “What do you think you pay me, huh?”

“I. . .I don't know off the top of my head,” he admitted. 

“That's because it's nothing. I had over three billion dollars since I was twelve. I told  everyone to stop paying me. I only save people because I can. Because if I didn't, they'd die, and I'd feel guilty.” Hero growled. “Don't even try and use money.”

“He's right,” a man to the left answered. “He's right. He's been defending our planet since he was just a child. He hasn't demanded much.”

“It's a girl,” another one said.

“It's a woman.”

“It's a woman still in school, and under her parents care.”

“Legal age used to be eighteen twenty years ago. She's already nineteen, Hero's age approximately.”

“No. The fact is, Hero, legally, there is no way we can do this.” Bose, the territory official he knew the most, spoke. “You need to forget this. I don't see good things coming of it.”

Hero moved over in front of Bose and leaned his arms against it, hiding his face. “I want the strange woman.”

“Hero, this fascination is some kind of primal lingering inside. It's not who you are anymore. You are a well-respected man who defends and helps.” Bose set his application in front of him. “I'm sorry. You cannot own her without her parents' permission. You aren't thinking straight, give it time. Maybe we could talk about setting a date through her parents, maybe for a fee?”

“I don't want a date.” Hero grunted. “It's one ordinary woman, just give her to me!”

“No. That's final.” Bose pushed the paper farther toward him. “Start a relationship. Move slow, and maybe when she and her parents see how you are, they may consider it.”

“Fine, give them five million,” Hero said meeting Bose's eyes.

“Five million is a large number. I think that a lower number may go over better,” Bose said. “We could haggle. However, I believe haggling for a date would be more beneficial than trying to outright buy their daughter. Think about it, Hero.”

Hero closed his eyes, banging his hand on to the desk. No one understood. No one could smell her, and no one could sense her. There was not a woman alive that stirred his blood like her, so there was something wrong. 

That scent, he wanted it back. To touch that woman, to hold her, the instinct was driving him mad! 

Too mad. “Try a date,” Hero agreed. There was only one way to find out the truth about the strange woman. He had to confront her.

***
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Bose knocked on the door of Roxie Malone's house. Behind him, he kept six official territory leaders, plus some legal teams. This wasn't a simple every day asking for permission date. He knocked on the door again.

A man answered in a simple vest and jacket. His first words were hello, but he noticed the entire crowd as well. “May I help you, gentleman?”

“Mister Malone I presume?” Bose asked. “Hello, we are here on behalf of Hero. There is some business we would like to discuss with you.” He gestured for the leader of the legal team to present papers. “You may go over this if you like,” he said, “it is a basic 'no speak' policy. We are going to be mentioning large amounts of money and private information that should remain classified until or if it is cleared for non-classification.”

Mister Malone was bumped aside by Mrs. Malone. “What is going on?”

“I don't quite know,” Mister Malone admitted as he gestured to everyone. “These are Hero's representatives.”

“The Hero?” Mrs. Malone asked.

“Yes, the Hero,” Bose answered. “As soon as you sign those papers, then we can get started. Do you like drives in cars Mr. and Mrs. Malone?”

After they signed, they entered the large car. It had the length and extension of a limousine, along with chairs and a table. “Okay. Hero has become interested in your daughter, and he wants to get to know her better,” Bose said as the legal team brought out more papers. “Mainly, we are talking about a date.”

“How would our daughter even know him?” Mister Malone asked.

“He met her recently, and it seemed . . .magical I assume?” Bose wasn't dumb enough to tell the entire truth. “What would you say is a fair price for a few hours with your daughter?”

“To Hero, the defender of everything?” Mrs. Malone laughed. “It's an honor, isn't it?”

“Fifty thousand,” Mister Malone disagreed. His wife shouldered him. “Trust me, he can afford it.”

“They should eat in public though,” Mrs. Malone added. “Privacy is how things happen.”

“. . .yeah.” Bose held his tongue. He doubted even the public would keep Hero from trying something if he saw the need for it.

***
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Roxie held her breath as she heard the press beating on the windows. A date. She was upset that they set her up without her knowledge, but it was with Hero. The Hero. Thoughts lingered about those eyes last time, but her friends had reminded her of so much more. He wasn't an ordinary man, and maybe the eyes were just a sign of that? Something primal that he inherited.

His actions in the past spoke louder. He had never hurt anyone, and he'd saved the world multiple times from other projects. She couldn't even walk to a single class without someone mentioning someone he saved that they knew, or when they saved them one time. 

He had touched about everyone in some way. It had to be in her head, but then, what that guy said about the pheromones? It haunted her too.

But it was one date. In public. There shouldn't be anything to fear. When they came to a complete stop, Roxie could barely make out the restaurant she was supposed to eat at with him. The door opened up for her and she stepped out. Since she was going on a date with Hero, she kind of expected some form of press, so she put on a long blue dress. It was shorter on top, but elegant, not slutty. 

When she was a little girl, she imagined what it would be like to be famous. With people wanting to know everything about her, snapping pictures, and walking gracefully across a red carpet. She knew now. It was half terrifying.

There were the biggest muscle bound guys she'd ever seen holding back the press. Everyone wanted a shot of the girl who Hero had chosen to date.

Chosen. Why did he choose her? No, she had to keep the fear down. Walking down the red carpet, she tried to pretend she didn't expect someone to approach and smash into her. The bodyguards had all the bases covered.

The restaurant opening was beautiful, flowers and glass decorations adorned it. She moved forward into it. It wasn't empty either, it had been packed. Everyone had grown quiet as she entered.

Okay. After a minute, a few people went back to talking. A man came up to her and introduced himself as Bose. He gently locked her arm with his and led the way.

Hero was there. His arms were on the table, and his hands were in a fisted position beneath his chin. His eyes, they were much the same as last time. She was seated by Bose and a waiter came up.

“The usual?” The waiter asked Hero. Hero didn't nod. The waiter turned toward Roxie. “And you, ma'am?”

“Um, whatever he's having,” she said, not even knowing the menu.

“Are you sure about that?” The waiter asked her. “It's more of an exclusive piece.”

“She said she wanted it. Give her a slice of mine.” Hero spoke. His voice was rarely heard on TV. He hardly liked to be on TV. It was another reason people had respect for him, he'd never be caught on some commercial. That voice was better than TV anyhow, it was deep and sultry. Brave. Everything a girl could imagine. His whole body was perfect, except for that stare. He was still staring at her. 

“Yes. Sorry.” The waiter cleared his throat. “I will make a note that one piece will need to be more done than the others.”

“I don't like well done,” Roxie mentioned. She hated well done, it was tough and flavorless. This night wouldn't be going down in her history as the greatest night, except that she choked down well done meat. 

“It won't be well done, but we will keep it within a legal standard of 'done' for people.” The waiter fidgeted, uncomfortable with having to explain. 

As he left, Roxie looked back toward Hero. He made her so nervous, why couldn't he look at her normally? “Um, hello again.” 

He didn't answer at first. “Hello.”

Well, that was a start. 

It was coming back again to Hero. The visions. He saw himself flinging everything off the table, pushing her over it and lifting up that dress. He saw himself jumping over the table and stabbing her right in the chest. He saw himself reach over to her and kiss her tenderly.

What was wrong with him?!

Bose had set up a whole week before the date. He was mad at first, wishing he could just touch her. Have her! As time went by, he became less crazy, but as soon as he smelled her coming to the restaurant, he couldn't control himself again. A growling mine thought kept running through his head. He wanted her, on that table, now. To kill her or to kiss her.

He moved his feet up and down, trying to keep himself under control. Instinct said grab her and run, but he was not an animal. He was a human, he was! He could do this. That scent was just there to throw him off. He'd prove she was an enemy in disguise, take care of her, and the primal instinct would go away.

It needed to. He couldn't go out and stop others if he couldn't stop staring at her dress. Why that dress? It even showed some of her cleavage. If it was dragged only halfway down he'd see so much more. The valley between her breasts called to him, beckoning him to look. He kept trying to keep his eyes trained on her. She even wore a necklace that fell right into that luscious valley. Nope, eyes, straight forward.

Her eyes. They had never seen war, never seen bodies, and never seen blood. An ordinary woman's eyes. No sign of an enemy, although a part of him screamed she had been. The part that didn't want to get messed up with her.

It was easier to kill an enemy than screw a woman. He'd done one thousands of times, and he'd never done the other. He could have, but there was never any need for one.

Enemy or not, he was aching in his pants below the table. With all of the public around, he would have to do something.

Look at those eyes of hers. Curious but scared. Frightened. She shouldn't be frightened unless she had something to hide. He wrinkled his nose slightly, narrowing his gaze on her. When he had taken her friend Alexandra around, she had no fears of him. 

As the food came, he dug right in. He had to test Roxie to see if she was on the up and up. His slabs of meat were always large, several inches thick. He couldn't stand cooked meat, even 'rare' wasn't rare enough for him. Only warming up the meat a little was perfect. The inside, delicately raw. Naked. But even with as 'done' as hers was, she should complain about it. If she were a project, she would. Then, if she was just working for one, it wouldn't bother her. It would at least get him closer to the truth.

Roxie tried making conversation. Twice, but he couldn't even seem to hear her. A couple of times his eyes wandered over her, but overall, he kept staring. When his food arrived, she didn't look at him anymore. The steaks were . . .round slabs of raw meat, like something just cut up down it's belly.

“Ma'am.”  The waiter brought out her piece. A single piece, but it was twice the size of a steak. At least it was plainly cooked. After seeing him eat, medium rare would have looked even nicer than what they considered done. She grabbed her knife and fork, cutting into the top. As she took a bite, she noticed the meat was different. It wasn't bad though. As she took another bite, something happened.

She jumped in her seat as she felt Hero holding her leg below the table. What was he doing?

“Roxie. Be honest.” He leaned in closer to the table. “Who are you?”

Who was she? “Roxie Malone. You paid my parents for a date.”

“But why did you get under me so much?” He held her leg tighter. “Truth. Are you an enemy?”

An enemy? Roxie wasn't an enemy at all, but the shock made her lose her grip on the fork. She bent down to pick it up.

Once under the table, she felt herself being pulled all the way down by Hero.

“You have to be an enemy, who else are you?” He held her arms tightly as he sniffed her neck. “Perfume doesn't even block it, it's just an irritant. What is it?!”

Roxie tried to move away, but Hero was only holding her even stronger. 

“That scent. It's not faked from your neck.” He pulled her strap down and smelled beneath her armpits. The act caused shivers up her spine. He was way too close, and if he wanted to, he could have tugged her dress lower. That was so wrong. He was so wrong.

And yet, the thought made her excited. How old would she be before her parents approved of someone? Twenty three, on her own? Each night, she harbored fantasies about men, but tonight, her mind was going to an unhealthy place.

Hero was a good guy. She should have felt downright frightened, especially after being accused of being an enemy. Yet, she wasn't. Not all of her. There was a part of her mind, right now, still wondering about his hand.

He sniffed her again. “Your scent is spiking even more. This isn't a trick. That's no perfume, it's from you yourself.” he groaned. “Do you want me to lose it?” His eyes stared into hers. Hungry as before, yet she discovered something new. “You have hard eyes of an enemy again, but you aren't one. So what are they? What are you?” 

Neither of them moved right away. Roxie's breathing was getting deeper and far from relaxed. Was he going to remove his hand already? Or was he going to do more? She didn't trust herself to talk.

“Oh, no. You're a project,” he whispered to her.  “I know it.”

“Project?” Roxie shook her head back and forth. “I swear, I am not an enemy. I don't even know about fighting, you have to believe me.”

“Sir? Ma'am?” The waiter said from beside the table. “Are you alright? Will you be eating your meal down there?”

“Just give us a minute,” Hero said as he turned his attention back to her. “You were adopted around three, weren't you?” His eyes lightened up as he stroked her hair. “That's it, you're a . . .” He sniffed once more. “A type Z. The last of the projects.”

“I have no fighting ability, really.” Roxie felt her head. “I was adopted when I was three but I-I'm not a project. I can't be.”

“Sure.” He didn't believe her by that tone.

Roxie didn't know what to do. He thought she was the enemy, a project. “I wouldn't be here if I were a project. I'm telling the truth.”

“I get it.” He stroked her hair again, leaning more forward. “I'm not going to hurt you. You must be from group Z.”

“Does that make a difference?” Roxie asked.

“Yeah, you should be extinct.” Hero inhaled her scent again. “I don't remember much, I was only around five,” he admitted, “but I remember. You aren't my enemy.” His grip on her dress tightened. “Women projects aren't any nicer than the men, so the last new project was created for that purpose. You weren't created to fight, you were created to sustain the young. A breeder.”

Oh no. That hungry look was coming back. Roxie's heart picked up pace as he rubbed himself against her.

“That's the scent. That's the reason why.” He pulled her face towards him, kissing her briefly. “You are a breeder.”

Her sudden need for him, was that where it was coming from? No, no she wasn't like that. She wasn't a project, and she wasn't created for that. She tried to pull away.

“You can't resist a project, it's against your nature.” He breathed into her ear as he massaged the fabric of her dress. “No matter how much you fight with your mind, your body needs it.”

Needs it? “I don't need anything,” Roxie pleaded. “Stop.” She said the words, but why was her body responding and bending toward him? “Please stop?”

“When you stop arching your back against me,” he moaned.

But she couldn't. It was instinctive. She heard him cuss from behind her. The scent of her must have been driving him mad. She couldn't even smell anything, yet her own body was being driven mad by him.

“Why did you have to be so close?” he complained to her. “When I was fighting, if you weren't there, I'd be right in the head. Why oh why did I follow your scent?” He thrusted her back. “Not an animal, I'm not an animal.” He tried to push her away, but he brought her back towards him. She didn't rebel. Her body couldn't. It wanted him...

Hero rolled out from beneath the table, still panting. He could barely open his eyes, but there were no people around, except his usual team.

“I can't believe it. I can't believe it! Help him up!” Bose yelled as people pulled Hero up. Before he knew it, his pants had been fixed, and his top was being re-buttoned. “What were you thinking?!” Bose gestured around the empty chair. “You are damn lucky I had everyone pulled out of this restaurant. That is going to cost you by the way. The owner is very upset.”

Hero shrugged. There was nothing he could say.

“Don't shrug at me, everyone knows what happened beneath that table!” Bose grabbed his  own head. “Okay. Okay. Just tell me what happened?”

“She's a Z,” Hero said, his voice still heavy. “She attracts projects with her scent. I figured it out . . .I guess a  little too late.” He lowered his head. Bose yelling at him. Being undressed beneath a table. It didn't take a genius. “We couldn't stop it, it's nature.” He covered his face in shame. What had he done? 

“One of you ladies, please help the young woman out,” Bose said gesturing to one of the female team members that had been assigned to help watch the date. 

As she went in, she heard Roxie scream.

“Get away from me!” Roxie yelled. Her voice was panting and she was fixing herself back up. She turned to try and leave the table, but more people came by and held her.

“It's okay, nothing to be ashamed of,” they tried to tell her.

“Ashamed of? What? What's going on?!” Roxie yelled. “What was I doing under a table, half dressed?” She looked toward Hero. “What did you do? What can't I remember? What did you do to me?!”

“What?” Bose looked toward Hero.

“Oh. Shit.” Now Hero remembered. “To keep everyone from getting too attached . . .” He covered his face again. When they get turned on, their mind blanks out. Only after a proper mate is found would multiple acts release their mind. “She doesn't remember, and she won't.”

“Oh. That is a blessing.” Bose sighed as he looked toward Roxie. “It's okay, you are fine. You were placed under a sort of spell and projects attacked. Notice that no one is here? Hero saved your life. Everything will be fine.”

Biggest lie of all time. What could Hero do though? Tell her that they screwed beneath a table like mad beasts? “You better get home.” But he had to lie, for now.

Hero had been so small when he had been with other projects. So much information had jumbled in his head, but pieces he had forgotten were coming together. Hero was attracted to her by smell, but Roxie wouldn't need him back until his proximity was ultra close, rubbing against her. 

Roxie Malone wasn't safe. She had struck maturity in her scent, and every project wolf would be after her soon. And she'd take every one. 

Hero lied in his blankets, thinking about Roxie. Hero had dug up everything he could on her. Scent attraction or not, she was beautiful. He tried hard not to think about his own pack. His mother, she had been beautiful, but Roxie was even more gorgeous. Not just that but smart, cunning, and loving. Roxie wanted to study Zoology. Her taste in clothing and accessories, it showed her primal side. But she was raised as human, and communicated well with them. 

As loving as his own family before they were brutally murdered. The whole pack. At five years old, he still remembered it. His father had called out for his mother. Calling for his tigress.

Tigress. Hero had already referred to Roxie that way. That was right, memories were spurning him to remember. Hero's own mother was not a normal wolf, and his father had his own name for her. He had chosen it well, it seemed fitting. Roxie was not a raw primal wolf, but she was a project. His father had said some were not the exact same, but he never mentioned why or if they were a different species. Just, tigress. Human. Half tiger? Hero didn't know.

Hero leaned on his side. Even though he was the hero of the human race, he didn't always feel like he was a part of it. His own home was buried in a mountain, in the middle of nowhere. Even his closest friend, Bose, had not visited. Only one had ever visited, and it was not as a friend. Hero didn't want to deal with the burden of a pack after losing his original one. He wouldn't let anyone come close.

He'd held his tigress beneath that table though, and made her his. At least, for now. Her scent would attract more comers. She'd eventually be taken by a group's den and ravaged each day, bearing more projects he'd just have to kill.

His hands turned into fists and his breathing became heavy as the thought struck him. Why? She had a wonderful life planned out for herself, but she was destined to become this thing project wolves would use over and over. 

Unless she had a proper mate. He already learned many years ago that there was no human that appealed to him. But maybe he didn't need to be alone. He wouldn't have to take out her offspring, if they were his . . .

Ugh. Hero turned back around, willing himself to go to sleep. He didn't even know Roxie Malone! How could he be thinking this? He had to get some sleep.
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Saving Mrs. Claus Part 1: CARRIE’S DIMENSION
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After being teased endlessly in Kindergarten, Carrie grew up being a normal person. She tried to think about being something else. A teacher. A graphic designer. An author. Her parents were worried that she would never choose an appropriate college since her interest waned in anything that wasn’t Christmas related. Okay, maybe she had been weird, and maybe she hadn’t. 

Being born on Christmas just skewed her attention from the regular. She had a side job at a local store wrapping gifts when people came in to shop, and she loved helping people find what they wanted. 

“Carrie?”

“Yes, Mom?” Carrie answered her as she gently shook her birthday/Christmas present.

“That boy who wanted to bring you to the dance? Where is he?” She questioned her.  “I thought you said that you had invited him.”

That was another thing. Since Carrie didn’t know what she wanted for her future, her mother tried to persuade her to find someone. Her mother was hoping the man of her dreams would sweep Carrie off her feet and in a few years she’d be living on his company’s yacht. Her mother wasn’t raised in a pristine neighborhood, and she wanted her daughter to be secure. Love was a bonus, if included. Carrie's father was more passive. He was the kind who used the phrase ‘whatever your mom said’ too many times. Carrie looked over toward her mother, bracing herself. “You mean Michael?” She shook the gift in her hands, hearing no clinking sound. She knew there wouldn’t be. Each year she had received a material doodad gift, and a sweater. Carrie already had the doodad, but now she couldn’t wait to see the sweater. Noticing her mom had not taken her brazen eyes off of her, she had to continue. “Well, I don’t know. Jenny said I should stay away, and I don’t know him well enough to― ”

“You didn’t invite him?” Her mother covered her head in shame. “Carrie Childers, what am I going to do with you? Do you know who his father is?”

Carrie went back to concentrating on the gift. Sure, Michael was cute and good looking, but they weren’t happy together. Shouldn’t everybody be happy? She guessed that was why she had such a hard time choosing what to do with the rest of her life. Carrie wanted to help people, so what should she be? 

Nurse? Police woman? Ninja Samurai warrior that comes out of the shadows to prevent evil?

Who knew. She heard her mom and dad talking behind her as she opened the box of clothes. A green sweater with a large red bell. Carrie's parents never seemed to know or understand her taste, but when it came to her sweater each year? They always knew exactly what to get.  Carrie pulled her head through the sweater and flung her hair up and out of it. It fit snug against her skin. She hugged herself, basking in the feel of the warmth. Beside her was their firewood stove, radiating its warmth through the new clothes. There was nothing like new clothes, right beside a fire.

The rest of the night, her mom tried to talk again. Even though she was seventeen, Carrie never showed any signs of having interest in anything. 

“Many people don’t know what they want to be at seventeen,” she told her mother. “Can’t we drop this already?”

“If you were a normal girl, yes, we could.” Her mother didn’t use the kindest words with her as their hands wrapped around each other’s. “We both know you’re far from normal.”

“What your mother means...” Carrie's father tried to join in. “...is that you’re special. Sweetie, you’re...”

“You are merry,” her mother finished for him. “You are too gracious, and stupid. This is a cruel world, Carrie Childers, and you need to survive in it. Last year you tried to donate half your room to charity! There isn’t room in this world for someone like that. You will wake up penniless and hurt.”

“In her defense, she did try to steal our credit card when she was younger,” her father said.

“Yes, to adopt orphans in third world countries,” her mother continued. “That doesn’t count as evil. Misguided and immature. She was only eight or so.”

Carrie's mother would never be happy with her until she knocked over a bank or something. Honestly, she could go out and graffiti the neighborhood, and her mother would be proud of her. Maybe Carrie was a little more generous than others, but she didn’t want to be what her mother wanted. Why couldn’t she be herself, and be appreciated? Why did she have to be bad to be loved? 

“She won’t be a nurse, it would be too much. She can’t even watch regular fake blood. She won’t be a police woman, too violent. Honestly, Honey, what is she going to be?” her father questioned.

It was a question that her mother would always ask, especially on her birthday. One year closer to the big decision. What was Carrie going to be?  She wanted to be someone that made others happy. That was all. People like that didn’t get paid though. Well, almost not. There was an opening for Mrs. Claus down at the mall, but her parents didn’t want her applying at all. They remembered when she was younger. The only thing she solidly ever admitted wanting to be.

“If she were crazy or depressed, there would be pills. What do you do for merriment?” Her mother scoffed. “If people knew the real you.”

“Nora,” her father said softly in his own way to disagree with Carrie's mom. “Honey, don’t get that hard.”

“That’s not hard, Phillip,” her mother said to him. “She never fights back. How can that be hard?”

The family was celebrating Christmas, so Carrie wouldn’t let her mom get her down tonight. She watched her parents open up their Christmas gifts and then turn in for the night.  She headed to her room, ready to get into her warm pajamas. Oh, maybe some cocoa before she curled up into her bed too? Carrie turned on the light and closed the door. She went to school in popular shirts of trending brands, and she wore worn out jeans. She appeared ‘normal’ when she did those things. It was only when she could close the door that she could be herself. Carrie turned her Christmas CD on low enough that she could hear without her parents hearing it too. She softly hummed Noel as she moved toward her window and stared at the moon.

If only Santa had been real. Since Carrie's problem had been so intense at such a young age, her mother and father had broken the truth to her. While her classmates dreamed and talked about Santa, she had already known he didn’t exist. Her parents were the ones who placed gifts under the tree every year. As she grew older, it hurt more to stare up at the moon. Dreaming of a jolly man with a sleigh and magical reindeer, who had nothing in his heart but the best intentions of giving. Never receiving anything in return. The best of mankind.

But there was no place in the world for people like that. One would hear about how everyone wished people were nicer, and better. How more should donate to the poor. How everyone should help animals who were overrunning shelters. Yet, when someone came along that wanted to do nothing but help? “Grief.” Nothing but trouble. She learned in elementary school about the real world. Those were beautiful words, but few believed or followed them. “Maybe it’s a good thing you don’t exist, jolly one. Who knows what the world would try to do to you?” She closed the curtains and continued to hum as she slipped into her white cotton robe. Slipping on her house shoes she spun around, feeling the warmth.

A girl her age should be ‘jamming out’ to the latest band, or dancing the latest dance. There should be posters plastered on her walls of stars and good looking men. She shouldn’t be spinning around in a white robe listening to cheery songs. Maybe during Christmastime, but honestly, Carrie listened to merry music all year long. All she wanted to do was feel cozy and cherished. Although she never received the second, she could get the first. Warm. Cozy. 

The door opened unexpectedly. Carrie quickly moved toward her CD player to turn the music off, but her mother beat her to it. She opened it up and took the CD. Carrie didn’t often risk this kind of music, but it was the season and she thought they had gone to bed.

“What have I said about these Christmas CD’s?” Her mother groaned as she held it tight.

“It is disobeying,” Carrie said trying to look on the bright side for her. “Rebellious?”

“You are even farther now from getting your mp3 player back. CDs. Next you are going to be hoarding tapes. You need to knock this off. We’re not wasting money on a psychiatrist.” 

“It is Christmas time, can't I get a break?” Carrie pleaded. “People listen to Christmas music at Christmas time.”

“On the radio. Any other music and it's not allowed.” She closed the door behind her.

Oh. If only Carrie could give some of her happiness to her mother. She opened the closet and reached deep inside. It was down to tapes now. Tonight she couldn’t bring them out, but making sure she had them would help. Seeing her old tape player deck, she closed the door. There was something more pressing she needed to do before bed anyhow.

Jenny used to be terrible at math. She was one of the few friends Carrie had since she was often too positive minded for many people. Carrie pulled out Jenny's math homework and sat down to check it. Jenny's mother wasn’t generally supportive of her daughter's bad grades, so she did try and tutor when she could. Carrie checked Jenny’s homework, noticing she had two mistakes in the first four problems. Jenny needed to work on those. Carrie placed a tiny check in pencil next to each one, letting Jenny know she needed to fix and learn it before school was back in session. As she finished, she put it away and grabbed one of her spare blankets from the closet. The local shelter was getting low on blankets and food again according to their flyers. Slipping into her bed, she pulled her covers up, ready to dream of sugar plums. She was ready to dream of a world where someone like her would be welcomed. 

***
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Later that night, she heard a sound outside. Her mother and father were supposed to be asleep. She should have been frightened and gone to wake them up, but she knew which night it was. Even though her brain said one thing, her heart still said another. She opened her door softly, and she slowly headed down the stairs. She didn’t move too fast, just in case it was burglars. Logic said that was what it would be anyway.

She stared at the foot of the stairs. There was someone in a thick red suit, but he didn’t have a giant belly. He wore black boots, but he had no beard. He even had a red cap on and a twinkle in his eye, but he couldn’t be Santa Claus because he was young. He couldn't have been much older than her.

The young girl was wearing a white robe, and her cheeks were almost as rosy as Kris' mother and father’s. Her appearance seemed the most innocent he'd seen on Earth yet. She was frozen though, not expecting to see him. Well, who could blame her? No one believed in his father. Santa Claus was only a legend. The elves were only myths. Home was a fairytale to these people. Kris gently tried to coax her closer, not wanting to frighten her. After all, they might be together for awhile in the future. Maybe. He needed to make a good impression. Kris felt around for the list his mother had given him, needing to remember her name. He kept feeling around, but he couldn’t find it. Did he drop it, or leave it on the roof? Kris reached his hand out slowly to her. He didn’t want to rush her, but she gently took his hand. How was it that she smelled like creamy cocoa? Feeling he was gaining her trust, he laid his finger beside his nose. She closed her eyes as the wind whirled around them. 

She almost gasped when she opened her eyes. That must have seemed like a big deal to her. Kris headed toward his sleigh where his reindeer Dougie was waiting. Was he really going to do this? The first time his father had done this, he had picked the wrong one. He had only met her in the middle of the night...but his mom said if he had the opportunity, he should take it.  Kris patted Dougie on the head, soothing him. Dougie knew his nerves were high and gently prodded his cheek. Kris jumped into the sleigh and grabbed the reins, a little too tightly. He looked toward the rosy cheeked girl. “Come on in.” He tried to act like he did this every night, but he didn’t. She stepped into the sleigh, although her legs looked shaky. Kris continued to play it cool on the take off. “Dougie, yo.” He whistled at his reindeer in front and shook the rein slightly. Kris didn’t need to snap the reins. Dougie knew him well enough to know he was ready to go. Dougie pawed the ground a few times before he began to move.  The white robed girl held onto the sleigh and closed her eyes as they ran off the edge of her house. Maybe he should have mentioned it would be okay before the take off?

Kris didn’t say anything to her at first. He wasn’t used to actual girls. Elf girls, yes, but nothing like this girl. She peered over the edge, looking over the houses. A small boy, about two, waved out of his window as they passed by. They climbed higher into the air until no more houses were seen. Knowing there was nothing to see, Kris knew it was time to strike up a conversation with her.

“So.” He fidgeted with the reins. “How’s the weather in your dimension this year?” She blinked. He really should have picked something different than weather, but he couldn’t think at the time. This was the first time that he had a girl in his sleigh. 

“Fair,” she answered softly for the first time. Her voice sounded like Christmas bells, ringing with their merry chime.  “We had sun two days ago.”

“Oh. We get sun too, but it’s colder than your area.” Kris' knees were knocking up and down. He knew it. Now that he heard her voice, there wasn’t any doubt. Dougie must have known too because his feet were starting to sparkle beneath him. He’d be entering the portal to home soon if Kris didn’t stop him. He couldn’t bring her to the North Pole yet. She didn’t even know who he was.  He looked toward her. How should he put it? “My name’s Kris. I’m the son of Kris Kringle. You know him as Santa Claus.”

Her look changed, to good or bad, he couldn’t tell. “Oh. You’re Santa’s son?”

“Yeah. His name is Kris. It’s tradition.” Her eyes looked at him, filled with wonder. They twinkled at him, and he almost lost control of the sleigh. 

“Junior, Junior, get going! Come on! We’re waiting out here. Dougie’s feeder is getting impatient.”

Kris' radio sounded and he turned it off. “I need to get going. I better take you back home, huh?” She didn’t answer at first. He headed back to the roof of her house, and watched. She departed slowly from the sled, still confused about what had happened. “Can I see you next Christmas?” 

She looked back toward him, and smiled. “If...if you show up in my dreams again.”

She half believed it was real, and half didn’t. It was a problem among the folks who lived outside their dimension. He should have taken more time indoors, but he’d already been running late. Dougie needed to get back home. He looked around the sleigh. There must be something he could give her so that she’d know this had been real. But what? Kris rubbed his chin. He couldn’t give her his hat or coat. All he had was a sleigh and his favorite reindeer. Kris looked at the reins.

This was the only thing he had, and it fit her. He took off one of the bells from the rein and gave it to her. “A reminder. You’ll only remember me when you stare at it, until next Christmas.”

“I hope I don’t forget you.” She took it with curiosity and rang it. “It sounds pretty.”

“Sounds like you. I’ll see you next year.” Kris took off, but he didn’t want to. 

Her cheeks were so rosy, and her voice was like merry bells.

Her eyes twinkled with merriment, and he knew.

She would be the next Mrs. Claus.

***
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DIMENSION: THE NORTH POLE

“About time!” The elf feeder complained as Kris took Dougie out of his reins. “What would we do if one of the reindeer got sick? Santa can’t only have eight reindeer. It’s bad enough your mom is staying home this year.”

“Then get more reindeer,” Kris shot back at him. He jumped out of the sleigh and headed inside. His mom was fixing cookies in a good spirit. Kris took his coat off and set his hat on top of the chair. She set a plate with a couple of cookies on it in front of him. “Thanks, Mom.”

“It’s not like you to be out that late,” she said. “Did you check the list?”

“Yes.”

“Twice?”

“Yes.”

“Did you find her?”

“The girl in New York was yelling at her mom when I went over there. I didn’t get any good feelings from the ones in Wisconsin or Miami, but then in a different state altogether over there... somewhere there was... this rosy cheeked girl.” Kris' bumbled phrases caught his mom’s attention. 

“You found her?” Her voice rang like high pitched carolers. “Oh, tell me!”

“Bells chime in her voice, and she smells cozy like warm cocoa.” He watched his mom start fluttering around him. 

“And?”

“And I...” Kris poked at his cookie. “I took her for a ride in my sleigh.”

“And?!”

She was going to drag it out of him. “I said I wanted to see her next year.”

His mother clapped in a triumphant manner. “See, you see? I told you not to worry. No matter how long it's been since the portal was closed, you eventually found her.  You didn’t find her last year, so is she younger?”

“One year,” he admitted, “but don’t get all weird on me. I’ve got about twenty years before anything happens, Mom.”

She crossed her arms, looking at him with wide eyes. “Maybe less than twenty, depending on your father’s magic health. Oh, do you want to take a town to yourselves next year? You and...what’s your future Mrs. Claus’ name?”

“I don’t know exactly. I lost the list,” he said. “Do you have a copy?”

“A copy of all the potential Mrs. Clauses?” His mom chuckled as she left and came back over with the list. “I’ve got several copies.”

Kris looked down the list. Melissa was New York. Carol was Miami. Her name had thrown him off, but she wasn’t the one either. “There it is. Carrie Childers. Her name’s Carrie.” He finished off one of the cookies on his plate. “Did her name reappear on the other list?” 

“I bet she will. We’ll know when your father gets back.” His mother’s smile couldn’t have been wiped away with anything but magic. “Mr. and Mrs. Claus riding together once again, just like in the days of old. Before I became old.” She grabbed her back and tucked her seat in.

“Do you regret it?” His mother and father would still be spritely and hale, if it weren’t for him. Mr. and Mrs. Claus can live for centuries upon end, so long as they never have a child. Once Kris was born, time began to tick against them again. Their age always appeared to be sixty, but before him, their bodies didn’t show it. Their minds even stayed young and healthy. Once Kris was born, it all changed for them slowly. When he had been five, Kris could play knock down the snowman with his dad. When he was ten, his father couldn’t even knock down a single snowman anymore. Now with Kris at eighteen, his father moved like he was eighty, and his mother moved just as slowly. His dad actually had five elves helping to accomplish Christmas this year, to make sure he didn’t hurt himself. 

Kris' mom patted his hand. “I never regretted having you, not even for one day. All things end, and it’s time for this world to get a new Santa Claus soon. It's tradition.”

Yep. About twenty more years, and Kris would be Santa Claus. He’d have help filling the sleigh and making toys, but the real journey was up to him and, if he could get her to agree, Mrs. Claus. “I really shouldn’t be flying out there, but I want to see her again before next Christmas. I want to see what the world is like from her point of view. We've been cut off from there for so many years, who knows what that dimension is like now.”

“Are you going to spy on her, like the children do every Christmas with your father?” She laid her hand upon his head. “It’s a different world out there. We started Christmas in that dimension, but we haven’t been out into it in hundreds of years, my son.” She stroked his forehead. “I will give you one day of permission to see your Mrs. Claus’s world, but no more.” When she removed her hand, she took his spare cookie. “Halfway between Christmas and now, you can spend one day out there. But be warned, Kris: the world outside is much less pleasant than here.”

***
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“Summer Vacay, come already,” Jenny complained as she closed her locker. She looked back at Carrie and handed over her books. “Sorry about Mitch. Another one bites the dust, huh? You would think you’d learn by now.”

Carrie shrugged. “Just wasn’t meant to be.”

“You don’t get it. You’re not hearing me. Carrie, seriously, it’s like you are from another world or something.” Jenny slammed her locker. “I mean, you shouldn’t have ever been with him. He’s a bad apple, Girl. None of the guys you pick are good for you.”

“I don’t pick them,” Carrie reminded her. “Mom does. It’s about the only thing I can do that makes her happy.”

“How can you be so clueless? I don’t care if it’s your mom. She doesn’t understand who she’s picking. It’s your life anyway. Oh, whatever,” Jenny sighed. “Did you get my homework?”

“You missed six problems. I’ll help you over lunch period,” Carrie told her as she jostled the books again, seeing what she had been reading. “The Pearl by John Steinbeck? Couldn’t they send you something more pleasing to read?”

“Sorry, I don’t think they care to send me the freakin’ Christmas Carol.” Jenny picked her books back up. “Thanks. I know you’d keep holding them forever if I let you. So, what took you so long?”

“I stopped by the shelter. They needed some simple canned food, and mom won’t let me near there.” Carrie slightly bounced on her feet with cheer. “Technically it’s wrong. I didn’t listen to her. She also caught me with some questionable music last night again.”

“Questionable?” Jenny’s eyes lit up. “Are you finally coming round? What, bad lyrics?”

“Cheery music.” Jenny just looked at her as if she were mad. “Mom still won’t let me listen to cheery music.”

“Uh huh. Your mom is so weird.” Jenny rolled her eyes. “I have some CD’s you can borrow.”

“That’s great, but I don’t like foul language or hateful words. I live in this world, surrounded in it. I want to escape in my music.” Carrie closed her eyes, searching for the notes in her head. “Oh, wait.” Her concentration broke. “She took my CD player away.”

“Ugh, your parents,” Jenny groaned as she looked behind her friend. “Oh no. Don’t look now, Carrie.”

Carrie turned around and saw Mitch coming over toward them. He was the son of a lawyer. He had been her latest fix up. Carrie had broken up with him a short time ago when he started spreading rumors. Rumors that made him adored, but her less than becoming. “Good morning, Mitch.” He sincerely smiled at her as he grabbed some of the books in her arms. He looked toward Jenny and nodded.

“Don’t even think about it. I mean it.” Jenny waved her finger in front of him. “Leave her alone. She already broke up with you.”

“Jenny, that’s mean. Carrie is a big girl.” Mitch laughed and looked at her. “You know, I don’t know if she was right. Did we officially split up?”

“Yes, now get the hell out.” Jenny held her books tighter. “Out of here.”

“Can’t I ask her?” Mitch sat the books on the floor and pulled Carrie closer into his embrace. “I think you and Jenny should come over to my place tonight. I have enough room in my heart to love both of you.”

“Jerk!” Jenny tried to push him off of Carrie, but he held on tighter. “Stop it. Let go of her.”

Carrie found herself struggling to be free too. She wasn’t stupid. She knew what he meant. “That’s a mean thing to ask me, Mitch. You started those rumors with no respect for me, and I won’t date someone who is so mean.”

“You are so hilarious.” Mitch started to mock her in a high voice. “You started rumors with no respect for me and I won’t date anyone who is just a big meanie meanie big bully.” He laughed. “You always were fun. Come on, we could have fun again? I think you, Jenny, and I could all do something together? We did last night.”

“We did not! You stop spreading rumors, Mitch. And I swear, if I hear something with me involved, you’ll regret it,” Jenny threatened him. “Everyone knows we are decent.”

Carrie pushed herself away from him. Her mother’s choices were getting worse. Next thing she knew, she would want her dating a felon. “Please go away.”

“I do not approve of how you are handling her.”

Carrie looked to her right and saw a familiar guy. She didn’t know where she’d seen him before, but he wasn’t carrying any books. He had on a blue sweater with glittery snowflakes, nothing she’d seen on any boy at school. His hair was a flowing warm cocoa brown. Where did she know him from?

“Who are you?” Mitch asked him, finally letting go.

“Kringle,” the boy said. “Kris Kringle.”

Mitch and Jenny both laughed.

“Where’s your sleigh?” Mitch teased him. He put his hand on Carrie's head and rubbed it. “Oh, she knows I’m only teasing. Don’t you, Carrie?”

Carrie straightened her clothes back out, but she looked over toward the familiar guy. He was mad yet confused by Mitch. 

“Like I told you. Just like last time.” Jenny blamed Carrie more than Mitch. “You’ve got a big sign on your head that says ‘Take advantage of me.’ If you don’t smarten up, Carrie, you’re going to be mugged before you even graduate high school. Maybe worse.”

Carrie brushed what she said off, but Kris bristled at her comment.

“There is no reason for anyone to harm anyone. Why would they?” He looked toward her, seeking an answer. She wished she knew. Jenny pushed her away toward class, giving Kris a snide look. She must have thought he was making fun of her too, but Carrie didn't believe that. She was wrong about people many times, but she doubted she was wrong about him. 

“Mugged. Worse?” Kris walked behind Carrie, but he noticed another boy being shoved into a locker. Such violence for no reason. Weren’t there any bright spirits left? He smiled at everyone who passed, but they either didn’t make eye contact or looked confused. Didn’t anyone smile at each other anymore? As he walked by a boy with headphones on, he picked up on some of the lyrics.

Those were dirty words. Kris stood and listened at a distance, his ears pricking up slightly to hear better. These were the words in Carrie’s world. Kris didn’t understand everything, but he picked up enough. This place was filled with pain. Kris wanted to go back home where everything made sense again, but this was what his future Mrs. Claus dealt with daily. People hurting and picking on others. When he’d seen the way Mitch touched Carrie, Kris had felt something in his heart that he rarely felt, rage. Mitch had no right, and she gave him no right. Mitch was a bad boy, a naughty one the likes he'd never met before. This had been what she had called a boyfriend?

People were taking advantage of the warmth Carrie had been born with. They thought she was stupid, but he knew the truth. It was a simple fact:

She was merry. It was not stupidity. It was what made Carrie who she was.

Kris didn’t need to see much more of Carrie’s world. He only had a little time left, and he wanted to do something for her. 

Something special.

“Phillip? Phillip!” Carrie's mother yelled as they came in through the front door. “What were you thinking? It’s the middle of June. What is a Christmas tree doing here?”

Carrie's mouth dropped and so did her school bag. This wasn’t mere decoration; it was beautiful and timeless. She moved toward the tree. The Childers’ trees had always been fake, propped up year after year. She touched and smelled the pine scent coming from it. It was a real Christmas tree. 

There were no lights on it, but white candles in holders that lit up the edges of the branches. It was filled with ornaments she had never seen before, but they appeared to be antique. There were more than fifteen with single snowflakes, each one unique. Glittery with white flakes. Tight fitting ornaments in colors she had never seen so bright. Towards the top there were ornaments that were moving on their own. A drummer slowly drummed, while snowmen turned. It was as if someone had gone back a hundred years and grabbed a tree from someone’s home. As Carrie inhaled the aroma and touched the treasured decorations, she wondered who had done it. Her mother was wrong. This couldn’t be her father's work. He wouldn’t want to make her mother mad. Not only that, but he wouldn’t go out, buy a real Christmas tree, and decorate it in the middle of summer. “Dad, who did this?”

“I can’t believe you,” Carrie's mother scolded her father again. “A real tree is in my house. In June?”

“It wasn’t me. It was, well, it was...” he placed his finger beside his mouth. “It was someone. No, it couldn’t be. I wouldn’t let a stranger into my house. I guess, maybe, sleep walking? I took a nap.”

Carrie's mother shook her head and it wasn’t long before the tree was taken down. Candle by candle, and ornament by ornament. Its beauty and mystery remained in her head though. Who had done it, and why?
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Soul Mate of Mister Umbrella Part 1: JULIE MARS’ DIMENSION
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I cried, bringing my hands up to wipe my tears. Mommy cuddled me, comforting me about Mister Kitty. “I don't want Mister Kitty gone, bring him back. I'll be a good girl and you can bring him back on my birthday. Please?” My mother stroked my head and tried to tell me he couldn't come back. I nuzzled against her until I saw someone coming up our front walk.

He was the oddest person I'd ever seen. He walked with an umbrella like a cane. He wore an odd black hat and a suit. He approached me and bowed. “Greetings, Jewelsy.”

Jewelsy? My name had been Julie. I wiped my eyes once more and looked at the funny man. Mommy hadn’t even noticed he was there. 

“I am a friend that only you can see,” he said, “and I am here to make you feel better about Mister Kitty.”

A friend only I could see? I slightly moved away from mommy. A friend only I could see. 

I had fun with the man that couldn't be seen, but when it came to a name, he said I could call him whatever I wanted. I decided his name would be Mister Umbrella in the Sky. He grinned, saying he liked the name. We had tea parties, played games, and became friends. I tried to tell others about Mister Umbrella, but they just said he was my 'imaginary friend'. Well, imaginary friends couldn't do the things Mister Umbrella could do.

But then, one day, he had to leave. He didn't even say goodbye to me. I never saw him again. As I got older, I slowly forgot about him altogether.

DIMENSION: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION

It might sound funny that I have an umbrella, but I live in the clouds. That's one reason I love it. There are actually several reasons I have an umbrella, but those aren't serious right now.  I have quite a predicament in front of me. Watching from above, I can sense the pain of a child I once knew.

I love kids. That is, of course, part of the job description.  You see I am a selectively seen comrade.  Well, that's the politically correct name for me, but the name is known commonly as 'imaginary friend'. More than a little silly if you ask me. I am living and breathing of my own will, not because of someone's imagination. Some of the selectively seen are testy about that, so they become the 'Ididntdoits'. I don't particularly love or hate, the 'Ididntdoits', but the name sounds worse.

'Ididntdoits' charm themselves by getting people (mostly children) into trouble. They steal the last cookie in the jar, get paint on the walls, and stir up any other trouble that makes someone shout "Well, I didn't do it!"

No, the Ididntdoits did. Quite a mouthful. I've actually been an Ididntdoit a few times, but it's quite rare. Children do sometimes need a lesson, but often I don't associate with the kind that need a lesson. Keeping your nose clean, and choosing your comrades. An important lesson.

I had just lost my newest little friend two days ago. Her name was Amy, but I had called her My Ami. She sorted herself out and began to make friends again, so I wasn't needed anymore. After I lose a friend, I often find another city and town. The farther I distance myself from her, the less she will sense me. Then before I know it, my little friend will no longer even remember me. I'll just be a vague memory on the wind.

In the meantime, I must sit on this cloud with my umbrella and a lovely muffin. I am waiting for a signal, the next child who is ready to make a friend with me. I've done this more times than I know, but something is different today.

My mind won't concentrate on someone new. In fact, it is an old connection that had never truly disappeared. You see, I didn't solve a particular little girl's problem. I was in the middle of it when I was told I could not associate with her anymore. I did not even get to say goodbye. That connection remained and it had been the only feeling of regret that had lingered upon me. I had learned to ignore it over the years, but the feeling was three times as strong today.

Jewelsy. Her name had been Julie Mars, but I had never called a child by their name. Too dull. In fact, Jewelsy had been the one who had named me. Before, I would go by whatever the child wanted. George, Bob, Fairy, whatever they wanted to call me.

When I told her what I was and where I was from, she said she'd call me Mister Umbrella in the Sky. I fell in love with that name, and started going by Mister Umbrella for short. That's another reason for an umbrella. Otherwise it's an absurd name. Our connection time was short, only about two weeks. Even after I left to other places and befriended others, I could still feel her. 

It seemed that I was destined to be tied with her in some way, so associating at such a young age would jinx something. Preposterous as it seemed. Wouldn't knowing her better over time tie us better instead of separating us?

A few years ago, I sensed the largest disturbance ever from her. I wanted to see her, but was still instructed not to. That day, I felt great sorrow as a large part of what had been Jewelsy had disappeared. All I could feel was darkness from her direction anymore.  

But this morning, it had been so heavy. My heart could barely smile. I wanted to see her so much.

Jewelsy would be over twenty now, so her imagination wouldn't allow her to see me. The meeting would be one-sided; I'd simply be a ghost in the room as I had been with every other person. I have never looked in on the children after they grew up. It was almost an unwritten policy among the selectively unseen. 

Yet, Jewelsy needed someone. What if that darkness completely consumed her? No, I just couldn't ignore it. Not anymore. 

DIMENSION: JULIE MARS’ DIMENSION

The clock chimed its hourly alert to get me up. I managed to hit the sleep button. It was probably past lunchtime, but I didn't care. Why get up? It was just another boring, ordinary day. Wake up, eat, and go to sleep. Nothing special.

Life used to be special to me. When people loved and took care of me, life was easy. When they left, then easy left with them. Everything does, except the pain. 'Wake up’, my mother used to say when I slept late. My father would have said to buck up and not be so down. My sister would have ripped the blankets off of me.

"Julie, get out of bed!"

I guess that was the best form of caring I would get. It was enough to make me sit up. I grabbed some frumpy clothes and headed downstairs.

My Uncle Charles looked above his tablet. He only ever stopped working to give me that usual disapproving look. Sweats and a sweatshirt weren't becoming, but I didn't care. I sat down in my chair, waiting for my Aunt Merissa.

"Nice apparel for lunch," he said. "Didn't you wear that yesterday, and the day before?"

I looked at him in his irritating suit. I had always thought suits could be more whimsical, or that people in suits could be fun. That was until I met my Uncle Charles. 

My Aunt Merissa sat down a plate with a pancake on it. "It's cold, but it's late. Warm it up if you want." She held the spatula toward me. "Today, job. As soon as you eat, you are getting dressed in something more appropriate, and you are finding another job."

I poked at the pancake on my plate. "Not my fault that the economy sucks." 

My Aunt Merissa looked like she could spit acid from her mouth at me for that statement. "No, Julie, when you look like you don't care about anything, that usually means you don't care. When you show up late and do a lousy job, it means that you aren't going to keep your job. There are people that are hurting in this economy. Don't use them as an excuse. There's a huge difference between the two! Your Aunt Margaret lost her job at the bank and found a temporary one. She is working her way up. You? You'll go through another job in a month at this rate because you simply don't care. A lot of people would love to have the opportunities you have."

Sure, everyone is dying to work at low paying fast food jobs. I poked my pancake again. "I'm out of gas."

"Then walk," my Uncle Charles said. "Use those feet for something."

"I want you out there finding a job within an hour," my Aunt Merissa said as she moved the spatula out of my face. "Today. No excuses."

It looked like my day had been planned. I didn't blame my Aunt for the sharp tone, she had put up with me ever since I dropped out of college.  She was sympathetic and patient, but only to a degree. She had two important rules I had to follow. The first was to keep a job. If I lost it, I had to go get another one. The second was unbreakable, she made it clear several times. No drugs, no alcohol, and no tobacco of any kind. The moment she sensed anything was wrong, she'd have my Uncle Charles pack my bags and she wouldn't say goodbye. I believed her too. If it were a threat, she couldn't do it. She would leave the house and leave it up to my Uncle Charles. He would never be afraid to kick me out, he'd probably even smile and whistle while he trotted back to work.

Oh, but there was one drug I could take. My depression prescription pills. I quit buying it some time ago, it was just a waste. I never even took one, never wanted to get hooked. I'd seen enough of those lawyer commercials to know that I didn't want that in me. My Aunt Merissa believed I took them though, and if she knew the truth, she might send me to something like therapy.

"Here." My Aunt Merissa sat down a hundred dollar bill at the table. "Your Uncle Charles has covered the rest of the month for your medication, but that's it. Remember our agreement."

I didn't answer back, and she was making me too bitter to even eat the cold pancake. Now they were wasting their own money buying that medication for me? I got up and headed out the door, I couldn't take much more.

***
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I should have grabbed  a jacket, it had been colder today. Some people stared at me as I went by. Beauty wasn't something I cared about anymore. Make up, or no makeup. Death didn't care in the end. I glanced back as I heard a bunch of guys actually laugh as I passed. A waste of breath to tell them anything. I moved toward the gas station, my first stop. They didn't have any sign, and didn't seem to care to tell me about any other opportunities they knew of. As they helped another customer, I slid the hundred out of my pocket and placed it into a random charity jar for something or other.

I looked at the label afterward. Muscular Dystrophy. Yeah, that had been a better place for it. I headed back out, not really thinking about where to ask for a job next. Surprisingly, the weather had grown warm enough that I was glad I had left my jacket after all.

I looked up toward the sky. It was something stupid I had done as a child, look for shapes in the clouds. I had been obsessed with clouds when I was younger. I used to see ancient grand castles, more majestic than any painter could capture. I used to see mighty dragons and the gorgeous Pegasus flying across the sky. If only I could find that anymore. Instead, I saw a pair of handcuffs. To the left were bars similar to the front of a jail cell. A group of ten clouds created a foreboding cemetery...

A curse escaped me as I felt a tug around my shoulder, and slammed into a building. When I looked back, there had been a car laying on its horn. It had stopped, but two feet in front of where I had been. No more cloud staring for me.

I think someone just saved my life.

I think someone that shouldn't exist saved my life. "Mister Umbrella in the Sky?"

Another reason to have an umbrella. A quick yank can save a life. I've hardly had to use the method, and it wasn't a good sign that I had to use it on Jewelsy today. The negativity was so thick, I had to get permission to see her. Strangely, they had said yes. I did not even explain why, they simply said my restriction had been over. Odd, but that was the way it worked. It was not a minute too soon. She seemed cold leaving the apartment, and of course couldn't see me. Her outward appearance had been haggard, and her face looked exhausted. She asked about a job, and when no one was looking, shoved money into a charity jar.

Ah, there was the spark of the Jewelsy I knew. I followed her out, but warmed up the air. Just because I couldn't talk to her, didn't mean I couldn't help. Then, she looked up into the clouds. She pointed at them almost in a trance, and started walking forward. I could barely register enough time between, before I snagged her back with the side of the umbrella.

It was not a perfect fit around her side, and I hope it didn't bruise her, but I had no time to think about other options. Then, she looked at me. Not through me, not around me, but at me. Adults could not see me, even other children I was not connected to could see me. Not unless the belief was extremely strong.

As she had almost been run over, her mind had been in enough of a daze, that for a second, she saw me. That second caused belief again, and here I am to her. 

I don't even know where to start. Going out for a job, daydreaming in the road, and being saved by my old imaginary friend. I mean, I had some serious mental issues now. As a child, I did have an overactive imagination, but I was in my twenties. Still, it was the same striped umbrella. The same suit. The same emerald eyes. My imagination had created that man when I was a child.

So how could he save me from a car? It had to be a dream. I must have imagined getting up, and I must have still been sleeping. I could tell I was lying down, so that made the most sense. Except, that I could feel my sweater on me, not my pajamas. That part didn't make sense.

Maybe it did happen, and I was delirious and in the hospital after the accident. Yeah, that could be it.

"Wake up, Jewelsy."

The voice. Soft but commanding. Humorous yet tough. "Mister Umbrella in the Sky."

"I am disappointed in you. Watch where you are going from now on."

Nope. Nope, I couldn't, I wouldn't believe it. I shook my head, and kept my eyes closed.

"Jewelsy, follow the rulesy," Mister Umbrella said. "Even though you are older, you are clearly in need of me."

"No, I'm not. You don't exist," I said back. "This is trauma, something psychological."

"Now, now, don't fuss. Must we go through this?" I could hear him come closer.  "Let's be reasonable. You're a good girl―er―lady, and you aren't insane. I'm selectively seen, not imaginary. You never called me imaginary until someone said it first." I felt him sit on my bed.  I mean, I imagined against my will that he sat on my bed. "I do apologize. I normally don't come back, but you didn't seem well, and you were about to be hit by a car."

"That's it, I got it," I said. "I'm in a coma from the accident. Yep, that's the explanation."

"Grasping," Mister Umbrella said almost in a groan. "Don't you trust me? You believed enough to see me again."

"No, I don't. My mind isn't right, I was in an accident."

"Jewelsy."

"It's Julie, not Jewelsy," I push harder. "You don't exist. Just disappear and leave me alone. Go find a kid to play with somewhere."

I heard Mister Umbrella sigh. "I can't leave. That accident was not a simple accident. I have felt so much sadness coming directly from you for years. Something made you sad, and you were lower than  ever today." He stood back up. "Adult or not, you need me. Let's make you happy again."

Make me happy? "You can't make me happy."

"Everyone has something to make them happy." He laid down on the bed next to me. "Usually by finding out what makes you frowny."

"I'm not a child, and it’s not frowny."

"Oh. Sorry." I felt him shift on the bed, and heard the whoosh of his familiar umbrella opening up. "Do not drown me in sorrow."

One of his stupid reasons for having an umbrella. I barely even remembered I once had an imaginary friend until I met him again. Memories long forgotten began to trickle through me.  Next, he would say something like I needed to tell him what's wrong before it started to rain.

Well, I wasn’t a child anymore. Maybe shocking my imagination would make the delusion leave. " My shit would throw so much hail onto your umbrella that it'd be holier than Swiss cheese." I didn't know what the reaction would be, but I did hear him fold the umbrella up. 

"Maybe society has spoiled your innocence," he said, "just like every other person. Jewelsy, I had hoped you could rise above it." I felt him get off the bed. I heard gloves snap on. I didn't know what to say next.

Mister Umbrella in the sky had never worn gloves. Ever.

"It pains me to do this. I really hate to, but for the naughty, I have no choice."

I heard something shatter to the ground, and instinctively opened my eyes. My vanity mirror lied in pieces on the floor. I gave him an even stronger curse in return.

"Ah, ah." He kept his gloves on. "I can get worse if you don't start treating me with some mutual respect."

"Respect this." 

His mouth fell open as he saw my rude gesture. "That is beyond rude, pointing with that finger."

Then, he left. I thought maybe I had accomplished it, but then there was a large ruckus in the kitchen, and a large yell from Aunt Merissa.

"Julie, get in here!"

I ran out of my room and saw the refrigeration door opened with food strung out on the floor. My aunt was beside it, her feet stepping in soppy milk. I couldn't think of anything to say except, "I didn't do it."

"Your Uncle Charles left, and there is no one here but you and me." Aunt Merissa held her hand at her hip, passing judgment where I had stood. "I don't know what your problem is, but if you do anything like this one more time, you can find a new place to live. Now, clean up this mess!"

After I mopped and cleaned, straightened the refrigerator back, and threw away the wasted groceries, I headed back to my room. I watched Mister Umbrella in the Sky, sitting calmly on my bed.

"She seemed upset," he said. "Good thing I didn't pull the paint on artwork trick. I'm not an expert at being an ididntdoit."

I stayed still. Whether he was real or not, I couldn't let that happen again.

"Willing to cooperate now?" He held up his white gloves and pulled off each one.

I wished he'd stop talking and get to the point. "What do you want?" I tried to keep my manners up behind the facade. I had other words I wanted to use instead.

"Simple," Mister Umbrella said. "Answer one question. What has made you so sad?"

“Being bullied into telling you. Is that really mature?" I crossed my arms, stalling.

"No stalling or your Aunt will find her stove tipped over. Then you'll―"

"My family," I blurted out. My imagination was cruel, making me do this again.

"Your family what," he pressed, "come on." He pulled a sucker out of the top of his shirt pocket. I would have told him where  to shove that sucker if I could. He placed the sucker back in his pocket. "Just kidding. Come now, Jewelsy. How much harm could it be to tell me? I am simply nothing but your own imagination, remember? Isn't that what you believe?"

"Yes," I said. Nothing but my imagination. I was punishing myself. I would do more harm if I didn't talk it out. I just didn't understand why. Why would talking it out to myself help things? "I was nineteen, fresh out of high school and ready for college."  I sat down next to my imagination, facing the fact that it really was just me.  "Mom and dad had money saved for me. I got my schedule, my dorm room, and an earful from my younger sister. She thought I wanted to leave her. I tried to part on friendly terms, but she was still mad. They all helped me move in, gave me a kiss on the cheek, and said a whole new life started for me that day.  Three hours later, they all died on impact in a car crash. I guess each of them had been right."

I wiped a tear from my eye, remembering the incident. "The money for college, I didn't fight to keep it. Funeral expenses, and all that stuff. Not like I wanted to go after that. My Aunt Merissa and Uncles Charles took me in. Now, I just live day to day, getting hired and fired from forgettable jobs. I am just a forgettable waste of space, and I live a forgettable life."

Confronting my imagination. I though Mister Umbrella would disappear.

He didn't move. For a second, I thought he would finally go and leave me alone. Instead, he reached back in for the sucker, and slipped it into my hand. "You are never forgettable, no matter how you live." His eyes were filled with so much sorrow, I half expected rain to fall. I even imagined hearing trickles around the room. Mister Umbrella in the Sky whipped out his umbrella, and scooted closer toward me. The room became soaked as the rain came down. Mister Umbrella put his arm around me.

I felt the carpet at my feet become soggy, and I felt his warm arm around my back. I am beginning to think that maybe this isn't all in my imagination. 

There was only one way to find out. "Aunt Merissa?" My voice  was weak the first time, but it picked up volume and sharpness on the second try. "Aunt Merissa!"

When Aunt Merissa came in, the room didn't suddenly become dry. "What in the world?" She looked at the ceiling. "Oh my god! Julie, the apartment is flooding!"

The official facts. We called in and said the apartment above us had exploded with water. The apartment super said it didn't.  Aunt Merissa chalked it up to pipes between apartments.

If only I could believe that.

Mister Umbrella didn't move from the bed. I didn't say anything to him. He didn't say anything to me.

***
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Miraculously, the sloshing I felt in the carpet wasn't so bad. In fact, the room wasn't wet at all. Aunt Merissa said it must have been her imagination that she had seen such a downpour.  After all, the room was already dry and there was no lasting damage, except my vanity mirror.

I had to start facing a new fact. This wasn't my imagination. There really was a person with odd powers, at the foot of my bed. "I need to go to bed."

Mister Umbrella in the Sky finally moved. He stood up and folded his umbrella. "Jewelsy." He turned around and looked at me. "You are not forgettable."

That phrase again. He said something like that before I had shouted for Aunt Merissa earlier. He approached me in a cautious manner.

"Do you remember when Mister Kitty died? It was part of the reason I came to you, you were so lonely. You had cried all day long in your mother's arms."

I remembered as he grew closer.

"She is no longer here to hold you. Neither is your father or your sister. I cannot get them back to make you happy."

I could have told him that, but he was still coming toward me.

"That doesn't mean I can't try to make you happy with what you have, Jewelsy. I can help you find it again."

When he wrapped his hands around me, I didn't know what to do. The longer he stayed around me, the more I remembered. Had he hugged me earlier today, I would have pushed him off. Instead, I just let him hug me. It felt warm and familiar. I couldn't remember the last time someone hugged me.

I can't remember the last time I allowed someone to hug me. It was nice, but scary. More memories flooded back, and it was too much. I pushed him back, and thankfully he let go. "I need to go to bed."

Mister Umbrella tipped his hat. "Good night, Jewelsy. Tomorrow, you'll see! It will be anything but forgettable."

After he disappeared, I should have felt better. Those last words though, they lingered in my mind.

***
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Dresses. Skirts. The latest fashion, I assume from the expensive places. A colorful ensemble of hues and sequins mixed with respectable pants. Jeans that weren't worn out, unless they were meant to be. I should have been looking into some fancy shopping malls dress window.

I was looking at my closet. While these were nice things, none of them were my usual wear. I suppose that fairy godmother of mine did this. Okay, imaginary friend, whatever. Next time I see him he might be renamed my fairy godmother if he didn't correct this!

My usual slacks, my t-shirts, and all my sweatpants were gone. 

"Mister Umbrella." I looked around briefly, before stomping my foot. "Mister Umbrella in the Sky!"

"That doesn't sound happy."

I tried to hold my growl back, slightly, as I saw him appear next to me. I had jumped slightly, not expected him to be so close. I gestured toward my closet. "What is this?"

"That is step one," he said, "to living a non-forgettable life. Quite a challenge, really.” He touched one of the dresses. “When I am a little girl's imaginary friend, I can't use magic like this as much. Their parents would have a fit and wonder how they got so many nice things. When I did, I usually went with pink dresses and frilly lace. Since you are older, I figured doing that may make you unhappy."

I wouldn't have been unhappy. I would have killed him. "As much as I appreciate the gesture?" I tried to be kind. "I want my old clothes back."

"These are not bad clothes," he tried again. "I have little idea about older girls...uh, women, so I mimicked a shopping store's presentation. They only put out great work."

"Maybe, but these are not for going to eat breakfast in. I can't wear any of this outside!" He didn't understand. "Just give me my old clothes back."

"I'm not a genie," Mister Umbrella said, almost in disgust, "I am a selective seer. I do as I see fit to help you, you do not command me. Now, grab something and go out there. Like it or not, your society dictates how it will treat you based partly on how you present yourself physically."

"I am not wearing this!" I protested again. 

"There is nothing else to where." Mister Umbrella crossed his arms. "If you bring anything unfit into this room, then I will just change it to something suitable again."

"What am I going to tell my aunt?" I asked, throwing a new twist in his direction. "You can't make things appear for little girls because of their parents? Well, what about my guardians, huh?"

"You're not trapped, you are free. If you choose to wear these outfits, do you think they'll be suspicious?" He winked at me. "Enjoy, Jewelsy."

I groaned as he left me. Digging through the closet, everything had been changed. He had some ensembles that must have been two hundred dollars, mixed with some light dresses in a thirty dollar range. Knowing I would have better acceptance of an inexpensive dress, I put on a simple blue one with a white shirt beneath.

When I went to breakfast, I tried to pretend it was something I wore every day. It was harder to pretend when my Aunt Merissa almost lost the cold pancake on the plate. We met eye to eye, but she looked like she didn’t even know me.

"Julie?" She seemed to restore her senses and placed the pancake on my plate. "I haven't seen you in that outfit before. It's very nice. Something like that could improve your chances of landing a job."

My Uncle Charles had yet to look at me, but once my Aunt Merissa said that, he looked away from his tablet. "Wow, Merissa's right. That's decent, Julie."

Damn. Maybe I should have thrown on one of those expensive outfits after all. Both of them smiled at me and sighed at each other, like I was a new puppy or something. "So, pancakes again?" I tried to change the subject. "You're going to make us fat after awhile."

"Oh, it's leftovers. You can't leave an unfinished pancake on the table before you leave." My Aunt Merissa turned back to her usual self. "Use that dress today by getting out and finding a job." She went back to cooking, while my Uncle Charles went back to concentrating on his tablet.

Like I had a choice in choosing the dress. Although, there were some more business like dresses in that closet too. I needed to get a job, and they would probably help more. I sliced my pancake with my fork and shoved it in my mouth.

Then I spit it out. Why did my pancake taste like lettuce and tomato? I looked down at the plate and realized it had turned into a salad. Beside it, was a medium sized sandwich and a glass a water. 

When my Aunt Merissa turned around, the word heart attack came to mind. "Oh. I didn't know you actually wanted that." Her lips tugged upward. She hadn't smiled like that toward me in a long time. "You made your own breakfast."

I couldn't help feeling something stir inside of me with that smille. "I guess." Feeling uncomfortable, I went to eating my salad and sandwich.

After I ate, my Aunt Merissa didn't force me out right away. I went back into my room and picked a more professional looking outfit. I might miss my old clothes, but at least I had something I needed.

A pressed shirt, blue jacket and a minimal design. It was accompanied with a matching skirt that covered my knees. I ran a comb through my hair. I would look like a freak in this with my tangled up hair. 

I stood in my dressing mirror, and gazed. My hair fixed up, a nice outfit on, and I could be passed off as a normal human today. I averted my own self and headed toward the door. I had not been dressed up in a nice manner since the accident. The funeral was the last time I wore anything besides sweats and t-shirts.

I didn't like where my mind was going, so I headed out.

"Good luck, Julie."

I froze, and backed up slightly. My Uncle Charles was still working on his tablet, but had he wished me good luck? I shook my head, not knowing if I was hearing things or not.

I walked with my head down, starting where I left off yesterday. Today I refused to look at the sky. No daydreaming today. I walked past the usual outfit of guys that made fun of me, not wanting to waste my time.

Like everything else though, things were different. They didn't bother me at all. A couple of them noticed me walking by but didn't say a word. None of them even recognized me.

That day, I filled out a few applications. No big 'we'll hire you' fireworks, but I didn't sense anything against me either. As I headed back, I ran into Mister Umbrella.

He walked beside me, but I didn't talk back. Considering what he was, I doubt it offended him. Besides, it wasn't worth people thinking I was insane, talking to no one they could see.

"You made lemonade out of lemons," Mister Umbrella spoke. "You see? I knew you simply needed a little push. However, any of those jobs are still too small. Have you considered going back to college?"

I wanted to pretend he wasn't there, and I did a great job until he said that. "No," I whispered. "It's too late."

"You have many ways to reach college." Mister Umbrella pulled out a sheet from his pocket. "Your first source is your Uncle Charles. He does have a decent job, and he could help you with finances. Number two are scholarships, if we can find something you're good at. There are even grants and loans."

"I. Don't. Want to," I said firmly to him. "I am fine here."

"This conversation has come up before, hasn't it?" Mister Umbrella asked me.

"Yes, and my Uncle Charles would help," I said, "but I don't want to, and unlike the clothes, you can't force me to go."

"Your parents didn't die because you went to college. It was an accident."

Oh. Oh! "Don't you drag them into this! I don't want to go, so I am not going!" I know people probably looked at me in the middle of the street yelling at myself, but I didn't care at the moment. I took off into a run. No one was forcing me to go to college. Not even some dumb imaginary friend! 

I could never go back to college. Never. 

I ran through the apartment door and back to my room. Why did I have to have some forced imaginary friend? Changing my outfits, my food, and now trying to force me to go back to college. No! I would never do it. I pulled out a letter from the top drawer.

I never told anyone about it. It was my acceptance letter into college. On the back. . .I pushed it back into the drawer. College was not for me. If he asked again, and he pushed me out of my Aunt Merissa's house, then I guess I'd have to find some other place. No one else in the family bothered to help out, so it might mean a shelter or the streets. The thought chilled me. I didn't want to go out there. 

I crawled back in my bed. Maybe the dress and fixing breakfast added me some brownie points. Oh, whom am I kidding? If he pushed me, I'd have to find a way to push back. 

Finally, Jewelsy was asleep. I don't think she understood the strong connection I still had all these years with her. I discovered from our conversation two important things. I apparently pushed too hard. With kids, it was more relaxing than with her. Being a friend was easy for me, but Jewelsy made it tough. All day long, her nerves were higher after I asked her about college. 

I looked around the room, making sure she didn't wake up. She ran straight to her room, it made her feel the safest. Yet, her edge only heightened in here. She didn't relax for some time. 

I did become an ididntdoit so that she'd confess the truth to me. She probably assumed I would continue being that aggressive. I needed to slow down, and gain her trust. I never know how far to take a situation, until I can get an accurate measurement. Still, I should have gone slower. 

I looked around her vanity, but didn't see anything I could use. Something she wanted, a goal she was hiding. Pictures of things she wanted, maybe people she wanted. She was older, perhaps she liked a guy? A boyfriend would be an easy goal. That could actually be helpful. If someone could break down a wall of hers, it would make it easier to get through to her.

I looked in her top drawer, but quickly closed it. I felt my cheeks get warm, that isn't a drawer I should look in again! I moved to a different dresser on the side. It was more out of the way, maybe she held something in there? When I opened it, I found some papers. Mostly letters, it looked like she collected birthday cards and old letters from acquaintances. But then, I felt something sinister. It was not a feeling that should have existed on Earth, laying dormant in a simple drawer. It was the drawer beneath. I grabbed the latch, and felt the heat. 

When I opened it, a red radiating presence filled the room. I looked toward Jewelsy, but she didn't see it. The red light touched everything, became light and then dark. I moved around some more letters, until I found the one causing the light. I picked it up, feeling the heat on my hands.

It didn't matter how much connection to selective seers Jewelsy had. The dark print ripped through this sheet. A solid ominous black. It could probably be seen, but if not, she must have at least had an uncomfortable feeling around it. It was simple, a congratulations letter that she had been accepted to college. The message was on the back. It must have been inscribed after the fact. Before or after the accident, I didn't know, but I was beginning to understand her actions more.

Naughty Jewelsy.

This was more than one communication. I dug around and found several messages.

You can't run.

Don't leave.

You will not leave!

You will pay.
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Saving Mrs. Claus Part 2: CARRIE’S DIMENSION
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Carrie went to bed early, sneaking one of her tapes into her old deck. Carrie's progress was the same as last year, so her parents decided she would be visiting colleges herself. Maybe she would feel something when she was right there? She didn’t know. She only knew that tonight, he was coming back. Kris. She couldn't believe it, but he had been at her school that day in June. He must have set up the Christmas tree back then. Like he had stated previously, she only remembered when she stared at the bell, but she would remember tonight. Carrie moved toward the window where she held the bell that he had given her.  After a whole half of a year, would he show up again? And if he was the son of Santa Claus, why didn’t he help his own father? There were also questions, real questions she wanted to ask so bad.

Why didn’t all good children receive gifts? Why didn’t anyone really believe in his father? Why was it when kids learned the truth, that only the gifts from their family were found under the tree, and none from Santa? There had been no evidence he existed, not even a tiny amount. Nothing. Carrie knew, and after learning the truth, she had hunted around to see if she was being misled. There were no sightings, and there was no hope. The mall Santa was fake. The radio communication that tracked his sleigh, it was invented for the children. Even a tiny amount of reindeer droppings on a roof would have helped. 

Tonight she was dressed in her new birthday sweater. It was white, different than the other years for some reason. She wore some white sweatpants, and she kept her coat closed. This time she would be prepared. Instead of seeing a bedhead in a white robe and pajamas, he would see her in a better light. Carrie watched the clock impatiently, unable to rest. At eleven, she snuck downstairs. She didn’t want to risk missing him at all. She sat down, quietly watching the fireplace. Kris would be coming soon. She looked at the bell in her hand. Soon.

***
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DIMENSION: THE NORTH POLE

Kris stayed beside his father’s bed. It had happened only one month before Christmas Eve, and Santa Claus couldn’t even handle loading the sleigh then. His mom got his father some water, helping him sit up to get a drink. They had some long, difficult discussions. His dad had been a great Santa Claus, but time was calling him onward. With Kris' mom’s lack of participation, the last few Christmases had been too hard. Tonight was Christmas Eve, and he wasn’t going to make it.

In their dimension, it would be a day of grief and depression. In Carrie's dimension, no one would have even known whether he came or not. 

No, no.  Kris had known the day would be coming, but he had hoped it was further on in the future. Where he would have that branded white beard look. Where he could pack in some cookies and actually gain some jolly weight. Instead, he would be in a skinny Santa suit, getting over acne. Not a good picture for Santa Claus.

Kris rebutted several times, but he could see the truth. The current Santa Claus wasn’t going to make it much longer. 

“Kris.” His mother touched his shoulder. “You’re not alone.”

“I will be.” It slipped out before Kris could catch it. This was more than about the reign as Santa Claus.

“The elves will be here still. He’s a fighter. He could survive,” his mother said, her voice slightly wavering. “Nothing is forever, Kris. Now take his hand, just in case this is it. Kris!”

Kris ran outside into the snow and kept running, letting it overwhelm him until it was past his waist. Too cold to go on, he had hoped it would diminish the fright he felt. Kris was about to attain the magic of Santa Claus, but he could lose so much more.

His father. He reached his hands into the snow, knowing that Mrs. Claus never lived long without him. At this rate, Mr. and Mrs. Claus would both be gone before Christmas. The people who raised him. The people who loved him. His family.

Kris would be the loneliest Santa Claus that ever lived if they didn’t pull through the change. There would be no twenty years of waiting, and it was coming whether he liked it or not. He stayed out for several minutes in the bitter cold until he heard his mother call out to him. She shouldn’t be out here. She’ll go even faster. Kris turned around and started heading back to her. “Go back inside. The weather isn’t good for you.”

She said, “Mrs. Claus will be gone soon enough. Santa Claus is almost gone. Go inside.” His mother was silent a moment, giving him time to digest the news. “I know that your heart is hurting. This is something everyone has to deal with at some point.” She reached out to him, giving him a hug. He could feel her power pouring into him. “I don’t want you to be here alone. You need to find your Mrs. Santa Claus.”

“She has to come before I complete my first year.” Mrs. Claus knew it, but maybe her mind was already fading. 

“You cannot be Santa Claus this year,” she said softly. “The elves need to mourn, you are too young, and it’s only right. But next year, you will be a great Santa Claus. I know it, and I know you can get your Mrs. Claus. Don’t lose her to the darkness coming.” She patted his cheek softly, but her spirit was already fading. “I am going to lie down now. Nothing else needs to be said.”

Nothing did. Kris helped her through the snow, and set her down next to his father. It was tough to tell when his mother finally passed on since she seemed at peace as soon as she lay next to his dad.

Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus. Never one without the other. Kris informed the elves, and everything stopped. No shoes were being threaded, and not a mechanical toy sounded. The whole dimension was silent, except for a few sounds of remorse.

There was a great chance that they might not make it, but even if they did, the magic of Christmas was now gone.

***
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DIMENSION: CARRIE’S DIMENSION

Kris arrived at two AM in Carrie's world. He could already feel the darkness of the world coming down. He would need to stay closer to Carrie, lest her merriment wane and her suitability as his partner disappear through the difficult time. Carrie was sleeping in a chair, all dressed up in the glittery sweater he had picked for her this year. He moved closer to her. “Carrie Childers?”

Carrie opened her eyes slowly, and smiled with adoration. “Kris?” 

“Yeah. Some plans have changed though,” he said. “We need to talk.”

They both sat in his sleigh, warm and cozy. Kris had a festive white sweater and cap, but his eyes didn’t seem to sparkle the same way as last Christmas. “What is it you want to talk about?” Carrie asked, knowing something was wrong.

“Santa Claus is dead.” The statement was blank. Pronounced. Kris had ducked his head, looking downward. “He was loading the sleigh, and got sick. Mrs. Claus passed a few minutes afterward.”

Kris was trying to keep his words tight, but his hands were clenching the reins so hard they were red and trembling. As sad as it was that the magical figure of a jolly man had ceased to exist, that wasn’t the center of it. Kris had lost both his mother and father tonight. Carrie watched his reindeer come over to the sleigh and lay its head on Kris’s lap. “I’m alright, Dougie. I'll keep hope.” He patted his reindeer on the head and sent it away. His eyes were watery, and he had no qualms about letting it show. “This Christmas, Santa isn’t coming. If your friends and family start acting weird, don’t blame them. If you have anger and hopelessness in your heart that you can’t explain, be careful. Don’t be afraid to cry or show emotion.” He cleared his throat. “I will be back soon. Have faith that I will be back.”

Carrie wanted to say that she would have faith, but she wouldn’t even remember him after that night. She didn’t want to interrupt him. He needed to let everything he had out. From a small bag behind him, he took out a strange rose. It was winter outside, but it looked like it was in summer’s full bloom. “This is a Christmas rose. It's from my home.” He wiped his eye as he gestured for her to come closer. “Keep this as carefully as you do the bell. As long as you have it in your possession, you will remember me.”

Before she could nod, he handed her the rose and moved toward directing the reins.

Carrie left the sleigh and he took off. The merry and cheery feelings from the sleigh were gone. Kris hadn’t said much about why her friends and family would act weird, or the warning about her own emotions. There must be more to Santa Claus than a person freely giving presents. Next time she saw him, she knew he would tell her more. Right now, he needed to grieve for his loss. Carrie didn’t expect to see him until next year.

She had never been more wrong. He showed up twice more. Each time, he took her riding across the sky, but didn’t say anything.

Then, it happened. The third night he came to see her. He glanced at her over a cup of warm cocoa. They were in his sleigh, both enjoying the creamiest cup of cocoa she had ever tasted. 

“So, Kris. I don’t want to seem unkind, but you sure do like hanging out and riding with me randomly.” Carrie cleared her throat. “Is there a reason?”

Kris cleared his throat even louder. “There is, yeah. I need to ask something of you.”

He needed something of her? He should have said so earlier. She would help him in any way she could. 

“I need you to become my Mrs. Claus.”

Except that. Carrie accidentally spit up her cocoa as she stared back at him. As dreamy as he was, marrying someone she didn’t know wasn’t in her plans. How could she let him down softly? She didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “That’s sweet, but, uh, it may be too rushed?”

Kris looked at her, seeming to judge his next words carefully. From behind his back, he pulled out her second grade paper and began to read.  “When I grow up I want to be Mrs. Claus. I want to help Santa deliver gifts and help the elves.” He looked up from the paper. “Great for a seven year old.”

Carrie looked toward her hands. Shortly after that assignment, her parents had told her what they thought had been the truth about Santa. “I was young back then.”

“You understood it better when you were younger,” he said. “It’s not a marriage. It’s a partnership. Santa Claus is supposed to go out and drop gifts off with a partner. His partner is the Mrs.”

Carrie scooted around in the seat and bit her lip. “You mean, you want me to be your partner?”

“Yes,” he nodded. “Haven’t you ever felt misplaced here?”

“Everyone does,” she said. Carrie knew what he meant though. “Mrs. Claus. Mrs. Kringle. It’s weird.” Strange. Partner to the new Santa Claus. “If your name is Kringle, where did Claus come from?”

“We go by many names, but the true family name is Kringle,” he explained. “If I married for love, then it would be Mrs. Kringle too, but this is just a partnership.”

“Oh. Has there ever been a female Santa?” 

“Mr. and Mrs. Claus are equal. If I had been a girl, then I would have looked for my Mr. Claus.”

“Why is Claus the word of such importance though?” She was probably annoying him at this point, but when else would she get a chance to know these answers?

Kris scratched his neck thoughtfully. “There are probably a thousand questions you want answered. The best way to learn is to become Mrs. Claus.”

Oh, a form of blackmail. “I don’t know. I don't even know you.”

“If you agree, your mind will be less confused. In fact, every real moment of magic or the presence of a creature of mythical power will come flooding back to you. You won’t forget anything anymore, Christmas rose or not.” He rubbed his hands together. To keep warm, or nerves? “I don’t often say things like this, but I really need you to accept the position. Dimensions are heading into darkness, and it’s going to need the power of a Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus to make it through the year.”

Carrie shrugged. “I would help deliver presents? How would that help the world?” 

“It's not just that. You can do so much more.” His eyes locked with hers. “If you accept the position, then you could come with me to my dimension. You call it the North Pole. You'll live for centuries.”

“I can't do that,” she protested, not even addressing the word ‘centuries’. “I’m sorry. I’m still young, and I don't―“

“You don’t become it yet. You have some time to decide,” he said. “I know. This part is hard. My mom and dad took like twenty years before she said yes. It’s different for us though. This world will be lost to darkness. You don't know what's coming.” He held his own cocoa cup up. “Notice the marshmallows in your cocoa? Fresh and light, the elves whipped it up themselves. You could have it every day.”

As entertaining as elves making her marshmallows sounded, his earlier statement dwelled on her mind. “What do you mean, ‘lost to darkness’?”

Kris seemed to be in a daze, and he gave her an uneasy glance as if he were hiding something from her. He looked toward her again. “I’m going to tell you a secret, Carrie. I'm not supposed to tell you until you’re Mrs. Claus, but it’s important. There is magic out in other dimensions, but most of it has been lost. The dimension that part of my kind came from disappeared. We ended up in a sort of. . .” He made his hands into a round shape. “. . .bubble. In that bubble, we learned about the truth from the residents. The elves. Since many of us were naturally kind at heart, we all wanted to help how we could.  It's in our nature.” He glanced toward her. “Your nature. You are a direct descendant too.” 

“What?” Carrie almost choked. “We're related?”

“No, oh no!” Kris put his hands out toward her, quickly getting his point across. “You're from the same kind, not the same clan. You see, along with that bubble, there was a hole to another dimension that opens on certain days. The Kringles chose to stay to help celebrate Christmas, while others went into your dimension. They lived inside of it, married in it, and had children within it. It's hard to help, without understanding, and that is what they did. We kept contact with them by watching the birth dates. All of them were always born on the same day, December twenty fifth. That's why you'd be perfect for Mrs. Claus, Carrie. I hear it in your voice, and I see it in your eyes. You may have been born here, but you've got the spirit of your ancestors.”

Carrie placed her finger to her mouth, as she looked over at Kris. “So there is more to giving presents after all. Why do you do it, and what is the darkness?”

“The darkness has been coming for some time. It's the main reason the Kringles created Christmas. Belief can help magic.” Kris shuffled the reins in his hands. “I don't want to scare you, and I can't share everything if you don't become my partner. Let's just say that there are real fairies. The Easter Bunny is real. Mermaids, werewolves, and so much more. Fairytales, mythical creatures and legends, they all exist. Their dimensions are disappearing though. Santa Claus exists on the outside of your dimension, but right beside it. That closeness helped preserve this dimension because he has powerful magic, but he's gone now. While he is gone, there may not be enough to stay safe. Two positively merry people are needed to get through this time.” 

“Merriment? I don’t think there is much merriment left.” Carrie took another sip of her hot cocoa. “Talking about donations, and helping others? There is so little of it. People say it, but whenever they meet me, they say it’s too much.” 

What is too much?” He stopped drinking his cocoa and looked at her. 

“Someone told me I was so positive that they’d rather gag than talk to me. My own mother won’t let me listen to cheery music. Christmas Eve is the only time she seems to ever cut me a break by getting me a nice present.”

“Why do you assume it’s from her?” He cleared his throat. “Do you really think those two would get you those cheery sweaters when they have lost their own way so much?”

Carrie stopped. Froze, actually, as she thought about what he said. What did the tag say on it? “The tag said, ‘From mom’  or ‘From dad’ every year.”

“Did it? Do you remember that?” The twinkle in his eye once again surfaced.

“But I would remember it saying from...” Carrie didn’t understand, what was he saying?

“They don’t remember. You don’t remember. Your mind assumes one thing because it can’t wrap itself around it. Think hard. You’re in a sleigh drinking the elves’ cocoa. What did that gift tag say?”

Gift tag. It was green. Green with glitter. She could picture it in her mind, but the name was blurred. Fuzziness on the ‘from’ line, but the way it hung, it couldn’t be her mother’s name. Was it her father? No. Santa? No, the S didn’t fit the fuzziness either. It was... “K. It was a K. Kris?”

“Birthday or Christmas, everyone good deserves a nice sweater.” He put down his cocoa. “I thought the first gift given this new year should go to my Mrs. Santa Claus.”

Carrie looked down at her cocoa. On the surface, it didn’t seem like it was Earth shattering. So few believed in Santa in the first place, but the world was grittier and darker than she ever could have witnessed. If this was only the beginning of the year, what would happen to humanity by Christmas? Even if she did become Mrs. Santa Claus, the world would have lost so much by then. So much had already been lost. She flinched as she felt Kris touch her cheek. He told her there was no need to cry. Had she been crying? “I’m sorry,” Carrie apologized. “This world feels so heavy. I always cry over everything. I’ve always been a little odd.”

“Not to me,” he said. “I think sentiment is wonderful. I wish more were like you. I wish there were a thousand Carrie’s in the world, speaking with passion and bells in their voices.”

Carrie chuckled, and she could feel her cheeks getting warm. He was so unlike all the other guys out there her age. Even the way he spoke, modern and yet not. Bells in their voices? 

“Will you become Mrs. Claus?” he asked her. “Help me fend off this darkness coming?”

“I don't know.” Carrie needed to be honest. “I was supposed to be going to the Community College. I’ve never been to the North Pole. Will things get better?”

“Eventually, maybe. But, if you choose that―“

“I couldn't commit to this, I know.” She sat there, contemplating. “I...I...”

Kris nodded. “Not yet, I get it. You’ll get there. It’s just beginning.” He gave her the rose. “I will see you again soon. No more than a week, I promise.”

Carrie didn’t imagine she would change her mind. To leave her friends and family to be Mrs. Claus? It sounded dreamy, but it wasn’t a dream, and she had to think about the future. Carrie didn’t want to live with some random person from another dimension. She would never have a chance to find the one she wanted to be with. The more she thought about it, the more she was convinced she couldn’t be Mrs. Claus. It had been a nice dream when she was a child, but that wasn’t right. Mrs. Claus needed to love Santa Claus. Kris was nice, but she couldn't be his partner.

Maybe Kris was right and her roots did lie in another dimension. She’d been born and raised to be here on Earth though. Those roots were her ancestors’, not hers. She didn't feel like she had the right to say she could be Mrs. Claus. Besides, he was sweet, but another dimension?

His words though, ‘lost in darkness’. Each day she became more aware of what he meant. Now, only a week later, the Earth had changed. A world she had previously thought was dark had turned pitch black. The merriness of the season had stopped, almost immediately. In one week, Jenny broke up with her as a friend, saying she couldn’t stand her anymore. Carrie's teachers stopped grading homework, simply giving all A’s or no longer showing up to class. Half the students in her classes stopped coming. Crime was up so much that she felt threatened walking to school in the morning. The skies had turned grey, and the sun seemed to purposefully hide from sight. 

Carrie's mother and father fought too. Not simple quarrels, real fighting with breaking stuff. She cried on her bed a few times as she heard precious objects being torn or broken. When she came out afterward, the room had been a mess. She felt such anger in her heart the night she saw her treasured box on the floor, the one she had made in junior high, for her mother. Carrie wanted to shout, but she remembered what Kris had said. She glared at her mother's shadow as it moved across the carpet.

“I am so tired of you too,” her mother said to her. “Look at you. Pitiful excuse of a being. You’re naïve enough to think you can help the world, when you couldn’t even take care of yourself out there. I did everything I could to make you stronger, but look at you. Pathetic, spoiled brat! You can’t even throw a punch! You couldn’t survive where I was before I met your father.”

Carrie couldn’t look her in the eyes as she said those words. 

Cruel and inhuman, her mother picked up the broken box Carrie had made and handed it to her. “Keep it. I don’t want any gifts. You hear that, Phillip!” Her mother screamed up the staircase towards her father. “I was fine without you! You turned me into the stupid mother of a preppy, and I’d rather be back home again!”

Carrie heard the front door slam from behind her. A few minutes later, her father came down the stairs, his jacket and suitcase packed. 

“How did I ever fall in love with such a heartless creature?” he muttered before he headed out the door. 

Carrie was alone. Moving toward her bedroom, she felt the world weigh heavier on her shoulders. What would she do if they broke up? She was old enough to take care of herself, but just herself. The loan papers for college, it would be a new life, but Carrie couldn’t help anything else. She couldn't help the world. Eventually, it would sink lower and lower. She lay on the bed, a broken rag doll. One more blanket didn’t matter. One more can of food donated didn’t matter. One additional quarter in the donation box of a ringing Santa never mattered.

Before she could think much further, her eye caught the rose on her nightstand. How could she think that? Worldwide, it didn’t make a difference, but it did to that one person she helped. Carrie reached over and held the rose, trying to find comfort within it. Sighing, she felt herself want to sleep and forget the world. That was when she heard a noise outside the door. Had her mother or father come home? As she peered out, she saw Kris. What was he doing back? 

As he came closer, he held his arms out to her. “What did I say about hiding your feelings?”

After that phrase, she couldn’t help herself. She launched into his arms. “My parents hardly used to fight, and now they do nonstop. My best friend left me. Kris, what’s going on?”

“It’s mass paranoia,” he said. “Everyone is losing their positivity and faith that life will be okay. Santa being right next to your dimension, it was enough to conquer this. He's gone now, so it's tough. Your parents still love each other, but their belief that they do is disappearing. Magic is faith. Faith is magic.” He cleared his throat. “When Mr. and Mrs. Claus left, magic and faith died. The power transfer isn't instant.” He held her more tightly. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have left for a whole week.”

“Is it...” Carrie shuddered, dreading the response. “Fixable?”

“Yes. Yes it is, and it starts with us.” He pulled her out of the embrace and grabbed her hand. Laying his finger to the side of his nose, he whirled them up to the roof. His reindeer Dougie was pawing on the roof. He helped Carrie into the sleigh. He got on the right side and looked at her straight on. “Are you ready now?”

“It’s not a marriage. It’s a position.” Carrie closed her eyes. There wasn’t much choice. She needed to help the world come back to normal. “For my world. Okay.”

“Okay?” Kris’ eyebrows wiggled in surprise. “I thought it would take a few more trips to get a yes. Are you sure?”

“I can’t go on like this. The world doesn’t feel the same way.” She held her coat tighter.

Kris gently took the rose and held it in his hand. “Place your right hand around it.”

Insane, it was insane. Carrie was giving up her future for one she knew nothing about. Visions of her parents swam in her head again. She placed her hand around the rose.

“Now.” Kris' bravado seemed to fade. “After this last part you will no longer need bells or Christmas roses. Everything you have ever experienced that was magical will come rushing back to you. Once this is over, we’ll go to my home, what you know as the North Pole. I can get you just about anything you need, but if there is something personal inside here that you want, then you should get it now.”

Carrie nodded. Kris waited a few minutes while she grabbed the one thing she knew she would want: her photo album. After she returned, he placed it gently in the back of the sleigh.

“Close your eyes, Carrie.”

Carrie closed her eyes and felt his lips gently meet hers. She jumped for a second, feeling static electricity shock her. For a moment, she wanted to release and grit her teeth from the pain, but it faded almost as quickly as it came. It melted slowly into a soothing kiss. As his lips left hers, his nose was as red as a cherry, and his cheeks were almost as rosy as hers. He didn’t say anything as he jiggled the reins and they took off. “You won’t regret this, Carrie. There is no place as wonderful as my world.”

“I suppose.” Carrie sniffled, dealing with her decision. “I will have to get used to not having others around except you when I'm there, I guess. I suppose living here on Earth is out of the question.”

“What do you mean?” Kris looked over toward her. “Usually Mrs. Claus' don't live on Earth, but you could take a little while. It's not lonely either, the elves are there, and so are my parents, for now.”

Carrie felt her body go numb for several seconds. “Could you repeat that?”

“My parents?” Kris asked. “That part?”

“But, wait, but―“ she stammered. “Hold on, you said Santa Claus was dead. You said that Mrs. Claus passed away.”

“They did,” Kris said, “but not my parents. They could have, but they made it through. At least for now.” He looked at her, starting to realize his own twisted lie. “Oh, I didn’t explain the Claus magic connection?”

“What Claus magic connection? There is a huge difference between dead and alive!” Carrie was beyond furious. She didn’t often get angry, but he was asking for a big favor while he hid some important details. What else was he hiding? What else was he lying about? “Take me back.”

“Take you back?” he asked. “You consented to being―“

“I thought you lost your parents. You said they were dead.” She crossed her arms in a mighty huff. “On my roof, that night, you said they were dead. If you lied about that, I can’t believe that my world is sinking into utter darkness if I don’t take the position. Are you sure everything is doomed if I don’t become Mrs. Claus? And please, tell me the truth.”

“Well, it won’t. I didn’t s-say it would. I would just be Mr. Claus without a Mrs. But, I would be the last one,” he tried to explain. “After me, there would be no more.”

“You can stop the darkness? And your parents are alive?” Fool, such a fool. “How could you do this? I thought you were different.” Even the Son of Saint Nick couldn’t be trusted.

“Well, um. That night with the...I didn’t know if they'd...I still won't get very long. . .” 

There was no way she’d even pay attention to the mumbling.  “I’ve met my share of conniving low lives, but this takes the cake. Even Jeremy with the camcorder and the shower wasn’t as low as this. Mitch and the rumors he spread about Jenny and I doing him wasn’t as low as this. This is...this is...so wrong! I am always a bad judge of character. Jenny’s right: I should never trust my instincts.”

What? What in the―he didn’t understand! Who would do such a thing? Shower? Rumors about―about what? About that? Oh, oh no. She thought he was as bad as people like that? He never meant to trick her. That night, he’d been worried his parents could die, and Mr. and Mrs. Claus were dead. They had lost their magic. Mr. and Mrs. Kringle remained though, and he was afraid he’d lose them. His dad lost his father upon the exchange, and now he looked so weak on the bed. It was an emotional time, but he should have explained it better. Even now, they were extremely weak. He would be lucky if they lasted until next Christmas.

Backfire. She didn’t understand. He’d just brought Carrie into the position without her proper consent. Taking her back to his home was out of the question now. Oh, his father was going to poop a Christmas stocking when he found out. He’d given someone the power of Mrs. Claus when they didn’t want to be her yet. “I’m sorry that you were confused. Sometimes I forget the rules between my dimension and here.” He didn’t think that worked. She still didn’t look him in the eye. In fact, she was getting watery eyed. “I never meant to deceive you. I swear it upon every elf! Why would I do that, and then take you directly to them? That would be an obvious lie.”

“Take me home,” she said softly again. He could hear the whimper in her voice. She was so disappointed in him. 

Kris couldn’t take her being mad at him. “You don’t have to do it. I, well, there is a way to back out. I’ll take you home, but on Christmas you must deliver gifts with me. After one Christmas, if you don’t think you want to be Mrs. Claus . . .then I will leave you there. I will never bother you again, and you’ll never remember me again. It will be like we never even met.” To her. He would have to live with the memories between them, and the endless regrets. “One Christmas.”

She clung closer to her coat. “One. No commitment?”

“Just one, no commitment. Just help me deliver gifts for one Christmas.” Kris couldn’t even look her in the eye, but he glanced back and watched her nod. His mission to make her his partner just turned almost impossible. 

As soon as they landed, he offered to come back as much as possible for her, and he said they could do anything she wanted to at any time. 

She couldn’t look him in the eye. “I’ll see you on Christmas,” she said.

“But, your merriness. I didn’t lie. The world is becoming darker. I don’t want you to―”

“Don’t. Just, don’t.” If she were any normal person that belonged in that dimension, he would be getting an earful. Instead, he watched her wipe away a tear. Oh, he wished she would have yelled at him instead of him having to witness that. 

He’d lost his Mrs. Claus, and he knew it. Kris whisked her back down into her house and took off with Dougie.

One Christmas. He would have one simple Christmas to make her see reason. Or, he would never see her again.

***
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DIMENSION: THE NORTH POLE

Kris's mom bellowed it out first from her bed. She was weak and unable to leave it, but the fire in her still burned. “Kris Kringle the 24th, honestly! You didn’t explain the magic at all?”

“Bad move.” His father crossed his arms, also still in bed, but thriving well. “You don’t want to upset your partner like this without proper explanation. She will be mad at you for a whole century.”

“I couldn’t hold her to that. I won’t keep her angry at me for a century. I will release her at Christmas, before she has to take the position for good, if she can’t forgive me.” Glancing back toward his father, he saw his eyes burning like a roaring fireplace. “I’m sorry, Dad. I had a lot of difficult things to try and explain all at once. It slipped my mind.”

“You gave her the power of Mrs. Claus, yet you are ready to turn her away. Someone out there has the power of Christmas, with no loyalty to it!” He shouted at Kris. “How can you be my son? How can you give gifts to children on the nice list, when you are on the naughty list?”

He deserved that and more.

“What’s done is done,” his mother broke in. She grabbed her husband's hand and patted it, urging him to calm down. “She doesn’t want to see him, but he has Christmas. We must believe in a miracle. Otherwise―“

“Otherwise half the power of Christmas is missing, and he’ll be the last Santa Claus.” His father looked back toward Kris with such shame. “Why?”

“I didn’t know. I forgot! I was emotional that night, and I...there was so much, I. . .” There was no excuse. Kris was going to turn into a lousy, acne faced, skinny little Santa Claus with no beard...and no Mrs.

“Maybe it’s a good thing that you gave her the power before she understood the truth,” his mother said. “Imagine if she didn’t want to see you, and she had no power. The joy and positive energy flowing through her will keep her safe while she’s out in her darkening world. I only hope it’s enough for that poor girl.”

“I know,” Kris said, “and I want to save her.” He sighed. “Just in case.”

“It's such a large, heavy darkness. I've never seen the elves so absolutely concerned about it.” Mrs. Kringle laid her hand on Kris's. “Do whatever you can. You have one Christmas, and that's still a chance to save her.”

“It's still risky. I have to be prepared.” Kris looked at both his parents before revealing his final plan to ensure she would be okay.
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Soul Mate of Mister Umbrella Part 2: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION
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"Madame Reeeeeed!" I yelled out as I soared down into the blue origin dimension. Yes, selective seers do in fact see each other, but only in an origin dimension, either red or blue. The portal is located often around Asia, within clouds that never move. It is one of the places we are from, but it's not very large. All selective seers then grow and move into the dimension of Jewelsy, but in order to communicate, we needed to be in one of the two dimensions.

"Umbrella, hello," Fairy Bessy said as she wiped her counter down. "Madame Reed isn't here today. She has a new client."

"I do too, sort of, and I am not being silent this time." I pushed my umbrella to her counter. Before entering any further, I'd have no choice but to leave it. 

"Why are you so upset, Umbrella?" Fairy Bess leaned against the counter. "You're usually not so upset."

"I'm sorry, Fairy Bessy. I feel like someone is toying with me." I sighed. "I was told to leave a girl named Jewelsy when she was little. No word. I couldn’t even say goodbye. They restricted me from seeing her until yesterday. When I found her, she almost got hit by a car. Something smells."

––––––––
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Dominic’s vision became clear again. He had gone from the white wolf to another new world. He could feel a powerful pull to someone. Mister Umbrella in the Sky.

His connection with the visions he once saw had now grown. He did more than see and travel into them. He could feel the people, he knew them inside and out. Mister Umbrella, he was an imaginary friend of Julie Mars. Mister Umbrella called her Jewelsy. He was worried about her, and with good reason. He saw the near future of them, but it was cloudy. 

No one had noticed his presence yet. Mister Umbrella was talking to someone called Fairy Bessy. She clearly liked him, but he didn’t reciprocate the feelings. Yet he was too polite not to give her a chance. Unknowingly coming toward Mister Umbrella was a big woman though. Plump. Dominic sensed Mister Umbrella called her Madame Reed, someone superior to him.

These feelings were amazing, yet wrong. He knew Mister Umbrella in the Sky and they had never talked. His deepest fears and his deepest secrets. It was wrong to have that much access, but Dominic couldn’t change what he felt. The depth between them was nothing even remotely close to the visions back home. There was an emotional attachment to him, and he had to help him and Jewelsy. They were the destined lovers of their dimensions and their love needed to survive. 

He was standing on a cloud as he continued to watch the conversation. He could already see an obsessive passion to protect Julie Mars. He smirked, the way he spoke. It was funny and whimsical. His dad before he passed away, he had a similar spirit. What little of him he could remember. 

"I'm sorry, Fairy Bessy. I feel like someone is toying with me." Mister Umbrella in the Sky sighed. "I was told to leave a girl named Jewelsy when she was little. No word. I couldn’t even say goodbye. They restricted me from seeing her until yesterday. When I found her, she almost got hit by a car. Something smells."

Dominic knew that too. He saw it in his mind, Mister Umbrella rescued her. She had been staring out at the clouds. “You would be right.” It was time to make his presence known.

Dominic wanted to approach him like a long, lost friend. However he had to ignore that emotion. He was here only to warn him, and he wouldn’t be here long. He needed to concentrate, and tell him what he needed to know. “Mister Umbrella in the Sky. I must speak with you.”

“I have all the time in the world for you,” he stated, bending toward Dominic. He felt better seeing the degree of acceptance from him. “Greetings, I am Mister Umbrella in the Sky. How did you know my name? And what is it that troubles you so?”

“You shouldn't be here,” Fairy Bessy tried to interrupt Dominic. “It's not possible, you are human! You can't be in the blue origin dimension.”

“I suggest you travel back out!”

Dominic turned. Madame Reed had sped up her approach to Mister Umbrella, choosing to reveal her position as well. She was red in the face, furious about his interruption. 

“Can't we all calm down?” Mister Umbrella asked Madame Reed. “Boys do not up and walk in the blue origin dimension among us for no reason at all. Especially transparent and blue, I may add.”

“A jumper from another dimension, you have to be.” Madame Reed pointed at Dominic like he was evil.  “You are not welcome to this world, keep jumping.”

––––––––
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I knew those images coming from the boy's eyes. I knew of the fairytale Apocalypse Boy. Every child in Jewelsy's world knew it. Just as they knew of Snow White, Cinderella, and many more. The boy who drew pictures, had only a mother, and left his dimension to become the hero of others.  “Are you Apocalypse Boy?” I asked him. He did not respond, but I knew what I had been seeing.

“Jewelsy,” the boy said. “Mister Umbrella in the Sky, you must love Jewelsy. When you love each other, a being of two dimensions created will stop your apocalypse.” 

“I must be with Jewelsy?” I yelled toward him. He did not look back as he headed toward the back of the cloud covering. “Honestly, some decency! Have you no more to tell? Anything?” 

“Jewelsy can stop it or start it,” Apocalypse Boy said before he faded away. “Watch her.”

“Forget it, Umbrella,” Madame Reed said as she turned her attention toward me. “It was a jumper, and he didn't belong. We do not want to get mixed up with it or the crazy nonsense. I know what you're thinking, but you don't know for sure it was the fairytale boy. He could be a regular boy from a ghost dimension. Now, come with me, Mister Umbrella in the Sky."

We walked to the other side. It wasn't very large, but not everyone would be there, it was a rather small dimension. It was more of a common place for hanging out or serious discussions. There was nothing deep inside, the only ones who lingered there were new selective seers, born of the skies and clouds.

"Tell me about why you're here," Madame Reed said, "from your own mouth."

"Well, Jewelsy. Julie Mars," I added trying to keep it professional. "I was forbidden from seeing her when she was little. Anyhow, the day it was lifted, she almost lost her life. I doubt it was a coincidence."

"No, no. Hypnotic suggestion," she said. 

"Hypnotic suggestion?" My voice squeaked. "Why would anyone try to hurt Jewelsy? She has already lost her whole family!"

"Yes, hypnotic suggestion." Madame Reed patted my back. "Not everything in our line of work is wonderful. Jewelsy was considered dangerous, so her family had been taken."

I had no idea what to say. "How? Why? Jewelsy was a simple girl, and then she grew up. What threat do adults pose?" Anger flooded my mouth and veins. "Who was doing this to her? Who wrote over her letters?"

"Settle down, Mister Umbrella,” She cautioned me. “It was the Boogeyman."

The Boogeyman. A selective seer that had turned evil. There were some selective seers that turned, but none worse than The Boogeyman. He didn't just trick, he hurt and he was even known to kill. He tortured for fun, toying with frightened children. Even took the fairytale name as his. What could he want with Jewelsy? "Tell me more."

"What more do you need to know?" she said. "I've reached my limit. The Boogeyman is trying to take her out again now that you are allowed to watch her."

"But, why? Why?" Couldn't I get a straight answer? “That was Apocalypse Boy, wasn't it?” He had known Jewelsy's name.

"Oh, Mister Umbrella. I'm serious, I have seen jumpers before, they are trouble. You can't believe they are whom they say they are. Now, I don't know why The Boogeyman clung to your friend. All I know is that when he finds a mark, he keeps it. Something attracted him to her, and that's all I know." Madame Reed shook her head. "Just stay close to her, and don't tell her anything. Hearing The Boogeyman killed her family may be too much." She smiled. "Just follow your first priority. Making sure your client finds happiness, confidence, friends, etcetera!"

"Yes, just watch for the other forces at work trying to kill her too." I could barely smile. "On the side."

"I can't help," Madame Reed said, "just do your work, and forget about the ghost jumper. Jumpers only have one goal. To bring chaos into the world."

I marched to the front counter, grabbed my umbrella, and got out. Forget this. If someone was after Jewelsy, then I couldn't leave her side until I knew exactly what The Boogeyman  had been doing.

Besides, that jumper. . .a being of two dimensions? Created from Jewelsy and I?

DIMENSION: JULIE MARS’ DIMENSION

I lifted my arm as I felt my hand hit my carpet. I always tend to leave my hand hanging off the bed during sleep, but I must have been slipping further down. I scooted back in my covers further and yawned. I almost went back to sleep, but I felt the carpet on my hand again. I scooted to the middle of the bed, what was missing? I opened my eyes. The bed was lower to the ground. "Mister Umbrella?" Playing with me in the middle of the night? I needed sleep. "Knock it off." I kept seeking though. I looked over more than the bed. My dresser, my boxes, my chair, everything on the floor was sinking like it was quicksand. This wasn't Mister Umbrella, this was too scary. He never did scary. "Mister Umbrella in the Sky?"

There was absolutely no more room between my mattress and the floor. Everything was disappearing! "Mister Umbrella!"  I climbed to the posts of my bed, but I couldn't easily stay on. A sinking ship, I couldn't do anything but scream. Where was my aunt and uncle?

"Jewelsy!"

Above me Mister Umbrella had his umbrella unopened, aiming it toward me. What good will grabbing it do? My mattress is almost completely gone, there's no time. I reach up and touch the end of the umbrella.

I scream and wake up, covered in sweat. Looking around, everything is normal. A dream? My Aunt Merissa comes in, and turns on the light. I sheltered my eyes, not used to the brightness. After confirming I had been okay she left again.

Everything was fine. A dream. An intense dream. Must be because I met an old imaginary friend that day. I take one more look around, including around the bed. Starting to feel secure, I cuddle up into the bed and close my eyes.

Oh. Goodness. I casted a spell over Jewelsy when she touched my umbrella, instantly causing her to fall asleep. I grabbed her other arm before the bed was completely swallowed. A few seconds later and I would have lost her. The carpet became a whirlpool, and I saw a pair of dangerous red eyes emerge, peering at me.

"The Boogeyman!" I yelled at him. "What do you want with her?"

"Mister Umbrella in the Sky..." His voice chilled me. His pathway to evil had been so strong for so long, I didn't even feel as if he was my own kind. "She's mine."

"You have been stalking her since she was a child. You destroyed her family. For what reason?" I wanted to know. "Why bother her, she's an every day, average person."

"She is not!" His voice bellowed and I could feel a vacuum effect between us. "She is everything. Give her up."

"If she is everything, then why kill her?" The whirlpool was silent, and I realized the truth. The Boogeyman was not trying to take her life. He wanted her soul for his own. There must have been something special about her very soul. "You can't have her, she is protected by me."

I heard a laugh, large and guttural. "Protected by a man with an umbrella. I am not frightened of you."

"Then why are you aggressively going after her now? Why make her walk into traffic the day I was set free to help?" I had to understand. I had to press the issue for Jewelsy's soul. "If you aren't afraid of me, then what? What I do?" I heard a yelling tantrum escape the hole. That had to be it. The darkness inside of her, for some reason, it had been attracting him. "You've slowly been eating away at her, like some gourmet meal. Well, not anymore, I will give her that confidence she once had back."

"You think you know? You know nothing. I will have her, just you wait."

Her room began to bubble up away from the carpet. Her bed, boxes, and dressers were soon shown. Once I sensed his presence was gone, I jumped down to her bed. I tucked her into the bed. She wouldn't know about this moment. She would only believe it was a nightmare.

I rubbed the hair out of her face, wondering what was inside of her soul. How could she have something that The Boogeyman wanted? He had manipulated her for so long. I touched her face and smiled. If only I could take her into the clouds, show her real freedom.

The boy's eyes again haunted me, along with his words. Apocalypse. Could Jewelsy be some kind of conduit to it?

I shook my head. I lied beside her on the bed, making sure the Boogeyman's presence was gone for good.

"Guarding her?"

I jumped, hearing Madame Reed's voice. Coming through the wall, she wafted through, not touching the carpet. "I thought you'd be here."

"If I hadn't been, she would be gone." I tried to keep my voice even, it was not her I was mad at. "He can't have her. She has been through so much."

"Yes, I know." Her voice was sympathetic. "It doesn't change the fact that he wants her soul. She has something special inside. I just wish I knew what it was."

I thought so. Madame Reed had been nearby the whole time. "Thank you for the helping hand."

"I would have if I felt you couldn't handle the situation." She landed on the ground and strolled over to Jewelsy. "She must have been pretty as a child. Do you remember her much?"

"It was a short time, but I remember her more than most," I admitted. 

"This all must have something to do with her soul." Madame Reed pulled out an old book. "I will do some research on the issue. I've never heard of a person having something in their soul that would draw out the likes of The Boogeyman. If this gets too big, I may have to bring in my Superior."

“I've never heard of jumpers coming into clouds with such knowledge,” I reminded her.

“Yes. Perhaps, he was different.” Madame Reed groaned. “It's hard to know, Apocalypse Boy is a well known fairytale, jumpers love to use it as their excuse. I met one that was truly vicious, a supposed queen of her dimension. We booted her out as quickly as we could. No one can own a dimension. Let alone such a creature.”

“He did not seem to be a queen,” I pointed out. “In fact, he could have used some new clothing. I should have been civil and granted him some. Even the transparent deserve something to wear.” I would have if Madame Reed had not made them leave. “We must learn not to judge too quickly. That's no way to make new friends.”

“Yes, I know. He may have known even more, if I had not dismissed him.” Madame Reed accepted her mistake. “Nevertheless, we will figure it out. Good day, Mister Umbrella.”

I nodded and watched Madame Reed walk away. I hope that Jewelsy believed that it was all a dream. It would be harder to help her find that lost happiness if she knew The Boogeyman was stalking her.

I turned in my bed but felt something strange beside me.  I opened my eyes,  and saw Mister Umbrella sleeping right next to me. 

Right next to me. He was sleeping on top of the covers, but he was lying on my bed.  I backed up quickly almost losing my balance off the bed. I caught myself, but the movement woke him up. His hand grabbed me before I fell off.

"Are you okay, Jewelsy?" His voice was innocent, like there was nothing wrong with a man lying next to me in bed.  I got back on the bed, glad that I had put a long shirt on tonight, but wishing I had actually put some shorts on beneath it.  

"What are you doing?"

"Sleeping," Mister Umbrella said, as if I was the one who bothered him. "At least I was until you woke me up. What's wrong?" 

"You're sleeping in my bed." I tried to remain calm, remembering that he wasn't a typical man. 

"Yes, it's quite comfortable," he said pointing to the bed. "Not as comfortable as a cloud, but not too bad.” He smiled and reached out pushing my hair back behind my ear. “Nothing is bad at all. Perhaps it is sleeping with company, but your bed is quite cozy. I never slept with anyone before.”

The word in society would have a different meaning, but I knew what he meant. “I don’t remember you ever sleeping next to me before.”

“Heavens no, you were a child.” He waved the notion off. “Your bed would be too small. Besides, I often sleep in the sky. Unless I am working, that is where you’d always find me. It’s so free up there.” He patted the bed. “Yet, this is the coziest I’ve ever felt.” He turned his emerald eyes toward me. “I feel so cozy with you.”

I don’t know why, but my chest tightened when he said that. What was I supposed to say to that? 

“I am sorry about your parents, Jewelsy. To be straight, I have no family either. Selective seers, we are all born in different ways. There is no nine months and pop, you are born. I don’t remember the way I had been born. I simply exist.” His funny grin appeared again. “All we do is play and make children happy. It’s not a bad life.”

No parents. I guess it made sense that he had never had parents. I never thought about it before. What a lonely existence. “I wish you would have stayed longer.” Oh no, where did that come from? I wanted to change the subject to something else, but it was now out there.

“I know. Usually I stay for weeks or months. There have even been times that I spent a whole year with a child.” His voice was lower, more thoughtful. “Yet, those days are some of the fondest I have experienced. You named me, and showed me such compassion. An understanding, a. . .” He gestured between us. “I have always felt close to you. Even when I had to leave.”

The nightlight in the corner gave his skin a soft glow. I actually felt my cheeks become warm and tried to look away. This was impossible. I was not doing that, I wasn’t blushing. What was wrong with me? He wasn’t even human, and only I could see him. 

Come to think of it, I remembered something else. Something that wasn’t him. . .

“Jewelsy?”

“Do you know anybody else around me?” I had to know as my memory surged backward. I knew the letters, but there were other things. “I’m remembering. I remember. . .more and more. . .”

“When you started to believe in me again, you opened yourself back up to memories you may have forgot because of age.” He scratched his ear. “Or repressed? Are you okay?”

“There were these. . .” I didn’t want to tell him at first, but he knew something was wrong. My body was beginning to shiver, feeling small and helpless. My closet. Underneath the bed. The window scratching, oh god. “Letters, I have these letters and...I don't know. It's all fuzzy right now."

His arms wrapped around me tighter. Anyone else and I would be running for safety or slugging them. Why did I feel so comfortable with him? A small amount of time as a child, that was all I knew of him. How did he make such an impression on me?

“Don't worry,” he said. “You will know when you’re ready. Until then, I’m not going back to the sky. I will be here, right near you. No matter what. Now get some rest, Jewelsy."

“I had a dream.” I was going to tell him about it, but I realized it was too real. I have an imaginary friend who saved me by touching an umbrella? Classically him. “Or did I?” I turned back around, staring into his eyes, searching for answers. “Mister Umbrella in the Sky?”

“Jewelsy, it was. . .” He didn’t want to tell me, but he knew, I could tell. He touched my cheek tenderly. “It was not a dream, but you should not worry. I am here. If I could tell you why, I would, I honestly would. I know that a selective seer that is a rebel is after you." He wanted to say more, but he wouldn't spill and became tight lipped about any more details.

“My Aunt Merissa and Uncle Charles? Are they safe?” I had to ask.

“I will do my best to keep you and your loved ones safe. I promise.”

I promised her, how could I do that? I never promise anything I can’t do. I can try and keep everyone safe, but I promised. When I looked into her hopeful eyes, I couldn’t deny her what she wanted to hear. I felt like I could beat The Boogeyman, like I could grab a rope and pull down the moon for her. Actually, that might be comforting.

I left the bed and opened the door. I had a small piece of string in the back of my suit pocket. It was stringy and brown, but it would do in a pinch for me. I wrapped it around the end of my umbrella and threw it out the window.

I would get yelled at this for tomorrow. The selective seers in charge of the waters would be working overtime, but my only worry was cheering up Jewelsy. I walked over to her and gave her my umbrella. “Jewelsy? Pull the umbrella toward you.”

Jewelsy took the umbrella, confused but obedient. She looked toward the window, and her mouth dropped while her eyes grew as wide and round as marbles. “What?”

The moon had been reduced in size to fit the rope. I realized I would be hearing from the selective seers of outer space region 1 near here as well. I couldn’t do this for long, but her expression was worth it. “I roped the moon for you. I would do anything to keep you safe, including disobeying orders this time.”

“Y-you? That’s the moon? That’s―but what about the effects of―“

“Just a moment. The selective seers of outer space and the waters will deal with me later. They will keep things under control, just as I keep an eye on the clouds.” I could watch her looking at the moon all night long, but I knew it would get drastic if I didn’t move it back soon. I pointed to the umbrella. “Do you fish? Try pulling it back slowly and tossing it out back to the sky.”

“Tossing out the moon to the sky? But I-I’m no expert fisherman,” she fumbled. “I don’t want to break it.”

I kept my hands on top of hers and helped her pull it back some. As the moon was almost in the window, I threw it back forward. The string snapped and it launched across the sky. Jewelsy got up from the bed and out to the window.

It was back in its place. She came back and sat back down on the bed.

“You roped the moon to cheer me up?” She gestured to the outside. “I imagine you’re in some trouble.”

“Trouble schmouble, you’re finally smiling. That’s all that matters.” I touched the tip of her nose playfully. “Tomorrow is a busy day. Let’s get sleep, shall we?”

I didn’t know how to respond as she cuddled closer to me in the bed. I would never do this with a child, but it felt right with her. So many things felt right with her. How could a mere mortal bed feel even better than the light and airy touch of a cloud? Clouds were the world for me. I tilted forward slightly, smelling her hair. Clouds had the sweetest scent of sunshine and rain, yet Jewelsy’s scent was even nicer. I hadn’t enjoyed it before, not exactly easy to approach someone and sniff them. It was so lovely though. Light and airy, yet sweet like a cherry cookie. 

“Enjoying yourself?”

I looked to the right of the room and saw Madame Reed again.

“Come with me, Mister Umbrella in the Sky.” Her eyes said it was a demand, not a request. I couldn’t leave Jewelsy though, what if something happened to her? I moved from the bed toward the outside. If this needed privacy, we would hover near the window.

“Did you find something out?” I asked her.

“I did. Her twenty fifth was yesterday.” Madame Reed stopped to look at her watch. “Make that two days ago. The exact time you saved her, was the exact time she was born.”

“Twenty fifth birthday? She hadn’t even mentioned that. All day, no one said anything,” I denied it. “It couldn’t be.”

“With the way she seems to be, perhaps birthdays disturb her?  It’s none of my business, but that was a great starting point. Once I had that figured out, the rest was easier. According to records, her grandfather was a selective seer. He had her mother, who also harbored magic. Down to Jewelsy, she doesn’t have much magic to speak of. The potential is there though."

"Okay,” I said, “but If she is not one, why does this matter?"

“Listen, Mister Umbrella in the Sky. Listen!” Madame Reed snapped her fingers, grabbing my attention again. “Therein lied the answer too. The day you met, the Boogeyman sensed a connection just like the Superiors did. He must have been making a random stop to scare a child, but you were there. He sensed the closeness, and he knew.”

"Oh..." I tapped my umbrella. "No, I still don't get it."

"Julie Mars is not a selective seer, she is human. Just because Julie’s grandparents chose humanity for their family line though, it doesn’t mean it couldn’t be reversed. Simply upon entering an origin dimension of her grandfather, either blue or red, she can be reborn into a seer. The Boogeyman took every opportunity to make her dark and unhappy. So that when she was reborn into a selective seer..."

"She would be an overseer of the red dimension with him.” Done. Finito. If Boogeyman acquired Jewelsy, it would somehow trigger an apocalypse. ”Jewelsy causes the apocalypse.”

“Or stops it,” Madame Reed answered. “Remember what the jumper said. I am convinced the tie that the Superiors sensed was of being her soul mate. Why else block her from you as a child? Watch over her carefully." Madam Reed chuckled at me. "One day she will be more than your friend. She will be your extra special, special friend."

“Yes." Oh yes, that soul mate business. Soul mate. Jewelsy. A being of two dimensions to create. "I do have. . .a closeness to her. Could you assist me in any way?"

“Oh no, you need to figure it out for yourself. I will not help with courting or anything physical, out of my jurisdiction.”  Her smile had been big and bright, chuckling even. "Keep an eye on her, Mister Umbrella in the Sky."

"So, looking for a job?" the cashier asked me as I filled out an application. These clothes must have really been improving my chances. "I know the boss, he's my uncle."

"Really?" That might help get my foot in the door. "Yeah, I'll try and work hard if I get a job here," I added. I heard a small chuckle behind me, and tried to ignore Mister Umbrella. He was putting straws in his mouth, and clapping his hands together, pretending to be a walrus. Okay, it was a little funny to see a guy in a suit with an umbrella acting like a walrus, but I couldn't laugh. It did cause me to smile a couple of times though.

"Yeah, it would be great if you worked here." The cashier leaned closer to me. "Listen, you want to grab a hamburger real quick with me? I have a little time off, and I'd like to learn more about you."

Oh, great. Date, yeah. Ugh. I smiled, knowing going 'creep' wouldn't land me a job. If he was right about his uncle being in charge, it would hurt to reject him. "Okay, sure."

Mister Umbrella stopped acting like a walrus and put that trademark serious look back on. He adjusted his tie and walked over with me. "Are you eating with him just to get a job? That's bribery. That's wrong." He looked over toward the cashier as he sat down with him. "He should not be there sitting with you."

"Later," I whispered to Mister Umbrella. I looked over at the name tag on the cashier. "So, Jerry, huh?"

"Yeah, and you?" Jerry asked me.

"Oh, I'm just Julie," I answered. "So..." I patted my hands against my leg. "What do you think my chances of getting a job are?"

"Pretty even," he answered as he grabbed one of the hamburgers he snagged behind the counter. Mister Umbrella stood there, fuming beside him.  Geez, for an imaginary friend, he sure did have an anger issue today.

"He should not be sitting with you." Mister Umbrella's eyes didn't leave him. I tried to keep my eyes on Jerry, but Mister Umbrella thunked him on the ear.

"Ow. What the hey?" Jerry looked around, rubbing his ear. "Huh?" He looked back over at me and tried to brush it off like he felt nothing. "I mean, what the hey, chances are okay I bet." 

I tried to keep my head down and concentrate on my burger but Mister Umbrella started blowing in his ear. Jerry kept striking around his ear, acting like it was a fly. "Something wrong?" Don't chuckle. Okay, a little chuckle can escape, but not a big one. My chuckle seemed to have encouraged Mister Umbrella though. 

It was so hard, you have no idea how difficult it is not to laugh when someone is trying to act like no one is messing with their hair and ears. I couldn't help but crack when Mister Umbrella pinched his nose. Jerry just kept talking and I lost it. He had the nerve to look at me asking what was wrong. I blamed it on the fact he sounded funny.

"Almost like someone's pinching your nose. Do you have a cold?" Keep it together, Julie, I needed this job.

"This corner is just bugging me," Jerry confided. "Thanks for the company during my lunch break. Did you write your number on that application, in case we need to call you about the job?"

Yes, I did, but if he calls, it better be for the job. I got up, shook his hand, and headed out. As Jerry got up though, Mister Umbrella moved his umbrella in front of Jerry, causing him to trip. 

"Oops. However did that happen?" Mister Umbrella moved over to him and strode over toward me. "Clumsy fellow."

It didn't matter what Mister Umbrella thought. Later that day, I got a call and the job had been mine. I told my Aunt Merissa after dinner and she actually wrapped me in a hug. It was just a job, but with the way I'd cleaned up my appearance, she seemed to care a little more. 

"Julie, I want you to know, I've noticed," she said to me before bed.  "The healthier eating. The clothes. You are taking important baby steps to getting your own life. One of these days, you'll be living out on your own."

"It's just a job," I downplayed it, but I hugged her a little bit back when she moved in for an embrace. I looked over in the corner and saw Mister Umbrella, just smiling at me. 

"For now," she said softly.

I knew what she was hinting at. College. I almost broke down, but I didn't. College and me, it just couldn't happen. I made up an excuse about being more tired than usual, and escaped the situation by going to my room. Mister Umbrella tried to follow me, but I didn't let him. I closed the door behind myself.

He appeared in front of me anyhow. "Jewelsy."

"No, I don't care," I said to him. "I know what she wants. That's what they want, it's not what I want. That is the opposite of happiness," I told him. "Just give me some time to think."

"Jewelsy," he warned me. "Friends at college would be good for you. You'd graduate, get a better job, and a life of your own. That would bloom into happiness."

"The only happiness I need is to have a roof over my head, and a job." I held out my hands, signaling that was it. "Okay? That's it." I wasn't getting pushed into college! Something...there was something. "Just, leave me be for a few minutes. Go be imaginary somewhere else."

"Jewelsy, be nice. Being twice as nice makes more friends," he warned me. He lifted his hat. "I will give you a few minutes to yourself. I suppose you may have felt stifled."

Stifled was too simple of a word. He didn't leave my side all day. Especially after the restaurant, he was stuck like freakin' glue to my side. He disappeared and I headed toward my bed. Just a few minutes of rest. That was all I needed.

I waited outside of her bedroom. I did not want to leave far, but I would be able to stop anything The Boogeyman did from this distance. Oh, how was I going to help her find happiness? She would be hard to convince of college, it was associated with bad memories. She did not even know The Boogeyman was responsible for her family's accident. She would one day. I didn't want her to know, but soon she would remember. 

The Boogeyman. Sinister. I felt a chill up my shoulder, his name seemed to get to me. Wait, why was his name causing a shiver? I dealt with him fine last night. No, it was not the name, it was the presence near me...something...

Something was wrong, I could feel it. I went through to the other side of the door.

I screamed and woke up, covered in sweat. Looking around, everything is normal. A dream? My Aunt Merissa came in and turned on the light. I sheltered my eyes, not used to the brightness. After confirming I was okay, she left again.

Everything was fine. A dream. An intense dream. I took one more look around, including around the bed. After I felt secure, I cuddled up in my sheets and closed my eyes.

My nightlight flickered, making it harder to get sleep. I was too lazy to change the light bulb right now. I stayed in bed, but started to hear thunder outside. It was soft at first, but then I jumped when loud thunder cracked. It was so loud it hurt my ears. 

I sat up in bed to rub my ear, when I looked at my nightlight again. It was now glowing a radiating red. Something was wrong, something was so wrong. I could feel it, I could see it, I could hear it all around. Standing up, I tried to open the door. I knocked on it and called for my Aunt Merissa again, but there was no answer except ‘go to sleep!’. 

I yelled again and the door flew open. Aunt Merissa’s eyes were a deep red.

“Impetulant child. I have changed my entire life, just to help you, and you’re simply an ignorant prick. You don’t care for anything I’ve ever done for you! You can’t even shut up and go to sleep so I can get rest. Look at you, all warm and comfy in your bed every night. You should be out on the streets, hunkering around looking for food. In fact, this is it. Tomorrow your Uncle Charles is kicking you out. Sweet dreams.”

Kicked out? “Aunt Merissa?!” I called out to her. No, I can’t go to the streets. No one would take me in, I have no job right now, and what would I do for money and food? I banged on the door again,  this couldn’t be have happened. Aunt Merissa was about the only person who cared about me anymore. “Aunt Merissa, please? Please?!”

I don’t want to live out on the streets. Oh god, no, this can’t be happening. I walked back to the bed and rocked myself on it. How could this happen? What could I do? “Oh, Mister Umbrella in the Sky. . .” A tear rolled down my cheek. Even my only friend didn’t care for me anymore.

“Jewelsy!” I heard my name, it echoed above my ceiling. Mister Umbrella in the Sky?

Jewelsy, oh, no. I stared into the abyss of the room. Boogeyman had dragged her down. 

I. Lost. Her.

One minute.

One simple minute away.

I screamed as I hit the carpet. All of her furniture had been sucked in, nothing remained but her carpet and a large whole in the middle. My precious Jewelsy. A flower still budding, just learning to live again. I couldn’t bring her happiness. I couldn’t even save her from this fate. 

Taken, never to live a human life again.

“Why? Why Jewelsy?” I asked the empty room. Jewelsy. The thought of the jumper came back to me again. He knew about her being a soul mate before anyone did. We were supposed to be together, to save everything in our dimension.

No, I couldn’t do this! I straightened my tie, this couldn't be the route we take. Madame Reed came toward me, no doubt having gotten the new information of the red dimension's new member. I couldn’t say anything to her. I could barely stand to look at her.

“She doesn’t belong there, he can’t keep her there!” I protested. "She is my soul mate. The jumper had known that. ” I held my hands out. “No, there must be something I can do. She will not be an seer of the red dimension.”

“You have no choice, you must let her go,” Madame Reed said. She tried to touch my shoulder, but I shirked back. I  did not want comfort. I now understood why some children used to shirk me off and want to be left alone. I felt empty. The connection with Jewelsy, I couldn't find it anymore. That had been a part of me almost as long as I could remember. “I want her back.”

“Mister Umbrella.” Madame Reed took a step back. “It's foolish. If the jumper was wrong...the chances that you can save her are not worth the risks involved.”

“He was not wrong, he was right. It was the Apocalypse Boy, and even you know it.” Madame Reed knew of a way to save her, she had to tell me. “I need Jewelsy, you don't understand. Even if you don’t believe, even if everything is wrong, I will risk it. Tell me.”

“I could. . .” Madame Reed paused.”I could dismiss you to the red dimension, and ask for re-evaluations. However, there is no guarantee that you would once again be a selective seer of the skies. There is a reason we refer to that dimension as hell.”

Oh, that pushed on my gut and I felt the air leave my lungs. Reassigned to red. I was born somewhere within the sky, it was my mother. To turn my back on her to dwell as a selective seer of the hells?

“Forgive me.” I handed my umbrella, my tie, and my hat off to Madame Reed. “May the blue dimension forgive me, but I must save Jewelsy.”

Madame Reed hesitated, but eventually took my things. I bent down on my knees and hung my head. For Jewelsy. “I cast you away from the protection of the skies. The blue dimension will no longer acknowledge you. When you enter into the hole, you will become a selective seer of the red origin dimension. I wish you luck, Mister Umbrella in the Sky.”

I took one long look at her. This was it.

I jumped into the hole.
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Saving Mrs. Claus Part 3: DIMENSION: THE NORTH POLE
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The next world was nothing like the first. Dominic couldn’t feel the cold, but he saw the high snow around him. Acting more out of habit than need he blew on his fingers and warmed his hands up. His breath could be signed as he breathed in and out. Trudging through the snow he knew his next person would be around there.

Kris Kringle. He had seen Kris Kringle in his mind before, even made pictures of him to see reason. The thoughts and closeness of Mister Umbrella in the Sky faded away as he grew closer to Kris’ home. Kris was in a bad situation right now, Dominic could feel the fear and loneliness inside of Kris. He would be losing his family soon and becoming the next Santa Claus. Except that he messed up with Carrie, the girl who should be Mrs. Claus. In fact, he could feel Carrie’s feelings too. Anger at what he had done. Kris felt immense shame for it.

They were both upset over something trivial, but Dominic knew they’d get over it. Their future, he could see into it further than Mister Umbrella’s. This wouldn’t be the first rocky point for them, but they would pull through it together. Once they knew.

Their spirits were both extremely merry, Dominic couldn’t help but grin as he trudged through the snow. Christmas was inside both of them so deep. It wouldn’t be easy for them to accept the coming changes. That innocence would have to change for both of them to make it.

Dominic knocked on a workshop door. Kris would be inside tending to his mother and father on their death beds. It was not a good time for him to arrive, but Dominic didn’t have control of those things.

A person opened the door. “I am here to see Kris Kringle, the young one.”

His mouth just hung open. He was dressed in the stereotypical fashion Dominic would imagine elves were in. Funny hats and shoes with bells. However, he was tall. Elves came in all sorts of sizes. Still, now wasn’t the time to gawk. He had to get to Kris. “Who are you and how did you get here? Is there a new dimension hole you came through?”

That excuse would do. Dominic nodded. “I need to see Kris right away, before it’s too late.”

“He’s with his- “

“I know,” Dominic said quickly, “and still I must see him. It’s that important. Please.”

––––––––
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Kris watched his mother and father carefully. During the magic transition, there was a high chance they wouldn’t make it. He had to keep his faith strong. He patted his mother's forehead, hoping she would wake up again. His mother and his father, they’d come back, but they were fading again. His hope may have been too much. 

“Kris!”

Kris watched as Randy the elf ran over to him. Who would be bothering him now? “I don't want to see anyone right now.” He shouldn't have even had to say it.

“I know, Kris, and I'm sorry.” Randy nodded toward him. “A stranger has just arrived through a new dimension hole that has occurred.”

“A dimension hole?” No, there was no choice. His dimension was devoid of cruelty and unjust things. A stranger could change that. He had to see to it. He got up and headed out of his parents’ room as he closed the door.

In the room was a peculiar boy. He was not solid, but transparent and blue. The boy was small, nine or ten perhaps? “Greetings,” Kris said to him. “What dimension are you from?”

The boy pointed toward him and took a few steps forward. “Kris Kringle,” the boy said. “You are the new Santa.”

New Santa? “How did you know that if you’re from another dimension?” Kris took a small step back. Normally, he associated well with children. It came with the career, after all. This boy though, he felt odd. Something was wrong, and it was more than the fact he appeared as a ghost. He could feel it as he stared into his eyes. “How do you know me?”

“You need to help stop the apocalypse,” he said. “If you don't help, then everything will come to an end.”

“The darkness?”

“Yes.”

“The darkness will fix itself once Mr. Claus is restored,” Kris said.  “If I don't even know your dimension, then how do you know of Santa?” 

“This time, it will not. It's not strong enough.”

Kris bit his lip as he stared at the boy. There was only one boy this could be. It was a fairytale though, only a fairytale. Then again, people thought Santa was only a fairytale. It could be.

Apocalypse Boy. The boy that traveled to different dimensions, preventing the end with his prophecy. “It is odd, but I believe,” Kris said to him. “I would not be able to be the next Santa Claus if I didn't believe in magic. Magic is belief, and belief is magic.”

“Not for long. Belief only goes so far. You will need your Mrs. Claus.”

Apocalyse Boy knew of Carrie? It shouldn't have surprised Kris, but it still did. “Do you know what she looks like?”

“She has dark hair, and wears a coat that is a. . .” The boy looked toward the ceiling, probably thinking. “Golden white?”

“You see Carrie in the traditional wear?” Kris felt his heart beating rapidly in his chest. She would take the position if that is what the boy saw! He would have his Mrs. Claus after all. “That is a joy to hear from your visions.” Bursting with renewed energy, Kris stood up. “How is it that I need to stop the darkness if belief does not work anymore?”

“A new being of two dimensions needs to be born out of love.” The boy looked straight at him. “Do you understand that?”

A new being of two dimensions. “A being of two dimensions?” Kris brought his hand to his mouth, biting his fingers. “That would be a child.”

“Yes.”

“Born out of love?”

“Yes.”

“A child born of love?” Kris stared at the boy, not believing that he got it. Not wanting to believe that he understood it. “I'm. . .with Carrie?” Kris gestured to his left. “Carrie and I?”

The boy didn't answer though. He simply faded away.
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Kris grabbed his mother's hand. “Mother? Well?”

His mother sighed. “It explains the lingering darkness. The inability we had to travel back and forth for so long. Oh, dear. Oh, dear.”

“Mom?” Kris looked at her. “What do I do?”

“It's clear, Kris. You're not getting any extended life.” His mother held out her hand toward him. “You have to have your Mrs. Claus. Now.”

“Our dimension isn't affected. There's too much magic. It’s too concentrated.”

“Your Mrs. Claus' dimension will be affected, and it will only be a matter of time.”

Kris covered his face. “I haven't even gotten her to agree to Mrs. Claus. How can I ask that of her? Of, of anyone?”

“Kris, I know you aren't a young boy anymore. You're twenty-one, and a full grown man. Yet, I understand. Sex is a part of love though, and your father and I did it.”

“It's so personal,” Kris said. “Traditionally, Mr. and Mrs. Claus are friends for years until the eventual love blossoms. With this, I can't hide that fact from Carrie.”

“It feels right, when it's the right one.” She closed her eyes again. “A stranger knew of us and foretold you the future. Kris, everything has its reason. Your Carrie's world, it depends on this one for its strength. We are dying. You must save the other dimension. You must save your Mrs. Claus.”

“She doesn't want to be with me as a partner, let alone as a real wife.” Kris covered his face again. “It would not be easy to get her to say yes. There has to be something else. Anything else?” He touched her forehead, her hand, and checked her breathing. “Mom?”

“They can only last so long Kris,” Randy the elf said as he came to his side. “Even if they survived the magic exchange, they are getting weaker again. Be thankful you had some time with them afterward.”

“But it wasn't enough.” Kris stroked his mother's hair. “You never met her, mother. You have to meet her. Could you hang on to meet her?” It was no use. His dad still had not woken up even once.

The end, the real end. He knew it.

“Santa never has parents around for long.” Randy held his shoulder. “They lived centuries, and they made the choice. You're older now, Kris. You'll be okay.” He patted his shoulder. 

Kris didn't say anything as he left the room. 

He heard a couple of utters behind him, but they felt meaningless. He moved outside and walked towards Dougie, patting his head. “They are gone now, Mom and Dad. Both are gone.” Dougie rubbed against his hand. “I've got to figure out how to take care of their bodies, and I need to tell Carrie that she has to move faster than ever.” Kris felt a tear slip down his cheek, but he didn't care.

The elves helped him bury his parents deep in the tallest cliffs where other Kringles had been laid to rest. He rode around in the sleigh a few hours, clearing his mind. 
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As time went by, Kris had visited Carrie’s world several times whenever he could, and he’d seen firsthand the lack of faith. Belief. The power of good. Every person in every country had been touched. Trees, stockings, and lights that year were no longer out. It was as if the world had taken one huge sigh, thrown its hands in the air, and muttered ‘what’s the point’?

Kris was Mr. Claus now, and even if the world didn’t want him, he wouldn’t abandon it. Even if he had to leave gifts on tables and candy in mailboxes, he would persevere. But, this year it was going to be different. He would be doing something that no Santa had ever done before. Without faith and belief, he couldn’t hide Christmas with magic. 

Kris hoped she was waiting. Without him being able to visit her, what had happened to her kind spirit? Kris placed the red cap on his forehead, and then held the reins.

It was time.

CHRISTMAS 2013

DIMENSION: CARRIE’S DIMENSION

Carrie should have grabbed that Christmas Rose. The tears she had shed since that night she saw Kris had been so many she could have filled an ocean. It was cliché, but it felt so true. The tree the Salvation Army always put up had been abandoned before even one angel donation could be fulfilled. Homelessness was at an all-time high. The home that Carrie loved and appreciated had dwindled down to two: Carrie and her father. Her mother had moved back east, and she refused to talk to her or her dad on the phone.

Jenny never made up with Carrie. In fact, she joined the popular clique at school that she used to hate. When Carrie went to school, Jenny called out to her and said something mean every time. Even Carrie's simplest secrets like her favorite Christmas CDs were the main source of Jenny's laughter. 

No one hoped or dreamed anymore. There were no Christmas trees or lights on people’s houses. Children never played outside, and people never left their homes except to go to work or school. There had been several arrests with people trying to carry a gun as they walked to work, terrified that someone would shoot them. Outside her window, there were now bars to keep her safe. College was no longer a worry, her dad thought it was best that she stay safe inside the bars. He was convinced someone would shoot her if she left the house. They did all of their shopping online, even grocery. 

When Kris said the world would become dark, he wasn’t lying. Carrie knew that in her heart. Every person out there was miserable and paranoid. She used to think when Christmas came, she wouldn’t speak a word and just get it over with quickly. With no trees or stockings though, and no hope left in the world? Why would there ever be a Christmas? Carrie tried to stay positive, but it grew hard when her dad quit his job.  After the first of January, they were supposed to be moving into a small apartment because his money was draining too fast.

Carrie could no longer keep her job. Not only was it out of the house, but no one wanted anything gift wrapped. 

The weather outside was a blistering snowstorm. The skies during the day were often shadowed in shades of grey. 

She tried to hold on to the belief that Christmas would come, but it was fading. How could Christmas happen if no one wanted it? Carrie clung to the pillow in front of her, punishing herself by remembering Kris’ eyes. He would never come. No, he would. No, she hoped he would. He had to.

Please. He had to come save everything from the darkness.

That night, she lay awake until eleven o' clock. She heard a sound in the living room, and her heart leaped along with her feet out the door. Standing there in a similar outfit to when they first met was Kris. He wore a traditional Santa hat and cap. His eyes questioned hers before he slowly reached out to her. “Are you ready?”

“For...Christmas?” Carrie's voice was so soft, she didn’t know if he could hear. When he nodded his head, she quickly nodded hers back and headed toward him. “No one believes in anything anymore. My mother left, and my friend is gone. The whole world would rather carry a gun and shoot than say hello to one another!” She received a slight ‘oof’ out of him as she landed in his arms. 

“Oh, Carrie.” He wrapped his arms tighter around her. He'd missed her so much, especially now that his family had left him. “They’re gone now. My parents, they are gone now.”

“Oh.” Carrie whispered softly. “The transfer?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh. I can never apologize enough for what happened. I should have been more understanding.”

“No, I should have explained the magic.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “I want to do this tonight. I want to help my world again, but how do we start?”

“Slowly. There’s more to dropping off gifts than people realize.” He whisked them away to the top of the roof. Carrie was expecting to see Dougie and the usual sleigh, but instead she saw nine reindeer and a gigantic sleigh. “You know Dasher and Dancer and the others from your carols,” Kris said as he stepped in. “Dougie’s up front.”

Carrie watched Dougie look back at her with his familiar eyes. He pawed the roof, the signal he was ready to get out of there. Carrie's eyes lingered on the sleigh. This wasn't Kris's small red one.

“The Christmas sleigh,” Kris said to her. “During Christmas, we'll be living in the sleigh. The bigger it is, the more at home we will be.” 

Carrie nodded, still not quite understanding the words. Living in the sleigh? She moved into the sleigh and saw a large sack in the back. There was no way that was enough for every good child in the world. “How do we begin?”

“Little Paul Summer, your next door neighbor. He will be good practice.” Kris wriggled the reins. “Yo, guys.” The reindeer ran off the house and moved through the sky to the next house over. Kris and Carrie got out and moved over toward the chimney. “This time, you try.” He placed his finger almost beside his nose. “Do this.”

As Carrie mimicked him, she found herself surrounded by a whisking wind. She turned around and saw herself inside the Summer home. She did that? Looking around, the place was as empty in feeling as her home had been. Where were they supposed to place the present? She watched as Kris showed up next to her with a single gift. 

“With no tree, I’d say on the table.” Kris didn’t question the absence of the tree, simply laid it down on the table. 

“What is it?” She asked curiously. “Do you know what it’s supposed to be?”

“Yes, and so do you if you try.” He looked back at her and smiled. “What does Paul like?”

“Trucks, engines, math contests, and books about robots.” Wait, how did she know that? “I have barely met him, why do I know that?”

“You have the power of Mrs. Claus, and it’s at its height right now.” Kris touched the ribbon on the present. It had gotten twisted slightly on the journey. 

As she stared at the present, a strange feeling washed over her. A feeling of hope. Maybe they could help to heal the world. “Magical.”

“Hope wrapped up in a box, tied with a bow.” Kris crossed his arms. “I never got tired of helping the elves as a child. The more I wrapped, the happier I became. By morning, the excitement of the gift will wash over this family. The apprehension will start to disappear, and their faith will become normalized.”

“But no one is giving gifts,” Carrie remarked. “How will you hide this time?”

“I won’t. The gift tags won’t change. This time, the overwhelming evidence we leave will create a resurgence of belief and faith again. Once faith is again in this world, the magic will hide itself against them. For one brief day, Carrie, everyone will believe.” He turned to her and his eye glinted. “How else do you help a darkening world but to prove that Santa Claus is real?” 

Carrie moved over toward the gift and saw his writing. From: Santa Claus.

“”We didn’t know if you’d agree when we wrote tags.” Kris brought out a pen. “If you want to sign though, you can. As Mrs. Claus. Only if you want to.”

Carrie gently took the pen and wrote ‘and Mrs. Claus’ below his name. “We’ve wasted over five minutes in this house. How are we going to cover everyone in time?”

“I thought you’d guessed that by now.” Kris moved toward the window and breathed on it. His breath hung, unmoving, in the air. “There is a reason no one runs into us, security alarms don’t go off, and we don’t get chased by dogs. Everything slows down, except us.” He moved back over towards her. “If you had to do a Christmas by yourself, the same thing would happen.” Kris shrugged. “We do it, but we don’t know how. It's what happens when Santa stays in your dimension on this particular night alone for a few hours. Isn’t magic fun?”

He introduced her to the lists. It turned out there were more than one: the original nice list his ancestors used, and then there were the new light/medium/dark gray lists. The light gray list was for those who weren’t nice, but it was because they had no choice. A child lying or stealing for good reasons would put them on the light gray list. Paul Summer was on that list. Carrie was about to understand the difference.

Kris headed toward a room, signaling her from behind. He opened the boy’s room. Why had Kris gone in there? He headed toward the boy’s bed and pulled out a small gift from his pocket.

Carrie looked toward the package, getting a sense of what it was. But was that right? What good would that do a young child? “Kris?” she whispered.

“No need to whisper. Time’s slowed for everything but us, remember?” He glanced back at her. “The gift, right?” She nodded coming closer. “You know what it is?” 

“It’s an old watch with something inside...” She felt a connection to the watch that didn’t seem to go with the boy.

“He is on the light gray list because he has been lying to his father about eating breakfast at school. He has been missing it and stashing the money to place back in his father’s pocket. Before the world went dark. Now, he has no schooling to do that anymore.” He gestured to the watch. “Lost on a corner of Douglas and 22nd, that watch was a precious gift missing nearly two years to someone who owns a business near here. Once he shows his father, he’ll see the familiar name on the personalized engraving and hopefully he will take it to him. We can’t predict the future, but we have faith that it will land him a job.”

Carrie blinked. He was giving a gift, in order to try and help someone get a job? “After they don’t remember it was a gift, then they will assume he actually found it out of goodwill.” She couldn’t believe it. “Where did you find the watch?”

“The used-to-be tooth fairies collect from the lost and found. Items that are shiny and desirable that won’t be missed. Sometimes they recover something personal like this that will help out.” He dusted off his knees. “Ready?”

“Yes.” Although, now she was feeling uncomfortable. Carrie had thought maybe he zapped presents down, or threw them magically from the sled. Were they going into each and every house, dropping off gifts? This would seem like one night for the world. Wouldn’t it feel like years for them? “It’s one night for everyone else. How long for us?”

“Don’t think about it. Just have faith that we can do it.” He chuckled when he saw her expression. “Elves do more than make toys. They help deliver. So do the fairies and pixies. They really do most of the heavyweight lifting. We deliver personally to the houses that require special visits like this one.” He lingered on her clothes for a second. “Um. Did you want to wear your traditional wear, or that?”

Carrie looked at her sweater. What was it that Mrs. Claus wore? No one knew she actually accompanied Mr. Claus, and the only pictures she remembered were of her in an apron making cookies. She doubted Kris would want to shove her into an apron. “What does she wear?”

After they went back up the chimney, Kris pulled it out of the sled. The white sweaters he had given her at Christmas now made sense. Mrs. Claus' wardrobe was far from an apron. Santa may have worn red, but Mrs. Claus wore a wintry golden white. The shirt and pants sparkled with a golden sheen. 

“Do you want to wear it?” Kris held it out to her. “Try it on. I’ll stay here, and you can go down the chimney.”

Carrie did go down the chimney, but it felt weird changing in a person’s house. Time speed was different, so she guessed it would be okay. She tried it on and went to a bathroom mirror. The top she could see was beautiful. How could history forget this outfit? She hooked the belt on last, a silvery color that shimmered as she fastened it. When she came back up, she moved over toward the sleigh and got in.

Kris nearly fell out of the sleigh when he saw her. “Wow. Yes, nice. I mean, correct looking.” He glanced away and then back at her. “That fits you.”

As she felt the heat on her cheeks, she knew the white of the outfit could not be helping the red probably showing on her face. She looked away, pulling the hood tighter around herself.
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Carrie didn’t know how much time went by. They went from house to house, and each time she felt a different presence. No two houses were the same, and no two families needed the same thing. As they traveled across the sky, they moved from city to city.

“Yo, Dougie, slow it down,” Kris called to Dougie in front. He looked over toward Carrie and showed her the reins. “Do you want to hold them?”

“I don’t know how to steer reindeer.”

“They don’t teach that like driving cars?” He smiled, letting her know it was a joke. “The reindeer know the way. They just need to know when you want to turn, take off, and stop. To turn, turn the reins. To stop, you can snap the rein or yell stop. Same thing for takeoff.” 

Carrie turned the reins, and watched the reindeer turn direction. Kris was right, and it wasn’t too difficult to do. They continued onward until the reindeer landed on their own.

As soon as they hit the roof, her mind became clear. Charles―39, Mannie―five, Rebecca―three and a half, and a mother that had passed on a month ago. Carrie knew what each of them looked like, as if they were old friends. There was no chimney, but it wasn’t needed. They whirled down into the house through a simple pipe sticking up out of the house. Carrie had visited many houses with Kris, but this home shocked her the most. There was actually a small fake tree, and three stockings hung by a fire. “How did they manage to keep their faith so boldly?”

“Tragedy can cause one to lose faith, or it can enhance it.” Kris settled the present down beneath the tree. “Two people here are on the dark gray list.”

Dark gray. Bordering on the naughty list, they’d done something wrong for themselves. “What happened?” Carrie looked toward the door of the children’s room. Their door was littered with crayon pictures of Santa Claus and his reindeer.

“The boy and girl were mean to each other. They don’t really believe in me or you. They’ve been on the naughty list every year, but with losing their mother, they need some kind of faith. They’ve started believing. Even their father is trying to support the belief.” He gestured to the tree. “He looked for two whole weeks to find their old tree. It was hiding in the basement.” 

It popped out before Carrie could even comprehend the words she said. “What does the dark gray list get?”

“Enough to know that if they are good next year, they’ll get more.” He yanked a card out of his coat and placed it in each stocking. “A personalized card from us, letting them know to be good next year. They won’t be disappointed since none of them expected gifts. They’ll just be happy to know their faith paid off.”

“One more thing,” she urged him, “their mother just died, Kris, and this is the first family with a tree and stocking. Faith is so hard to keep.”

Kris bit his lip. “Well, if you want to pick it. What should they get?”

“Something more.” But what? She had no idea either, but this family was hurting. She could feel so much suffering in the house. “A real big tree, with colorful and glittering ornaments. Something bigger, more visual than a card.”

“Like that?”

Carrie turned around and saw what she wanted. Exactly how she wanted it. “How did you do that?”

“I didn’t,” Kris said. “You are my Mrs. Claus. While I understand the details of each house better, you feel the emotions of them more. You were raised in their world, and you understand their suffering in a way I never can. That’s why there are really two Clauses.” He approached the tree. “Both halves of the same.”

Carrie pointed her finger to the top of the tree and watched the star light up. The lights cascaded from dark to bright, one light bulb at a time.  She couldn’t help a smile. Everything felt right, including his wording. If Jenny heard how many times he said ‘my’, she would be decking him by now. Carrie hadn’t understood it at first, but now she did. 

She wasn’t just his. He was hers. If she said ‘my Mr. Claus’, she doubted he would even blink. Still, he might be used to it, but the concept was still new to her. Maybe she’d try that one day.

That wasn’t the last time she helped out a house that night. Although, she used the word night loosely. It might have been one night to the world, but to Carrie it felt like days. Days of entering people’s homes and bringing them the hope they needed. She understood without having to ask anymore so many of the details. The sack was for gifts that couldn’t be wished. The lost watch and personal cards written to people couldn’t be conjured by faith and imagination.  In the last house they visited, she had conjured a present she had known Kris missed again. She even gave it a wrapping paper that glittered with a deep green fancy bow on top.

Inside the sack on the sleigh was where their food and pillows were. When they got tired, they slept a few hours before going on their way. The seats when folded back were comfortable, better than the best mattress out there. They shared a huge blanket that was large enough to cover the sleigh and kept them warm in even the coldest weather. They wrapped it over four times and lay down, warm and toasty. When they were hungry, there was food in the sack. Primitive things like fruit and sandwiches. Fruitcake wasn’t uncommon to have either, and it tasted better than the kind her aunt used to make.

Carrie had begun to think that Christmas would never end. She wondered if she wanted it to ever end. Being able to bring joy into people’s hearts, it was absolutely wonderful. She always felt so warm and cozy beside Kris. She also felt cherished. She knew her mother and father loved her, and she knew when the world went back to the way it had been, that her life would probably fall back to normal. But, was that really what she wanted? 

So far, Kris had not pushed the question about being Mrs. Claus. Conversations stayed about Christmas and the families they were visiting. When they rode through the air he told her stories about his life, and she told him about her own life. As time went by, she began to understand the Claus and Kringle connection. There used to be many elves living in Kris' dimension, but only a few had enough hope and strength to have magic. Out of those, two were chosen as the leaders, and the magic was passed to them.  The leaders went by different names. Some went by Father Christmas and Mother Christmas.  Most of them lately had gone by Mr. and Mrs. Santa Claus. 

Kris said that when the faith on Earth waned more and more, each Kringle felt they needed to leave with the others. Soon his dimension only held the closest and most dedicated Kringles.

That conversation would have helped so much in the beginning. Kris couldn’t change what was said between them, but Carrie did regret many things she said. Especially knowing that his parents were no longer around. As they neared their two hundred and somethingth house, she decided it was time to speak up. “I am sorry.”

Kris looked back at her, a little confused. “What for?”

“For not understanding. Our worlds really are different. I have wanted to apologize, it’s just that... I am just really sorry.” Carrie wondered if he would start asking about her future plans, but he didn’t. He nodded, said he understood, and apologized again himself. They were both at fault.

“Carrie.” Kris placed the reins down as he landed. He began to drag the big blanket for sleeping back out again. Carrie didn't mind. Breaks were nice, and they even had large thermoses of cocoa to help keep them warm. She fixed her seat and grabbed her pillow, snuggling up warm inside the blanket.

“Things have changed.” Kris looked toward her, his eyes full of confusion. “There has never been a Mr. Claus that didn't end up with his Mrs. when he found her. They would be friends for awhile, but eventually, they always married.”

Carrie moved out of her covers slightly. “What do you mean?”

“Mrs. Claus almost always starts out only as a partner.” Kris gently took her hand. “That's what I wanted for us. I didn't want to push you into anything more.”

Carrie had that feeling. “I wouldn't find anyone else. I sort of knew that, in a way.” It was another reason she didn't know about becoming Mrs. Claus.

“Everyone got time though. Every single Santa before me had that luxury.” Kris let go of her hand. “We don't.”

“What do you mean?” Carrie backed up some.

“When I went back home, right before my parents died, someone had pierced a hole into my dimension.” Kris rubbed his neck. “A boy.”

“People pierced a hole into the North Pole?” How was that even possible?

“He knew about the darkness, about me, and about you. It was prophesized.”

“About me?” Carrie had never even been to the North Pole, and she had never met his parents. “The only one I've ever met is you.”

“I know. The boy is the key to the darkness.” Kris sighed. “It's an apocalypse. It may be affecting different dimensions in different ways, but the end is the end. All of the dimensions will disappear. Bringing Christmas might not be enough.”

“Well, what did the boy say?” Carrie asked curiously.

Kris fidgeted with his fingers. “A being of two dimensions must be born to stop it.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that Mr. and Mrs. Claus must become more than partners.” Kris scooted back a little himself. “There won't be hundreds of years for us. Our union must create a baby. Soon.”

There was silence in the sleigh for a good five minutes.

“The magic of Christmas, I hope it's enough,” Kris finally spoke.

“It has to be enough.” Carrie couldn't do that. “I-I'm dealing with the fact that I would have to leave my world for good if I take the role. This is too much.”

“I know, and I hope so too.” Kris' eyes didn't follow his words though. 

Something was going to happen.

***
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After some brief rest and a little cocoa after such disturbing news, Carrie and Kris went on their way again.

The next house Carrie thought would take only a few minutes. A simple boy and girl, both good. Dad on the light gray list. Mom on the nice list. She handled the mother and daughter’s gifts while Kris handled the father and son’s gifts. They were one of the few houses that seemed to have some faith. They had a tree with ornaments, and some random decorations were set out. Including one she didn’t see at first.

But Kris did. He stopped her in the doorway, and simply glanced up. Above them was a white plastic bell, a cheap ornament, but tucked inside of it was mistletoe. Carrie knew that Mr. and Mrs. Claus didn’t have many rules to follow, but they were bound by a few traditions. One of them had to bite into at least one cookie or snack that was left at each house they visited. They had to write with their own handwriting if they left cards of any sort. And above all, they had to follow the mistletoe tradition. 

Two people of the opposite gender, caught under the mistletoe. Kris kissed her under the mistletoe. Kris was a gentleman, not going any farther than a partner would, a kiss on the cheek. When they moved back to the sleigh, Carrie sat back and let Kris take the reins. As they took off though. . .

The reindeer all freaked.

There was a dragon coming right at them. It was twenty times the size of the sleigh. It was a bluish grey, with a wing span nearly twice its own size. The horns curved backward on its skull and it shrieked toward them.

“Whoa!” Kris turned left, trying to get the reindeer and them out of the way. 

Carrie clung to her hood and watched as the massive dragon began to give chase. “Kris, how can a dragon be here?!”

“Dimensional holes, they must be breaking through.” Kris looked down. “Oh no, Carrie.”

“What?”

“It's Christmas. Time isn't moving fast for anyone except us and that dragon!”

Anyone the dragon wanted, it could have. Carrie watched as it breathed fire on several houses it passed. “Kris!”

“I know,” he shouted back as he tried to land the reindeer near a cave. He quickly got out and unfastened them. They took off while he grabbed her and moved into the cave. It was small, not even a real cave, more of a narrow hole in a cliff. It was big enough to hide them and the sleigh.

As the dragon passed, Kris sighed in relief. 

“Awful creatures are coming over into my dimension.” Carrie clung on tightly to the blanket in the sleigh. “People will not even get a chance to scream.”

As the dragon circled round again, Carrie wondered if it could smell them. It kept coming back around, knowing they were there somewhere. “Kris?”

“We need to stay very quiet,” he warned her. “I have no idea how well it can hear.”

They learned as it landed near them. It let out a terrifying shriek. Carrie held onto Kris tighter. It knew where they were.

Then, they heard a loud roar and watched the view from the hole. The dragon appeared, being smashed to the ground. A different shriek was heard. They both looked away as they heard a painful crack, and it lay there. Unmoving.

A different crack was heard, not of bone but of a tree. Their hole had been covered. Kris shifted away from the sleigh, with Carrie behind him. They looked out between the tree coverings.

They watched as another dragon of a red color backed away from the hole, and took off into the sky.

“A good dragon?” Carrie asked first.

“There must be bad and good. Lucky us.” Kris and Carrie both moved back towards the sleigh. Their lives were not in imminent danger, but they had already seen two dragons.

Kris wrapped his arms around Carrie. The rest of Christmas was canceled. It was too dangerous to go back up again. He’d given the reindeer their best shot at survival by letting them go. They would come back when called, but when could he safely call them? He had avoided the mean dragon, but what if more came through?

There was only one way to stop those gigantic beasts from coming over. “Carrie?” Before she could answer, they both heard another shriek outside. A higher shriek than the other two dragons.

“It won't stop. Any house these dragons burn, everyone will die.” She looked toward Kris. “There is no choice at all.”

This wasn't the way it should happen. He touched her hands gently. “We should have been able to have a good ten years of just having fun. Celebrating Christmas. It should have been bliss. Magical. I should have known every detail about you, and you should have known everything about me.”

“I will.” Carrie looked toward her outfit. “No one said being Mrs. Claus didn't come with a price.”

“One shouldn't be paid.”

“Life is not fair. It's life. It's something that several people are losing and we can't stop it until we do it.” Carrie lowered her hood. “I give to charity so they can help the poor. I take food to the shelter, so others may eat.” She looked toward Kris. “I'll give my virginity to my Mr. Claus, so that others may live.”

Kris touched her cheek gently. “Come with me.” He stepped out of the sleigh with her, and went back in briefly for a moment. Carrie waited until he came back over to her. In his hand, he held a red ribbon, a large red and white candy cane, and two rings. “Marriage isn't performed the same as it is in your dimension. If you so choose, I will marry you there too, but I can't do this without making an honest woman of you.”

He held the candy cane with both hands at the bottom. “Carrie Childers, place your hands toward the top.” Carrie did so, wrapping both her hands right beneath the curve. “I swear that for every day that I am here, I will cherish you with all the love I can give. I swear it on the traditional candy cane of the first Kris Kringle.”

Cherish. That was all Carrie ever wanted, to be cherished. 

“I know everything moved much too fast, and it wasn't fair, but I knew from the moment I first saw you that you were the one. Your rosy red cheeks gave you away.” He chuckled. “Even though I didn't know your name, I was ready to sail the skies with you.” He wrapped his hands tighter around the cane. “On this day, I take you as my wife, both physically and emotionally. I bind my spirit with you, so that when we depart, we shall go together.”

Carrie felt a surge through the cane, from his hands into her body. The surge wasn't electric but a soothing heat that moved from her head to her toes.

“Okay, your turn.” Kris looked toward her. “You need to say “I bind my spirit with you, so that when we depart, we shall go together.”

“I bind my spirit with you,” Carrie repeated, feeling the warmth leave her body, “so that when we depart, we shall go together.”

Kris held out one of his hands, and Carrie followed his gesture with her own. He reached into his suit and pulled out a ring. It was adorned with a wintry sheen, like it had fallen in the snow. In the center was a large round gem, a red of magnificent color she hadn't known. Around that red were tiny green gems, encircling it. 

He placed it on her outstretched hand. It glistened like the snow outside the cave.  He reached in his pocket and gave her another one.

Carrie held it and switched hands as he did on the candy cane. She held it tightly as she placed it on his finger.

“You are now my Mrs. Kringle as well as my Mrs. Claus,” Kris said as he bent toward her, sharing in a small kiss. Using his other hand, he brought her closer into his embrace. He let go of the candy cane, leaving Carrie to hold it as he scooped her up in his arms. He carried her over to the sleigh's threshold and sat her down inside of it.

It was time. As Kris moved into the sleigh and beneath the covers with her, he started with simple kisses. Carrie brought him closer, and strengthened them. Before either of them knew it, they couldn't stop kissing each other.

There was no cold at all inside of them. They hardly had their blanket wrapped around them anymore. Though they were new to the sensations of wanting, neither of them felt as scared of it as they kissed. 

As Kris pulled back Carrie's coat, she tried to pull his too. Down to their simple sweaters, they moved back to kissing for a few minutes, until Kris grabbed the first button on her sweater. Her breath stifled slightly, but she kept kissing him as he unbuttoned her sweater slowly. The cold air made it to her skin, the only warmth was his hand and her bra.

“I don't want to do anything you're not comfortable with,” Kris said as he looked down at her. “Did you want to be beside each other in body, or do you want to simply. . .do it?”

A good question. It would be strange, and cold, to do it with their bodies completely naked. “How would we?”

“You could turn, and I could just. . .”

No. Even if this was faster than she wanted, Carrie didn't want that. “My first time I don't want to be turned and just leave you to it. That's not right.” She grabbed his hand. “We are married, and I am your partner. My future self, who will know you Kris, would regret doing such a thing.” Meeting his eyes with hers, she kissed him as she undid her bra.

Kris pulled off his own sweater as he again pulled Carrie closer into his embrace. Their chests pressed against one another, neither of them cowered from the other's touch. Kris pulled the blanket back over them, to help keep their bodies from getting frostbite in the cold cave.

It did not take long for the extra touch to make each of them heated. Kris held her breasts, kneading them gently as he pressed toward her more. Kris laid Carrie down in the sleigh as he removed his pants. Carrie did the same.

Afraid to look at the new part of him directly, Carrie stayed focused on his eyes. “Now?”

“Almost.” Kris grabbed his top coat and placed it around him. He handed Carrie's hers. 

Carrie placed the top of her coat on her, feeling the warm fur again. Kris covered in his coat didn't reveal anything new to her eyes, which she felt slightly thankful for. He moved the bedding down and hovered over closer towards Carrie again.

This time, he took a moment longer kissing her, and Carrie could feel his manhood at her entrance. 

“These coats are the best I can do to make you unafraid. I. . .I wish we could have had more time.” Kris kissed her as he pressed into her gently. The pain was sharp, but it slowly ebbed away each time. As she got used to it, he pressed into her deeper. 

The feeling of pain soon faded, and Carrie found herself enjoying the feeling of Kris in her. Kris lay down closer against her as she began to move with him. At first, she felt self conscious about touching his chest, so she kneaded his coat, but they both became enamored and the need for a third object disappeared. She loved the feel of his chest, rubbing up and down it with his rhythm. He picked her up, moving closer to him in a more seated position.

The feel of Kris' chest and coat against her body made her hunger for him. She moved even faster against him, wanting more. Needing more. Her Mr. Claus needed to fill her.

“Carrie Kringle, I love you so much,” Kris said in between their kisses. Moving harder and faster, they practically crushed against each other until the moment came.

Carrie could feel her whole body churn in euphoria as Kris laid her back down. He moved from on top of her to her side, out of breath.

A loud boom was heard. Kris and Carrie both propped themselves up. Kris moved out of the sleigh first. Knowing walking might be difficult for her, Kris brought Carrie into his arms and carried her toward the entrance. They looked out from behind the tree, and the dead dragon had disappeared without a trace. Their world had been saved. “The creatures are being returned to where they came from.”

Kris kissed Carrie tenderly in his arms. “It may be tricky until you feel better walking, but Mrs. Claus, should we finish Christmas now?”

“Yes.” Carrie nuzzled his neck, glad that they could continue on their journey. Christmas had come to a large degree of the population, but everyone deserved Christmas. 
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“This is our last house,” Kris said to her. “It’s time for us to leave back to my...our home. Do you want to say your goodbyes?”

“My mother isn't here,” Carrie said as she stepped out of the sleigh. “I don't think I could tell my father without him calling some psychiatric hospital, but I want to leave a note for him. I want to spend a little bit of time with him, a few hours, before I go? I'm worried about my mom and him.”

That was his Mrs. Claus. “Of course. I'll take a nap right here and wait for you.” He wasn't going to travel without her, not one more time. Even if he had to wait in the cold by himself, he wouldn't leave the dimension without his wife.

“And what people are forgetting is that this isn’t great news. This is illegal. This is a crazy person who has access somehow to many people’s houses,” The special guest star on the local news said. Carrie watched them curiously, wondering how much weirder it would get. Some people had been thrilled that Santa Claus had been real, while others had been freaked out. The actual fact that someone had crept into their personal residences made some uneasy. The special guest on the news was only one example. Other people felt that boarding up their homes would keep Santa away. As a legend, people loved Santa Claus. As a reality, people didn’t understand. All of the questions asked as children were now coming out as topics. How did he visit so many houses in so little time? How did he wrap gifts? Why didn’t anyone ever see any packaging from Santa Claus himself?

They were all the same questions Carrie had wondered about at first, but people were answering it for themselves. In most cases, they were wrong. She and Kris weren’t there to cause anyone harm, to steal people’s belongings, or to hypnotize people. They gave out gifts to those who deserved them and believed in them. That was it.

Not everyone felt scared of it though. Some had seen it as a sign of hope, and that anything was possible. Some believed that if they had a tree and set out cookies for Santa, it was perfectly fine to let him visit and leave gifts. 

Carrie could see now much more clearly why Mr. and Mrs. Claus covered their tracks so well. To believe was fun, but to know? It was too scary for most people to handle. Luckily, there were many skeptics that believed it was a worldwide hoax. Even if that was literally impossible, it would be what people would ultimately believe according to Kris.

One day of belief. One brief day that this world believed in him. Carrie watched as her father got up and fixed his coffee. This would be the last time she watched him ever do that again. “Good morning, Dad.”

“Morning, Carrie.” His mood was brighter as he turned the coffee machine on. “So, how are you feeling this morning? Proof of Santa Claus, it's absolutely crazy, but you must be dancing on clouds about it.”

“Sure.” Carrie didn't expand much more than that. “Did you call Mom today?”

“I did.” He grabbed a coffee cup and flung the handle around his finger. “Carrie, I am so sorry with what your mother and I put you through. We spoke for an hour this morning, and neither of us really understood why she left.” He wiped his own face. “She was upset, and she feels guilty.”

“She shouldn't.” Carrie stood up from the couch. “The whole world went dark, but it's lightening up. I don't blame her for anything. Everything she ever did, it was because she wanted me to make it.”

“I know. That's what I loved about her. She had lived a hard life, you may never understand how hard.” Her father came over to the couch with his coffee. “Her adopted parents, they had been so cruel, but she actually has a kind interior hiding deep inside. You two have more in common than you know.”

“Really?” Carrie never would have guessed that. “She was always so tough.”

“She was kinder when she was younger. More like you, but life made it too hard. I still see that soft side of her though. She was never a heartless creature.” Her father turned away a second and drank his coffee. “I can't believe I ever called her that.”

“Everything will work out.” Carrie patted his shoulder. “We all lose our way, once in awhile.”

“Yeah.” Her father touched her head tenderly. “I know your mom thinks you are too weak, and she'd kill me if she found out I said this but. . .you are stronger than you know. You care so much that nothing is out of reach for you.” He placed his coffee on the end table next to the couch. “I am going to get dressed, and then we are meeting your mother at the train station. She couldn't wait to come home. She is ready to spend Christmas with us.”

As he took off, Carrie grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil. As wonderful as it had been that the darkness had been lifted, she couldn't stay and meet her mother to celebrate a wonderful Christmas. Her life had changed, and while she would always love her parents, it was time to let them go.

Dear Father,

You and mother have each other, and I know you will be fine. I am not going to go to college, and I'm not going to marry anyone mother would prefer I marry. I doubt you can ever understand, but know that I did find love and someone who cherishes me.

I may not see you again for a long time, but I will always keep you in my heart. Santa Claus was more than real, he is now my husband. I am what I always wanted to be. Mrs. Claus.

I love you, and I know you will worry. I wish I could say 'don't worry', but I know you will anyhow. Stay strong for each other.

Your daughter,

Carrie Kringle.
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Kris sat up as he saw her come back up the chimney. She ran toward him and reached for the coat he was holding out to her. “Are you ready, Carrie?”

“I've always been ready. I just didn't know it.” Carrie smiled and moved into the sleigh next to him.

Kris grinned widely at her as he gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Yo, Dougie!” He looked over toward Carrie one more time. “We're going home.”
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Soul Mate of Mister Umbrella Part 3: RED ORIGIN DIMENSION (AKA HELL)
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I hit the ground knowing I had entered the red dimension. I dusted myself off and felt a more than friendly presence running straight toward me. Jewelsy was crying, shaking, and as scared as a child. There was warm red rock and dirt all around us. She was running with bare feet against the jagged ground. I caught her in my arms, relieved to feel her near again.

“Mister Umbrella!” She cried out. “My Aunt Merissa is throwing me out tomorrow. She doesn’t care about me anymore. I have nowhere to go, and I have no food. Please help me?”

Illusions. That was the danger of  the red dimension. I looked behind her, seeing a large black mass.

“Get out,” the black mass bellowed.

I heard him. His voice, thick and deep, almost cliche. “The Boogeyman, how are you?” I tipped my head politely. “I see you haven’t changed any.”

“Get out! She is mine.”

“Yours? Oh, no.” I held Jewelsy tightly against me. “You knew her importance, didn’t you? You old devil, you. Ooh, I shouldn’t say that. You practically are the devil.”

“She is mine!”

“Is that all you can say? No more vocabulary except a few lines in a booming voice? Hmph.” I tried to act like my casual self, but inside I was more than a little shook up. There was no sky protecting me from the heat and darkness.

“You can’t take her back, Mister Umbrella in the Sky.”

“And you could use some manners. Speaking as an unembodied voice, your mother must be disappointed.” That made him roar. I smiled at Jewelsy, trying to help her see reason. “Jewelsy, your Aunt is not here, it's an illusion. You are not at home. You are in hell.”

“H-hell?” She asked. “I'm in hell?”

“Yes, but not the hell you are thinking of. It is the red dimension. You are not dead, but you’re no longer human. You have been converted.” I pressed my head towards hers. “Jewelsy, your grandfather was a selective seer. Each day, he’d see your grandmother and become more enamored. One day, he decided to give it all up, for her. He became human and eventually married her. Then your mother was born, and then you.”

“Um?” Jewelsy moved her head to the side slightly. “What are you saying?”

“When you were pulled into this dimension, you were reborn as a selective seer because of your grandfather. Had you not been pulled into the red dimension, you may have still been sent here. The more miserable you were, the worse the dimension chosen. The Boogeyman stopped your happiness, so that you would end up here, in the red dimension." I met her, eye to eye. “I’m sorry, that was no accident your family had been in.”

“He . . .killed . . .” Jewelsy’s mouth hung open, unable to form words. Her eyes looked backwards, and I knew the illusion was gone. Her mind would be wrapping around the evil, like lava spreading through the crusts. The fires, and redness of it all. It would barely comprehend the black mass a hundred times bigger than us, or that we were both only on a small ledge that had acted like a bridge. She screamed and buried her face into my chest. 

“They squealed like pigs being slaughtered,” the black mass bellowed.

Jewelsy’s body went limp in my embrace. Her mouth finally spoke, although it was hoarse. “He killed them?”

“And you,” The Boogeyman added. “The red dimension has converted you, you’re as good as dead if you try to return.”

“And you,” I agreed, “no one can see you. They will all assume you are dead. Beings of the red and blue dimensions can’t be seen.” I saw the horror appear in her eyes, and I wished I could have changed that fact. “However, I may add, The Boogeyman does not know everything.”  I smiled toward her. “You have another way out. You can take the sky.”

“The sky?” She asked. “Do you mean go to heaven?”

“No, to the blue dimension. With me.” 

“You can’t take her, and you know it. If you think I don't know you're unprotected, then you are the idiot. You are not going to get her to the skies. You'll be lucky if you make it back yourself!”

“What does he mean unprotected?” Jewelsy looked all around me. “Where's your umbrella? Where's your tie?”

“I . . .I left them behind.” I gulped. “I am a seer of the red dimension, with you.”

“What?” Her voice almost choked. “Y-you gave up the skies?”

“For you. Jewelsy, I was taken away from you at a young age because my Superiors knew something more than we had. We aren't just friends.” I held her hand in mine. “We are destined to be together. Our child will stop an apocalypse on our dimensions in the future.” I looked toward The Boogeyman. “We are soul mates, and I have casted myself into hell to keep him from ruining that.”

I knew her mind already had enough on it, but no more secrets.

“Soul mate?” Jewelsy’s closeness was quickly disappearing as she let go. “That’s not possible. I mean you're, you. You're a weird guy with a suit and an umbrella and . . .and . . .” 

There was something there. Not in her words, but in her eyes. She believed me. She wouldn't say it, couldn't say it. Not after forgetting me most of her life. Not after only a couple of days, but I knew she had believed me. That was a start to saving us all. 

But The Boogeyman would not let it be that easy. I felt her being ripped away from my arms. I tried to grab her, but she had been pulled by a force on her feet, causing her to fall. She was dragged away faster than a mouse scampering across the room. I ran after her, but the bridge to the other side started to crumble. I watched her get swallowed into the dark mass. 

He was using his power to move her, to send her illusions and lose faith in herself.  I stood my ground. I had no fright inside of myself, only anger. He had no right to do any of this to her! She could have had happiness. That's all I wanted for her.

And somehow, I was going to get her back to it.

I shivered. The ground was rough and cold. I looked for something to wrap  around me, but I felt a piece of. . .wood? I opened my eyes and looked down. I had a big sign in front of me that said NEED MONEY. I looked below the sign.

All I had been wearing was this sign.  I sat up and carefully stood. There was no shirt, no pants, no bra, or even a pair of panties on me. This awkward sign looped around my head, and covered my back, butt, and private essentials in the front. Looking at it, I think it was only ply board. Around me I could smell decay and a foul stench. Beside me was a heap of trash cans. There was even a dead rat hanging out of the side. 

“What will you do for money?”

I heard a sound from behind me and turned around. There had been a man flashing his bills at me, mischief in his eyes. I tried to speak, but I didn't know where to begin. I know whom I had been. I was Julie Mars. I lived with my Aunt Merissa and Uncle Charles. What was I doing on the streets with no clothes, and only a sign wrapped around me begging for money? “I don't know. Why am I here?”

“I thought you were here for money.” He waved the cash at me again. “Then again, you look disgusting. Probably have some kind of infectious disease.” He sneered and walked away. 

I stood there, waiting. How did I get here? My mind tried to think back but my memory was a blur. Had my Aunt Merissa kicked me out? She always threatened to if I didn't get a job. Did I become too lazy? Too much for her to handle any more?

“You don't look happy here. Would you like some clothes?”

I turned around, hearing another voice from behind. A man had a decent shirt and pants, along with undergarments. They all looked about my size. I wanted to reach for them, but there was something in his eyes. They were green, but too green. A dark green. There was no shade of emerald like someone else I had known. “Why are you giving me clothes?”

“I am compassionate enough to see when someone needs an extra hand,” he said. It looked like he attempted to smile, but it had been more sinister. I wanted those clothes, but taking them from him felt wrong. He wasn't sincere, he was offering them for a reason. I looked at the clothes again. They turned into a fiery red sequin dress, along with matching undergarments and a pair of devil red high heel shoes.

“I suggest you take them. Otherwise I will pull that sign off of your naked body. Everyone will gaze at you, and then someone will get brave.” He walked forward toward me.”Take them, Julie.”

I had no choice, but I feared that option even more. Whom had this been? Those eerie eyes, I didn't want to.

“That's better.”

I looked down and realized that somehow the dress had appeared on me. The sign had left. I could feel the undergarments on me, and even the high heel shoes. I took a step back. “Who are you?”

“I've been waiting for you.” He grabbed my hand. I swore I had felt it burning. “I've been waiting a very long time for you, Julie.” His mouth hit mine, but I could feel such heat from it. It was like swallowing lava! I tried to push him away, but he was incredibly strong.

“I have complete power over you,” he said somehow with his lips on mine. Was he speaking directly mind to mind? “This power, this ability to make anyone do what you want. It's yours now. No one will boss you around. I will show you how to get more.” He finally removed his lips from mine. “I will make you so powerful, no one will know the difference between us.”

Power. The power to never be bossed around. To have my life under my control. It sounded good, but I couldn't get over him. His lips felt like they singed mine. Darkness. His power was full of darkness.

“Come on, Julie,” he warned me. “Both of us feel the power of darkness. Join me, and we will have so much power together. The Earth won't be able to deny our existence. Our power will be so vast, nothing could stop us.”

“That's the thing about umbrellas,” I heard a voice say.

Then, I remembered. I wasn't human anymore. I was in the red dimension. I was dragged away, and this man kissing me was the one who murdered my family! I pushed away quickly and saw my friend. He didn't have his tie or hat, but he managed to retrieve a spotted umbrella from somewhere. My heart beat rapidly as I stared at him.

“That's the thing about umbrellas,” Mister Umbrella repeated as he approached us. “If it's not raining, we often look silly with these. Yet, I still like to carry them around. It's a part of me, nothing else will do. There are just certain things that belong together.” He shoved the end of the umbrella into The Boogeyman's hand, causing him to loosen his grip. “And others that don't!”

Mister Umbrella grabbed me and jerked me back toward him, taking several steps back. 

“By the skies, any place besides hell is too gracious to hold your stench,” Mister Umbrella sneered at him. I believed it would be the closest to swearing he would ever do. I didn't think Mister Umbrella's grip could have gotten tighter. His eyes narrowed at The Boogeyman, and I even saw his nostrils flare.

“Careful, boy of the skies.” The Boogeyman in his skeleton started to burn. “Anger won't appeal to your Superiors. They may decide to leave you down here.”

“Jewelsy will not be a part of the end of everything,” Mister Umbrella growled toward him. “I don't care how old you are.”

“Thousands of years,” The Boogeyman said. “Thousands upon thousands of years.”

“I don't care,” Mister Umbrella said again, “and I don't care how long I have been here.”

“A quarter of a century,” The Boogeyman declared. “Thirty years and two days. I know exactly how old you are, weakling boy. You have nothing against me.”

“I have one thing,” he said. “Faith. I know that Jewelsy is good, and we will be moved. You can't separate us, even in hell.” He pulled on me and we started to run.

The Boogeyman didn't run though. He chuckled.

I looked around. The trash, the clothes I had been wearing, and the entire alley was gone. I was still in the fiery pits of hell. I couldn't stop to think about anything else. I was running with Mister Umbrella in the Sky, and trying hard to get away. How do you get away from a nightmare though?  “What do we do?”

“Run, just run,” he yelled back at me. He tossed the stick I had thought was an umbrella to the ground and grabbed a dangling rope on the ceiling. We swung across an open hole full of demons. 

Until now, I hadn't seen anything except Boogeyman down there. “Demons?!”

“No, selective seers of the red dimension. This is how they choose to live,” Mister Umbrella said. “It is what will become of us if The Boogeyman wins. You must stay positive, Jewelsy! Stay in control.”

Then, we stopped. A new figure appeared in front of us. Dressed in a navy suit with short brown hair and a briefcase.

“We've re-evaluated you and your companion, Mister Umbrella in the Sky.” He opened his briefcase and handed Mister Umbrella a sheet. “Your loyalty, and the fact you came down for sacrificial matters has been enough to allow you back into the blue dimension.” He tapped his briefcase. “I can escort you back.”

That was not the news I wanted to hear, but, I did this to myself. I fell for The Boogeman's tricks, fell down into my own pit in life. “You better go.” I kept my head down, but felt his hand beneath my chin.

“Never.” 

Enough bravado. “Mister Umbrella in the Sky, you've been a great friend,” I answered. “You don't deserve to be here. This is all my fault, and I can't let you stay.” I was not a positive person. It wasn't within me anymore. “Go.”

I watched as Mister Umbrella held the paper tightly with his hands, and then ripped it in two.

“Judgment has been casted, and will not be changed,” the stranger said to him. “She cannot go.”

“Then I will not go,” Mister Umbrella announced.

“Judgment will not come back.” The stranger sighed. “You will be stuck here, forever. We will not re-evaluate again.”

“No.” I looked toward Mister Umbrella. “You can't stay here, I refuse! Are you nuts?” I tapped on the side of his head. “Thank you for coming down, and trying, but I've . . .always been a lost cause.” I could feel tears well up in my eyes, but I would not let them fall. Not in front of him. “Go.”

“It doesn't make sense.” Mister Umbrella uncharacteristically grabbed the stranger roughly. “She needs to be human again, she needs to go back! What, does no one care about the apocalypse? We can't both be from the red dimension. One day, we are supposed to be together to end the apocalypse.”

“There is no apocalypse.”

“Not yet, but leave Jewelsy here, and I guarantee something happening.”

“No more excuses. The third plane has spoken.” The stranger tried to pull himself away. “Now, whether you are on red or blue, you're still a selective seer. Your theory would not even matter if she came back.” He held his briefcase tightly. “The seers of the third plane do not make mistakes. She stays, you go.”

“I will stay.”

“Mister Umbrella!” I shouted at him again. I wanted to ring his neck, what was he trying to prove? “You did what you could. Staying here will not help.”

“This is not your decision, Julie Mars.” Mister Umbrella turned his attention almost in a glare. “I told you once, I am not a genie. I would rather live in hell than live with regret. My decision.” He let go of the stranger and threw the ripped pieces of paper toward him. “No deal.”

The stranger shook his head and faded away.

“You can't go back if you stay!” I shouted. “Stop this, and go back!” Uh, I was on the verge of really losing it. I didn't want to drag down Umbrella, I didn't. I caused enough pain for the funny man. For my old friend.

“The end will be around the corner.” Mister Umbrella smiled at me. “There is no place I would rather be.” 

I bit my lip in frustration, but they still felt like I shoved them in hot coals. 

“You are touching your lips again.” He turned me gently to face him. “Are you okay?”

I sucked my lip. “I'll be okay.” I felt him stroke my lips tenderly. 

“He singed them. His darkness is so evil. I'm sorry.” He blew on them. “They'll be better one day.”

“Can I put band-aids on them?” I tried to joke. I was still upset by the fact he didn't leave, and that we could never leave. This was our life now. His breath had helped when he blew on them, but they were still painful. Like a habanero burn that wouldn't leave my lips, they only seemed to get hotter. Mister Umbrella blew on my lips again. It reminded me of a cold, spring breeze. I wished though, that the effect would stay.

“I am stuck here, but I should have a little left over magic. Close your eyes, Jewelsy.”

I closed my eyes. I felt a small brushing against my right lip. I shuddered. The feeling was not a toxic heat, but a cool kind of warmth. It was more than a spring breeze, and it was slightly moist. Oh, I had wished it were moister.  When the coolness left, my right side felt better. Now, I could feel all the heat on the left. As I wished the same thing would happen. I felt relief come to the left side. Still, I wanted more. I opened my eyes, catching mine with his.

He was surprised, let go slightly and leaned on his side. He forgot he didn't have an umbrella and stumbled. “Habits die hard.” He went to adjust his tie, but it was non-existent. “Very hard.” He coughed. “Better?” His voice almost squeaked.

I touched my lips with my tongue. The burn was gone. “Much. Thank you.” Thank you. He kissed me to make the pain leave, what was I supposed to say? I couldn't slap him because, well, I didn't want to. I couldn't grab him and kiss him back, although my odd mind really wanted to do that.

This was Mister Umbrella in the Sky! This wasn't a crush in school. “How did. . .” I really didn't want to have to ask, but I doubted someone who hung out with kids had the faintest idea about real relationships. “How did they see the soul mate kid apocalypse thing?”

“How did they see the soul mate kid apocalypse thing? Oh.” He rubbed his head, since I suppose he couldn't fix his tie anymore. “There are levels of different planes. You can think of what the average human can see as level one, and what selective seers are on as level two. Some seers are granted extra power to see the third level. That third lets them see what could happen in the future.” He gestured between us. “The Boogeyman could see it, as well as the highest Superiors I suppose.”

“Okay.” With that question answered, I didn't know what else to ask. The selective seers hell is what I had always imagined real hell had been like. I wonder if this was the same in the afterlife? The thought gave me chills. Stuck here for eternity.

We walked and talked with Boogeyman now behind us. I kept hearing a warning after warning about how I had to stay in good spirits. I had not had to think positive in years about myself, but now I had no choice. If I didn't think positive, I would be changed into those demon-like seers.

“Wait.” Mister Umbrella stopped and let go of my hand for a brief second. “I want you to see something from our new home. Even in darkness, beauty exists.” He reached down and grabbed something I had not seen before. It was a fiery rose. Its petals glittered in the darkness, almost like it had been on fire itself. “The fire rose. The red dimension has been trying to keep these out for years. They are like weeds to this place, unloved and unwanted.” He handed it to me. “If they can survive, we can.”

I took the flower and gave it a light sniff. I expected sulfur but there was a passionate aroma, a combination of jalapeno and strawberries mixed together. Intoxicating. We held hands and crossed the beach of the lava sea. If the lava had been water, and the flower had been a real rose. . .

We were having a romantic date in hell. I looked toward Mister Umbrella but he didn't seem to catch it or understand it. How could I fall for someone like him? He was so annoying, especially the way he talked. But, well, maybe it wasn't as annoying as I thought. 

Her spirits had lifted. I saw the happiest smile I had ever seen on Jewelsy as she had sniffed the flower. Walking beside her, the difference was night and day. Even when she looked at me, those weren't the same eyes I had seen before. There was no despair, no misery, and no fright. There wasn't even her pout of annoyance with a slight eye roll. They were filled with passion.

New thoughts ravaged my mind as I stared back. I knew I felt a connection with Jewelsy, but when I lost it, I was filled with something new. Yes, I made the right decision. Life away from her, that connection broken, I couldn't bear it. It was sad that we couldn't save her world, but if it all did end, at least I was near her. 

Judging from those eyes, I had her. Or did she have me? That kiss only intensified the connection. I had certainly eased her pain, but what was the next step? I must speak of these feelings, but with more of a norm in her culture. When I talked to her like a child, she always got apprehensive or annoyed. “Lovely weather?” Ooh, that smarted. Certainly not the way to talk to her.

“It is,” she answered. It didn't sound like I lost any points. “Mister Umbrella?”

“Yes, my dear?” Oh no, dear. I added dear. I was finally getting somewhere, but at the same time, I was not a human. I had no need to speak with words like 'cool, lame, or whatever'.

“When The Boogeyman talked to you, he said you'd been around thirty years,” Jewelsy said as she looked toward me. “Are you only thirty years old? If so, you would have only been around five when we met.”

“Ah, age. Yes, dear Jewelsy.” I smiled toward her, hoping it offset my dialogue. “My earliest encounter I remember the most clearly is you.”

“Oh. I always imagined that you were immortal and ancient,” she admitted. “I didn't know you were just a little older than me.”

Did that help or hurt my situation? “Yes, true, however I am very knowledgeable. I am not human, even the day I was born I had certain talents humans did not. Humans grow differently than selective seers. Age has little to do with experience.”

“Oh, I didn't mean to offend you,” she apologized. “I just had a stereotype I guess.” She shrugged. “I had no right to do that. People judged me all the time when I was human. At least the judging is over.”

“The judgers were wrong. I don't care if they can see into the third plane, the judgment was wrong.” I looked toward her again. “How do your lips feel?” I could tell they were still agitating her.

She touched her lips.”The sides are okay. The middle still burns a little.”

“Yes, the middle,” I agreed. “I briefly brushed the sides, I-I did not know if. . .” I looked over at her. Should I be doing this? We had lost. She could not bear a child of two dimensions, we were both of the same one. Still, I couldn't help myself. “. . .if I could kiss you there. Do you want me to?”

“Kiss me?”

“Yes.”

“To make the pain go away?”

“Yes,” I answered back. “For the pain.”

“It does hurt.” She licked her lip softly. “I suppose a small kiss.”

“Yes. Very, very slight.” I watched her close her eyes once more. I closed my eyes, but this time, I brought her closer to me. As I brought her closer, I gently brushed my lips to hers. This time, I felt a small jerk of surprise, but then relaxation. We continued the action, not caring about anything around me. Not the fire, not the Boogeyman, nothing.

When we finally broke, it took her a minute to realize what it meant. 

“We kissed.”

“Yes.”

“Was it strictly because of the uh. . .” she touched her lips. “It was. . .no?”

I winked at her. I suppose I wasn't as bad at this as I thought I would be. In fact, I now wondered how many boyfriends Jewelsy had when she had been living as a human. Was I anymore off base than her in experience? Not trusting my mouth to do the speaking, I grabbed her and gave her a large kiss before letting her go.

She was a little off balance, and her face had the cutest confusion on it. “Yeah, I'm not. I can't be, you're a goofy weird umbrella man.” She felt her head. “You're not human.”

“I'm a selective seer, but so are you. We are destined, Jewelsy.”

“We can't stop the apocalypse.”

“No, but we can't stop fate either.” I gently grabbed her hand this time. “Even if we lost, we didn't lose.” She did not move her hand. “What are you thinking about?”

“That I have strange taste in men.” Jewelsy gulped. “Terrible luck in life. I'm stuck with you for eternity. I should be pulling my hair, or crying on the ground about this.” She looked toward me. “I never told you something. I don't think those third plane wise guys just manually picked up our destiny.”

Well, that was news. “What do you mean?”

“It's a tick. I thought it was a tick, something I just did. I didn't understand it, I thought maybe I just subconsciously loved the rain.” She grimaced. “I kind of maybe did something. I don't know, but maybe.”

At such a young age? “What?” 

“When I get bored I tended to doodle. To pass the time, especially for classes. I always doodled.” She rubbed her cheek. “I can't count the number of times I looked up and realized I wrote something I hadn't expected. The mind just wanders when it doodles, so. . .”

“Oh?” I could barely contain my curiosity. “What did you doodle?”

“Something.” She scratched her head and rubbed her shoulders. “I tended to draw umbrellas when I got bored.”

Yes, but that wasn't enough to warrant her reaction. Besides, she had used the word wrote. “That's interesting, Jewelsy, but what did you write?”

“It's fate intervening or something, so don't get excited, I'm not a freak. It's just I wrote. . .” She clapped her hands gently together before interlocking her hands. “Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky.”

Breathing. Breathing was lost to me. Jewelsy had a strong connection as well, her subconscious did not let go. Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky. 

“Okay, down with that look. I knew I shouldn't have said it, but we're going to be here for eternity with each other so-”

No more. I grabbed her, filling the gap between us. I kissed her as if I needed it to breathe again. She did not rebel. When I finally took my lips away from hers, I didn't want to let go of her. I smelled her hair, not caring if that was weird to her or not. That cherry cookie smell, I wish I could bathe in it. 

Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky. I felt a sense of freedom with those words. The things a Mr. and a Mrs. can do.

Oh, dear. Heh, I'm going crazy. I've fallen madly in love with Mister Umbrella in the Sky. I knew I shouldn't have shared that with him, it got him all crazy. His eyes were dancing with passion and curiosity. The emerald color was shining more than ever now. It looked like he was ready to bend me over a cloud.

Then again, aye, where is my mind going? No stopping an apocalypse so that shouldn't even be occurring to my head. We are stuck here for eternity, this isn't supposed to be the moment of realization.

It should have been when he roped the moon for me. When I felt my face getting warm, I should have told him how strange I felt. Then, we'd be up there, nice and safe. I didn't say anything, and I should have. In my bed, nice and warm, wrapped up in his arms.

Mister Umbrella touched my side gently. “I have no idea what an apocalypse is like. I have seen those dreadful movies with zombies and people in gas masks with fire burning all around. I don't know if it will be like that, or if it will be simpler.”

“Just because he captured me? I mean, it won't start right away,” I countered. “Right?”

He shrugged. “It could be a year. It could be a hundred. It shall eventually come. I hope that for your loved ones sake it is farther away. I suspect since those that see into the third level can't see fit to release you, that it is a distance away.”

“I hope so.” I crossed my arms, trying to forget the feel of his arms around me. Hey, I've got fire and brimstone all around me, having someone to actually hold me would feel nice. Oh, who am I kidding? I already admitted I loved him. I know he loves me.

So, why are we standing around talking about how far away the apocalypse could be? The Boogeyman will eventually come back to torment me, and Mister Umbrella won't be able to stop him every time.

That's right. I would eventually get taken away again. I knew it. He probably knew it too. “You never know.”

“Never know what?” he asked. “When it will come?”

“No, that maybe when the time gets closer the future seeing guys will change their mind,” I answered. “Maybe they'll take us out to save everything.”

“A strong maybe.” He smirked at me. “Well then, dear, what do you believe we should do?”

Oh, he was laying it all down. I should say something like 'don't give up hope', but I really didn't believe that. It wasn't the kind of luck I had. The best thing I ever had was Mister Umbrella. For all I knew, The Boogeyman could take me away and make me forget everything again. I could become a shell of my former self. “Not think about consequences.” I met him eye to eye.

“Live in the moment, for it could be gone soon.” He reached his arm completely around me, and I reciprocated. I leaned into his chest as we kissed. For a moment, a brief moment, I felt like I was floating in air with him. The way it should have been.

I didn't want that moment to end. I closed my eyes. I didn't feel the warmth of the fire around me, only the cool spring time embrace of him. This wasn't someone I wanted to go out with and get fries and a coke. We didn't need to see a movie. We didn't even need to talk.

We just wanted to feel, and I knew the sentiment wasn't mine alone as he rubbed the shoulder of my pajamas.

My pajamas. I was glad the red dress was an illusion, but having my long cotton pajamas wouldn't help the mood. The way he rubbed my shoulder though, I don't know, maybe he liked cotton? No, maybe he was more interested in the person wearing the silly pajamas. It was a bad choice for that dimension, the cotton kept me even warmer. 

“You are so soft. Your clothing, and your skin. You are a soft cherry cookie,” Mister Umbrella said to me. “Close your eyes again, Jewelsy. Can you picture the clouds around us?”

I closed my eyes again and sighed into his chest. I could have sworn we were floating again.

“Do you dance, Jewelsy?”

“Not really.”

“Neither do I. Let's make it up.”

I felt him spin me out and grab my hand, bringing me back. I continued to keep my eyes closed because I had a feeling I was floating, and I didn't want to fall. I heard a romantic song that I'd never heard before with delicate beats all around me like a real symphony. 

We made up the dance moves with the beats, each of us no better at knowing than the other. We felt out our moves and enjoyed each other in the process. This was almost the perfect way to go out.

Celebrating the end with a dance. Mister Umbrella held me tightly in an embrace, this time not spinning me out. I sensed it too.

“If you are taken again, I will do my best to break through The Boogeyman's illusion,” he said to me. “I promise, I will do my best.”

He couldn't guarantee I wouldn't be taken though. It was his nice way of saying that. Our destiny, it could be like those demon seers we saw in the pit. That was our future. Sooner or later. I never saw one normal selective seer down there in that whole time except me and Mister Umbrella. It was obvious what would happen. “Tell me. We are going to end up like the others in the pit, aren't we?”

“Just stay positive,” he said to me. “Not for judgment, but for life. Stay positive and we will be fine.”

Yep, we were done for. I bet this would be our last and only dance we ever had.

“Your spirits are sinking.”

“How can I stay positive here?”

“You have to. A goal.” He brought me closer to him. “I want to be with you, in this form. All of your peculiarities intact. If you stay positive, then I will stay positive. I will not change either.” Planting a few kisses on my neck, he moved up to my ear. “Can you do this?”

I would try. I didn't want anything to change Mister Umbrella in the Sky. His nature, it was so unique. His smile, his whimsical attitude. I never wanted him to change. Someone like me didn't deserve such a wonderful man, and I couldn't allow this place to change him. “I will try as hard as I can. I promise.”

“I promise. Those are some heavy words,” he said to me. “I promise as well. I promise by my love of the skies in the blue dimension that I will do what I can to stay me.” He brushed my hair tenderly. 

“We can promise to try, but we can't promise that it won't happen.”

Mister Umbrella placed a kiss on my forehead. A way of telling me I was right. I hugged him tightly. “I never want to let go.”

“Then, don't.” He tipped me to the side gently and kissed me more passionately than he ever had before. I could feel the urgency behind it. We didn't have days to woo each other. We didn't have days to laugh at each other's jokes and enjoy a movie together. 

The Boogeyman would come back. Soon. As Mister Umbrella pulled my pajama sleeve back, he looked toward me. Double checking. There was no reason to double check with me. I held him closer as I unbuttoned my very top button.

I still had my eyes closed, and refused to open them. I didn't want this moment to be in that horrible place. I wanted to be with him in a beautiful place, which I could do only in my mind. 

He pulled me closer as he undid the front of my pajamas. Between each button he shared a delicate short kiss until I felt my pajamas fall off. I had even felt it slip past my ankle and toward the ground. The touch made me open my eyes. I stopped kissing long enough to cling closer to him.

“You are a selective seer, red or blue.” Mister Umbrella smiled at me. “Don't be afraid, you can't fall.” He tried to move slightly away.

I had been floating, but I didn't know how I was doing it. I was floating completely naked to his eyes. I wonder if my whole body was blushing from the heat I felt on it, or if it had been the fire around us? He blinked in surprise, and seemed a little off balance himself.

“Jewelsy. You're nice. Decent. Pretty. Beautiful. Gorgeous?” He fished for the right words but simply fumbled. I knew what he meant though. “You have the body of a goddess.” Okay, he nailed it. I didn't move, a little nervous about falling, so he came closer again. As soon as he was near enough, I grabbed his tie and brought him over for a crushing kiss. While we kissed, I felt something new poking toward me. Him. “Do you have another reason to have an umbrella?” I had to tease him.

He laughed at my joke. “Close your eyes, Jewelsy. I will show you what I can do. If you are ready?”

“Don't even ask,” I said as I closed my eyes. I had been ready for him for a long time. I just didn't know it. If he even knew how many times I had written Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky, he'd probably laugh. It wasn't just one random occurrence. I'd been doing it almost my whole life. Some of  them even had hearts with arrows running through them.

I felt him spin me around and felt him approaching me from below. I clung my legs closer to his, but this time, it was not for fear of falling. I wanted to fly with him. Feeling around for one of his hands, I placed it on my breast. There was nothing between us anymore. No more clothes, and no more timidness. I gasped as I felt him enter into me. We had become one together, rocking and rubbing against each other. His skin was sweaty against mine as he kissed my neck. 

We worshipped each other's bodies for minutes or hours. I had no comprehension of time and I didn't want to. I never wanted it to end.

All good things must end though. He held me tightly as I felt him release inside of me. We continued to hold each other, but our bodies were still bodies. Even selective seekers can't go forever.

Mister Umbrella floated down with me and helped me place my pajamas back on. He put his suit back on. “That was nice. Enjoyable. Deliciously fun?” 

I liked deliciously fun. I held my hand out to him, ready to continue our stroll. However, our luck would not be so.

That moment of bliss. I savored it before I lost her again. Grabbed by her feet, monstrous hands didn't hide themselves. She screamed like before, and I tried to grab her hand as before.

I now had to find her all over again. A part of me felt absolutely miserable. Immediately after our lovely moment together, exploring and getting to know my future Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky, she had to be taken into his nightmare again. Somewhere among the fire and brimstone, Jewelsy would be suffering again. I lifted my head and began to run.

If this happened every day for the rest of my time, then so be it! I was not going to ever leave Jewelsy with The Boogeyman. Never.

Illusion. Illusion. Illusion. It all had to be an illusion. Boogeyman was not getting me again. I kept my mind positive. I did not deserve this, and neither did Mister Umbrella. Sure, I didn't do everything in life right, but I still made some difference. Well, I was at least good as a child. Not only that, but I never used drugs or alcohol. I stayed on track. Although, that was mostly because of Aunt Merissa. Would I have stayed on track without her? Maybe not, I don't know, but I had to be positive.

I wanted to be with my Mister Umbrella in the Sky again. I wanted to be in his arms, floating and dancing with him. I could not do that if I became one of those rotten seers from this dimension. 

When a man ropes the moon for you, it's hard to stay out of love. I had never felt those sensations for any of the guys I dated. After college, I hardly dated at all. It seemed so pointless, going out. I just couldn't create a connection with anyone.

Now, I guess I knew why. Oh, and that moment with him! That feeling, it was one of the things sustaining me. I had to believe. I kept my eyes shut tight as I felt boots step on my poor fingers. I held back a scream again, knowing they would be pulled off soon. Boogeyman only did it to frighten me.

As if the fiery lava pit below this cliff I had been hanging on wasn't doing the job. I told myself illusion, but I didn't know. He didn't pretend it wasn't Earth. He could actually toss me down into the lava. As a non-human, could I survive? Would it still be painful? His boots hurt, I bet the lava wouldn't be a walk in the park. I continued to cling on, wishing Mister Umbrella had been there. When he was around, I had been able to float on my own. Around The Boogeyman, I simply seemed to be regular Jewelsy, unable to float at all.

So far, The Boogeyman had thrown me into the icy cold tundra, the burning heat of a blistering sun, and now I was hanging on to avoid a lava pit. For being illusions, each piece really hurt. I mean, they really hurt! That's why I had no choice but to dwell on something else. Mister Umbrella was the easiest and most positive thing to imagine.

I thought about my Aunt Merissa and Uncle Charles for a little while, but then that drifted back to the fact I wasn't human anymore. I was technically dead to them. The look on their faces when they stared into where my bed used to be. I let them down so much. No, no, I had to focus on the positive.

It's easy to see why I focused on Mister Umbrella. I imagined the way he was before he was thrown into hell for me. Honestly, if I thought a man roping the moon for me wasn't enough, all bets were off when he chose hell for me.

He chose hell. . .for me. I never even said 'thanks for choosing hell to stay with me'. 

“Just give into the darkness,” The Boogeyman complained to me as he stepped on my fingers again. “Give in, Julie Mars!”

“Never!” I yelled back. “I will never give in. I don't deserve any of this, and I don't deserve you!”

“Who do you deserve, hmm? Some pansy like Mister Umbrella in the Sky? Is that what you want for your future?” he teased me. “Stay here and give up. No more terror. No more chasing. Just give me what I want.”

“Why?” I asked for the hundredth time. “You have me stuck in your dimension, why are you doing this? The apocalypse can't be stopped anyhow, so what do you want?!”

“Your relationship.” He finally spilled it. “You are the key to the apocalypse. It doesn't matter whether you are human or not. You are a key. This world is still years from it, but with your help, I could get the apocalypse started sooner. I could free myself from this fiery place once and for all.”

That didn't send warm fuzzies to my insides. Oh think positive, think positive, think positive! Fairies, bunnies, teddy bears. . .come on, Mister Umbrella.

“That's it! No more Mister Nice Boogeyman,” he said as he grabbed his hand. “Illusions don't work anymore. Holding you over this lava isn't doing the job. It's time to go deep inside.”

I closed my eyes. I didn't want to know what kind of hypnotizing he could do to me. His illusions were bad enough, what could he do to my mind? Ponies, unicorns, rainbows. . .umbrellas. Think positive. I saw fires, burning bodies, and screams of help. I saw battery, sexual abuse, and even foul gross murders. The Boogeyman was pulling all the stops! I couldn't take much more. “Stop it!” I screamed. The last image was of a man with a deathly grin hacking another up to pieces. I wanted it to be over.

Umbrella. Umbrella. I had to be stronger. Please. Stay positive. Mister Umbrella, I can't let him down. I can't. . .I can't. . .

I watched as the striped umbrella in my mind caught fire and burnt to a crisp, leaving nothing behind but a charred handle. 

I'm sorry. . .

I'm so sorry. . .

I climbed over another jagged rock. My skin was covered in dirt, and the clothes I once had were grimy and torn. My arm sleeves were so ragged, I ripped off some of the top since it was dragging alongside my arm and making it difficult to climb. I had been following The Boogeyman's trail of evil for hours. Searching for hours in hell felt like an eternity. The closer I got to him, the faster he moved away. The Boogeyman was powerful, he had been merely playing with us so far. Could Jewelsy actually defeat him? Stay positive, Jewelsy. I need you to stay positive!

As I climbed the ledge, I saw the black mass in front of me. It was like a hurricane, swirling around. In the middle though, was Jewelsy. She did not move.

This was not a good sign. “Jewelsy?” I called out to her. She did not recognize her name. 

“It was a waste of time, I warned you. I already had her before she even came to hell,” The Boogeyman's voice bellowed from around me. “The apocalypse is inevitable, you can’t fight it.”

“She is not yours!” I shouted at him. I wanted to punch him with all I had! Evil thoughts and tendencies did not often interfere with my mind. I tended to be more open and hated brute force. Yet, all I wanted to do was beat Boogeyman's skull in! I craved it.

And that was bad. The Boogeyman was trying to make me lose it. It was up to me. I must remain calm and positive. Calm and positive.

The Boogeyman appeared in his physical form next to Jewelsy.

Calm and positive. I must remain calm and positive. 

The Boogeyman grabbed her arm and licked the side of her face, causing a large burn on the side of her face. “That is only the beginning. We will tango the same way you two did soon.”

“You dirty fiend!” Calm and positive were becoming hopeful words, but the actions were harder to achieve. All I could envision was smacking Boogeyman so hard that this creature was flung out of the red dimension itself! “Jewelsy, please respond. Please.”

“Too late,” The Boogeyman said. “She is completely mine.” He waved his hand in front of her face. “She was a little tough to crack, but not a large struggle.”

“You messed with her mind. You killed her parents. You essentially took her chance to be happy as a human.” I just, I couldn't do it. “Let judgment rain down upon me.” I did not recognize the tone of my voice, but I didn't care. I didn't care. Who cared? Who cared about anything any more.

There was only one bright light and it was Jewelsy. My soul mate. My chance to never feel alone, to never be alone. That smell of sweet cherry cookies, it was not even softly upon the air. There was nothing. Evil had won against good.

But I'll be damned before I leave her damned. I pulled power from the dimension around me. Boogeyman was much better at this, having done it for thousands of centuries, but I had something he didn't have.

Nothing to lose. I felt the darkness fall into me. It burned me from the inside out, but I continued to gather strength. The pain and suffering. I even heard the echoes of lost souls filtering out from other dimensions. Darkness. Consume.

“Challenge? You wish to challenge me, you wretched cur?” The Boogeyman moved from Jewelsy. “Drop her. If you don't, you will lose to me. You will never recover from what I do to you.”

“I would risk anything before I'd ever let you have her.” Waves of red were spilling from around me. An ocean of rage swept through me.

End it. End him. 

The Boogeyman pulled his own power from around himself. He gathered what he could, but he had been unprepared from me. My emotions had pulled power from every rock, every stone, every piece of matter within miles of there. Boogeyman had his own reserved energy, but in order to put up a fight, he pulled his controlling power away from Jewelsy.

One of my goals. Go, Jewelsy. I held my hand tightly, red power enraging from within and closed my eyes. I would not survive this. If I did, I would be doomed to become like those seers of the pits. The energy was negative, and too much evil had seeped into me. 

Go. Go and be happy until it’s over, my Jewelsy. . .

The umbrella. There was something happening to the umbrella in my head that was charred to nothing except the handle. A shadow, or a silhouette of its former self appeared behind it. The blues and the whites, the stripes melted onto it like paint being splattered from above. The umbrella was back.

And so was I. I could open my eyes again, but at the same time, I feared it. The Boogeyman had me, I know he did. His will was tremendous.

As I opened my eyes, my hands covered my mouth. Mister Umbrella, my sweet Mister Umbrella in the Sky. He was a hundred feet high, his hands in an even grip with The Boogeyman. His eyes were red, his hair was wild, and I could feel so much darkness. The two were creating massive hurricane winds going around us.

I tried to run toward him. Mister Umbrella was the greatest man I had ever known. His wit, his charm, they couldn't be duplicated. His whimsical nature, his smile, I loved it all. He was changing, becoming something besides himself. All because of me.

He came down to hell, only because of me. This was all happening because of me. 

I couldn't let it happen! “Mister Umbrella!” I would rather perish in hell than watch my love be consumed. I would not let him fall into that abyss.

The Boogeyman was not playing with his mind, I could feel what Mister Umbrella had inside. Darkness. Is this the feeling he felt when he said he had always been connected to me? It was so strong. I wanted nothing more than to help him, to hold him, to let him find happiness.

He deserved happiness. His mind was wallowing in misery. I'd been there. I knew what he was going through. 

And I'd be damned if he'd go through it alone. Even though I was but a pebble on a beach compared to the size Mister Umbrella and The Boogeyman were now, I talked toward him. Even shouting couldn't be heard, but I knew he would hear me. “I felt that before. That darkness inside. When I lost my parents, Mister Umbrella! It feels like a pain, a void that can't be filled. I can never taste my mom's homemade pie, even though I have the recipe. Because it's not hers. I can't hear my sister read anymore, even though her books are still at home. I can't feel my father's arms around me anymore, even though his clothes are still there.”

I continued, trying to reason with him. “When I lost them, my world collapsed. I stopped caring. I did! And I gave up, I admit it. I know you said to stay positive, but I couldn't hide it. I gave up. I gave up on myself. I felt like a waste of space. Even now, there's a part of me that wonders why I still exist?” I stretched my arms out toward him. “But you, you never give up! You came into the fiery pits of this hell to try and save me. When you couldn't, you still stayed. Don't make it all worthless. Don't give up now, Mister Umbrella.”

His eyes didn't change. He was still stuck. There was too much darkness. I was too small. I tried yelling, but it still didn't work. I couldn't give up. “I tried to stay positive, for you. You're the one who's actually cared for me all of these years. Even if I never knew, and even if I didn't remember it. You've always been there. We've always been connected! I feel it inside, don't you? We are connected! So, I can pull you back, I know I can!” I ran over closer to him. Wishing I could at least crawl on his shoe. Something. “Please don't leave me. I don't care what happens to me, but I care about you! I. . .” I sniffled, coming to terms with the truth. Hoping that it wasn't too late. “I love you, and I want to be your Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky!”

Something. A flicker of light? I heard a voice that I knew well. Jewelsy. Oh Jewelsy, I knew he'd have no choice to let you go. I'm afraid though, that I can't do anymore. I can't come back to you, my mind is so confused. There is darkness all around me. I can hear her tell me about her family. I knew it all, but I wanted to make her happy. Even now, she was only staying positive for me. It's too late though, my dear. I am so tired of it all. I miss being in the skies. The freedom of the skies I shall never see again.

I couldn't even tell her goodbye. Jewelsy. How I wanted to hold you. How I wanted to smell your scent again. Cherry cookie. The best cherry cookie ever. Tasting you had even been better than a cherry cookie. Yet, we just weren't strong enough. We may have been soul mates, but not with The Boogeyman's interference. You lived most of your life thinking I was nothing but your imagination. Had I only been fooling myself of anything more? Yet, there we were on that lava beach. Watching it come to and fro with wild fire roses. Your touch. Floating beside me. Oh, that moment, I will keep it forever, no matter how lost I become.

Then I felt something new. I felt something touch my foot. It was feather light, but it was just that. A light. Something. . .

///“Please don't leave me. I don't care what happens to me, but I care about you! I. . .I love you, and I want to be your Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky!””///

Jewelsy. Jewelsy loved me. She wanted to be Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky? I-I. . .well, dear, what do I say to that? I love her too and I do want to stay with her, and. . .and I can't give up. Not now. I had to keep going, I had to survive this. I had to survive this! I pushed all the negative energy back out of me. Anything evil, I sent it back. I could feel  The Boogeyman getting stronger while I grew weaker, but I had felt like myself.

I could move my head and my arms. I could look down and I was shrinking. I could feel the goodness coming back into me. 

I was back. I opened my eyes, the red tinted vision and rage now gone. Boogeyman could kill me within seconds, but I didn't believe so. Instead, I saw Jewelsy. Her face was tear-stained, and yet filled with joy. She ran into my arms, not saying a word.

I embraced her. “Jewelsy.” I faced The Boogeyman, larger than ever. “She will never be yours. Even with mind control, she could never be yours.” I held her even tighter and looked into her eyes. “Never, not even in here could I forget you.” I caressed her face. I moved nearer toward her lips. This may be the end, but it was with her. That was the best ending I could give, but at least. . .by the expression on her face. . .she was happy.

DIMENSION: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION

Then she was gone! Hell was gone. Fire and brimstone no longer existed. I was in the clouds, and I could feel the sun beating down on me. The fresh air, I could never forget it, but I would reject it if Jewelsy did not come with me. I whipped around and saw Superiors.

Superiors above Madame Reed. Superior's above Madame Reed's Superior. They were the selective seers who could see into the third plane. The one's that had denied Jewelsy the chance to come back.

“We had been waiting for some time,” one spoke up to me as if I just didn't look like I crawled out of hell. “You and Julie Mars, this was the only way. Selective seers cannot be with humans, but you had to try and stop it.”

“What? Then why didn't you release her?!” I couldn't say it fast enough. “Allow us to be selective seer of the skies.”

“No,” one of the Superiors said, “you two were the key to the apocalypse. Do you know what happened while you were gone? Two zombies appeared in Julie’s world, slowly infecting it.”

“Zombies?” In Jewelsy’s world? “Are you kidding? With the. . .” I held my hands out, pretending to rawr. “Really?”

“They don't roar. They do shamble, and they do bite.” The Superior grimaced. “I believe they are the dead of different dimensions that didn't make it.”

Oh. Oh! I covered my mouth in disgust. Death was not the ending that awaited people in an apocalypse. 

“We eliminated the threat, only twenty people infected, but we had no choice. That is twenty people that should not have had to die.”

“We are sorry,” another Superior said straight on. “We can see some things, but we could not see everything. This was beyond our control. Taking what Madame Reed said about the Apocalypse Boy's words, we feared that you and Julie Mars would only try to be with each other to prevent it. That will not work by his words. Love, there must be love.”

“You left us there on purpose.” I could not say anymore. I could not rebuttal it, but I knew what they would do. It was so obvious. I felt my umbrella back in my hand, my hat back upon my head, and my tattered clothes were back to their former glory. The Superior's disappeared except one.

He tipped his hat toward me, and I tipped mine towards him. “Mister Umbrella in the Sky. I am sure she will raise it well on Earth, even if she does not know where it came from.”

DIMENSION: JULIE MARS DIMENSION

“Do you have your books?” My Aunt Merissa asked, checking the weight of my bag.

“Fine. It's all great.” I pushed my bag up on my back. “Thanks for all the help, but I promise, I'll be okay.” I looked at the dorm ahead. It was strange, but I had a strong change of heart. It was like a light had gone off in my head. It was tough, but with a little help from my uncle (not to mention late enrollment), I felt like I was getting back on track. My Aunt Merissa still touched my hair, making sure it was styled nicely.

I still remember when I didn't care to put a comb through it. “Okay, it's fine.” My hair was probably more bothered by her than it was before. Still, I didn't care. My Aunt Merissa and Uncle Charles had really been proud of me. It felt like life was beginning again. 

Except, that something was missing. I didn't know what, but. . .I thought maybe college would make me feel better. Looking at my dorm though, my future? I just, I still couldn't feel it. I just. . .

I wasn't happy. My Uncle Charles was helping me, I was going to make new friends, and I was creating a brighter future. But, inside, I still had this feeling that I couldn't be happy. My life was a puzzle. I had dealt with what happened to my family, but there was another piece.

Then, I saw him. His hand was leaning against his umbrella. He was watching me, smiling, but something was missing in his smile too. Then, he met my eyes, realizing I could see him.

Memories poured back into me. Meeting Mister Umbrella, the rain in my room, dragged to hell. . .I forgot it all. I even forgot him! 

I ran toward him, but he didn't move. “Mister Umbrella in the Sky!”

“Jewelsy.” He loosened his tie before tipping his hat. “You see me?”

“Of course, how could I not?” I felt it.This was it. This was the piece I had been missing. I didn't need college, friends, beauty, or a job. I didn't need pride from my Aunt Merissa and Uncle Charles. I just needed him.

“Jewelsy,” he said in a warning. “I am invisible to others. People will stare at you if you talk to me in public like this.”

“Let them.” I didn't care. I missed him so much. “How did I get back? How did I get my life back?”

“How do you even see me? You weren't supposed to.” He pulled his tie uncomfortably. “The Superiors I suppose. I just thought I'd keep an eye on you on the first day. It may be tough.”

“The only thing that was tough was not seeing you,” I answered grabbing onto him. “You didn't even say goodbye. Again.”

“I have a tendency to do that with you,” he admitted. “I did help you find your happiness though. A new life, and a new chance. No longer a waste of space.” He touched the top of my hair. “Your appearance has improved. Everything seems adequate, except something is still missing.”

“Yeah, I'm not happy.” No, nuh uh. I knew Mister Umbrella could disappear at any moment. “Not without you.”

Mister Umbrella stumbled against his umbrella again. He adjusted his tie. Again. “You are human. A second chance at your life. I have already interfered enough.” He gestured toward my belly. “We stopped it, and the result is with you. Don't let it get you down, I will help behind the scenes. You have time to make a life of happiness. I came here to help you find your happiness.”

“And you did.” No, no, he better not disappear. I knew that look. “I don't know how you got out of there, or how I woke up completely with no recollection of you, but I don't care. All I know is. . .I want you to stay.”

“I. . .oh.” Mister Umbrella looked around. I'm sure many people were looking at me, but I didn't care. Seriously. I could not risk him leaving me again. He was like a leaf on a wind, he could blow away from me any second. 

I kissed him. My soul mate, now and forever. I didn't care if he was considered human or not, he was even the father of my unborn child. I would wrap my mind around that later, all that mattered was the here and now. I felt a tear fall down my cheek as our kiss drew to an end but he kissed it away. 

“Am I really what makes you happy?” He asked me. “I have nothing to offer you. Here, you will have college, friends, and family. A new baby to love. I can't . . .I can't give you the material goods of Earth on a whim. I can't let you have Earth friends, and I can't let you go to college. You can't even float.” He held me even tighter.

“It's yours and I am yours,” I said to him. “I am not a genie, you can't control me. I want to be with you.”

“You  are willing to be in the clouds with me, as a human?”

“I want to be in the clouds with you. Nowhere else.” I gave him another kiss, and then I felt myself lifting into the sky. Everyone around me who must have been gawking had now been gasping. People were yelling about how that weird psycho girl had just disappeared. Even my Aunt Merissa, who hadn't left yet, was shouting hysterically.

No one could tell her I was a missing person. I had been right there and gone. Several people had seen it. Yet, I doubt Mister Umbrella in the Sky cared. 

And neither did I.

***
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As we hung in the air several thousand feet off the ground in the clouds, I realized I was safe in his arms. 

But only in his arms. “Mister Umbrella?”

“Yes, dear?”

“I can’t float on clouds, right?”

“Correct, Jewelsy, not anymore.” He held out his hand. “I can control lumber until you are freed. You will have to stay near me in the clouds though for that kind of magic to continue.”

I would do it. I would sit on lumber for as long as it took, but what if they didn’t reverse the decision? “Are you sure they will do it?”

“Absolutely, but only after nine months or so obviously. You are human again. Now first, we must discuss some things.”

Discuss things? I waited for the boring conversation of whatever he needed to say. He would probably drag out a long conversation about some kind of process to become like him again, or-

Okay. I was not expecting him to pull the strap down from my dress and start kissing me passionately. His hands rubbed against my shoulder, indicating he was wanting more. I couldn’t help a light moan as he touched one of my breasts. He didn’t say another word as he slid off my other strap. 

I didn’t have anything beneath me as I felt the dress slip off and land back toward Earth. Probably his own magic. I wrapped my arms around him, afraid to say anything. I didn’t want anything to jinx this moment. 

I knew he would never let me go. He pulled at his tie anxiously, unlike him, but more like me. For once though, I didn’t care about being anxious. I wanted this to last forever. I took over undoing his tie nice and slow, but I felt it escape from my hands.

This time we were making love naked in the air, what I had dreamt of. A plane could have passed by, anything could have happened, but I didn’t care. I held him deep in my grasp as he rocked me gently.

“We need to have these discussions more often.” I winked at him.

“I agree, these are important issues.” He winked back and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

This. This is something I thought I would never have. Beside me is my Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky. We watch the clouds while sharing a cup of hot cocoa on the lumber I borrowed from below. It's colder up in the clouds than she is used to, but she stays bundled in a coat I gave to her. She cannot walk on clouds since she is human, but I created a porch on my favorite cloud for her. Why she would choose this instead of a life of adventure was beyond me. I suppose it was the same reason I fought The Boogeyman to free her. “Not too fast, Jewelsy. You don't want to choke.”

I will guide and stay with her, as long as we exist. One day, the appeal to make her a selective seer would be passed again, and then we would live until the end. I have a deep seeded feeling we will last even longer. We will be here until the stars fade out. We will be here until the sun fades away. We will be here longer than the creatures of the night.

We may even be here longer. The power shared through this pairing with her is more powerful than anything I felt in hell. This was true power. The power of love.

Although, Jewelsy still had a tendency to be. . .well, Jewelsy. Especially in her new condition.

“If you don't stop tipping your hat at every bird that flies by, I am going to knock it off your head.”

“It's only the polite thing to do for neighbors, dear.”

“They aren't neighbors. They're birds.”

“Bird neighbors. Still, terrible to be rude.” What we would do about the child would be a question for another day. Human or selective seer? “Pregnancy is no excuse.”

“Mister Umbrella in the Sky? Do I need to knock your hat off?”

Ooh. Well, that depended on what happened afterwards. I simply tipped my hat towards one more bird. She knocked it off and well. . .you can use your imagination.

After all, we all have some imagination inside of us, don't we?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Project Wolf Part 2: HERO’S DIMENSION
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Roxie turned to the door and saw two people she'd never seen. One of them looked like a normal man, but the other was a girl with black spots in her long hair. She covered her mouth.

They were projects.

“The girl Hero couldn't resist.” The man grabbed her along with the other girl. “He can't control himself around you. You drive him nuts. There's no project stronger than him, but with you? He could finally be killed. A project Z, you can't hide it.” He grabbed her hair, pulling it violently. “You're coming with us.”

“No.” Roxie struggled against them. “Never.”

The other girl let go of Roxie. She strolled over to the kitchen cupboard and opened it. Her parents were tied up inside. Roxie yelled toward them, but they were both unconscious.

“Pay attention, and be good.” They both chuckled as they dragged her out of the house.

What were they doing? Roxie was stuck in the middle of the road, at least ten projects surrounding her. For ten minutes, she was stranded out in the summer heat. Her body was getting sweaty with the two projects both holding onto her hands.

Then, he came. He landed hard, hard enough to crack the cement. He approached quickly, but took a step back as he made contact with her. He seemed to actually stumble back, surprised. “Roxie.”

“No need to be formal,” one of the projects laughed. “Roxie Malone, the last of the Z's. Lucky you. Or unlucky you.”

Hero looked to his sides and watched at least ten projects gather against him. “Really? You would stoop this low to beat me?” He grabbed one of them and launched them into the nearest trashcan. “I'm not a pushover.”

“Not that faraway, but come closer, lover boy.” The project with the spotted hair pulled out a knife against Roxie's skin. “You can take us and save yourself. Or, you can save her, and kiss everything goodbye. I know which one you'll pick.”

He muttered damn beneath his breath. What was to decide though? Roxie was being threatened with a knife! Why was he afraid to get close? Why did the projects want him closer? Roxie watched him take a long, deep breath. Then, he ran to her. In moments, she was freed. Hero had pulled the knife away, shoving it into the belly of the spotted project threatening her. 

He didn't hold her long though, and quickly backed off to fight the others. Roxie was now free, but several projects were surrounding her again. While she watched them, her eyes kept shifting back to Hero. 

His body twisted, flipped, and kicked with such power. No one moved like that. Her mind wanted to pay attention to the projects around her, while something else just wanted to watch him. She kept herself focused enough to begin to run as a project chased her.

Hero had ran back toward her, grabbing the project after her, and flinging him away again. Then, he tried to leave again to further projects.

He was fighting, but watching out for her at the same time. Roxie tried to run again, but two more projects tried to stop her.

“You may not be my type,” one of the men replied as they sniffed at her. “But you're still nice enough to want to get down with. Come on over here, and I'll make you into a real―”

Hero crashed right into his jaw. He took a few seconds to deal with the other project around her.

Wouldn't it be easier for him to stay around her? Then again, maybe this was the reason. Her smell. Had her smell attracted projects on the date Hero had paid for and it was covered up? 

Or something else. What was about it about her already!

The last project stayed right beside Roxie, refusing to move. 

“Come over and get me,” he squealed in excitement. “Come on, Hero, you aren't afraid to get me.”

“You're a coward, hiding behind an innocent civilian.” Hero still kept his distance, but the project was right beside Roxie.

“Or a genius,” the project commented. “Come on and tell her the truth. Tell her what she is, and what her only purpose for being around will ever be.”

Hero took another deep breath and came behind Roxie, trying to take care of the last project. The project stepped on his foot causing him to breathe. He smacked the project to the ground, hard. Before it was all done though, Hero had cuts all over his arm.

“I'm so sorry,” Roxie whispered to him. “I don't know why they chose me.” She reached out, inclined to help with his arm. He shirked her off. “Sorry.”

“No. I'm s-sorry.” Hero held his nose. “I'm . . .” He reached out to her arm and rubbed it. “You're hurt.”

“Yeah. A little scratch.” Roxie felt a warm sensation enter from between her legs. What was that? “I'm . . .” Her voice was getting heavier, and her body felt different. Hero's breathing had quickened too.

“I better house,” he said. Roxie didn't even care if that had been a sentence, her thoughts were just as jumbled. “Not again. I can't, not again . . .”

“What?” Roxie felt herself needing to be closer. She moved closer to him, finding herself wrapped in his arms. “I need cupboard. No, I . . .” Her parents were in the cupboard. She needed to say that, they were in their long kitchen cupboard. She gestured toward her home, but her mind was in a stupor. It had only had one thing on it's mind. 

Just a moment. Just, she had to. She kissed him, unable to help herself. He didn't shrug her away. He embraced her tighter and amplified the kiss.

Let go. He should have let go. Out in public, kissing Roxie, someone was sure to see. If he didn't let go, he would be doing more than kissing. Already he found his hands roaming on her body again. Ah, why did she have to feel so good? Such tender skin that had never been in a fight. Innocent skin, smooth and so tender. Her mouth, so tasty. He could kiss her all day, never moving.

He ran one of his hands through her hair as his tongue sought more in her mouth. More, damn, he needed more of her again. He walked with her, kissing her from side to side until he had her pinned up behind a fence. Beside the fence was an alley. He scooted her that way, moving into the little seen area.

“Hey, Hero was fighting! Did anyone see him?” Someone called out. “I swear I saw him, right here in our neighborhood.”

Hero lifted his lips off hers.

“Don't stop,” Roxie begged.

“Roxie, you don't understand.” Hero couldn't help it as he inhaled her scent. Deeper. “People will come, they always do.” He kissed her again. “They're never far behind.”

“Then leave with me.” Her voice was so hypnotized by him that he could barely hear her.

“Not this time, Roxie.” He needed to stop kissing her, but it was like putting out a fire with lighter fluid. It couldn't be done. 

Roxie's body arched against the wall. “More.”

“Nothing serious,” he warned her. “Just, this. No more, just this,” he reasoned with himself more than her. Roxie moaned and pulled herself against him. She placed his hand on her breast again, above her school shirt. He squeezed it tenderly, but this would be okay. He only needed her a little bit. Hero could handle this. He could keep it under control.  

Then her hand slipped her school shirt up higher. He could feel the lacy bra hiding her beneath. He thrusted once, unable to help himself. She pushed against him harder, lifting her short skirt. 

Oh no. Hero felt it. Her skirt was so short and her panties were so easy to move. He held his hand on the wall as he tried to stop her, but what could he do?

She undid his belt, loosening it. His instinct told himself to take her, but his mind reminded him of reality. She was not a good time, she was a citizen. He took her virginity already, and she still didn't know it.

Remembering the truth, his remorse helped conquer him enough to moving to the next step.

“What the hell, Hero?!”

Oh, he knew that voice. They had found him again. He should be thanking his lucky stars that it was Bose who found him and not some kid coming out to find the missing Hero, entangled with a woman that way. 

“More,” she begged again. It was the same desperate voice as last time.
“No.” He gave her one final kiss on her forehead. She would be coming to her senses soon, and he would need a story. He fixed her clothes as best he could, but he wasn't quick enough.
It was as quick as a light switch. Squirming in heat one minute, and yelling in terror the next.

She pushed him away, looking at her body. She adjusted her skirt and looked at her shirt. He had buttoned it wrong. “What happened?”

“A project,” Hero said. “I'm sorry.”

“But I'm . . .” Her lips quivered. “Was I . . . taken?”

“No, never!” Hero said confidently. He couldn't say the next words, but Bose did it for him.

“Hero stopped him,” Bose said. “You apparently have something going on with you that attracts projects. Hard.” Bose looked toward Hero. “Really hard.”

Hero didn't respond to him. “Roxie, are you okay?”

“I don't know.” Roxie grabbed her back. It probably hurt right in the center. “My parents are in the tall cupboard in my house. Did you save them?”

“Yes, we've got them,” Bose answered. “Everything is fine. You get on home now. Hero, can I have a word?”

Back in the official territory meeting headquarters, Hero had his head on the desk. Even now, his body yearned for her. Would this never end? 

“Almost taking a young woman in an alley, the same woman as before!” Bose shouted. “I can't believe you. This is not you. How could a scent possess you so much?”

They would never understand. Hero lifted his head toward Bose. “It just happened again. She was made for me.”

“She wasn't made for you. She is a normal civilian,” one of the other territory owners said. “What if her parents find out what's been going on?”

“It wasn't all my fault, she was in danger!” Hero shouted right back at them. “They knew she was a weakness. I took care of them, but they were right. She is a weakness. Until I own that weakness, it'll get worse.”

“We've been through this,” Bose said, “you cannot own her.”

“I know,” Hero yelled back, this time with a choke. He sunk his head to the table. “She was in danger. What was I supposed to do? She's still in danger. Someone will figure it out. Her scent is so strong to me, others will come soon.”

“No. If they could, something would have happened before this.” Bose folded his arms. “That's just your mind searching for an excuse. You said it yourself, you don't remember everything. She was held against her will by other projects, and none of them tried anything. She may have been a Z, but she is a citizen. She isn't like others, so you don't have to fight or bring her in. You need to leave her be. She is not affecting others.”

“They'll do it again.” Hero stood up. “They'll do it again and you know it.” He glared at Bose. “I will save her every time, and I will try to keep from doing something bad, but nature is strong within us.”

“It makes you happy,” one of the female officials said, “that you have an excuse to have her each time. You probably are just waiting for another project to go after her.”

“Don't you say that.” Hero approached their round desk. “I don't want to ever see her hurt.”

“You don't even know her. You've just bent her over,” Bose reminded him, “and that will land you in trouble.”

“Then I'll land in trouble.” Hero pushed himself away from their desk. “Whenever she is in trouble, I will come. You want to minimize the risks? Then start setting some safeguards around her.” He headed toward the door. “And if it happens again, and if someone eventually finds out I'm not the dashing hero I was supposed to be? Then maybe it's your fault for naming me Hero in the first place, Bose. I am after all, just a wolf.”

Roxie looked through any information she could find online and off. After the incident, she asked about some of the things the project wolves brought up. Adopting children through regular channels was tough, so when she came up as a 'special case', they took it. Neither of them had any information about where she had come from.

So, this Project Z thing. It could be her. A project. Disgusting, vile animalistic things. Some were more beast than man. The only one the world appreciated was Hero. However, Hero was nice to her. More than that, he was so extra kind, even in his eyes. No more glare existed against her.

Roxie sighed. There wasn't much information about any alphabet for projects. Most information was kept confidential, but she was endangering her parents with what she had been.

Roxie jumped when she heard a sound. She turned off the computer, and checked outside. Three dark untagged vehicles. Roxie knew her neighbor's too, those cars couldn't be theirs. “They're coming again.”

Her parents were out right now for their anniversary. They wouldn't be back until tomorrow morning. She was alone in the house, with three cars she didn't recognize. She had to get out of there. Roxie grabbed a dark jacket as she snuck out the back door. She heard car doors slam. They were after her. She took a shortcut through the alley, wanting to get to Alexandra's house.

“So, what are you doing out at this hour?”

Uh oh. She turned and saw two wolves, both waving tails in the darkness. She started to run, but it didn't take long before they knocked her out.

When she woke up, she was in the hills somewhere. A sort of den with men all around her. Some looked human, while others had streaks of animal signs. Large teeth, pointed ears, and manes. Some were not even transformed, being their true wolf selves. Roxie tried to stand up, but the men were nearing to her closer.

“Oh, one of you beautiful things survived. I haven't had a Z in a long, long time.” He reached out and touched her cheek. Her heart was beating fast, what was going on? “She's probably too scared to be turned on yet. Should we let that stop us?” Everyone around him laughed.

“Stop it!” Roxie pushed them away as the wolves pulled at her skirt. “Leave me alone, get off!”

“Don't worry, by the time we get to mounting you, you'll have lost all your senses,” a wolf said as he ripped off a chunk of her skirt and another one tugged at her shirt.

“Easy with her. She's the only one we'll ever have,” another one said as it licked the side of her face. Roxie began to scream for help, but they covered her mouth.

It was quickly uncovered though as that project went sailing through the air.

Hero went in and knocked everyone out quickly. Roxie couldn't see well in the dark, but she knew that white fur. “Hero?”

“What are you doing out here?!” He scolded her, but took several steps back, like he was allergic to her. “Leaving your house this late at night. Don't you have any common sense at all?”

“There were three cars I never recognized in front of my n-neighbor's house,” Roxie said as she tried to fix her torn shirt. She wasn't in the mood for a scolding, she was still shaken up. “I know my neighbor's and their families. They wouldn't be caught dead in something of that class.”

Hero banged the fence. “Smooth. Three dark cars?” Roxie shook her head yes. “They were supposed to be surveillance. I told them to watch you.” He took another step back. “I've got to go. I'll inform them where you're at, it's not far.”

“Wait!” Roxie called, rushing toward him and grabbed his paw before he could leave. “What is a project Z? They called me that earlier today, and these wolves you just knocked out? They mentioned the same thing. Damn it, Hero, they tried to rape me because of it!”

Hero groaned, trying to make her lose her grip. “Don't make me.”

“Don't make you?” Roxie countered as she hung on tougher and grew closer. “Then why do people keep calling me it? Am I a project wolf? I can't transform. How could I be one?  And if so, why haven't you tried to take me to jail?”

“Your harmless.” Hero raised his other paw slowly and moved a strand of hair out of her face. “You don't even know how to fight. You've got all the instincts of us, but you've got no evil in your heart.” 

“How do you know that?” Roxie's voice was getting heavier as she grew closer. “What am I?”

“You go with project wolves.” Hero's paw touched her cheek. His voice hesitated on the last part. “You don't remember though. You never do.”

“Remember what?” Roxie stared at him. Here in the dark, she saw his eyes glow into a golden color. “Your eyes glow.” She reached her hand toward his muzzle. Roxie was hesitant, but she placed her hand on his soft, white and furry head.

“I told you once, but you don't remember. You won't remember.” Hero turned to rub his head gently across her hand. “Has anyone told you that your eyes glowed too?”

Roxie could only stare at him, barely hearing his words.

Hero's breathing became heavier. “Roxie. You really need to get away from me. The darkness, no one else around, this could be bad for both of us.”

Roxie. He spoke with such familiarity with her again. “I attract project wolves, which is also you? What happens when I attract you?”

“This.” Hero touched her lips with a gentle lick of his tongue. It wasn't just the scent anymore. Everything about her called to him. She was right. She was perfect, but he couldn't continue. He tried to back up. “Where are your parents?”

“Out, they won't be back tonight,” she said truthfully. “I feel strange around you. I always feel strange, why?”

Hero looked around for Bose. When it came to keeping him out of trouble, he was someone Hero could depend on. He couldn't leave Roxie out in the dark, but he was too close to the edge already.

Hero wasn't going to do anything, he was only worried so he wanted to check on her. Which turned out to be the correct instinct, considering Roxie was out there in a den of project wolves. And her so-called security never bothered to even leave the car. They didn't know anything, not enough to defend her from others.

“For your own good, I'm standing a little ways away,” he said. “I'll follow you back home. Then you should get in bed and go to sleep. I'll watch over your house tonight. No one will come back.”

“For my own good?” Roxie shook her head. “Fine, for my own good.” She trotted back home, and Hero was only a few steps further away. Close enough that he could handle enemies, but not close enough that she could reach out to physically touch him. 

When Roxie reached her door, she turned to look at him. “My parents anniversary is tonight, so they rented a hotel and won't be back before morning. Will you please talk to me about this?”

Don't. He couldn't. But she was all alone in a big house, and she didn't know anything. Her whole body was shook up because of those other wolves. “Okay.”

As he went into her house, her smell was all over. He dreaded going to her room. 

“My computer is in my room. I've been looking at search terms like project and alphabet,” Roxie confessed. “There's nothing about any alphabet at all.”

“It's classified.” Hero's voice was already getting heavy, and his spirits were stirring as he entered her room. He strolled a few feet from her, looking to her computer. “The alphabet is nothing people need to be aware of. The worst beasts are the A's, but they tend to be clumsy and stupid. The longer the alphabet letter, the more intelligent and humane they become.” Hero sniffed the room against his mind's will. Her scent was all over. “Most of the X's were still too bad to handle, and most of the Y's were destroyed before the project wolves were released.” Hero kicked his hind leg against the computer chair, angry with himself for starting these feelings again. “The Z's should have been gone too.”

“How?” Roxie asked. “Why are they all gone?”

“Project wolves ganged up on each other, not everyone could get along. Didn't care so much about the same thing.” His eyes wandered around her room. There were posters and wall frames of wild animals. Her room was painted with spots, and the border on her wall was striped like a zebra. Even her bedding, it had a large primal tiger over it. She must have sensed the connection, but didn't understand it.

“But you survived,” she pointed out. “You're the strongest and smartest of everyone.”

“Strong, yeah, I was what was always wanted.” Smart though, not exactly. At least not around her. 

“Okay, but I'm attached some way to you,” Roxie said as she moved over toward him. He moved away to the side of the bed instead. “How?”

“Your scent.” He had to be honest. “Project wolves are attracted to your scent.”

“So, pheromones?” Roxie sniffed the air. “I don't smell anything.”

“No, but don't do that.” Just because she couldn't smell anything, didn't mean it wouldn't affect her. 

“So it was my scent? You actually smelled me all the way from the bridge?” Roxie asked again, moving forward. Hero moved backward a step, but ran out of room. He jumped on top of her bed. “I'm just trying to understand.” She gestured to his spot. “I'm not trying anything, and I'm not bad. You said so yourself. Why do you keep backing away? What's wrong with me?”

“Don't you get it?” Hero groaned. “Woman, what do you want to hear? Attraction. What do you not get? The closer I am to you, the worse it gets.” He sniffed the air, then regretted it again. 

“But you've never done anything and you've been closer.” Roxie sniffed the air too. “I don't get it.”

“You don't remember.” She was too close though. “Back off, Roxie.”

“You act like your so familiar with me.” Roxie didn't back up. “Does that have anything to do with it?”

“Sort of. Just.” Hero looked over at her bedroom door. Her parents wouldn't return until morning. There was no one who even knew he was there. If he was with her, he could have her all night. In his arms.

And he should not be thinking about that. Wrong, wrong, wrong!

“You feel so familiar to me.” Roxie reached out and touched his paw. “Why? I would have only been maybe three or so? I don't remember anything. Did we know each other?”

He should remove her hand from his paw. Tell her to back up, but he gave her plenty of warnings. “Because I have an overwhelming urge to be with you, and vice versa.” There, he said it.

“Be with me?” Roxie continued to stroke the soft fur of his paw. “How?”

“Gee, what's going through your mind right now?” Hero scooted toward her from the bed, bringing his paws to lay on her shoulders. There was no fear, just her scent getting more intense. “That feeling, what is it? What fantasies are running inside? Me grabbing you and throwing you on your bed, getting as primal with you as your bedding portrays?” Half anger, half aroused, he couldn't help himself. “Why couldn't you stay away?”

“I just . . .can't.” Roxie's mouth fell open. “I can't explain it, I just―”

He stopped her babbling with a nudge of his snout to her nose, and then pulled back. “See? See how intense?” Hero bent his front down to cover his nose with his paws. “Just get in bed, so I can get out of here already.”

Roxie rubbed her mouth. “I can't go to bed in my clothes.”

“Then change.” Hero turned in the other direction, willing himself to look at the wall. Seeing all the natural animal spots on her wall was not helping. He heard the closet door open. He should leave the room, it would have made things easier. Why didn't he do that? She never asked either, and that wasn't a good sign.

Looking for something else to stare at, he looked at her nightstand. Nothing but animal magazines. Damn it, didn't she have something like other girls read? He pushed his paws through them. Maybe a simple article about pollution and it's effects on animals?

Nope, his paws half flipped the book to a page on lion mating. Seeing that didn't help things.

“Okay.” 

Hero turned around and saw her. She was wearing red lingerie with spaghetti straps. It looked silky, velvet. Soft to the touch. She approached him. 

“I'll get in bed now,” she said in a sultry tone he wished she hadn't used. “Will I see you again?”

“I uh . . .uh..” Hero couldn't say anything. He was already rock hard, saying many words at this point was beyond his capability. It was hard just to not touch her. “Hopefully. I mean.” He shook his head. “Hopefully not. It's best if you don't.”

“Oh.” She reached around his neck for a quick hug. “I am going to miss you. Even though I don't even know you. That's so strange.”

Hero's breathing was getting heavy, as well as hers. Get out. Leave. His paws felt her lingerie. So soft, with such tender skin hiding beneath it. His paws kept fondling her straps, up and down. “Roxie, you are killing me.”

“You're killing me more,” she whined. She held onto him harder. “Stay.”

“No, I can't.” Hero needed to regain control. “What are you doing wearing this? These aren't pajamas.”

“They feel good against my skin.” She rubbed her cheek against his neck causing his hair to stand on end. “I don't like any guys at school, but I need to feel. I've been wearing it more than ever lately.”

“How do you need to feel?” Not words he should have asked, but they just fell out. She leaned into his arm and his paws scraped the silky texture between her legs. As she kept up the motion, he moved his other paw back and forth on her strap. She kept rubbing between, but her other hand slowly moved her lingerie away.

Feeling her bare inside with his soft paw, he couldn't take it. Concentrate! We are not wild animals. There are repercussions. I fell once before, but I can't do it again. She wouldn't remember, it would be like rape. Never, I can't. I can't! But, what about others? Others will come for her. Hurt her. 

He was not letting anyone touch her. He couldn't. He could have let that den claim her. She would have been scared at first, but she would have lusted for them as she had for him, but he didn't want her to. She deserved the right to choose.

More than that though. So much more. He needed to tell her the truth because as gentlemanly as Hero had been, he didn't know how many times he could stop himself. “Get in bed and stay there.” 

Bose would want to kill him, and no one would approve of what he would need. He would have to do things he never imagined he'd have to against them, but he would do it. Roxie deserved it, even if it ended up hurting him.

Hero wished it didn't have to be this way. That after this, she would look at him with satisfied eyes, purr and snuggle up next to him. He imagined her in his home, in his blankets, her smooth skin touching his warm, soft fur. Hero knew though that the sensation was only instinct. He didn't love her, and he didn't even know her. Besides, she would forget again. If anyone came to her, they would try to make her theirs. Another den full of vicious project wolves, trying to touch and conquer Roxie. The thought made him livid. No one had that right, not even him.

She was technically his mate. He couldn't let any pack have her. He was hers, even if she did not become his.

But, he had to try to make her understand. 

“I care for you. I can't ignore the fact any longer. No matter how much I rebelled . . .I am your wolf mate. Whatever your decision. Take care.” Hero gave her one kiss on her head before leaving the bedroom. She purred at him, begging for him to come back.

Damn, could that woman purr. He kept himself together and headed outside, but he heard the door open. Hero quickly jumped down the staircase. He growled on all fours, poised and ready for a fight. Her parents were scared stiff as they opened the door, yelling in fright and dropping their keys. “What are you doing here?”

“What are we doing here?” Roxie's mother having come to her senses took off her coat. “There is only one white wolf, you are Hero. What are you doing here?”

“Project wolves came after your daughter.” He didn't need to lie. In fact, he was thinking hard. He'd never met her parents face to face. This might be exactly the excuse he needed. “Your daughter was used against me not long ago, and you were out all night leaving her behind?”

“Number one,” her father started in on him. “It's our anniversary, and we planned this for some time. Not only that, but we were worried, so we cut it short this year. Number two, we aren't any better at fighting than her. What she needs is real protection.”

“She had it. Outside.” Hero chuckled as he jumped to the counter and stuck his nose on the windowpane. “They still don't know she left, that I saved her, and that I've been in here. They aren't any match for a project wolf.”

“Useless.” Her father tossed his coat onto a chair. “Then what do we do?”

“She wants to know about project Z.” Hero watched their expressions as he jumped back to the floor. “Did you two know she was a project?”

“She's not a bad person,” her mother chimed in quickly. “She isn't a wolf. She can't even transform.”

“I didn't say wolf. Did you know she was a project?” Hero repeated himself. “Well?”

“Yes. She was small though, and if we nurtured her correctly, she would be fine,” her father countered. “No one ever knew before, why now?”

“That's classified, as is the information she wants.” He tapped his paw on the wall. “She is an extremely rare project and she is in great danger. Regular security detail isn't enough.”

“Then what?” Her mother asked. 

“She should be put in a stable area, and I can give her the information she wants,” he said.

“I don't understand. What could you tell her that would make these project wolves leave her alone?” her father asked. “Why are they even bugging her?”

“That's classified,” Hero said again.

“Fine.” Her mother nodded toward her father. “That sounds best, and she deserves to know who she is.”

It worked. This time, Hero would be ready. He could talk to her without them being under the influence of each other. He'd let her understand the truth, and the pieces would fall where they had to in the end. 

“Mom?” Roxie said from the stairs. She moaned. “What are you doing here?”

“We were a little worried about what happened yesterday,” she admitted. Roxie came down the stairs and stretched by the counter like a cat. “Are you okay, dear? No bad dreams?”

Roxie chuckled pleasantly. “No, I woke up feeling kind of funny.” She scratched her head and noticed Hero. “Thanks for the help.” She tightened her robe a little tighter, her cheeks tinging pink. “Didn't know you'd be in the house still.”

Hero really tried not to smile back, but watching her stretch using the counter didn't help matters. He moved away from her to the other end of the room behind the counter. He transformed quickly into a human, but behind the counter, it wouldn't offend. He grabbed a pencil and a piece of paper nearby, and wrote down a number. “This number is Bose's, he's an official territory leader. He works with me on the most classified projects. He'll come and bring her safely to me for our conversation.” After that, he changed back to his wolf form, and headed out the door.

Bose didn't make much eye contact the whole trip. Truthfully, Roxie felt like an inconvenience herself, but Hero had recommended she have a private talk to him. This would be some talk though. She felt more like a criminal as she walked into the police station. There was no one around, but Bose led her to one of the areas to talk to people in the jail. Hero was there sitting down, holding the phone on the other side of the glass.

“Before we begin, you will need to sign this,” Bose said to Roxie as he handed her a paper and a pen. “Anything that is discussed between you and Hero is not to become public knowledge, and cannot be held against him. To break this contract, there would be some nasty damages, that, frankly, your family could not afford short from winning the lottery.”

That didn't sound good at all, but Roxie wanted to know what she had to do with project Z. She signed the paper and then grabbed the telephone. “Hello?”

“Hello.” Hero smiled, yet at the same time his eyes looked sad. “How are you, Roxie?”

“I'm okay,” she answered, “I just want to know about project Z.” She knew that she should have been more polite, but she really wanted to know. “I can't find any information about it.”

“You won't.” He held his hand up against the glass as he spoke through the telephone. “This time, you'll remember. Then it will be by your own choice what should happen.”

“Are you talking about project Z?” she asked.

“In a second.” Hero took his hand off the glass, making a stroking motion with his hand against hers. “If you decide after you know to leave, then I won't stop you. Know though, that I'm still here, no matter how much you hate me.”

“I don't understand.” Roxie said shaking her head. “What are you saying?”

“It wasn't easy, and Bose is still mad at me.” He looked toward Bose and then back at her. “Things happen when we get together, Roxie, and you never remember. I need you to know what happened, and what you are.” He gulped and then cleared his throat. “You're not a wolf, but you are a project. You are known as project Z. You were created to be a breeder.” He stood up in his chair. “Your scent is causing projects to come after you to breed, and you are genetically created to accept it and forget.”

Roxie covered his mouth in shock “I don't understand.” She grabbed her head. “Why? What do you mean a breeder?”

“You're a project Z, the last.” Hero tried to speak more, but she wanted to get up and run. “I know it's tough, but you need to stay. There is more.”

“Projects want to rape me?!” She banged on the glass wall. “Am I a target?”

“Yes,” he said honestly to her. “Your scent is getting stronger, and it will eventually attract even more projects. The fact is that you will at some point have to accept a wolf or a pack as yours, and let them claim you several times over.”

“Never.” No way, nuh uh! “There must be something I can do. I won't lose my virginity to packs of wolves.”

“Roxie.” He lowered his voice. “You aren't a virgin anymore.”

Roxie dropped the phone in her hand. No. She lowered her head, and her voice went dry. She took a moment for herself, trying to understand what he said. She didn't know how much time passed by before she picked up the phone again. “I'm not a virgin?”

“No.” He bit his lip, hard. “As I said before, you are genetically enhanced to accept it. You become aroused as projects touch you. After you lose your lust, your mind forgets what happened.”

The restaurant. The attack at the restaurant. That had to be it. Roxie bit her own lip and screamed in her mind. “Restaurant.”

“Yes.” He added it quickly, like it would make it less painful.

She'd been some slut to projects, and she didn't even remember. Roxie felt disgusted and violated as she held the phone. No wonder he wanted her here. It was harder to scream and run off in a police station. “Roxie.” She heard his voice through the phone slightly, but she had pulled it away from her ear. “Roxie.” She held it back up, but her tears were too thick to look at him anymore. She didn't care what else he had to say now.

“It was me who took it.”

She lifted her eyes toward him.

“You forgot, but it wasn't forced. It was all scent, and I tried to be gentle. I know that what I did was wrong, but I didn't―”

Nothing in the world could have stopped her from getting out of that police station.
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"Preston Carrington, could you please come in here?" The being behind the big desk called. Shay tried not to smile and placed her best expressionless face on. She wore the best suit she could find. Not easy, and she hoped they didn't realize it was a prop and not her actual wardrobe. Even the suitcase she kept behind her was fake. She crossed her legs politely as she scooted her fake glasses up, watching what she hoped was the boss of the man who would be her future.

"Yes?" Preston walked in, suit and tie, like he was on Earth and never left. A small part of Shay, the Earth part that wanted something more in life, created a spark of envy. It quickly subsided as she came back to reality. That envious teenager was gone, and she was replaced with the sensible thirty year old she had become. 

"Sit down Preston," The being said as he gestured in front of him. "This is Shay Austin."

Shay. Austin. He had said her Earth name and her heart beat even faster. There, her name was actually Fankella. They weren't supposed to refer to their Earth names in official matters. Wonderland considered it dead.

Preston looked over at her, judging her. Not saying a word, he stretched out his hand. She grabbed it gently but with a firm stance and shook. "Ma'am."

"Sir," Shay replied, "I wish to discuss some business with you pertaining to a contract."

Preston looked over at his boss. 

"She seems a good match." His boss sharpened some kind of writing clay on his horn, grinding it to a point." "If you like her, Carrington. She even showed enough respect to talk to me first before you." His boss folded his hands together. "She said that she wants you dedicated and here. No more flirting or going out with girls."  

Shay remained still, but she didn't understand what 'she' he was talking about? Was his boss actually female?

"Which I have confirmed is okay with me," Preston insisted. "I live to serve. I don't care about pleasures of the skin."

"Still, we want to make sure. Your intellect, your skills from your planet are beyond compare. Mister Carrington, consider strongly.  She said to consider this woman as her gift to you. Every creature will have needs sooner or later, and this woman will be right here to serve you. In fact, if you make this contract, she will put you in charge of her next project."

Preston lost his composure a moment as he gasped. He quickly caught himself and straightened his tie. "I will take this new information in." He looked over at Shay, from top to bottom.  "If we make this contract, you will have intimate relations with me once every thirty days. I won't be forced for more, or denied those nights as those are my days off." He stood up. "I demand professional obedience. If you act in any way that I do not approve of, you will change your attitude and situation. You will not go out to see your friends whenever you like, and you will make sure to have dinner on the table every night. I work late, usually past nine. We will eat at ten."

Shay did not show her reactions. "This is all agreeable so far, and I can add it to the contract."

"I hate music, I don't want to hear any in my house, ever. My home is my home, and it has been for years. It is not yours, you are simply residing in it. You will not tell your friends about the things we do or what I do at work. If we have a disagreement, my word is the final word."

Shay tried not to show her reaction. "I see, yes."

"If certain needs express themselves, you will find time to satisfy me. You will never cuss or yell. I do not plan on striking you, but if I do, you will not strike back." Carrington glared at her with a hard stance.

Shay took longer to reply, these terms were already hard but that last one made her question everything. What if he did abuse her? He was Torah's brother, but that didn't guarantee he would be nice. Signing herself into an abusive contract. He didn't sound like he would, but...

The image of the small trampoline she almost missed last week came back to her. One of several close calls. Possible abuse or possible death...

Shay cleared her throat. "I-I agree."

Preston cracked his knuckles and nodded. "You legally placed yourself into a possibly abusive contract. Your determination is commendable." He nodded toward his boss. "I have work to do, but I will take a copy of the contract and I will continue this discussion with her when I am done."

Two hours. Shay imagined there were worst things than waiting two hours in an office. Nothing new, except it had been four hours. She had come in, assuming certain things. For one, that the one she had discussed the contract with was his boss. The word 'her' and 'she' was used when discussing his boss though. Was that only a secretary? Did Preston actually have a secretary? A second boss? Shay had been escorted down to another level, where she sat and waited in a single chair. It was a large room with only one light on. She kept hold of her prop suitcase and wound it up tight in her hands. It was make or break for the rest of her life. 

Preston opened the door, shining more light into the room before he closed it. "Shay Austin."

Shay nodded, standing up to greet him.

"I feel it would be wrong of me to not give you fair warning about what your life will entail. It will not be as pleasurable as you may assume. After looking at the contract, I object. To start with, I will give you fifty percent of my creds instead of you using your own. It feels more fitting that this should be my responsibility."

Shay kept her opinion to herself. The creds isn't something she wanted to lose. To take any of his, Shay would have to forfeit hers, and if anything happened to their contract, she would have no creds. None at all. "Agreed, sir." Everything took risk. 

"Also, I prefer something for my time." Preston straightened his tie. "I do not want or need a relationship contract. I want a home contract. Exploring physical needs with you could distract me from my productive life. I may explore these with others that I have no attachment to. I would however like to come home to someone. Chat. Learn about their experiences. For some reason, I . . .seem not to be the same as when I left." He cleared his throat. "Earth dinners, and a clean house. I want the kind of life that my father once had on Earth."

A home contract. He wanted a fifties housewife. "Should I also call you 'dear'?"

"Yes, dear is adequate. Meet me at the door, as they did on Earth. A small piece of Earth hospitality for a husband. That is what I wish in the contract." Preston came closer. "They have no such thing as marriage here, but, I will consider myself your husband. You shall be dutiful no matter what."

"Absolutely, sir."

"Dear, please."

"Absolutely, dear," Shay said correcting her statement.

"Good. I have met some other candidates, but none of them went through proper channels. Since you started correctly, I feel as if we may be more compatible." Preston held up the contract. "There is only one more thing I should warn you about, as I mentioned briefly before. My true boss is not here. You are not allowed to meet her. You are not allowed to ask questions about her, or what I do. I do minor work here in this building. If a matter is of utmost importance, you may come here to meet me. Where I work the rest of the time is none of your concern, and you will not follow me. I hate when others follow me."

"Yes." Shay nodded. "Yes, dear, I understand."

Preston came closer and stood at the back of her chair. "From this time on, I shall change your official name. What was your official name?"

Shay almost smiled. "Fankella."

"Your name shall be changed to Honey Darling. Simple and direct. I prefer not to go by your Earth name or the strange name they gave you. This is business, not relational. Last but not least, you will not make contact with anyone from your old life. Not even Torah, not unless I see her at the same time. This is a new start, and I don't need anyone from before this contract asserting themselves over me or you. No girlfriend, no boyfriend, no one. If you demand friendship throughout the day, you may visit the other home contractees on the block. There are two of them, and I am sure they would be happy to become friends as well."

Shay nodded, keeping all the negatives in line. Losing creds, losing her friends, and losing access to even using her own name. She heard Torah's voice in her head, yelling at her. Telling her to back away and get out. 

“One more thing.” His eyes met hers, sternly. “I am involved in issues that come to the attention of originals. I do nothing illegal, but they do like to use me for . . .information. You may run across them.” He pointed his finger at her, rudely. “Do not speak to them. Do not associate with them. Do not even look at them. Messing with them could ruin your entire life.” 

Shay held her breath. The originals ran the Wonderland Mafia. Running across one in a wrong manner could get someone killed. She would find herself near them in the future.

The Wonderland Mafia. Her mind was screaming to run and get out. Now. Forget the purse even, just bolt.

But, at the same time, the trampoline flashed once more in her mind. 

She was scheduled next week to 'retry' that scene.

Torah could say what she liked, she wasn't a stunt. She was an acting actor for dramas. She had never risked her life. Never been to the hospital, and been back to the same set a week later.

Choices were never simple. "I agree, dear."

***
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"Here is your lunch, dear." Shay said as she handed Preston a small bag. "I added fruit as well." She could have sworn she saw him smile a moment.

"Yes, a kind gesture. Thank you." Preston took the bag.  "I was hungry yesterday, never had the chance to eat. It's good to have someone like you." He cleared his throat. "I will be back around 8:00 PM tonight. I have reservations at NJKLJNKJ."

"Nuhjuklink-kuhjuh?" Shay attempted. 

"Try Nuhjuh," Preston pointed out. "I take it you do not eat MNMTN too much?"

"I've only had mush and Earth style," Shay said, "but I would love to try Muh . . .that."

"Of course, and then we shall go see a show. This is not a relationship date, it is a friend date determined by my boss. Do not get the two confused." He straightened his tie. "Very well. I am off."

Shay nodded and closed the door, leaving back to cleaning the house. She was doing the best she could to make Preston happy so he wouldn't break the contract. It had been well over a month, and so far she had been treated fine. The other contractees were nice, and they had the same embarrassing names to use. Honey Darling was nothing compared to Princess Pie and Sugar Poo. She spied the cleaning supplies she bought yesterday on the table and went over.

Except, she realized, this was Preston's lunch. Grabbing it she headed to his place of work. Maybe she would run into him along the way, knowing that even meeting him there did not place him in a good mood.

She ran only a couple of blocks before she saw Preston. He was turning to go into a store. Running toward him, she steadied her voice as she went into see him standing near the register. “Dear. Your lunch. Those are my cleaning supplies.”

“Hell of an idea, I need to remember that.”

Honey Darling turned and saw it. An original. He was behind the counter, approaching them. She turned away, remembering Preston's words. Don't even look at an original.

“Who is that?” The original was already curious about her.

“She is mine,” Preston answered. “I bought her, and I consider her mine. Honey Darling is of no concern to you and yours.”

“Then you better get out of here so we can keep it that way.” He pushed up his hat.

“I have no control over the payments, it is government, not I.”

“There's no such thing as government, you can't lie to an original.”

“I have no control over it,” Preston argued again. 

Honey Darling should have kept her eyes away. She had been warned, yet she looked anyhow. Preston had a weapon pressed to his head that the original had whipped out. Her whole future would be gone if he killed Preston. “Don't.”

“Listen to her.” Another voice approached from behind. She heard the steps, loud with a cane. She looked toward the cane as the person approached. It was a long black cane, with a red emblem of a hat on the top of it. It was the leader of the Wonderland Mafia. She cursed herself, stealing a glance toward him.

Beneath his shirt, she could tell he was fit. He would have to be to live that kind of life. His eyes were a deep blue, bringing the green emblem on his cane out even more.

He grabbed a piece of paper from Preston and laid it on the counter. “We protect our clients, we don't keep them from paying bills.” He tipped his hat toward Preston. “Preston Carrington. I want to know how my issue is going.” When Preston didn't speak, he turned to look at Honey Darling.  He cracked a smile and winked at her. “Don't be scared, I'd only use a weapon if I decided to take you away with me.” He chuckled softly as her eyes grew wide. “Not too bad on the eyes, are you?”

“Shay.” Preston said her real name. Honey Darling looked as far away as possible, practically turning around. The original had grown interested in her, and Preston was not kidding around. Shay was not a term he had ever used with her since their contract. 

“I will see what I can do to persuade others, but I do not guarantee any results,” Preston said to him. 

“You can, don't give me that,” the original said to him, still not completely happy. “Don't expect me to roll over on this issue.”
“It is a minor issue.”
“Not to me.” A beep was heard, and Honey Darling heard feet running away.

“Turn,” Preston said. She turned back around and looked at him. “Thank you for the food, but next time, do not even get involved.” He adjusted his tie. “ It's best to not even look at originals. Understand?”

“I didn't want him to hurt you,” Honey Darling said. The originals were not every day common folk, they were muscle bound thugs. They took what they wanted, and hurt what was denied to them. These weren't beings that would play nicely. Yet, Preston had no fear. 

What was his other job that he would never tell her about? She could never ask, and she knew that. Yet, she would wonder.
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Dominic Meets Cheshire: DIMENSION: WONDERLAND
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Dominic looked around himself. The last few times he had been able to reach the right people. He didn't stay long, and it was a shame he didn't get to spend more time with Mister Umbrella in the Sky. Jewelsy wasn't going to be an easy case. Still, he had to keep going. The movement never stopped. There were more people to reach. 

He looked around his new surroundings, but he didn't know where he had been. It was a similar feeling as to when he met Hero, Booth's father. 

“Apocalypse Boy.”

Dominic looked up into the trees above him. He watched a smile drift down like a feather, only to land near the ground and show the figure's true form. “Cheshire.”

Cheshire wiggled his tail once in his direction. “I will take care of these two. This one is not so simple a task as one sentence.”

“You know?” Dominic came closer to Cheshire. “Are you sure?” He didn't want to belittle him but he needed to get it right. “Everything is riding on this, not just your dimension. Do you understand everything?”

“That if they fail then the apocalypse is inevitable in every dimension? That their love child must be from quote love unquote? Yes, I know. I know many things.” Cheshire floated his way, examining him. “If I had the ability to move my body to different dimensions, I could have done your job, Dominic.”

He knew his real name. Dominic shouldn't have been surprised.

“Although, I suppose the real Dominic is dead,” Cheshire answered. “The old life with the ones you loved. But, life is not over. Apocalypse Boy will go on.”

Dominic had liked the visions of the cat. Cheshire was one of the funnest characters in fairytales. Yet, he didn't feel comfortable at all once Cheshire said his name. “Names are names.”

“Names are signs. I wasn't always Cheshire.” Cheshire floated above his head. “The cheshires. We were once a magnificent race. We could singlehandedly stop silly things like the apocalypse. Make sure everything ran according to plan. Fate was not predicted by a kid who revealed a sentence or two before fading away.” Cheshire faded away above Dominic. “We understood our powers. We could work without anyone detecting us.” He slowly faded back into view. “Once the queen slowly began her ways, everything changed. Everything.” He seemed forlorn a moment. “I am Cheshire simply because I am the last.”

“I'm not the last,” Dominic said. “What is your real name?”

“Dead and forgotten, much like Dominic will be.” Cheshire smiled at the cruel comment. “Odd how strange life can be.”

Dominic took a step back. It was clear Cheshire had brought him there, not the tunnel. “Where are they?”

“You handle everyone else.” Cheshire jumped into the tree. “I will handle them. If these two succeed, it may spell the end.”

That didn't make sense. “Everyone must succeed to spell the end.”

“Apocalypse Boy, you can only glimpse into Wonderland.” Cheshire swung his tail back and forth. “You can't see everything I do. You may have been the chosen one but I control this dimension.” His tail flipped back again, fur slightly standing. “Show this cheshire some kindness and don't interfere. You could make things worse.” He stood up and leaned on a tree. “On your way.”

“How did you bring me here?” Dominic asked firmly. 

“Oh, I didn't pluck you from your little adventure, I simply changed your route,” Cheshire explained. “You will have to change your own route soon. You can't reach everywhere by blindly following a tunnel of random dimensions without a bump or two.”

Dominic watched Cheshire. He was powerful and he could have done his job. He even knew about Dominic himself, something else no one should have. “Are you going to help me?”

“I take care of Wonderland and only Wonderland,” Cheshire spoke as he slid down the tree playfully. “Each entity involved has a certain part. I will take care of mine, while you take care of yours.”

Other entities? He wasn't the only one? “Who else?”

Cheshire only grinned as he faded away. “Good boys, good girls. Bad boys, bad girls. Aren't you the sole messenger? Time is up, Apocalypse Boy. 'Til we meet again.”

As Cheshire said that Dominic began to fade.
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Wonderland Mafia Part 3: DIMENSION: WONDERLAND
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Shay looked around cautiously. The restaurant was outside and composed of tables and using the natural vinery of nature. It was on the outskirts of Wonderland, where the Industry stayed out. Not because it respected nature but because many forms of entertainment needed a natural and enchanting look. Large mushrooms, vinery, trees, and charming flowers and plants of many different planets all engaged in life on the outskirts. The carpet was even green and soft, almost like grass. To afford such a luxurious meal for two? Preston was even more than she had expected. 

"Honey Darling."

Shay turned her attention back to him. "Yes, dear?"

"Are you going to order?"

Shay ducked her head into her menu quickly. She had been preoccupied by what happened that day that she had failed to notice the waiter was waiting for her order. "A number...umm..." She pointed to a picture, handed the menu to the waiter and sipped on her drink.

"What is wrong with you?" Preston frowned. "You're a million miles away tonight. I have saved a night for the two of us, and you don't even seem to care."

"I do, dear." Shay smiled, hiding the fact that she was troubled. Preston hadn't even cared about the weapon on him. He was fine the entire time around the originals. She had heard enough of their reputation that no one should have been so casual as him.  "I was just thinking how nice this place is. I've never been here before that I remember." That was an understatement. Shay couldn't even afford to eat anything besides mush more than four days a week, let alone to go out. "Middle of the week is usually ferzer for me." Seeing his look of confusion she added, "It's a sort of creamed meat?"

"Hn." Preston sighed. "I don't often go for that. I prefer solid food." He gave her a second glance. "Are you sure that is all? You have not been following me around, have you?"

"No," Shay said not wanting to upset him. "I would never jeopardize anything, it would not be worth it." 

"Truly," Preston admitted. "Please remember that." Shay stopped stirring her drink as she watched the waiter come back. Preston ordered for them, but the restaurant was suddenly disturbed.

It was like a bad dream. A girl, maybe eight or nine, came tearing through with holes in her dress. Everyone continued to eat and chat, ignoring her. Shay glanced over at the crying girl.

"Please, someone help me! There are creatures after me and I'm lost. Can someone please help me get back home? Please? Sir? Ma'am?"

An escaped abductee had ran and expected to find help. Shay had once been there, hoping that a stranger would help and show the way. Once she had learned she was in the same Wonderland in the fairytale she had heard as a child, she became obsessed. For days, she hid and wandered, looking for someone like the friendly Mad Hatter and the March Hare drinking tea. Looking for something that might make her giant or shrink to get at new places. To find a caterpillar smoking out of a hookah on a giant mushroom. Anything to find a way home.

Instead, the closest she would ever end up with was Preston. 

"Girl, please. You are disturbing our lunch," Preston said to the scared child. "Trust me. Stay here and you will be safe. The enforcers will collect you and take you to your new home. Food, water, and shelter await you. You'll be fine."

"I don't want any of that, I want to go home!" the little girl cried. She looked at Shay for a moment. All the terror and fear she once experienced shine back at her through those eyes.

Shay stayed silent, looking away. Why bother to tell her to run? It wouldn't lead her to anything new. Telling her to stay like Preston had would make her seem like a villain. Shay would rather be someone in the background that didn't matter.

“Run, girl.”

That voice. Shay looked around toward it. She shouldn't have turned around, Preston wouldn't be pleased, but she couldn't help it. 

There in front of her was the original from before. He held his cane in the same manner, but he wore a large hat on his head this time. It was large enough that she was surprised it could stay on. His outfit wasn't a professional suit but an old patched jacket. His eyes remained on the girl. Kind eyes. “Don't listen, just keep running until you reach the caterpillar.”

The girl didn't even nod as she left.

“That was irresponsible,” Preston said as he gazed at the original. “She would be safer if she had been stopped.”

“What makes you so sure?” The original grabbed a seat from another eating area nearby and twirled it around toward Shay and Preston. He sat in it but shoved his feet on the table. “Preston.”

“I am out with Honey Darling,” Preston began, “and you are not on my schedule.”

“Am I ever?” The original looked toward Shay. Knowing better she looked away. “Preston, Six and Twenty two.”

“I am working on it.” Preston grabbed a napkin to rub his lips. “I know the importance to you, but I have more important work than this small problem.”

“Then I suggest you get my 'small problem' figured out,” the original requested. He took his legs off of the table and flung the chair back. He pressed his hands on the table in front of Preston. “Don't mess around.” He glanced once more at Shay. “Shay.”

He remembered her name? Preston only spilled her name once. The original had quite a memory. The surprise turned her head to see him for a moment.

The hat. The patched outfit. He seemed less like the leader of the mafia than ever. His gaze was searching hers back.

“Her name is Honey Darling.” Preston gazed at the original. 

“What is that last name of yours?” the original pressed harder. “Shay what?”

“That is none of your business. Her Earth name is dead.” Preston gestured away. “Cease messing with her, or you can forget about my persuasion, Five.”

“Hm.” The original tapped his fingers on the table a few seconds before leaving. “Get it done.”

Preston and Shay watched as he took off. Preston stood up. "I am sorry about that incident. There is no need to worry, authorities have surely been called, she won't get far.. We shall be late to the show if we do not hurry though. Afterward, we shall go home."

"...sounds wonderful." Shay took a few bites of her meal that had arrived, but it didn't hide the misery in her voice. The girl would be fine, plus they had to stay on schedule. Preston was always on a schedule. "Which show are we seeing?"

"Dropping to Reality."

Shay's mouth twitched. "I'm in that one." The latest movie to almost kill her. "Can we see anything else?"

"I see. We will look at the show chart when we get there." Preston stood up and held out his hand to Shay. "I see this show hurts you. I am sorry."

Was he? Shay took his hand and appreciated his words, but they didn't reach her. His voice was always so monotone. His eyes held no warmth. It was as if he was trying to be sympathetic . . .but just couldn't be anymore. 
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Five's old coat blew in the breeze as he walked. “Shay what?” he muttered to himself. 

“Did you get an answer?” Eight called out to him. “Five?”

“Preston's new girl should make him come through,” Five answered as he swung his cane. “What do cred donations look like?”

“Lacking,” Eight said as he traveled beside him. “Only a few are donating, most of them are complaining that they don't make enough creds to give.” 

“What do I have to do, command it?” Five rubbed his face. “Collect on the businesses early this week.”

“They won't be prepared."

“Do it anyway. Six and Twenty Two are not going to be left hanging.” Five took off his hat, looking at it for a moment. “Preston's new girl is named Shay. He doesn't want me to know her last name from Earth. Did you find out her last name?”

“Yep.”

“And?”

“Eighteen said he found the name Fankella.”

“Shay Fankella.” Five nodded. “Fine.” Earth names were common, and now he was glad he didn't decide anything yet. She might not be the one. “I am getting tired of the delay. Have plan B on standby.”

“Yes, sir,” Eight nodded as he ran off. 

Five placed his hands in his old jacket. He'd been taking a stroll out of Industry to get away when he heard the cries of help. The posh restaurant had several beings ignoring the pleas of the alien. When Preston said she should just give up, he had to step in. Once there though, why waste the opportunity? He needed Preston Carrington to come through. The 'government' would make Six and Twenty Two bleed forever on income if he didn't get things settled.

***
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Shay held her ground as she sat down on one of the two cold leathery seats. Preston had not told her anything, but he had taken her to the hospital. They must have found something wrong in her blood at her last monthly required check. She tried not to be nervous, Wonderland was not Earth. It didn't matter what she had, they could take care of almost any infection or disease. 

"Honey Darling?" She looked at the nurse behind the desk in front of them. “First we have to see if you meet all requirements,” the nurse said to Preston as she typed on her computer.  "One moment sir, then we will get this carried out."

Shay looked over at Preston. "Get what carried out? Dear, what do I have? Did I get a disease?"

"No," Preston said. "The doctor pinged on my monitor that you had an infection. It will be taken care of and then we will be out of here."

"Alright sir, name and relationship?" The nurse asked, beginning her dialogue with Preston.

"Preston Carrington. She is Honey Darling. We have a home contract."

“Okay, that's nice. Honey Darling, you may go in and see the doctor. Mister Carrington, if you are a busy man, we can ping you when she is done. Do you have your code?"

Preston quickly gave her a code and nodded his head as a goodbye. So far, everything looked fine. Shay walked in, trying to make herself feel like this happened every day. But, it didn't. She was always there to repair injuries, not because of infections.

She was placed under and awoke later. Preston was called, and he took her back home, quickly going back to work. She cooked, cleaned, and tried to keep her mind off of the infection. By night time, she was feeling better. Whatever the problem had been it would be cleared up tomorrow.

Shay munched on some bacon for breakfast. She had gotten used to eating luxurious solid foods again, even bacon in the morning. Half of Preston's creds were more than she ever dreamed. When Torah said he made three times the creds, she meant for his position. Shay only made 40 creds per month, but now she had 180 a month to do with as she pleased. Today, that meant breakfast with eggs and bacon. A standard on Earth, but a delicacy on Wonderland for her.

She picked up her drink and a pair of monitor glasses. Clicking a button on the glasses Preston had given her, she read the daily to see if anything interesting was happening in Wonderland. 

"The rebellious group HUMANA, (Humans United Men Are Not Aliens) were arrested today after being caught trying to drown a Wonderland representative in his own showering facility. All members have been found and assassinated except for the leader, Jones Arch, and a small time member, Chantal Rose."

Shay took her glasses back off. HUMANA, what a waste. There was no way for humans to get the same treatment as everyone else, it would never happen. Forget HUMANA, Preston was the best thing that had happened to her. Obviously there was something wrong with him, but she found herself not worrying about it. He never forced her to do anything, only asking the most minor of favors. Sometimes, he did make a little time, taking her someplace nice. He never had to, but he did. Shay wondered if he really wanted to keep a home contract, or if he was growing sweet on her.

Either way, she couldn't have asked for a better life. She did miss Torah though. Perhaps if she talked to Preston politely he would allow one phone call.

Shay stopped thinking so much as she felt her stomach start to lurch. She felt like she was going to be sick. Heading to the bathroom, she held the receptacle close to her face. After a few minutes, the mess was vacuumed up its tubes. 

She was sick again? As she wiped her mouth, she saw a smiling cat by the door. He was only half there. The appearance made her stumble backwards. She didn't own a cat, and especially not a grinning one with stripes. He looked like he had walked out of the fairytale. "The cheshire cat?"

Cheshire waved his tail once. "HUMANA has been taken out, yet were they successful?"

"HUMANA?" Shay asked, still not understanding what he was doing there. "What's that have to do with me?"

"Everything."

Shay reached out to touch him, but her hand went straight through and the cat disappeared. "Delusional, I'm delusional. I need help."

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Illusions: A Tragic Fate Part 1: DIMENSION: LOST AND FOUND
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“You can't start a book with 'Ned liked his best friend as much as he loved farting,” Sera said to her student. Third graders sometimes. “Change it.”

“I can put it in the middle,” her student tried to reason.

“You can't put that, it isn't school appropriate. No one wants to read about farting.” Sera stood up. “Find a different way to express the same idea. You're dismissed.” Sera gathered her papers as her student walked out. 

“I would want to read about farting.” Her sister laughed at the door. 

“Hey, Jinna.” Sera smiled as she headed to the door. “Oh, I'm so happy it's time.”

“I imagine. Come on, I've got us gassed up. Not the same way as Ned, but it'll get us home,” she teased. “Winter vacation officially begins.”

Oh, such lovely words. Sera lugged her bag behind her. She was going to spend Christmas with her mom and dad along with her sister Jinna. Even though her and her sister weren't kids in high school, the whole family always came together for the holidays. The ride would be four hours, and her sister's stories about her life usually kept her entertained each year.

The ride itself wasn't bad and she hardly saw her sister since they lived so far apart, so the conversation was lively. The only thing that wasn't sitting well was the food. She felt bloated and fat on the fast food her sister wanted to eat to save time. Her weight wasn't the best, so eating a burger with no guilt felt impossible. Plus, it wouldn't help her acne. 

Even though Sera was far from a teen, she still had a problem with acne and had to take a prescription to keep it under control. It wasn't a huge deal though, she never wore make up. Sera never felt like she was something to look at. 

She didn't focus her life on it though. Looks didn't matter much around elementary students anyhow, and dating took time away from grading papers. Besides, when she did date, she always knew it wasn't for her looks. It was a benefit in a way. How could she ever find a prince charming that stared at her body?

Her sister Jinna was the opposite. She was a great weight, had sexy long legs, and dressed sexy. She had a boyfriend all the time, but she never had a steady relationship. It was the curse of beauty and she wanted no part of it. 

Her mother had arrived first at her sister's house because she didn't live far away. They each exchanged some stories that had happened since last they saw each other, but most of all, they wanted to relax. Vacation was their chance to unwind, and Sera was making the most of it. No grading papers. No students to call out. Just relaxing. Tomorrow would be Christmas. The day the town shut down and the last day she would be there.

Sera relaxed that night in the guest bed she had to share with her sister. Being able to sleep later than usual would be a blessing, and she nestled her head cozy in her pillow.

"Jeremy proposed to me," Jinna said in her bed. "I don't want to, but I don't want to lose him." Jinna looked over at Sera. "What do you think?"

What did she think? Sera tried to hide her sigh. She had never even met this Jeremy. She had talked more than once on the phone with her sister, and she had never bothered to mention him. "How long have you known each other?" Sera didn't even know that her sister had been going steady with anyone.

"We've known each other for years, but we only started going out like three months ago." Jinna flipped over on her pillow. "We were having such a great time. What should I do?"

Give it time is what Sera wanted to say. "Ask him for time to think about it?"

"He doesn't think I am committed," Jinna added. 

That's because she wasn't. Sera could never see her sister settling down. "Sleep on it." With those last words, Sera turned to get cozy in her pillow. That was not the case though. For a brief moment, she had thought she had fell off the bed, but landing would be within a second. It was past a second. Past five seconds. Past a minute . . .and she continued to fall.
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Decisions Part 1: DIMENSION: LOST AND FOUND
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Dominic had grown used to soft landings as he tumbled into a new dimension. He'd done this enough times that after a sentence, he was ready to be whisked back into the tunnel he was traveling.

He had no thoughts about who lived there. He didn't know who the destined couple were supposed to be. The landing had been a hard thump on the floor. He grabbed his arm as he stood up. It was the dead of night and only a surprised person had been there.

It wasn't anyone he knew. He'd seen her briefly, but not much. 

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “Do you know what happened to my sister?”

Her sister. Dominic didn't say anything, but clearly he wasn't in the right place. “No, what happened to her?” Her face told the fact that she knew what happened, but would not outright say. "I won't judge you if what you say sounds strange. I've seen many strange things myself."

“My mom doesn't believe me. No one believes me but last night she fell through the bed.”

Through the bed? Dominic looked around the bed but heard the despair of her sister.

“She's not there anymore. She's gone. Everyone says that I've lost it and that she only ran away.” She looked toward him. “I know she didn't, she was just turning to go to sleep, and then she was gone.”

“What happened?” Dominic didn't understand, he should have been able to reach her to warn her. 

“I don't know. One minute she said to sleep on my proposal decision, and the next she was falling through the bed.” Her sister was beside herself. “Where is she? When will someone real believe me?” She grabbed her head. “Now I'm hearing ghost boys, what is wrong with me? Mom's right, I'm not fit to be back on the road yet.”

“I'm not a ghost, I just look sort of like one.” Dominic knew that was little relief. He bent near the bed again. “Hello?”

“Apocalypse Boy.” A voice murmured to him from beneath the bed. “We meet at last.”

That was not the voice of a woman either. “Who are you?”

“The Boogeyman.”

Dominic held his position. “Do you know Mister Umbrella in the Sky?” There was a strange sound of confusion. 

“That's an odd name.”

“I thought so.” This wasn't Mister Umbrella in the Sky's Boogeyman. That had only been someone who liked the name's reputation and made it his own. No, this was the real Boogeyman. Dominic couldn't take him lightly. “Did you take Sera, the woman in the bed?”

“No, that wasn't my doing. However,” Boogeyman noted, “I know where she's at. The Lost and Found road. Humans aren't supposed to get through.”

So far, Dominic had no trouble going through the different dimensions. He'd never had an obstacle. His biggest so far was Cheshire, but only because he wouldn't let him get involved. “I must reach her.”

“Then come down and we'll talk.”

Dominic felt a tug on his body as he was thrown beneath the bed. Feeling himself continually rolling, he knew he'd been entering into another dimension. When he finally landed, he stood up and dusted himself off. 

“I can reach anyone in their dreams and nightmares. Anyone and anywhere.” A shadow emerged toward Dominic. It was a figure in a cloak, his face completely hiding. “I will allow you to warn her through her dreams, if you provide a favor to me.”

“I don't have anything of value,” Dominic said. “I am only a messenger. I can't provide any ways into other dimensions, I simply come and then fade. I have nothing.”

“You have something. Memories. I want your memories.”

“Memories?” Dominic took a step back. “Memories are all I have left!”

“I know.”

“My memories can't do anything for you.”

“That is only what you believe.”

“No.” 

“Okay then. Stay here. Forever.”

It was a threat. Dominic tried to climb up the side, but they were too slick. He waited several minutes to see if he would fade away, but he didn't. He remained.

He was stuck. Dominic made one last attempt to climb out, but simply tumbled down again. 

“Without reaching her, you'll never leave this dimension,” Boogeyman warned him. “Don't take my word for it. Wait it out an hour. Days. Weeks. Years.”

No, he couldn't give in. Memories were all he had now. Dominic tried to knock out some of the wall. If he made it uneven, maybe he could scale it? He didn't have experience with doing it before, but he had to make it. Up and over, if he could get free, he'd be away from there.

“Need a lift?” Boogeyman's voice echoed through the walls as a ladder popped up right in front of Dominic. “Go ahead, go up. Live a happy life with Sera's sister because you'll never move to another dimension again.”

Dominic followed the ladder up, but it stopped.

“Or not. I haven't decided yet.”

Dominic pushed, but there was some invisible force keeping him from leaving the bed. Stuck beneath a bed, how could he get out? He called out for Sera's sister but she wasn't around anymore. 

He laid down for some time beneath that bed. His thoughts and options twirled around each other. Cheryl and Guyver had their own destiny, but he was still her little brother. As time went by, his existence became lonelier. The only thing that sustained him was the thin maybe. The maybe that he might get back to her. The maybe that one day he could live a normal life again. 

He would be stuck beneath the bed until Boogeyman set him free. Even if he did free him, then what? Would he fade away to the next dimension?

***
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Illusions: A Tragic Fate Part 2: DIMENSION: LOST AND FOUND
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Sera lifted her head as she looked around. This wasn't the bed she was sleeping in before. Looking down, she screamed and quickly covered herself. She was completely naked, no pajamas at all!

It was daytime and she was surrounded by people. She shouted and tried to find a corner to hide, but they passed her as if they couldn't even see her. “Hello?” She tried to speak, but once again, nothing registered with anyone.

Some of the people looked like humans while others had tails and big ears. Some had horns, or resembled animals closer than a human. There were even large worms and insects there. She swore she had even saw a Pegasus strolling beside her. 

No one could see her. Feeling more confident in that fact, she removed her hands and tried to figure out where she had been at. This was nowhere near her home. Sera had gone to her old home for a vacation to see her family before she headed back to college. She had been sleeping in the same room with her sister, when she fell.

She walked down the road, passing others as she walked. Around her on the sides of the road were holes that seemed to have strange colors whirling through them. No one paid any attention to the holes. Trying to wrap her mind around what was happening, she accidentally felt a bump across someone.

If he hadn't been paying attention, it wouldn't have mattered much. The man wore a long white beard down to his waist, and he wore clothes resembling that of a wizard. 

Sera covered herself up as she felt him probing her now. He knew she was there.

He muttered something and laughed as he grabbed her wrist. He moved his grip down toward her hand. He yanked her away off the road and past the holes on the ground. She didn't know how to break free of his grasp, and at the same time, didn't know if she should. He was the only one who might be able to help her.

A small distance away, she saw a small two story cottage. He opened the door to it and scooted her inside.

Sera did not know to do as he forced her to take a seat. He placed a medallion around her neck.

“Oh. Breathtaking.” He cleared his throat. “What species are you?”

“Human,” Sera said. She looked down at herself and was shocked. The ground of the cottage was upon her. It was like a dress of her surroundings. She got off the seat and moved around. Every time she moved, the colors of the ground moved with her in the new dress.

“ A human is nothing, but this?” He gestured to her. “This will absolutely fetch a decent price.”

Sera scuttled away to a corner as she heard those words. “Price?”

“Humans are worth nothing alone. Paired with the magic this medallion has that their body cannot prevent, they are priceless.” He stepped toward her. “Magnificent.” He blinked his eyes. “I must remember you are actually a putrid human creature, not this adoring woman before me. My! I-I almost want to keep you instead of sell you. You're so gorgeous!”

Sera looked around herself. There was no way out of the tiny cottage. “I-I'm nothing valuable. I'm not even five foot four, there is someone better out there.”

“Of course there is but no human can pierce Lost and Found.” The wizard man wrapped his arm around her. “I don't see what you are talking about, I see the perfect woman. You are wearing the medallion of illusion. You will appear as the perfect female companion to anything not female. Beast or man, insect or crustacean, it doesn't matter! You are the perfect illusion. With nothing being seen of you to counteract it in this world, you are the perfect specimen. You will even hear and speak the same language, it's absolutely perfect. I can retire off of selling you.” He grabbed her chin roughly. “Or, I could be happy having you all for myself. Oh, decisions.”

Sera didn't know what to do. Staying there or being sold, neither one were options she liked. She needed to get back home! At least the medallion made her visible. Maybe she could find her way back now that she could ask others? If she could get away, then she might have a chance.

“Wizard Eldron!” A shout came from the front door. “You are late on your payment!”

One second of distraction, it was what she needed. As the door opened, she escaped the wizard and headed to it.

“By the hole of Flora, who are you?” The strange creature resembling a giant worm said as she ran past him. There was no time to chat, she needed to find a way out.

“Get her, that's my property!” She heard the wizard yell as she ran. 

This time when she ran into the crowds, a great sum of people stopped and stared at her. All of them had glazed over looks, like she had been the woman of their dreams.

Illusion. She wasn't what any of them were seeing, they saw their version of the perfect woman. “Can anyone help me find home?”

“I shall assist!” A large insect resembling a coachroach said to her. He towered over her, twenty feet high. “How could I not help such a large bellied female? It would be wrong.”

“She isn't large bellied, she has the perfect belly,” another creature said as he approached her. He reminded her more of a short hobgoblin. “Round on bottom, short on top.” He giggled. “Fancy meeting a goblin like you in a place like this.”

“No, I will help her.”

“No, me.”

“No, me!”

Sera watched as the men started fighting over her. Had the power of being a perfect woman made her so perfect they were willing to fight over taking her home? Somehow she doubted that. Each of them wanted more than that.

Hearing a couple shouts of pain and disagreement, she saw something like an elf leap off someone's head and land safely near her.

“Name's Dean, Lovely.” He grabbed her hand and kissed it. “I will gladly help you back to your home.” He scooted to the other side of her. “I don't recommend a woman such as you go with these men. They are more than likely sizing you up for dinner.”

Worms. Insects. An elf that had jumped on people's heads to make his way over to her. His eyes shined back at her the same way everyone else's did.

The elf was the safest option. He was about her size, and surely if the illusion faded, he wouldn't decide to eat her. Elves wouldn't eat humans, right? They almost appeared human except for some pointed ears on the top. “Okay.”

Groans and disappointment were heard all around her. The elf took off the small green cap he wore. He bowed before placing it back on. “I know these travel holes better than anyone. Which quadrant are you wanting to go to?”

“I don't know.”

“Dimension coordinates?”

“I don't know.”

“Well, that's a bit odd.” The elf winked at her. “Not many women such as you travel in Lost and Found. Your world's name?”

“Earth. In the Milky Way Galaxy,” Sera answered. “That's all I know.”

“Earth?” He scratched the top of his cap. “That's a planet, not a dimension. Okay, hmm. Anything in particular to select the right Earth?”

There was more than one Earth? “A sun revolves around it and it has a moon. The other planets are Jupiter, Neptune, and Mars? Does that help?”

“Not really. How did you even find your way to Lost and Found when you can't properly find the dimension you want to travel to?” He shook his head a moment, but then smiled back. “Well, I'll help you figure out which one. Come with me.” He held his hand out to her. “Holes close to Earth will be around quadrant four which require a few days trek.”

A few days were better than no way out. Sera took his hand and followed him closely. She felt so many eyes hounding her body as they moved. No one could stop looking at her. She was never anything next to model gorgeous, and she certainly didn't have the body for it. Yet while she felt what beautiful woman must have felt when men wanted them, she wished it hadn't been like that.

It was all an illusion and from the looks of some of their eyes, she now wondered if any of them would try and fight the elf for her. 

As for the elf, she didn't know his intentions either, but she had to start somewhere. 
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“I can't forget. If I do, then I can't warn people right.” Dominic finally spoke. It had been hours as he decided what to do. No one noticed him, not even Sera's sister who had come into the room twice. It was like he was invisible to the world and unable to penetrate it. 

“You'll know.” Boogeyman's voice echoed from below. “I am only taking Dominic's memories, not your time in other dimensions.”

“I wouldn't remember Cheryl.”

“No. I am taking every memory that you personally cherish.”

“Why? What possible reason could you want it all for?”

Boogeyman did not answer.

Dominic chewed on his nail. “I still have a chance to go home.”

“You know that's a lie. That is only lean hope that will never come.”

“I won't. I can't.” Dominic laid his head down. “Cheryl and Guyver.”

“Will have a life without you. You only have one purpose.”

“For how long?” Dominic questioned. “I will never agree to forever.”

“Hmm. You are thirteen now, almost out of my jurisdiction. It would be next to impossible to ever get them back.”

“How long?” Dominic asked again. “I want a chance to have them back.”

“Are you wanting a compromise?”

“Yes!” Dominic shouted. “I will never give them up forever. I would rather die in the apocalypse than lose my memories.” He wiped his eyes. “It's all I have.”

“Fine, Apocalypse Boy. When you turn nineteen, if you find a way back to my dark dimension, I will give them back. I have less need of them when you are a man. Oh, but children's memories? Every time they whimper in bed, I drain a little from them each night. Haven't you ever wondered why the average kid can't remember being two? Three? Have few memories at five? The younger, the better.”

“You want to drain all my memories for one big feast.”

“I won't have to scare for months on end as I savor your forgotten memories.”

Dominic closed his eyes. “You will give them back when I am nineteen?”

“I savor children's memories. They won't be anything to enjoy by that time, even memory power has an expiration date. I would have no need of them.”

There was no guarantee the Boogeyman would keep his word. Dominic didn't even know how he would find this dimension again. And nineteen? He only turned thirteen some . .  .well, he couldn't even keep track of days as easy anymore. Time seemed to blend together but nineteen would still have to feel so long. “I want it in writing.”

“Easily done.”

Beside Dominic a paper sprouted up along with a needle.

“Prick and sign.”

“A blood contract?”

“Devilish. Just my style.”

Dominic didn't grab the needle before reading the contract. “Nineteen. You promise to tell me my choice when I get older. My choice?”

“You may want to forget it. At that age, the way back won't be kind. I don't want men down here, so do you think I'd yank you down?”

“So my life might be in danger.”

“Or those you are with.”

Dominic shook his head. “I won't be with anyone. I'm alone. Forever.”

“Maybe, maybe not.”

Dominic looked at the paper. He always had to leave right away, how would he ever have a chance to have someone else with him? He continued to read. “If I get stuck, you'll bail me out? We didn't agree on that.”

“I want more than a decade of memories but I have some heart. I am not completely unreasonable, and I believe it will be harder for me to spook children if the apocalypse happens . So, until you turn sixteen, I will let you use the dream pathway. After that, forget it. Your smell will reak to me.”

“Then why not just help?” Dominic saw a slight way out. “You don't want the apocalypse to happen either.”

“I live in dreams. Human, animals, and even the undead. Everyone dreams. Make the deal or not, I can live with an apocalypse.”

Boogeyman wasn't going to give in. Dominic looked at the paper. A backup for help. He'd be able to continue on his journey. He would know that he could come back to fetch his memories although it wouldn't be easy. 

Dominic pricked his finger and watched his blood trickle down on the contract. 

He looked at the paper in front of him. “What is that?” He looked at his finger. It was bleeding.

“Apocalypse Boy, the deal is complete.”

“Apocalypse Boy?” He looked all around him. “Who said that? Who are you?” He screamed as he felt himself falling into a deep black hole.

“Keep the contract. Have fun, Apocalypse Boy.”

Apocalypse Boy landed with a thud on the ground. “Who's there? Where am I?”

“You will slowly gain experience. Don't expect to get the point across the first time you see her. Dreams or nightmares, people try to disprove their worth. It will not help that your novice ability will probably not even allow you to talk.”

“What do you mean? Dreams? Talk?” Apocalypse Boy looked around himself. “My name's Apocalypse Boy, but who am I?”

“When you are nineteen, you can find out. If you are willing to come back.”

“But who am I?!” Apocalypse Boy shouted again. “Who am I?”

“The messenger of the apocalypse. You'll remember as you meet the lovers. Now, go. I wish to be alone with my new rewards.”

Apocalypse Boy felt himself being shoved backward by a powerful force. He screamed as he headed downward.

“Are you alright?”

A soft voice greeted him. For a moment he seemed to enjoy the physical pain on his head. Almost like he hadn't felt real pain for some time. He rubbed his head and looked up at the voice.

Another person around his age was dressed in a light blue cloak, staring at him.

“He got you too?”

The voice was soft, feminine. He accepted her hand as she pulled him up. “Who are you?”

“I have never been designated a name, only a position. Often times I am confused and called Apocalypse Boy.” She looked toward him and lowered her cloak. Long blonde hair cascaded out of it. “I am known as Apocalypse Girl.”

Apocalypse Boy blinked. “Do you know who I am? I don't remember who I am.”

“You are in the Boogeyman's dimension.” She crossed her arms. “Usually I fade away after a few moments. I never receive any time to give detailed explanations.” She looked toward him. “It's nice to be able to have a decent conversation.” Her lips tugged upward. “Pleased to meet you.”

Apocalypse Boy nodded, fighting the urge to smile as he saw hers. “I have a deep feeling we were on a similar path. Boogeyman called me Apocalypse Boy. It sounds familiar.” He rubbed his shoulder. “So, what are you doing here?”

“I told Boogeyman about his fate and he didn't care to hear it so he threw me in this black pit of nothingness,” she said. “Some people take the fact they have a star-crossed love hard.” Her eyes looked above him and followed a piece of paper that fell to the ground. “Yours?”

Apocalypse Boy stared at the paper and picked it up “It's a contract.” His mouth dropped. “Nineteen?”

Apocalypse Girl looked at the paper next to him. “You made a deal with the Boogeyman.” She touched the contract. “Nothing important though, only memories.”

“Not important?” Apocalypse Boy looked at her like she had grown another head. “I don't know who I am. How is that not important?”

“You were chosen to be the seer of the apocalypse. You warn the destined lovers, while I warn the star-crossed. You are the boy, and I am the girl. This is all we need to know.” She shrugged. 

“You might feel differently if you actually forgot,” Apocalypse Boy said. “What am I supposed to do?”

“You have an inherit sense, no matter what happens, to warn the ones who need to be warned. You don't need memories.” Apocalypse Girl touched his cheek. "It's not like our lives are worth remembering. We are raised to be obedient and to study the dimension gaps and different ways of travel.” She gestured to her head. “All the hours of studying and training is still up here.”

“Moms and dads though?” Apocalypse Boy asked her. “And...sisters?” Sisters. He found himself dwelling on that word.

“They are of no matter. Your normal life was sacrificed to become the other seer. I have no recollection of family.”

Was it the same for him? “Apocalypse Girl, maybe we should stick together?”

“That's impossible. You have a task and you must do it. The Apocalypse Boy warns the destined lovers of other dimensions. The Apocalypse Girl warns the star-crossed lovers of the same dimensions. While some create those who stop it, others create what can start it.” She turned her head away. “I should not be so conversational with you, we are not meant to even cross paths.”

“But you know so much.”

“Follow your instincts.” She looked above her. “Boogeyman, you must face the fact! It has been foretold. Keeping me here will not make things easier.”

“Nothing . . .can prevent me from seeing her. I know that nothing is possible, but I will continue to see her.”

“Let me go, and I will let you have the barren syrum.”

“No. Figure it out yourself.”

“That Boogeyman.” Apocalypse Girl looked toward Apocalypse Boy. “He must have thrown you down for a reason. According to the contract, he is even willing to help you. You must know a way out of here.”

“Dreams,” the Boogeyman said above them. “When she sleeps. If you want out you miserable cur, you must follow him.”

She turned back to look toward Apocalypse Boy. “Fine, for the moment, we shall travel together. What do you remember of dream walking?”

“Dream walking?” Apocalypse Boy shook his head. 

“Some inner instinct about what you have studied? Nothing?”

“Not really."

“Who are you? How can you not even know something so simple?” Apocalypse Girl began to walk away. “Come with me, Forgetful Boy. It will not be as easy as you imagine.”

Great, now he was Forgetful Boy. He tried to keep up as she navigated the thick black darkness around them.
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Game World Part 1: DIMENSION: GAME WORLD
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Was it life? Was it death?

Which reality was mine.

Resting in a hospital bed, my eyes lazily focused on the loose skin of my hand. I was dying. My family is around me, visiting me before I leave this world. The doctors said I have only a few more days to live. At least, that's what my daughter had said. I couldn't hear them that well.

Yet, this reality . . . it wasn't mine. 

Because when I fall asleep, I return somewhere else. To a dense forest as a young woman, walking. I will forget who I am, and simply move forward. I don't remember who I am until I wake up again. I've told my daughter before, but she assures me it's just a dream. I'm dying and on heavy medication. I guess it should be expected.

Oh well. There is no way to stop it . . .

***
[image: image]


I don't know who I had been. I didn't even know my name. All I knew, is that I was here. Around me is nothing but wilderness. I have walked several days, and still, nothing but wilderness. I didn't remember myself, but I remembered my language. I remembered my world. I remembered malls, shopping, ice cream, and other conveniences. 

None of it was around me though. I continued to walk, not knowing what else to do. Parents? Family? Children? Who did I have? I looked around myself. This could not be my reality. Something would seem familiar, be familiar. Had I been abducted? Sent back into time? Where was I?

Ahead in the distance, I heard a strange sound. It was something in the brush. An animal? “Hello?” I had not run across any animals before. Another strange thing. The wilderness should have birds chirping in the distance, sounds of something. That sound from the brush was the first I had heard. My instinct had been to say hello, but maybe I shouldn't have. I backed up slightly, thinking more.

Out of the brush came a man. He looked to be in his thirties. He didn't look like the average office worker, he was built to survive out in that wilderness. 

Nice to fantasize about for a romance novel. Not nice to meet in the middle of a wilderness with no animals. I held up my hands showing I wasn't a threat. Or at least, not going to pose one. I wouldn't last two seconds. He stared at me, never saying a word. He approached me closer. He looked down from my feet to my face. My breath was rapid, I didn't know if he was going to kill me or kiss me. 

His eyes angled at me. He couldn't seem to decide whether I was an enemy or not. Ouch! He grabbed my hair roughly, yanking it. Jerk. I yelled, but it was instinctive from the pain. He stopped right away and jerked back from me.

This was not a typical man. I almost thought he was some kind of guy raised in the jungle, except he did wear clothes. The clothes were grimy, a thin muscle shirt and a pair of shorts. He also wore shoes. That meant that he couldn't have been raised out here.

“Please don't hurt me.” I knew pleading wouldn't make any difference, he would either hurt me or not. Maybe though, if he were a little unstable in the head, a plea would help. “I'm not here to hurt you. I-I don't even know where I am.”

He stared at me again. This time when he touched me, he poked at my cheek. Nothing romantic or mean, just more observant. Then he poked at my breast. That made me jerk back and him. 

“Lost?” He spoke to me. “Enemy? Trick.” He looked around us, suddenly on alert.

Enemy?  “No, I'm not an enemy. Look at me, I-I couldn't hurt you if I wanted to.” I held my hands toward him in surrender again.

“Person.” He circled around me while I remained still. “Real person.”

Call it a hunch, but I was sure he didn't have much vocabulary skill. 

“Where did you come from?” He asked. 

Then again, that was perfect english. I pointed to myself. “I came from somewhere else. I came from a world with shops, hospitals, and movie theaters. Modern.”

“Modern.” He snorted. He shook his head. “No, not again.” 

I watched him take off into the trees. The strange man was gone. At least I knew, somewhere out there, there were other people. Although the idea didn't exactly settle me. What if the next person I met didn't run off? I heard a sound through the brush again.

He hadn't left. He was watching me. Tracking me. I began to walk again, going farther. I couldn't tell him to leave me alone, it might upset him. I pretended he wasn't there as I felt my way. Out here somewhere, there must be some kind of civilization. He got those clothes from somewhere and it wasn't a jungle.

My feet were beginning to hurt, so I sat down on a rock. It didn't matter how much ground I ever covered, it's not like I knew where I had even been going. I took off my shoes and knocked the dirt out of them. I wore a red dress with a large rose barrette in my hair. The rose bugged me to no end, but not knowing who I was, I didn't know who gave it to me. I would feel awful if my memory came back and found it was a parting gift from someone. The barrette, the dress, and the shoes on my feet were all I had when I woke up in this strange reality.

Then, another sound. A growl, there was a growl. It wasn't the man from before. In fact, the growl didn't even sound human. I felt my legs become weak. I quickly shoved my shoes back on before I began to run.

Not again. Not another one. I had already dealt with one. She was small, so small. Lydia. A small human, a 'girl'. Girls didn't exist in this world. I shouldn't even exist in this world. 

No. No, after her tragedy I swore no more hitchhikers. Then came Donald. Clueless guy, no hair, and he still met a similar fate. I couldn't help these strangers. I shouldn't even try. 

Taking them with me, it accomplished nothing. At least in the beginning, there was nothing. If I cared about this girl, then I should take her back to the beginning. Maybe I could tell her that she should stay put? 

Yeah, right. Lydia and Donald didn't want to build their life in one spot. They talked about food, loneliness, and shelter. What did they want from me? To take them with me. Useless, all useless. Donald only lasted five days anyhow.

But Lydia. Lydia was five when she arrived. We spent two years together before I lost her. Forever. No, I couldn't. I couldn't do it. The lady had a chance as long as I stayed out of the way. 

No, I refuse. Uh oh. A monger is coming toward her. No, no. Don't move. But I can't just let her die! Damn it, I never learn. I went out behind her and shoved a stick in its gaping teeth. She just stood still, frozen in fear. There was no time to deal with that. I grabbed her hand and made her move. We ran through the woods fast enough to lose the monger. She was clearly not used to the environment, her top speed was horrible. 

This monger was a juvenile, which saved her life. I couldn't have ran from an adult with her. When we finally stopped, she immediately gasped for breath, leaning against a tree. 

“What was that thing?!” She screamed.

Oh yeah, let's shout. That will help. She would be not only a talker, but a shouter. “Monger.”

“Monger? More like a monster,” she said as she bent down and rubbed her feet. “Thank you for saving me.”

Like I hadn't heard that phrase before. I better leave. She would be fine for maybe a couple of hours. What happens when I'm not present though, it's easier to let these strangers go.

“My name is Sasha,” she said. “What's yours?”

Great, now I have a name to the face. It would be even harder to leave now. “Spenca.”

“Spenca. Interesting name.” She approached closer. A smarter one than Donald, she must have already sensed that I was the only one to save her life. Damn. “You didn't seem surprised to meet that monster. Have you dealt with others?”

I should lie but she'd probably know. “Yes, many.”

“Many?Around here?”

“Yes.”

“Many?”

“Yes.” Leave, leave, leave. I needed to leave. I slowly walked away, but Sasha called to me again.

“Spenca? Do you think I could travel with you?”

Oh, damn. Lydia, Donald, and now a third. “You will die faster with me.”

“Something tells me that's the opposite of the truth,” Sasha said. “Spenca, I won't annoy you. I just...I want to live, and if more of those things are out there―”

“They are. Not a good idea.” I rubbed the sweat off my head. I was talking too much now, I could feel it on my throat. I'd better say one long sentence and end this talk. “I will let you live somewhere safe.”

“Live somewhere safe?” She groaned. “I don't even know who I am.”

“Sasha.” I smelled lying.

“I thought attaching a name to myself would make me less forgettable if you up and left.” She stepped closer. “The truth is, I don't know who I was or who I am. I need help. I need to know where I am, how to live, and I hope how to eventually make it out.”

Hmm. I watched her eyes, looking for a weakness. I watched her body, waiting for signs of wavering. Lydia and Donald never had amnesia, and I hated to hear about how good things used to be when they could talk. About their family and friends. Houses, cars, and parents. Lamenting over life. 

If she had amnesia. . .I shrugged. “Fine,” I agreed, “you lie, you are on own.” I turned around. We'd go toward the beginning. 

“We just came from that way,” the girl said, noticing the obvious. “Wouldn't it make more sense to go the other way?”

Absolutely clueless woman. They'd never get any goods if they didn't keep moving.

Don't get me wrong, I was happy that someone was here to help, but I had encountered no monsters until I met Spenca. None. In the first five hours, he had fought over ten monsters. In the first five days, he had defeated over a hundred. 

A month later, I didn't even shiver when I saw one, Spenca would take it out fast. It was odd how it happened too. Most of them never just lied on the ground in blood. They fizzled away, dissolving as soon as they died. The ones that stayed solid, we ate. I asked about the difference, but Spenca never answered. In fact, he didn't speak. Ever.

If it hadn't been for our first meeting, I would think that he didn't have any kind of vocabulary skills. Every time I tried to ask about something, he'd either ignore me or give me an evil look for asking. He didn't like talking, humming or whistling. It wasn't until I could feel pain in my throat that I understood.

His English was fine, but each day, talking became harder. I started to average out, I could speak about twenty five words without pain. Anything after that, I would get a severe throat ache. Something out here in the air, it kept us from talking much. Probably created to keep us from communicating with each other.

He never looked back to see if I was behind him. Not unless we were running from some kind of enemy he couldn't defeat easily. The longer more elongated lizards we usually ran from. He'd fought them a couple of times, but he was always wiped out before they dissolved away. The chunkier ones that were lower towards the ground were the easiest for him to take out. There were several different kinds of monsters we'd ran into. I thought I'd seen all of them, then yesterday I saw one that was fifty feet tall and I only noticed it when I felt rain (which turned out to be it's dribble.)

It had been more than a month now, and I knew nothing more about this world than I did before. I knew nothing more about my real name. Ever since I came up with the name Sasha, I just started using it when I talked inside my own head. It was a name, and with a name. . .at least I felt a little civilized. 

Even though I didn't speak with Spenca though, I felt an odd closeness over time. He would look more behind him at times, and sometimes he helped me get across larger ledges. It may have been because it would take awhile, but I wanted to believe that he at least cared a little. 

I had always hoped that maybe one day he would speak to me of his own accord. He hardly used any words, I guess, to ease the pain from the lack of communication. Still I wish he could explain this new world of ours in twenty five words or less. That knowledge didn't come though, not until the day we hit the edge. It was the oddest thing. Did this even exist? How could it?

Over the lush green earth, less than a foot away, was solid ice and snow. It looked like the north pole parked right next to the Amazon forest. “Spenca?” My first words in days, but if I was about to travel across that, then I needed to know some things.

“Next level,” he answered me. Next level? He reached over on the side of the ledge and pulled out a bag. Out of the bag, he pulled out a large overcoat and winter wear. Two outfits. One for his behemoth size and a more petite one. 

That looked like it fit me. Was this the mystery of the clothes? Why would it be hanging off the edge in a bag? He handed me the petite outfit and began to get undressed. I quickly turned away, but I doubted he cared if I saw him get dressed. After he put on the outfit, he gestured to me.

Yeah, right. I circled my hands around, signaling him to turn around. He wasn't getting a free show. He turned around for a minute and I worked fast at taking the dress off and putting the outfit on. It was thick and heavy. I grabbed my barrette and shoved it into one of the pockets in the coat. I doubted I could drag the dress along with me forever. I held it in my arms and he must have sensed I was ready.

We each followed a narrow path down and the weather became bolder. When we hit the ground, I heard the crush of snow beneath my feet. Looking around, I would have never guessed that right behind me was lush wilderness. There was nothing but freezing snow blowing around us. There was no end in sight, just hills and hills of cold. 

Spenca pressed onward, but this wasn't right to me. We were going to march across a frozen tundra, a new 'level' as he put it? “Spenca?” I called out to him. He turned around to look at me. I would have to communicate with as little words wasted as I could if I wanted dialogue. “What mean level? How know clothes here?”

I expected a groan, or maybe turning his back and ignoring me until I asked again. This time he surprised me. He came over closer so that I could hear him over the winds. “Levels are climate changes. End level, always clothes.”

I wanted to know more, but communication was so hard. He explained what he could. I wonder why he called it a level though? It reminded me more of a video game. In fact, the more I think about it. Monsters. Obstacles. Different climates. It almost did have a sensation like someone was pulling the strings. There were clothes out here, fit for me and Spenca. No one else.

Someone knew we were here and gave us clothes at the end of a level. Someone knew about us. Were they helping us, or were they some large dictator watching us play with our lives? Instead of answers to my questions, all it did was raise more answers.

I still knew little about how long Spenca had been here. He had finally spoken to me, and I didn't want to push, but it would be nice knowing how far I could get with him. “Spenca?”

A small groan this time. He looked back toward me. He didn't approach me this time. I shouldn't have pushed, but I wanted to know. I had been warned in the beginning if I pushed him too far, he would up and leave me. After traveling so long with him and seeing what he was capable of? I don't think he could leave me long, but he could stop and take a breather away for a couple of hours. Then come back and find my bones somewhere.

No, save it for another day. I had his attention, so I had better make it count. Looking around myself, I saw a strange white tower. A tower? I pointed at it.

His attitude eased up and he pointed to it too. I nodded and he nodded before going onward. I guess we were heading to that tower. A man made object that was covered in snow. The first man made object I had seen yet.

On our way there, only some light monsters came out. Spenca barely tussled with them, and many times we simply walked past them. They seemed to understand that if they fought, they would be killed. We approached the bottom of the tower. The monsters increased, as well as the obstacles. We had to find ways across thin ice. Icicles were being shot from above by monsters Spenca couldn't reach.  It wasn't a fun time at all. Then, once we reached the top, we both looked out.

Spenca had little reaction, but I felt my stomach drop. Nothing but snow. Nothing but a cold winter. How were we even going to find food? Before, I had found fruit trees. Food wasn't hard. Rivers were easy to locate. Wood to boil water, that was easy too. I had been weak from no protein at first, but I had adapted. It was much easier once I traveled with Spenca. Although most of the monsters dissolved away, the smaller ones remained and we ate them.

However, I trusted Spenca. He must know something that I didn't. I had to trust that he knew where to find food and shelter. Would this tower be our shelter for the night? Was there food hiding someplace within it? 

He bent down by the tower and grabbed another bag. He lifted it up. Instead of clothes, it was food. Oh yes, he knew something alright. Inside, there was... “turkey?” I was so surprised that I actually spoke out loud. I couldn't help myself. It was all wrapped up like a picnic meal. Turkey sandwiches wrapped in little baggies along with some fruit and bottles of water. 

The sight should have made me happy, but it didn't. Someone was out there, with access to modern convenience, and only giving us what they deemed fit. I grabbed a sandwich and bitterly bit into it. Dry, of course, but at least I wasn't eating monster for once.

“Survivor mode.” Spenca spoke. “All food, next level. Conserve.”

I just looked back at him. Was this a joke? This little bag was supposed to get us through the level? We were in the other one for over a month! We couldn't eat this for a month. How we could even survive out there would amaze me. Heeding his warning, I only ate one sandwich and I had some fruit that he split with me. As it got darker, I felt the cold even more. There were no dry branches to keep warm, just the tower itself which had to do. Spenca left my side a minute, knife in hand. He came back up with one of the smaller monsters that had already been killed. He threw it on the ground and skinned it. 

Great. Gut blankets, just what I wanted. Still, even with these clothes, the weather was getting awfully cold. Very cold. I found myself shivering. Spenca repeated the process many more times until we had plenty of the furry dead monsters skins. 

It wasn't a fantastic job, Spenca was no tailor. This was for survival. Still, he kept the gut side facing down. There was no stitching anything together, but at this rate, I didn't care. I got on the skins without being asked. The air was so cold, I felt almost naked. I had never been to Antarctica, but I have a sneaky suspicion this was similar to it. I couldn't feel my feet or my hands anymore. Spenca moved in right beside me. He moved extremely close and pointed toward the cliff. He wanted me to look the other way. 

I turned and he spooned me. I felt the warmth of the furry skin all around my body, and the warmth of him behind me. I could feel his muscular chest behind me. Wow. Spenca had always acted like some stereotypical hero. Slaying monsters, barely talking, and looking like a god. But, oh, if only we could use the art of conversation. It would be so nice to get to know him. Where had he been from and what was he like before he came here? Obviously he hadn't just arrived. Not with the way he understood everything worked. 

Oh, man, she was warm. Her presence since I picked her up a month ago was anything but annoying. She was more like Lydia. Alive and fresh. Except, she was older. Probably close to my age. What had my age been by now I wonder? There was no way to keep track of time unless I wanted to count the sun setting three hundred and sixty five times. It wasn't worth it, better things to keep track of. Like living.

Women like her? I hadn't met one like her in this game world. Only Lydia, but she was only a girl. A small little girl. Getting along with Lydia was easy. Donald, he was an annoying piece of work. Poor schmuck refused to listen to me. 

Sasha though? She figured it out fast. The more you spoke in the beginning, the less you'd be able to talk as time went by. I could only speak about five words before I could feel pain, but she could go at least twenty. Donald and Lydia wanted to talk all day, and neither of them had the ability to speak by the end of the week. Truth though . . .I probably wouldn't mind talking more to her if I could.

I know at the end of the last level, that she wanted to ask me something else. Probably about me, but I was pushing it enough. Besides, it had been so long since I held decent conversations. What if I were boring? I haven't had anyone to practice with for some time. Plus, neither of us had many words to work with.

Lydia was five when we met, so I wasn't concerned about proper language. Sasha wasn't five though. Not her looks, and not her language. The more I didn't connect, the better impression I gave that I was equal to her.

But I came nowhere near her. Not with how long I had been here. Maybe I should try talking to her? Oh, but what if it sets her off and she talked endlessly to me? The less we talked out in the open, the less mongers, tripoids, and the like could hear us. I could speak quietly to her though.

Why had I even started thinking about this? Sleep, I needed sleep. I had to get her past this level, alive. I cared too much for Sasha and I didn't want to lose her like the others. I held onto her a little tighter after she went to sleep. 

It would be kind of nice to have someone like her beside me forever here. Never to be lonely again. People in other worlds, they had so many choices. I had none, except Sasha. Kind, smart, and incredibly sexy. I could just . . .ugh, this was distracting me again.

Sleep. That is what I needed to do. Enjoy the moment, but think about the future. This wasn't healthy to imagine. For all I know, I could lose her tomorrow. Just, sleep.
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“So you were dropped here, huh?” Dean asked as he spoke to Sera. A gorgeous elf if he had ever seen one. Every ounce of her was perfect, there was not a single flaw about her body anywhere. She even had firm tips on her ears, but not too firm. Everything was so right. Not only that, but a woman such as her should be with high elves, and never leave their dimension. She shouldn't be fraternizing with someone like him. Yet, there she was, in the flesh.

Not only that, but she didn't belittle him or his status. She was quiet but pleasant. She walked proudly beside him, not shirking to the side as if embarrassed to be seen by him. “Yes,” she answered firmly. “I can't tell you much more. One minute I'm in my dimension, the next I'm out of it.”

“Sounds like you got caught in a timehole. Dimension breaking apart?” he asked her. “Shame. Now, Lost and Found, it was meant to be like this. When everything breaks, this will be the last place standing.” He gestured toward a hole along the road. “See all these holes? You can jump in one, and you'll end up in a completely other dimension. The Lost and Found is the best way to travel when jumping from one to the other. It will be some time though before we reach quadrant four.”

“So, this is like a super highway of dimensions?” Sera asked as she looked closer at the holes. “I've never heard of such a thing.”

“Never? Odd, everyone should know about Lost and Found.” He shrugged. “Every creature travels it. Well, everyone except humans and such. They have no magic, there's no way to get inside.”

“But I'm human,” Sera disagreed.

Dean laughed like it was a joke.

“No, I am,” Sera said again. “I'm trying to find my way back home, it's why I need to go to Earth.”

“Sure.” Dean nodded, but still didn't believe her. Humans had round ears, and they could never be half as beautiful as she had been. “Anyway, until we reach the quadrant four holes, why not tell me about yourself? What position did you hold?”

“I was training to be a teacher. I was gone for break,” Sera answered. 

“A teacher? How could a woman such as you be something so . . .basic?” Dean couldn't believe his ears. Look at her! She should have been treated like royalty. 

“It may not make as much as some other professions, but I enjoy teaching.” Sera felt offended. “Teachers are important.”

“Yes, but you?” Dean grabbed her hand. “You have the looks of not only a goddess, but the kindness of one.” The chances he could ever meet someone like her were astronomical so he would not be stupid. A few days more. With her by his side, if he proved himself as brave as a suitor she ran across? Maybe he could make her his. He had to. Every time he looked at her, he felt himself falling more for her.

The sweet blushing that now tinged her face from his comment didn't help the situation. Oh, what he wouldn't give to wrap her in his arms tightly and make her his, forever. The sweet dress that took the color of the road they walked on made her even more magnficence. A dress he enjoyed watching change, but one he wished he could take off at the same time.

To see her pure form beneath. What a dream that would be. 

Dean was not a high elf, but he was far from a lowly one either. When it came to fighting, there was none better. He was fairly good at archery too, but he could defend his goddess from anyone wanting to take her. 

He knew what made a suitable mate to elves like her. If he could prove his valor, she'd forget about her travels and stay with him. He'd protect her, he'd love her, and she could even bear more elves later on if she wanted to. He preferred to travel, but if his goddess wanted children, he would find a steady home for her. Anything for her.

His goddess yawned. Even the way she yawned was extravagant. “How long have we been walking, Dean?”

“For some time. Do you need another break?” He sheltered his eyes from the sun, judging it. “The first sun will be leaving soon. It will soon be cold and completely dark for three hours before the next sun comes into existence.”

“So should we rest?” she asked.

“Yes.” Yes! Dean took off his bag and set out his blankets. This was the roughest part of travel, the cold. It even had the potential to freeze some of the lesser beings who couldn't hold their own heated magic against themselves. The cold shouldn't be much of a problem for her, but the closer he could snuggle up with her, the better. “Start creating some warmth from within. The sun will leave us only in the cold.”

“Warmth from within?” Sera sat down on the ground, grabbing part of the covers. “Dean, I'm human, I can't create warmth.”

Maybe she konked her head? It would be a reasonable guess why she believed she was a lowly human. “Then I will have to create heat for us.” A blessing in disguise, now she'd have to cuddle next to him to stay warm. He held out his arms to her.

At first, she didn't accept it, but as it grew colder, she started to shiver. She moved into his arms, and cuddled up closer. “I'm f-freezing!”

“Then I will warm you while you sleep.” Oh, if only he could kiss her. He sniffed her hair and enjoyed the sensation of her so close to him. If only it had been a few nights ahead, he could really be warming up with her.

He couldn't push her though, not yet. After a few days, he'd get a chance to prove himself. Good things come to those who wait. She moaned in a pleasant manner beside his skin, and he could feel her own skin beginning to warm up. “Rest, Sera. Rest.” 
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“Spenca!”

She was too weak for survivor mode. I tried to pull her along as best I could. She had lasted for some time, but her stomach demanded more than mere sandwiches to survive. Whoever left the food for us, they forgot to factor in the fact she was a newbie into the food. I ate my count, and she ate hers, but I was more used to this life. How could someone make such a grave error?

She deserved the new person bonus. I couldn't pull her much farther, her body needed rest. I had no choice. I lifted her into my arms and began to ran. It had been three days, but I knew the way it worked. If I could just get over this last hill, before the sun set, we would either get more food or the next level.

In survivor mode, I never saw when the next level arrived. That was part of the surviving though, going as far as you could. Now I had an extra hundred some pounds in my arms, making it that much tougher.

“Sorry,” she whispered in my ear. She must have known this would slow me down. 

She actually felt compelled enough to talk to me. I should say something. Maybe 'okay' or 'fine', but that seemed rough. I had spent time with Sasha, I knew she wasn't an enemy, and she clearly was no trick. The amnesia, it was no lie either. She had never slipped up. She had gained my trust, and I really needed to start showing some kind of compassion toward her. A simple phrase, something that didn't sound so annoyed. Three words, I had to say three. “It's okay, Sasha.” 

Once we reached the hill, it was as I had predicted. The sun was shining over a new level. Sasha looked out with me, and then our eyes met. Survivor mode was over. I placed her down and she rested, her eyes closed with a relieved sigh.

“How?” She said as I looked around for the next bag. I looked back toward her, this time with patience. “Oh.” She looked around for the bag too, before asking me something else. “Monsters?”

“Partly,” I said to her. She had figured out the wildlife didn't like to hang out at the edges.

She nodded. I watched her swallow. Her voice was hurting more, probably from the harsh winter like weather. But, she wanted something bad enough. “When come?”

I understood. When did I get stuck in this place. “Elementary.” She'd know what that meant. 

We stopped talking, both of us had gone on too long. I distracted myself by feeling around the snow again. We couldn't move on until we got our bag. I refused to move on before I found that bag.

I felt a tap on my shoulder. Sasha was smiling at me and holding the bag. She'd found it. I took it and looked inside. Rope and climbing gear. We would be climbing. Climbing.

Damn the words now, I'd suffer. This needed to be said. “Never leave side. Ever!” I said roughly to her. She nodded. My attitude threw her off, but I needed her to know. She was not going to fall. Not her. Not this time. 

“Lose someone here?” she asked softly.

Too smart for her own good. That could lead to trouble. Smarts didn't help me save her. “Do as I say.”

“Who?”

I tied the rope around her waist. She moaned softly, but I needed to keep it tight. I wasn't going to lose her. When she said tight, I loosened it slightly. 

I would not lose her. Not her.

The beginning of the level had been easy. Easy opponents, but as we started to go up, I could see the problems coming up ahead of us. “No short wall.” She didn't answer, but she followed me up a longer wall. She followed me very closely, sensing I wasn't giving any freedom to her. We barely slept during the level, no more than three hours. I didn't trust the ground. The last day though, I saw it. Going down. We'd be heading to the next level. However, going down was tricky. I pointed out the jagged rocks, I double checked the ropes, and I did everything I could. But, Kharma. It hates me.

“Spenca!” Sasha yelled as the ground sunk beneath her. I quickly grabbed her hand. No, not again! Not Sasha, not her! I held onto her hand as hard as I could. Her feet were dangling with nothing to hold onto. I gripped her with all my might and pulled her back up so fast that I actually fell backward with her on top of me. 

“Grandma!”

A small voice yelled from across the room. I tried to open my eyes. Doctors surrounded me from all sides. Oh, yes. I remembered again. I was not a young girl with a strapping hero running through levels. I was an old seventy year old woman in my death bed at the hospital.

I always remembered when I came back, but never before. Never in the other world. I grabbed my daughter's hand. My mind was not that sharp at my age. I still didn't remember a lot about who I had been. But my daughter was there, all the time. So was my grandson. She was crying with a handkerchief.

“I was afraid this was it,” she cried as she gave me a deep hug. “I would have missed you so much!”

I couldn't speak. I didn't have the strength to anymore. She stroked my hair and kissed my cheek.

And then, I closed my eyes. But this time, I saw Spenca right beneath me.

And I remembered.

She got off, and didn't say another word. We got off the level quickly. I thought that maybe she wouldn't ask me anymore questions and started looking for the next bag.

“All this is?” she said beside me. “Die by monsters. Cold. Hunger. Falling. She sat down on the ground. 

I didn't answer. She could learn how to deal with the truth in her own way. No, there was no way out. All anyone could do was run. The other option was to stay in the beginning of a level and live your life out in that one area the rest of your life. That option wasn't for me. I had used it when I was smaller, and for some time after. 

“Do you ever believe this isn't real?”

My whole body shot back to look at her. She said a complete sentence, wasted everything, and for what question? Something was wrong.
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Confession time. “Amnesia gone.” His eyes were anything but kind as they glared at me. “Loop. Night. Remember now.” He squinted his eyes toward me. “Dying. Hospital. Seventy years.”

“This real,” he whispered to me. “We fight for life. How question?”

I could hear the pain in both our voices. We were overextending, and if we continued, we could lose our voices altogether, but I had to risk it. “Don't know where 'out here' is,” I said as I snapped my fingers. “Sterotypical hero, fighting video game creatures. This isn't real.”

“No.” He pointed his finger at me before coming closer to me. “Listen,” he whispered. “Not game. Guy fell, Lydia lava.”

My mind was ninety percent sure this wasn't real anymore. “Deleted from game.”

“Deleted?” His lip curled at me, his eyes became slits.

Oh no. Oh no, I didn't mean to be insensitive. I opened my mouth, but it was raw. If I kept pushing, I'd lose my voice. Two words, that was all I could manage. “Not real.” He backed away from me, and turned away walking. I walked behind him but he stopped and glared at me again. He had finally opened up about the ones he had cared for, and I had used the wrong word. He had believed that they had died. His eyes, they were so hurt.

How could this world not be real with those eyes? But, he must be an illusion himself. Everything around me, it was all one big illusion. If I jumped off a cliff then maybe it would end. Maybe I would stay back in the other world as the old woman dying. Or, maybe this was the next world after I died? 

I followed behind him but he no longer looked back. I had destroyed all the trust he had found in me, but if he was an illusion, then he was just a figment. Spenca was such a hero, too sculpted, and too perfect. He wasn't real. He couldn't be. This world, it couldn't be possible. The medication, maybe, it would be a good culprit. This was my imagination, all of it. Giving me one more round up until I went into the great beyond. 

Running with a handsome man, or dying in a hospital bed in safety. Both options were horrendous, but  Spenca always acted like it was only a matter of time before I was gone. He did what he could. 

You know, maybe he was real? Maybe I was in some sort of coma land and Spenca had been in a coma since he was a kid and would never come out of it? Then when his friends left, maybe it was because they woke up. 

The food was a great sign to point at. Who ate monsters, and why did it taste like fish? My imagination didn't make it taste like reptile, it tasted like fish. I had probably been fed intravenously, which would also explain how we made it through the survivor level.

Whatever it was, I shouldn't have treated Spenca like that. Whether he is real or not. My beliefs needed to be kept to myself. One day, I would cross over to the real world and stay there. Or, I would finally perish. I snapped my fingers toward him, a way we mostly communicated.
He growled back at me, but I continued. I didn't have enough to say anything else so I made a heart in the air for sorry. I thought that would be the end of it, but I must have really touched a sensitive spot on him. He was going through the jungle more roughly, and stepping louder than he should have. He was still-?!

I felt a deep pain in my right leg. I couldn't concentrate away from the pain. Was this it? Was I dying? I grabbed my heart to check but the pain remained behind my leg. Was it a clot? I looked toward Spenca and his face was right on me. I tried to get out words but all I could do was cry. The pain was too intense. I closed my eyes. Maybe this was it. I felt Spenca brush past me.

The pain remained but the pinch of it was gone. I opened my eyes and saw Spenca holding a snake monster. He was holding it by the head as it hissed. He cracked it's neck and threw it away. His eyes struggled to meet mine but I caught his meaning. I didn't imagine that. I thought to the other world, but that pain? It had been a bite. I looked at the back of my leg.

Seeing the leg damage, I almost fainted. I lost my balance, but Spenca must have been expecting it. The pain felt even worse now that I knew what had caused it. I had explained away all the nicks and scratches I had here as psychological pain. I hadn't seen the snake, and the pain hit me before I could have conjured something. That wasn't . . .this wasn't. . . .

Spenca helped me forward as I limped slightly. He grunted. “Learn, or die.”

I caught his look. The snake wasn't an accident. He let it attack me. He wouldn't deny it. I was a limping casualty because he didn't stop it. Maybe I wasn't as safe with him as I thought. I stopped leaning on him, putting pressure back down on the foot. He tried to regrab me, and I tried to push him away again, but the pain was too much.

I would have collapsed on the ground, but he wouldn't give in. He helped me move onto a rock. He had nothing to help with the pain so he ripped off some of his new clothes and wrapped it around my leg. It was a risky move. I couldn't move fast this way, but . . .I understood now. The fact that I had even thought about getting out of this crazy reality by jumping . . .now I felt nervous. If he hadn't done that . . .what if I had jumped? Later on, if I just thought 'screw the illusion'? This bite hurt, but now, I had doubts.

This reality could be real. It may seem bizarre, but it didn't feel fake. That pain, this limping. 

It was becoming real. Was I dying in a hospital bed or not? For the first time, I was dreading bed time. I didn't know if I belonged in that bed. If that wasn't my family standing around me and watching me die, then it was something else.

Spenca helped me through the dense forest as he could, if not more. Even though he knew what he was doing, he must have felt a degree of sympathy. He even gave me more of the food off the tree that he gathered instead of dividing it equally. I accepted his help. I didn't like what he did, but I had understood why he did it. 

Besides, I didn't want to be at odds with him. That night, I kept my eyes open. I didn't want to go to sleep. I didn't want to go back to that other reality. What if I died there? If I died there, would I die here? Spenca touched my forehead. I stared at him, wishing that he could help. 

“Every time?” he asked me. I nodded and he held my hand. “Rest.”

Easy for him to say. He didn't leave to another reality like I did. My body though, it couldn't be denied. It wasn't easy living out here, constantly moving. I needed rest. Concentrate. I told myself not to move, to stay here.

My mind however, never listened. When I opened my eyes, I was in the hospital bed again. The woman claiming to be my daughter was at my bedside still. She never went home. 

“Mother?” She sniffled and touched my forehead again. “How are you? The doctors said the drugs are getting stronger, and they can't give too much more.”

I'm not here. I'm not old. I needed to remember that. I swore I felt her hand though. No, it's psychological. The grandkids had moved to my left side, and one of them tried to speak. This was new. So far, only the woman who should be my daughter really said anything. I waited for him to speak, but nothing came out. There must have been too much grief.

“Hello Mrs. Spenca, how are you today?” A doctor said cheerily as he opened the door to my room. “Getting plenty of rest?” While he left his stethoscope on my chest, I thought about his words. Mrs. Spenca? Spenca.

No, no. That snake bite, that pain was real! I did not conjure up Spenca. 

“We are going to add just a tad more to take off the pain. That blood clot didn't help I bet,” he said, gesturing to my injured leg. “It will be fine though.”

“No.” I gasped for air, finding it harder to breathe, but the vocal pain was gone. I could speak again. “This world isn't real. The other one is, it's the real reality.”

“Oh, doctor.” The woman claiming to be my daughter approached him. “She goes into such long delusions when she sleeps. About another world and some brave man with her.”

The doctor chuckled and looked toward me. “That sounds like a nice reality.” He escorted the woman out of my room, probably to talk about my 'fantasy reality'. But it wasn't a fantasy. That pain wasn't a blood clot, it was a bite. I struggled to move my leg. If I could turn around and see the truth, I'd feel so much better. It was a bite. My last name wasn't Spenca. None of this was real.

My granddaughter touched my forehead soothingly while my grandson continued to try and speak. When he did, it wasn't much. It was a word, a jumbled word, but I couldn't make it out.

I tried to hold onto it, but the medication was making me woozier . . . I just . . .

I awoke in Spenca's arms. I was relieved to see his face. He touched mine, rubbing away the sweat.  “Screaming.” He wrapped me up in a firm hug.

Screaming. Why had I been screaming? I didn't remember screaming. Come to think of it, everything past trying to see the bite on the leg had been a blur.

Spenca gently grabbed the sides of my head and concentrated on my eyes. “This real.” He lightly touched his head with mine. “How I battle?”

“You can't,” I whispered. I took my own chance and touched his face. “I have to.” 

He pulled me closer into his arms.

“It's normal. No monsters. People,” I reasoned. “My last name is Spenca.”

Spenca turned his head slightly away. “Trick.” He laid me back down gently. I knew I was blushing, my cheeks had felt so warm. He was being so delicate, more gentle than I thought he could ever be.

These dreams, I had to find a way inside. If she ever believed this world wasn't real and she jumped? It's what they wanted. Whoever controlled this world, they were messing with her mind. Sasha was no seventy year old woman. She had been fine during the day, it wasn't until she started remembering these dreams that things got complicated. 

I won't lose her. I know that I must have really been overbearing over the cliffs, but I couldn't lose her. I . . .it was more than just another human. I wanted her to stay with me, and not for safety. Even if a bunch of people ever showed up, she's the only one I wanted to travel with. She made my heart pound and when I felt compelled enough to hold her hand, I enjoyed it every time.

I felt like crap about letting her get hurt by the monger but it was the only way to save her that I could think of. These dreams though, they were powerful. I stared into her eyes, ready to try something new. “Sleep. I'll stay up.”

“On top?” she asked.

Oh, yeah. My mind was always slightly unfocused when it came to her. I got off of her, but stayed beside her. “You cry, I wake you.” 

“Mongers,” she said randomly. At first, I looked around, but I saw nothing. “You name?”

“No.” She was looking for reasoning. This was the first time I was going to to attempt to tell her my story. A part of me wanted to forget it, but she had been with me for some time. She deserved to know. I grabbed a piece of stick in the dirt and drew a stick figure. “Man before taught.” Then, I scribbled out the figure and put a question mark above his head, showing that he disappeared. She placed her head on my shoulder, showing how sorry she had been. 

Talking, in a way, we were talking. I wanted to draw more for her, but it was getting late. She had to return back to sleep. I just hope that this works. I held her hand. “Feel?” She nodded. “Never leave.”

She nodded once more and closed her eyes. I watched her several minutes to hear her breathing level off. She was asleep. I gently squeezed her hand. Mine were so big and rough, but hers were so small and gentle. Why did this nightmare have to consume her? All I could do to help was hold a hand. I couldn't fight it off like I did everything else. It was all up to her.

She moaned and squeezed my hand. I squeezed tighter. I heard her yell, and grabbed her closer. She wouldn't wake up. I grunted to her. No answer. I waited until she screamed. She opened her eyes and looked at me. Her stare was penetrating like she had seen a ghost.

“Died,” she said sadly. She covered her face. I gave her some time to reason with her emotions. 

“Lie is dead,” I answered to her. “Truth, alive.”

Her mind was confused again though, I could see it. I lied back down and waited until she was ready to lie back down herself. It took several minutes before she was ready to go back to sleep. When she was, there was no moaning or yelling. Just a peaceful sleep. I closed my eyes and relaxed, almost falling asleep myself when she asked me a new question.

“Dream?”

What do I dream of? A better time. I dream of the life I could have had. Sleep is escape from this place, and I wish I could do it more often. “Just, old life.”

“Wish had old life.” She hugged herself, seeking self comfort inside.  I watched a tear begin to fall down her cheek. 

I wanted to say something to comfort her but I overdid my limit enough. All I had left was, maybe...”Sasha, sorry.”

“Name dead,” she interrupted me. “Me, miss Random Toy.”

I didn't want to call her Random Toy. True, she was right, we were obviously toys to some greater thing. However, she wasn't random to me. She was special. Telling her that though. I don't know. We were getting too close, too fast. “No.”

I shouldn't. Well, maybe I should. She had lost that other world and there was nothing for her to look forward to here. I didn't want to dredge up her past, something she couldn't remember. But, she wasn't asking for the moon. Just a name. I pulled over the bag that had a few of our clothes in it. Inside of it was a rose barrette. I didn't want to unfold the clothes, so I handed it to her, pointing beneath the flap.

She looked. “Shasta.” Her eyes didn't leave it. “Mine?”

All of the rewards given to us, every piece of clothing we had. They had our names on them. I reached over and moved the tags around on two of the clothes, careful not to unfold. I showed her the name Spenca on one of my shirts, and I showed her Shasta on one of hers. They were always stitched in the color of the fabric. Camouflaged as nothing special, but always there. “Yours.”

“Sasha. Shasta.” She muttered both names with unease. “Familiar.” Her eyes darted toward me. “You knew? You knew.” She wasn't backing down. “You knew!”

She had always backed down before toward me. Most likely because she had thought I would leave her behind, but that fear had left her. She knew I cared. I shared too much, I showed too much compassion. I was going from silent hero to awkward creep who knew how to fight.

I didn't speak to her anymore, hoping that would end it.

It didn't. “Bite hurts, but heals. Names, don't.” She turned the other way. 

We were both going to have powerfully sore throats, maybe even lose the ability to speak, but it needed said. “Name changes nothing. You still exist world mongers.'

“Need companion,” she said, sneering. “Hid name, so stay.”

“Not fault, never see clothes.” That seemed to shut her up for now. “You angry. Reality. Mongers. Loneliness.” I gestured my finger between her and me, signaling we were the only two, and then I pulled my arm out fast. Signaling we shouldn't fight anymore. My throat couldn't take it, she couldn't take it, and we were not going to communicate a physical fight. I would not fight her.

She crossed her arms. She looked toward me and then turned away from me. I thought the battle was over but I heard her crying. Damn, damn, damn! I tried to hide my sigh.

Oh. I turned away a moment, trying to think what to do. On the playground, I had pulled a girl's hair once. She cried and the teacher said I had to apologize. But, that's what I did as a kid. Did grown ups in the other world apologize openly? I had to say something. Was 'sorry' good enough?

I thought back to the time I left. My parents. They would argue but makeup. Dad would pull up, knock on the door, and have flowers, chocolates or some kind of jewelry for her. He never said sorry, and neither did she. She cried on him and they kissed. I didn't have any of those kinds of things to give. About the closest I had was maybe a flower. I would have to leave her open for an attack though.

I had been trained to wake up at the slightest sound. She hadn't been. I tapped my fingers on the floor, trying to think. All I had was the basic know-how. I turned around toward her and mouthed sorry. It didn't feel right enough though, and she didn't move. I needed something. I looked around us. There was a weed growing beside us. It was purple and spread like wild fire in the shape of bells. I'd seen them around more than once, but it was all I had. I picked it and reached over to the side of her. “I am sorry.” I repeated as I dropped the purple weed. If she didn't accept it, then I had nothing left to give.

I watched her slowly pick it up. She sniffed it slightly and twirled the small weed in her hand. She wiped her nose and shuffled around into a sitting position. She stared at the flower as she twirled it.  

She wasn't arguing anymore, but she wasn't looking at me yet. Thin ice. I gulped. I touched her hand, hoping that would be enough. She finally lifted her gaze to me and gave a haphazard, lazy nod. 

We both laid back down. Shasta knew her real name, and I learned a lesson. Never hide anything I learn about her, no matter how small. 

She fell asleep once more, and hopefully she would be refreshed by morning.

“Dream. Dream.”

My grandson. His hair was turning an odd shade of blonde instead of the brown it had been before.

“Concentrate.” My granddaughter looked sternly at her brother.

“Not dying,” he managed to choke out. “Not real.”

“No one wants this to be real,” the woman who should have been my daughter spoke. She looked at me with loving eyes. “We've all grown to accept it though. I love you, mom.”

Her eyes. They were so alive and loving, but my grandson grabbed my hand again.

“This is the dream!” he shouted in my ear. “You must be with Spenca!”

Spenca? He didn't refer to it as a last name. At that moment, I began to see my daughter begin to fade slightly. My room seemed almost to fade too. Everything faded except my grandchildren. 

“To save the other worlds, you must be with your destined lover, Spenca.” Her granddaughter had less trouble speaking. “Until you accept this as fact, you will be doomed to live out this nightmare, and we will be forced to stay here with you too. It's time to move on.”

What? These weren't normal words. Looking closely at their clothing, I could see the girl was wearing some kind of odd cloak. Why had I never noticed it before? “You are not a part of my dream.”

“We are dreamwalking,” the girl said to me. “We are not the only things that are false.” 

The reality of my dreams were crashing everything around me. I heard alarms sounding off in the distance, and the room became red. “It is fake!” I cried toward them. “How do I get back home?!”

“Your home. . .” the boy was trying to speak again. “ . . .is gone. Be with Spenca.”

“Your home . . .is gone . . .it's gone...”
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“Gone, it's gone.” Apocalypse Boy finished saying as he emerged back from the dream world with Apocalypse Girl. “Ah!” He grabbed his head. “I am still horrible at talking in dreams. My mouth feels like it's stuffed with dry cotton.”

“I know. It took me at least two years of studying the ways of dreams before I could connect.” Apocalypse Girl flipped the cloak off the top of her head. “It will take time to reach her. She already distrusts her dreams. Someone is controlling them. Even I couldn't navigate as well inside of them.”

Apocalypse Girl remembered her training, so Apocalypse Boy didn't know what to make of that statement. “Someone else is intruding in her dreams?”

“Those are not her dreams. She is being drawn to believing that she belongs to it as a world. Someone is toying with her. She is not my concern, I know nothing of her new life. You are the one who has such information when you tap into it. You should be trained to know these things.”

This girl was starting to drive him a little crazy. “I have amnesia, Apocalypse Girl. Although, I am really beginning to hate these names. Apocalypse Boy and Apocalypse Girl. I know I have a real name. You should have a real name. We aren't just mysterious figures, we're people. People have real names.”

“I miss that.” Apocalypse Girl met him eye to eye. “You have no idea how lucky you are right now. When I had amnesia once, I was the happiest girl in all of the dimensions. I thought I had loved ones. I thought I was someone.” She shook her head. “We are different, Apocalypse Boy.”

“Guyver.” Apocalypse Boy looked at her. “It's a name from my head. Could that be me?”

“We don't have names. We are no one except messengers. We are trained to send the message, that's all.” She scooted back away from him. “You are getting too close. I have been called a highly annoying and prudish individual. I am unlikely to make friends with you, so do stop becoming so familiar with me.”

“I don't think I had many. If I see things from different dimensions, I doubt that made me popular.”  Apocalypse Boy sank against the darkness, sitting down. “We are trapped in a dream that only comes alive when Shasta is awake. Otherwise, we're stuck with each other in this dark murkiness.” He folded his hands on top of each other. “All we have is each other's company. I don't think you're annoying or prudish . . .I think you're lonely.”

“I think you are full of anything but knowledge.” Apocalypse Girl did not take the statement well. “I am wasting my time. I have my own dimensions to warn.”

“How long have you been doing this?” Apocalypse Boy asked. 

“I have been fully trained since I was eight years old,” she announced proudly. “I was chosen and I have performed well, making my people proud since my travels.”

“I didn't ask about training, I asked how long you have been doing this.” Apocalypse Boy watched her fidget. “So it's relatively new for you too.”

“I have been trained. I know what to expect.”

“So you knew Boogeyman would throw you down here with me?” He chuckled at her. “I thought you said we weren't supposed to meet?”

“Oh, hush.” Apocalypse Girl sat down where she had been in defeat. “I have traveled at least two months. Time is irrelevant for what we do. Every dimension's time runs differently. It could be five seconds in my world, or five thousand years.”

“Guyver stick in my head a lot.” Apocalypse Boy looked toward her. “Don't you have a name you've always wanted to use? Something besides Apocalypse Girl?”

She folded her arms. “I am and always will be known as Apocalypse Girl. However . . .I guess there are sweeter names I've liked. Vanessa. Eliza. Even this woman Shasta has a more flowing name.”

“Then Vanessa. You can call me Guyver, and I'll call you Vanessa.” He winked at her. “It sounds better than calling each other Apocalypse whatever's all the time. Don't you think so, Vanessa?”

“Vanessa.” She rolled her tongue around her mouth. “Vanessa. Vanessa.” She shook her head. “It is wrong, it's not my name. My people would not be proud.”

“Do you hear yourself?” He asked. “You sound like some queen talking about 'her people'. You left your dimension, studied all those years away, and you've been left out here to live an existence alone. If you want a name, take it. You don't get much else, do you?”

“I am honored to be here as Apocalypse Girl for them. Don't talk about them badly.” She scooted closer to him. “Vanessa is an okay name, but I will not go by it willingly.”

“Okay, Vanessa,” he answered. “Then I'll just call you Vanessa anyhow. You can call me Guyver.”

“I will refer to you as Apocalypse Boy. You are Apocalypse Boy, and I won't call you anything else.” She folded her arms. “You are being crude to your dimension. They would expect better.”

He smiled. There was something in her offish stance that reminded him of someone, but he didn't know who. “Sure, Vanessa.” She could try to stay distant if she wanted, but even though her vocals weren't tolerant, she had sat closer to him. She missed a human connection. “What do you do for fun?”

“Fun is irrelevant. Fun has always been irrelevant.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I was given a jump rope from a town peasant once. She was my age and thought I'd enjoy it. I no longer have it though.”

He was beginning to understand her better. She would fuss or say irrelevant to 'trivial' matters, but she would still share. She must have been raised to be that way. He would deal with it, as long as he had someone to talk to. “I think we'll get along fine, Vanessa.”

She scooted slightly closer to him. “You are tolerable. I guess. I suppose if you want to get to know me you can. I am not the most delightful person though.”

“That's fine.” He stretched. “Do you get hungry?”

“Of course not. We travel to different times and dimensions. Our body's metabolism has changed. We are supposed to eat no more than once a month, otherwise we could be in trouble.”

“Have you eaten?”

“An apple three days ago. Someone was actually grateful enough to throw it at me,” Apocalypse Girl said. “You most likely find food through gratitude easier than I. You will have to learn to ask for food when you can. How do you not remember any of this though? Even when I had temporary amnesia, I never forgot my lessons.” She looked at him oddly. “Have you never been taught at all?”

“I don't know, but I don't think so. I don't remember much at all. Not my name. Not my family. I don't remember any lessons though, just reoccuring people in my head like Shasta. People I need to warn.” He scratched his head. “I have a vision of Cheshire though that doesn't seem to fit in with the rest. There's always a duo of people I see now. I don't see him paired with anyone.”

“Hmm. He might know more about you. He might know your real name. If you remember him, but he was not a destined lover, then you may have met after the majority of memories Boogeyman stole.”

“It's a start. Think I can reach his dreams?” He asked her. “After Shasta?”

“Listen, Guyver, or whoever you want to be called,” Vanessa answered him. “My missions are just as important as yours. They may not be as loving, but if I do not stop certain lovers from having a child, their dimension could be destroyed by its power. Imagine the power of a dream faerie and Boogeyman having a child? It could tear a whole into the fabric of time itself. It can't happen.”

“Yeah. I don't think we get to choose who we'll be sent to through dreams anyway,” He answered her. After he finished the phrase, he felt an apple fall on his head. “Hey!”

“Eat. Boogeyman listens in on us more than you think,” Vanessa said as she looked at the apple. “His contract says he will help. You must have not eaten in some time. If you don't, you'll die.” Vanessa felt a shake fall on her head. He stifled his giggle as she wiped the spilled ice cream out of her eyes. “I on the other hand, am not his favorite. He has been alone for centuries and wishes for a son to teach.” She looked into the empty darkness. “Go adopt, Boogeyman! You can't be with her, it's been foretold.” She moved the ice cream completely away from her mouth. “I've eaten recently and I could die. He knows that too.”

He took a bite of the apple. The food tasted strange, not like an apple. In fact, there was no taste. When he was done, he felt full though. Like he had eaten a gigantic meal. He rubbed his belly. “That apple did me in.”

“It should for a month.” Vanessa did her best to clean her cloak. “This isn't something I can run through a cleaner.”

He tried not to smile. It was a sad misfortune, but she did look funny in her cloak with a milkshake running over it. Besides, he doubted he had enjoyed himself in some time.
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Cheryl remained on the station's couch. When she and Guyver first arrived, their strange clothing made them stand out. Even though Guyver was able to talk to them with his odd headgear, it didn't do much good exceptto let them know what would happen next. They were not the first ones to fall into the dimension, and couldn't be allowed to stay. Like DIM had done in her dimension, they wouldn't be allowed to stay. They were being transported to a different dimension. Cheryl had a feeling it would not be a nice trip. Especially since they gave Guyver back his guns after they were confiscated. They were told it was a dying dimension but there would be other doorways out of it. They were even being nice enough to send them down a hole where a doorway could be found less than a mile away.

Cheryl didn't consider it nice but at least they weren't being killed.

One of the local dimension guards looked toward Guyver and said some gibberish. She could guess this was the stop. What would be in the other dimension?  What had been on a dying dimension? 

Guyver got out first to survey it. They were brought out to the middle of nowhere. Red dirt and wind was all there had been.

“I'm sorry,” the local guard said as he looked at Guyver. “I don't decide the rules.”

Guyver nodded, knowing what he meant. If he had dropped on Earth the same way he did there, he wouldn't be welcomed either. Oh, the irony. He looked back at Cheryl, knowing she was still shaken up about her brother. Her life was on the line though, as well as his now. She'd have to be tough to survive. There was no telling what the next world would be  like. He reached out for her hand. She took a moment to deeply breathe before she accepted it.

The hole was on the ground, instead of in the sky. The guard wouldn't leave until they jumped in. “Are you ready, Cheryl?”

“Not one bit.” She was honest, but it wasn't her decision. Guyver held onto her hand as tightly as he could as they plunged into the unknown abyss.
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Guyver moved as fast as he could through the terrain, but he knew where he had been. It was on a different location, but he knew it. Cheryl spied a sign though and he knew he'd have to spill details she wasn't prepared for.

“That sign was in English.” Cheryl gestured to a sign in a distance. “It's a gas station. There's a gas station with English on it. We're home?” The wind blew in her hair, sandy and hard. “This is home.”

Where though, Guyver didn't know. He would guess somewhere in the desert, but that was what DIM looked like too when he visited home the first time. They headed toward the gas station and went inside. The door was locked, but the glass had been shattered out almost completely. “Watch your feet in here too. Glass is everywhere.” Guyver felt the glass crunching beneath his feet as he glanced toward the food station. No one was around, and there was no telling next time they would eat. “See anything you like?”

“I don't even want to think about food.” Cheryl moved toward the shelves. She noticed Guyver stuffing his pockets with provisions. “Is that why you wear that big trenchcoat?”

“Partly.” He flipped a can in his hand before placing it in his pocket. “If  you have any pockets, store something. There's no telling how the food will be in the next world.”

There was no telling if they could even find it. It was a mile away but in which direction? There was no way of knowing. “Cheryl, I need to tell you something.” He turned back toward her. “There's more than dust and nothingness here. I don't know what happened after we left, but I encountered something. It was . . .” He didn't really want to say it. “Someone I knew had been turned into a zombie.” Her expression was hard to read. Half comical and half in disbelief. “It's no joke.”

“Zombies?” Cheryl stared at him, looking for something to hang onto. “Our world has zombies in it?” She moved back toward the wall behind her, gripping the siding. “How do we beat zombies? Is it like on TV? I mean, are they back from the dead? Do we chop off their head or shoot them with silver?”

“A shot in the brain works fine. They don't really shamble slow like portrayed in movies.” It wasn't the movies. Guyver didn't understand much more than her. “I don't know if that's all there is.” He looked outside the cracked window by the register. “I see nothing around right now if that makes you feel better.” 

“What about the weather? What about everything? Things don't just collapse into nothingness. There should be ruins around here, not one measly gas station.” Cheryl slid down the wall. “It's like nuclear war.”

“Don't think about that.”

“If everyone got scared, it could have happened.”

“Stop.”

“Why even try? We'd die of radiation.”

“Last time I checked, zombies, dragons and beasts didn't roam around in nuclear wars.” Guyver pulled out some provisions to make room for something better. “It's not nuclear war. Whatever this is, it's the end of the dimension. Still, we should look for accurate food. If you can grab some beans or rice, that would help. Honey is also good.”

Cheryl still wasn't moving. “If a zombie attacked, would that make you move? I've got no time for this, Cheryl! To survive, we need to think logically. One mile away is a world that might accept us. A chance to begin again.”

“Or not. There's no guarantee. There could be multiple dimensions too, we could drop into another one.” Cheryl stood back up. “I am glad Dominic is gonet now. I would never want him to suffer through this. Although, being with my own family in the end would have been nice.” She closed her eyes and wiped away a tear. She moved toward the food and looked at it. “It would all be contaminated if I'm right.”

“Then let's hope you're wrong.” Guyver didn't want to think about nuclear war. He had enough to worry about outside let alone radiation fallout. Besides, they were already outside for some time before they found shelter. If that were the case, they would die either way. No reason to get worked up about something that couldn't be changed. “One mile, that's it. We'll head to the north one mile. If it's not there, then we can come back and stay here. In five days, we should be guaranteed a way out of here.”

Guyver watched Cheryl already head for the door.

Get through it. Together, if they could just get through this, there was hope for a better next dimension.
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“Do you think all the planets look like this? If there was other life out there besides Earth, was it wiped out too?” Cheryl asked. “I wonder if anything was able to survive out there.” They had not run into any zombies, but they hadn't run into any humans either. They were being smart and hiding in safety she imagined. Something they should do until things got better.

“I don't know. I haven't thought about different galaxies all that much.” Guyver looked back at her. “I used to. When I was a kid, I had a telescope. As I got older and grandfathered into DIM, different galaxies didn't interest me so much. I already knew there was life teeming in other dimensions.”

“I tried to like the stars when I was little. My parents always tried to teach me about Andromeda.” Cheryl chuckled as she strolled along in the wind. It was easier to travel in when the wind was at her back instead. “They liked to talk about possible life out there somewhere. Back when they were alive, they loved the stars. We used to stand outside for every meteor shower. Anything significant. We were the kind to host parties for special events astronomically.” She shrugged. “I stopped looking as much after they died.”

“The andromeda galaxy?” Guyver looked back toward her. Had she been from a different galaxy? Or a different dimension in a different galaxy? “Interesting. Amazing how things change in perspective from our childhood into adult . . .”

The conversation ended as they watched people come toward them. Many people. Some of their clothes looked strange and foreign. There had even been people with tails and tattered wings.  Others had clothes that looked normal like the one closest to them. He was still in a recognizable movie store shirt. Green and white brand colors, with traces of blood and dust on the side.

Cheryl held tightly onto Guyver's hand. “Are those the. . .the zombies?”

Zombies of their world and onward. Guyver turned and ran, directing her to follow. There were over twenty. Even if he did have enough ammo there was no way he'd be able to hit them all in time.

“They are so fast!” Cheryl shouted trying to keep up with Guyver's speed. “What do we do?”

He didn't know. At this rate, they were going to be killed. He could save Cheryl, give her enough time to run, but he wouldn't survive. “Keep running, I'll stall them.”

“Don't.” She kept holding his hand. “Dimension porthole, maybe there is another one in a different direction? You can't die until we try it.”

Guyver didn't answer, but started to run west instead of back south. Cheryl had been right. Up ahead there had been a dimensional hole. They couldn't have walked a mile so it couldn't be the one they were looking for. It would have to do though. Death by zombies was imminent if they didn't risk it. As they headed toward it, they both leapt into the abyss.

On the other side, they fell through ungracefully. The hole had gone from being diagonal to horizontal. Gravity barely gave them a chance to fall through. Pulling themselves upward, both of them noticed a base ahead. 

An old man aimed a gun at them. His eyes gave Guyver no mistake he'd shoot. “Sorry, took the last two already in for saving. Ain't got no more supplies, you can't come in.”

Guyver looked backward, noticing the zombies were beginning to creep out of the hole. He looked back toward the man. “There's a swarm of zombies coming. We are going to die if you don't let us in.”

“Death by  the wanderers or death by gun.” The old man took a steady aim at Guyver. “I don't blame you if you choose the gun. Those wanderers aren't gentle.You'll die in a million pieces and  in a hundred mouths.”

“Frank!” Someone yelled behind the old man, dragging out someone. “We've got another wanderer. Got him before he changed and  killed anyone.” The man was covered in scratches, blood and bruises. He looked toward Guyver. “New members. Only got room for one. Just opened.” He tossed the other man out. “He's marked so watch out.”

Guyver looked toward Cheryl. He didn't understand the terms, but he understood that there was room for one more. “Cheryl, it's up to you. I can't guarantee I can handle the zombies.” He looked toward the old man. “I need ammo, enough for twenty zombies.”

“We don't call them zombies,” the old man said as the younger one tossed him a gun. “Zombies are fake things that used to scare us in horror films. These aren't fake, they are wanderers. The unfortunate souls that change.” After that sentence, the old man aimed his gun and fired at the marked one. “When their eyes look like a dead cows then they'll change shortly.”

Cold. Shot in cold blood. Cheryl covered her mouth, stifling her scream as she closed her eyes. “How do you keep from turning into a wanderer? Biting? Death?” He had to concentrate. The more he knew, the better his chances at survival. “Well?”

“No one knows. Healthy and vibrant one minute, the next they change.” The old man tisked. “Ain't death just luck of the draw. One day, we'll all become those things. Wandering around from hole to hole. Ain't nothing you can do though. All these holes, they just lead back to here.” The old man glanced toward Cheryl. “Room for one. I suggest you take it. Once those zombies see you and start heading this way, we're closing back up. They can't see as well, but they are just as fast as a normal person. Hell, some even fly! Your choice.”

Too cold. Too calculated. Guyver took another look at the base. It looked cobbled together, but the apocalypse just happened. Creating this base would take days or weeks, not hours. Not with all the heavy lifting. They didn't just travel to a different place on Earth, they had traveled to a different time on Earth.

There was a dimension hole though. Back down the hole they came from, it was around there somewhere. Guyver's future was clear as he cocked his gun. “Cheryl, stay. If I survive, I'll come back for you.”

“Like hell you will.” She didn't trust him. 

“If I got out even with extra ammunition, I could still die. You've got nothing.”

“Not yet.” Cheryl gestured toward the young man. “One more. It'll improve our chances.”

“We don't have many, but you can borrow mine,” the young man said. “After you die and the wanderers leave the area, I'll get it back again.” He tossed her a weapon. “On your own head, lady.”

“Cheryl.” Guyver tried to stay cool as he saw the wanderers approaching. “Damn it, Cheryl, do you even know how to use a gun?” 

“I know enough. Been hunting before.” She held her gun tightly. “Besides, I didn't leave Kansas just to end up here. Even if I stayed, I'll be just like that man at our feet!” She pointed to the dead man. “I won't go out like that.”

Her choice. Guyver ran back taking aim for the heads. The further the distance, the better the chances he could strike without coming in contact. Cheryl was doing the same thing. Her aim wasn't as trained or great, but she had used one enough to have a steady hold of it. Not all the wanderers came through and when they reached the hole again on the other side, not all of them had stayed interested.

Darting away in a different direction, Cheryl and Guyver kept going west. It was a four in one odd, but they had nothing to lose. After a time, the wanderers were no longer seen. They had caught a glimpse of a dragon in the distance, but it never bothered with them.

“Is that it?” Cheryl pointed to a dimensional hole ahead of her. It could be a wrong or random hole that would take them someplace else on Earth. “Has it been a mile?”

“Hard to say since we changed direction. It could be anywhere.” Guyver looked at the hole. It was probably not it. There was no way of knowing without going in. “Worth a try. Are you ready?” 
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Project Wolf Part 3: DIMENSION: HERO’S DIMENSION


[image: image]


“Tea?” Roxie's mother said as she offered it to her.  Roxie lied in her bed. She hadn't left her house in days. Roxie wanted to tell her family so much about what happened and let the world know who their hero really had been, but she signed a dangerous contract. She couldn't speak up without bankrupting her family.

She pinned  herself in her room, not leaving except to go to the bathroom. She even refused school, telling her parents it was a confidential thing to do with project Z. They didn't know, and she didn't want to leave. It was a small lie considering what had been told to her.

Oh, Hero saved you. Oh, thank goodness Hero was there. Lies, they were all lies! Roxie covered her face as she thought about it again. She couldn't hide her scent and projects would one day come and find her. She could be some beast, kept for amusement. 

“How about a little sun?” Roxie's mom tried to open her window but Roxie put her hand up in protest. “Sun never hurt anyone.”

“Neither did a hero.” Roxie lied back on the bed, knowing she could never say much more than that. She was delaying the inevitable by staying inside, but what other choice did she have? She didn't want to be ravaged by wolves!

That plan lasted all but two days. One day as she was making lunch, she heard a low growl at her door. Then, a scratching sound. Several scratching sounds. She turned to run but someone leapt out and . . .

and she didn't remember. Did she get cold cocked? She wasn't in her house anymore. It was a den and all around her were wolves. One of them licked her chin. 

“I am the alpha dog, I believe she should go to me,” a brown wolf argued with a black one, snapping at him.

“I say she should breed with the whole pack,” the black one said as it snapped back at him. “There are no more like her.”

She felt another tongue across her neck.

“Ooh, I've heard tales of Z's,” he said anxiously. “Didn't know your scent was this powerful. You must be a damn special one.”

Roxie looked at her hands and legs that were bound with rope. She could fall to her side and crawl, but she wouldn't get very far. If she did, it would only be because they were laughing at her. She was at their mercy.

“I am alpha, the woman belongs to me!” the brown wolf howled against the pack. “That is how it was done in the wild with our ancestors. So shall it be today.”

“Our ancestors were different than us,” a gray one argued. “There are not several projects of women who are like Z's. Name one who has grappled and taken a project wolf of any kind but Z?” No one barked.. “They don't care to breed with us, but Z's do. They flat out enjoy it. We can't deny this Z her birthright.” He growled with an upbeat ending and looked in Roxie's direction. “They were made for many.”

As the wolves approached her, she waited for the inevitable memory wipe, but there was none. She had no tingle of arousal as they crept closer. Some of them turned into human forms while others remained wolves and snapped at her. 

Roxie yelled as one of them grabbed her shirt and tore it. A vicious hand wrapped around her neck though, and another held her still. 

“You will eventually want us,” the one with his hand on her mouth whispered. “I don't know why you haven't succumbed yet, but we ain't got that kind of time right now.” 

Her future. This was her future. To be taken night after night. But how could she ever be turned on by this? One of them in a wolf form climbed on top of her. His eyes glowed slightly as he set himself low. “Alpha goes first.”

She screamed in the hand, knowing it was no use, but didn't feel any pain. She heard a snap and a wild bark like nothing she'd ever heard before. When she looked forward, she saw Hero. He was in his white wolf form with saliva running from his mouth. His teeth were showing wide, but she saw traces of meat in it. The howling from the alpha wolf on top of her indicated that it was definitely his.

Hero grabbed him again and swung him away. He still didn't speak any words, just raised his head in a mighty howl. 

Roxie watched as all the projects turned into wolves again, trying to corner him. It didn't work though. Hero bit, gnarled, fought and chewed his way through the projects before they were leaving, yelping with their tails between their legs.

Hero lapped at his paw, a little bloody from the battle. He looked at Roxie a moment. “Do you need help?”

Roxie looked away and tried to shield her half exposed body. She didn't want him thinking she would thank him with some mating like an animal. He seemed to take the hint and climbed up some rocks at the back of the cave. He licked his bloody paw and waited. Seeing that he wasn't looking at her, she tried to shuffle the rope off herself. It didn't do much good, but she could at least keep herself facing the ground to avoid embarrassment when someone came since her top had surely been torn.

Embarrassment. Half naked, covered in some wolf blood from a fight and dirt all over her body. Her whole life was an embarrassment. A farce. How could she have any kind of life with those wolves always after her?

How could she trust the hero each time when he had taken her once himself?
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Roxie eventually had to head back to school, the law required it. Her parents made sure her friends were nearby her each day, she guessed to try and make her feel better. But she never felt better. She never knew if that day a wolf would decide to make her his own. 

Before I went to school one day, her mom met her up the stairs. “Roxie?”

“Yes?” Roxie answered her. “What is it?”

“The wolves.” She came into Roxie's bedroom. “You fear them so much. And, after last time, I still dread to think what would have happened if Hero had not shown up.”

“What about them?” What, was talking about her being a genetically enhanced wolf prostitute supposed to help in some way? “Seriously, mom, what do you want already?”

“That day you found out about whatever project Z is,” her mother began, “I can't help but think you offended Hero in some way.”

Offended?! “Offended? Mother, if you only knew.” Roxie felt her eyes begin to water and gathered up her backpack. She flipped her hair from out of the handles of it and wanted to get out. 

“He used to be much more helpful, actually being around before things got that far.” Her mother held her shoulder steady. “What if he doesn't show up one time? Even Hero is not perfect. He doesn't make every crime.”

“Then I become something for the wolves,” Roxie practically growled. “That's my fate.” She slammed her backpack back down. “It's my fate, even he said it.”

“He is a wolf himself,” her mother whispered softly. “Have you asked him to be yours?”

“Asked him?” Roxie couldn't believe it. Her own mother said that? “You want me to ask Hero if he could please ravage my body, night after night? Mother, never!” She held her head up high. “You'll never understand.”

“I understand. . .that you are not human.” Her mother took her hand from Roxie's shoulder. “I understood that from the day we were given you. You have always been different, Roxie. Always. The ways of us humans, they don't always apply to you. Like now.” She lowered her head. “He has mated you, hasn't he?”
Roxie never told her that. “You can't say that, if anyone finds out, you'll lose everything.” Roxie started to cry as she sat on the bed. Her family could lose everything if she spilled. Her mother sat down next to her and patted her hand.
“When you were a little girl,” her mother began, “I used to try and cuddle you. When you were scared of something, I would try and hold you. If you were a human, at this moment, I would be putting your head against mine and holding you so tight.” She placed her hand on Roxie's head. “As a child, you growled at me. If I tried to ease you with a physical touch, even now, you would do the same. That's because even though I raised you, I am not a member of your pack. I never shall be.” She took her hand off her head. “You may not transform into a wolf, but you've got their spirit. I knew the day I came home and watched Hero's eyes that he had taken you. He was more protective of you than he ever should have been. As a human, you have the right to choose the man you want to be with. As a project, nature chose for you.” Her mother stood back up. “If you do not follow nature and take Hero, I fear you will regret it. You do not have to be some den's slave, Roxie. Hero took you as a mate, and you are his. Accept him and this will go away.”

“No.” Roxie's lips trembled as she heard her words. “No, he took me against my will.”

“You don't remember, but I doubt he did. Hero has never asked much of anything of anyone. One on one like that, I bet your instincts just won over. Now, I don't know what happened between the two of you exactly. Frankly, I don't want to know.” Her mother stepped away. “But you've got to remember. Hero is not here just for you, he has to protect the whole world! What if he is out fighting something bigger when the projects come back? You've got two choices, Roxie. Only one of them will leave you with your sanity.”

As her mother closed the door, Roxie thought about what she said. It was true, she hadn't always acted like a normal person. Roxie hugged herself tight and lied back on her bed. 

Roxie heard a growl at her window. Oh, not again. She hit her window, hoping it would make them take a hike. Some projects were closer to dumb animals, easy to frighten away, but a lot of them were also smarter than that. This one wasn't and took off in a hurry. Easiest wolf so far, she thought. But, it was just beginning.
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“This can't be happening.” Hero bumped his head at his computer. He was looking at all of the information on Project Z's he could find. He was basing his knowledge off what little he remembered, and what he saw in Roxie. It wasn't true. Roxie was fitting into a project Z, but not completely. So not completely, that he was losing faith she even was a project.

Scent. Her scent worked the same as project Z, however, it should not have attracted an entire den of wolves. Attraction had to be nearer, less far away. Something like around the table had been for them. Even way up high on that bridge, he shouldn't have sensed her.

“Hero.” Bose nodded as he came over to his computer. “What did you want to see me about?”

“Bose, you've known me since I was a wolf cub. You are the closest man I can trust.” Hero gestured to the computer. “I've been looking into these past confidential documents. Anything related to project Z. and the doctor. It doesn't sound good.”

“I doubt it would. He was changing people,” Bose agreed. “Hearing it in a report can't be easy.”

“This isn't a report, these are documents of the doctors. I stole them when I was smaller. I'm sorry, but you humans don't need that information. I couldn't risk someone becoming another doctor..”

“Understandable. We do have some sickos out here.”

“I was too small to read when I found them. I just kept the files for myself. I didn't take all of them, at five years old, I was lucky to sneak this off. I haven't wanted to look, but Roxie's situation tempted me..” Hero tossed him a folder. “He speaks of wolves, without the words project in the beginning. They are matching Roxie's description better than project Z.”

“I don't understand, what is the difference?” Bose looked through the folder. “Similar.”

“Similar but not. Roxie was attracted to me the first time at our date. When I rescued her from a den of wolves, her scent was not spiked at all. She was terrified and completely within her mind. Project Z does not work like that.” Hero gestured to the computer. “They succumb quickly so there is no rejection. Dropping them in a den is most efficient.”

“She's a little slower on the uptake,” Bose said. 

“No, according to the folder, the wolf the mad doctor wrote about was only in heat during maturation. He writes about wolves that aren't wolves yet.” He tapped the folder. “Wolves that can't change until maturity. Her scent too, it's too powerful. If she is this original wolf the doctor keeps addressing, then she is bound for trouble. More than a den. It will last a week, but it will be hell unless she sticks with her mate. Her scent won't fade until then.”

“You're right, they sound similar, but they are different.” Bose nodded. “Why does he keep using the term original and not project?”

“I don't know, but I need to tell you something I've never told anyone.” Hero gestured around him. “This is the first time I have ever let you near my den. You are near it.”

“Of course.” Bose seemed offended. “Forget the fact I've taken care of you since you were five, or that you were almost killed if I didn't step in. I've never been worthy of being in your den. Only the outskirts.” He shook his head. “I know, I know. Wolf thing.”

“I don't let anyone near my den. Anyone.” Hero took a deep breath. “I found a boy one time deep inside it. He was confused as I was about being there. He told me that I would meet a strange woman that would take me to another dimension. Then he faded away like a ghost. He seemed to think he was one until I touched him. I wanted to rip him into shreds, no one intrudes on my den.” Hero couldn't help a small growl. “I never saw him again but there is no way anyone comes near my den. Even if someone saw it, they would walk right by. It's camouflaged and only I can open it. There's only one way he got in. Have you heard of the fairytale, Apocalypse Boy?”

“Yeah, the boy that warns people about the end of the world,” Bose said. “Cute story. I've got it at home, read it to my niece just last night.”

“Truth is stranger than fiction.”

“You really believe that could be him?”

“I don't know, but Roxie Malone is a strange woman.” Hero looked toward the screen. “I never would have followed that scent enough to become affected if it wasn't for his words. She was a strange woman. She makes no sense.” Hero sighed and continued to stare at the screen. “These original wolves. They aren't around anymore. Her parents don't exactly know where Roxie comes from.”

“From another dimension? Is there really such a thing?”

“I can't be sure of anything.” Hero stood up and grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair. “I am almost certain this is the case though. I'll find out soon.” He zipped up his jacket.

“How?” Bose questioned him. “Hero?”

“The original wolf scent got stronger to strange wolves, but soon after would lose it's strength around the same wolves already exposed to it. If she is one, then I can get closer without losing my mind.” Before Bose could argue, Hero was out the door.
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“Roxie!” She heard her mother scream from downstairs. Roxie tried to go toward the door but she heard scratching at it. Not just one pair of claws, tons of scratching. She went toward her window and looked out. There were ten wolves on the roof and more were trying to jump up. There was even one up on the chimney. 

This wasn't going to take a simple beat on the window that made them go away. Roxie heard her mother scream again but the door burst open. There were at least ten wolves in the hallway, all of them were eyeing her.

“Now, we can do this the easy way or the hard way,” the first wolf said as he entered her room, “and don't bother thinking Hero will show up this time. We've got him entertained with some heavy projects right now. Nothing like the amount here, but enough that it distracted him first.” He growled as he approached me. “Once his smell is off of you and ours is on, he won't want anything to do with you anymore. So, how should we do this?”

“Why don't you fight it out? Where are the alpha's?” Roxie knew that had been a problem once, and she was hoping it would buy some time.

“That would be me and that's settled. Get on that bed.” The wolf who spoke jumped on her and pushed her on the bed. “Don't worry, we got that worked out. We know how Hero arrived each time, and it won't happen this time. Your luck has run out.”

Roxie cried out as wolves began to tear at her clothes. They had even hit her skin, not caring much if they hurt it. Her shirt, her skirt, and even her shoes were ripped off. She was naked, lying with an injury to one of her legs and her arms were covered in fang scratches. 

No one was coming this time. Roxie wished so much that Hero would come now. She knew he took her once, but her hatred of him was nowhere at that moment. All she thought of was the Hero she used to remember before she knew all that. The one that always saved someone in trouble.

And he was in a completely different spot. Even if he did start to come, it'd be too late before he got there.  Turning a Z on, it wasn't instant, and she didn't want to think about it. Being turned on with so many wolves ready to just take her. She closed her eyes, wishing she would zonk out. Wishing she would wake up and the whole thing would be over with no memory. But it wasn't going to happen. She'd remember what happened before she hitted the dreaded arousal. She would always remember this part.

And she would wish that she had made another choice! “Hero!” she screamed, knowing it was no good. The wolves were drooling on her, and the alpha was already in position. He didn't even care to change into a man. “You are now mine,” he said seething into her ear. “Get ready.”

She felt a large pain on her pelvis, but on her stomach too. Why did she feel pain on her stomach? Cold pain. 

As she opened her eyes, she saw her vent on top of her, but it was crushing the alpha wolf. Right beside the bed growling had been Hero.

He came. He bared his teeth and snapped as he threw off the squashed body of the alpha. Others growled and barked back, but it didn't deter him. He ran to Roxie's window and broke it, then came back over to the bed. “Come on, there isn't much time. They are gathering fast.”

She understood him. There were more wolves out the other way. Roxie rushed out, no time to grab any clothes, she would have to think of modesty later. Her adrenaline pumped as she came out of the window. Several wolves tried to grab her, but Hero shot out of the window.

“Climb on.”

Could a wolf hold her? Naked and desperate, she saw how many wolves were there. They had surrounded her house and even more were coming from the block. There were hundreds, and soon there would be thousands. She had no choice. She climbed onto his back and held onto his fur. 

They rode like the wind. Hero jumped toward the chimney and to the next house. Some of the higher wolves followed but Hero had been faster. They stayed on the rooftops until they ran out.

By the time they hit the street, there were hardly any wolves on their tail. After another block, it was over. Hero continued to run until he hit the police station doors.

Roxie's head was dizzy from the ride, and even though she held on for dear life, her body was about ready to fall off. Her whole body actually felt different. She felt so funky. It was from riding naked on a wolf, but now that she was no longer on. No, it was dizziness. It was something. . .

Hero watched it with his own eyes. Roxie had transformed. Her fur was not normal though. It was not white, nor grey. It was an orangish color with black stripes. “She has the colors of a tiger.”

“What the hell?” Bose drew back. “She changed. She transformed?”

“The originals reach maturation, they gain transformation.” Hero came nearer to her. “Never transforming in her life, this will not be easy on her. Make sure everything is sealed.” He drew even closer, curious about the colors. Why did she have colors of a tiger? He did not see that in any of the documentation. As she stirred, Hero went on alert instinctively. She half groaned, half growled. “Roxie. Don't be afraid, but . . .you've changed.”

“Huh? Changed?” She groaned again. She started to sit up, but quickly noticed her paws. “What?!”

“You've changed. I was wrong about you being a project Z. You're not a project.” He stood next to her, almost the same size. “You are something else, and I strongly believe you don't belong in this world.”

Roxie bent down on all fours, not moving. “I-I-what?!” She stuck her paw out, and brought it back inward.

“Walking on all fours is not hard. Remember back to your childhood when you learned to crawl, it may help.” Hero stuck out his own front and back paw. “Left side, and then right.”

Roxie trembled as she stuck out her front paw and tried to move her back leg too.

“Complete left side. Move both your paws on your left side and then the right.” Hero showed her. “See?”

Roxie caught on this time, although stumbling some, she held steady. “I-I'm a wolf. I'm a wolf.”

“Something like that. Your colors are different.” He held his paw out toward her. “You have the colors of a tiger.”

“My scent.” She looked toward him. “You rescued me anyhow.”

“It's not half as overbearing anymore to me. I've grown more used to you. I've been reading up on certain documents I haven't looked at for a long time.” Hero walked around her. “I've come to the conclusion that I believe you aren't from this world. I think the scientist that created the projects was playing with DNA, but from another dimension, not from the regular wolves of this world. We are similar, yet so different. Some DNA mixing up, and you get projects. Becoming wolves from birth. Experimenting with controlled scents and lusts. A jumble between strong and weak points. I'm almost sure of it.”

“I'm not. . .even from here?” Roxie looked away. “I don't even belong here. Then where?”

“Where did your parents find you? Who gave them to you?” Hero asked. 
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Roxie's mother stared at her in disbelief. “Roxie? Is that really you?”

Roxie nodded, but looked back at Hero. Now that she had transformed, her scent wasn't nearly as bad. “I need to know who gave me to you.”

“No one from around here,” her father confirmed. “Just someone.”

“Do you know who someone is? Someone is someone that doesn't want to get into trouble. You are protecting someone,” Hero accused him. “Where did Roxie come from, I want to know!”

“From my sister, okay? She knew we wanted one, and she attained her.” Roxie's mother continued to stare at Roxie. “Can you change back?”

“I don't know,” Roxie confessed. “I don't even know how I changed.”

“Not right away. She is getting used to enough right now.” Hero couldn't teach her to change yet. It was something deep inside that he would help her trigger, but not yet. She might reject her wolf side and never want to transform again. “This is a part of her and it's natural for her species. Respect it. Now, Roxie, where is your Aunt?”

“My Aunt?” Roxie looked at her mother. “My own Aunt?”

“We never wanted her involved. She swore that she would help us find a child only if we kept quiet. She's a good woman,” her mother pleaded to Hero. “You can't send her to jail.”

“Come, Roxie.” Hero moved slow as he had done before. Roxie would not be ready for running yet. She was finally getting the hang of walking. He jumped out the broken window the other wolves had caused, wanting her to give it a try. 

She placed her paws by the side but only looked at the shattered glass.”Can't we go out through the front door again?”

“You need to work on jumping. Come on.” Hero urged her. “You don't even need a running start, it's not up that high.”

“For you.”

“Try it,” her mother urged her. “Tell your Aunt I'm sorry that I couldn't keep the secret any longer.”

Roxie didn't answer back. She took a few steps back. Whether Hero thought she needed a running start or not, she would take one. If she messed up, she would end up with glass in her feet.Roxie ran and leapt out, arching her back and front feet upward. Her bottom chased after it, bringing her rear up enough to launch over. 

She shook her head, trying to clear it afterward. She heard Hero chuckle.

“I told you that you could do it. Now, let's go see that Aunt of yours.”

Along the way, there were some wolves that noticed her, but they didn't create a pack that tried to take Hero down. Her scent was only slightly enticing, and hopefully her strange fur colors kept them away too. They trotted several blocks. Her Aunt didn't live much further than ten blocks.

At first, her Aunt was startled when Roxie approached her at home and told her what happened.

“Oh.” Her Aunt sighed. “I am so sorry, Roxie, I didn't know. I just . . .you needed someone, and I knew your parents wanted a baby.”

“Where did you find her?” Hero questioned.

“In my basement. I was an idiot back then. I should have called the police or something, but, no, silly me. I was just too curious.” She took them towards her basement door. There were chains all around it. “I had a second door put it halfway down the stairs. The construction worker thought I was nuts, but I paid him well. It's got even heavier chains.” She left a moment and came back with a large keychain. She began to unlock several locks along the door. “I have not come down here since Roxie, so do watch yourself. No telling what is down there now.”

Such heavy chains. Roxie had been to her Aunt's house before, but she was never allowed this far back.

“I don't even know if it's still there, so be careful.” She finished unlocking the last lock.

“What is down there?” Hero asked.

“A portal. This strange whirling cloud. I used to keep the washing machine and dryer down there. I was bringing down laundry and there it was.” She held her hand out. “I stuck my hand in it, watching it disappear. I brought it back quickly, but it was fine. Curiosity got the best of me. I stuck it in again, and then my foot. Nothing happened . . .so I shoved my head slowly through.” Her Aunt looked back at her. “It was another world. A whole other world on the other side.” She walked down the stairs while the other two trotted down them. “I didn't go far but I saw a grisly site. I heard crying, and I saw you, Roxie.” Her Aunt looked at her, tears fililng her eyes. “You were screaming around two dead wolves. I looked around and I didn't see anyone. I thought your parents must have been killed by projects or something. Looking back at it, perhaps they were more likely your own parents.” She unlocked the last door. “I bolted out of there with you. I wasn't fond of the thought of raising a baby, and I couldn't just put you up for adoption. People would ask questions.”

“So you gave me to mom and dad,” Roxie said. “Hero was right, I was from another dimension.”

“Just be careful. I don't know if it's still down there.” She started to head back up. “I will give you one hour, Roxie, and then I'm locking it all back up. No one, not anyone in this world, should know about that hole.”

“That we can agree on,” Hero said. He grabbed the door with his teeth and paws, trained well in opening doors. As it opened, a light of blue could be seen. They both headed down the rest of the way and stood before the portal. “Your home is through there.”

“Where my parents died a grisly death. I want to stay here,” Roxie answered. “If I can change back, I can still have my life. The scent's changed and . . .this is my home, Hero.”

“Stay if you want, but I am going. Whatever started the projects is over there. What if he's still alive on the other side? What if there are more?” Hero approached the portal. “This leads to a world where part of me came from.”

Roxie came closer to him. “My world.” She closed her eyes. “I suppose I should visit it. See where I did come from.”

Hero nodded and looked toward the hole. This time he moved backward. “No telling what's over there. On the count of three, we'll run fast and jump.” As he counted to three, they both ran at their top speed and leaped into the portal.
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Boogeyman's World Part 2: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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Vanessa turned and looked toward Apocalypse Boy. “You fiend! How could you?”

“How could I what?” Apocalypse Boy asked in confusion. 

“You know what! I had to do a lot of extra work for that one.” Vanessa stood up and pointed at him shamefully. “You should be filled with shame! I did good work making sure he did not meet her.”

“Who?” He asked again.

“Apocalypse Boy, you know who! Hero!” She groaned. “I can feel it, my work has been undone. I must return back and keep them from having their child. He will be too powerful, able to bring the destruction.”

“What?” He stood up. “Are you saying I undid something?”

“They are not supposed to be together. They will create the end.”

“I only messed with what I knew.” He searched in his mind. “I don't know what I did, but I must have had a reason.”

“There is no reason. It was not supposed to be,” she accused him. “Stay out of my business.”

“I don't think I would do something that didn't need done. If I messed with anything, it was to fix destined lovers,” he said. “Stop calling me Apocalypse Boy too. I thought we agreed to a temporary truce on that.”

“I should start calling you Forgetful Boy,” Vanessa added. “You have no claim to that name. Just because it's in your memories does not mean it's yours. You know nothing. How could you be my counterpart?” She stomped around. “My work is being undone and I am stuck in Boogeyman's World of Dreams.” She grabbed her head in frustration.

“Maybe you don't know everything after all,” chuckled Boogeyman out of the darkness. “If he is a destined lover, then his parents cannot be destroyed.”

“Destined lover? Are you saying someone with that much power will be born, and it's a destined lover?” Vanessa called out to him. 

“How did he know that?” Apocalypse Boy questioned her.

“He has your memories, remember?” Vanessa looked toward the blackness. “What is Apocalypse Boy's real name? Was he gifted one?”

“Why should I tell you? You’re lucky I don't dissolve you in acid!”

“You wish,” she egged him on. “You can't do anything that violent. You are meant to scare, that's it. You know that he can't remember, so be nice and let him know his own name. If he has one.”

“He has one. He has strange memories, very tasty.”

“Please?” Apocalypse Boy asked quietly. “I know I made a contract for help, but I . . .did I come into it like Apocalypse Girl? Was I trained to be here?”

“You should have been, but no, I see none of that in your memories. Your name is part of my delicious meal, and you're not getting it back. Not unless Apocalypse Girl stops hounding me. You won't get anything else, but I would give you your name.”

“Never,” Vanessa insisted. “You can't be with her.”

“The wolf outsmarted you. Maybe you don't know everything.”

“Just take my memories and release me. It makes no difference,” Vanessa warned him. “I know what is right, and you and that dream faerie are not right.”

“Take your memories to release you? Tempting.”

“Don't do that,” Apocalypse Boy warned him. “Vanessa's memories are not yours. Kind or not, they make her herself.”

“Oh yes, 'Guyver', sure.” A figure of black shadows billowed out toward him. “It seems that I didn't quite get everything. Even that name should not reside in your head anymore. I want all the cherry filled memories.”

“I don't even remember!”

“It matters not, come here.”

“That name is the only thing I have!” Apocalypse Boy pushed himself back, bracing himself. 

“Fine then, I'll take it.”

“Take what?” Apocalypse Boy asked.

“Your name is Dominic. Anymore traces? Like the melted chocolate on the back of a candy bar wrapper. Anything lingering?”

“Cretin,” Apocalypse Girl answered. “He did not even know what it meant, it was only a name in his subconscious.”

“Repeat it to him and I will never let you leave.” The black shadow disappeared.

“Repeat what?” Apocalypse Boy looked around. “I feel like something's missing. I remember everything since Shasta, but something happened with Boogeyman, didn't it?”

“Nothing much.” Apocalypse Girl sat down. “Your name is Dominic. Use it. You had a kinder life, at least you know that.” She pulled her legs up to her chest. “We are stuck in this icky blackness and Shasta's dream world until we can convince her to be with Spenca. Ridiculous.” She hugged her legs. “My teachers would be so ashamed I have hit such a stumbling block.”

“It's okay. We'll eventually convince her,” Dominic said. “Vanessa. I called myself something, but I don't remember what it was. It felt familiar, but I don't remember it anymore.”

“Don't think about it. Your name’s Dominic. Be happy you have that.” Vanessa lied down in the darkness. “I must rest before the dream world of Shasta's return again. I suggest you do the same, Dominic.”

“Dominic.” Dominic clicked his tongue. “If that's my name, it should feel familiar. It doesn't ring any bell at all.”

“It's not amnesia, Dominic,” Vanessa reminded him. “Those memories are plucked from your mind. Nothing resides there, nothing should have any familiarity. I trust it's your name.”

“If you say so. I guess it's Dominic.” He shrugged and layed down next to her. “Dominic and Vanessa. I guess they are nice names.”

“I think they are.” Vanessa met him, eye to eye. “I am getting too close to you. I should not get so close to people. To care is . . .inefficient. I have to get out of this world.”

“We'll get Shasta to believe one day. We will.” Dominic patted Vanessa's back. “You're right, we'll get some more rest. Goodnight, Vanessa.”

“Goodnight, Dominic.” Vanessa closed her eyes. “Dominic?”

“Yeah?” he answered.

“Thank you for calling me Vanessa. It's appalling that I be lowered with a name status to my people, but I kind of like it.” She graced him with a small smile before settling in for sleep.
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I kept my dreams from Spenca but assured him that I believed I was in the right world now. Each night though, I kept hearing from some twelve or thirteen year old kids. They kept telling me the same thing over. My dreams were not the real world. The world I used to inhabit had been gone, and I could never return. My favorite one though was the boy who kept telling me that I had to be with Spenca. I had to fall in love with him to save everything.

Seriously, why did I have such messed up dreams? Nothing could be real, but night after night those figures pleaded with me. Begged me to accept Spenca in my heart. No, he didn't need to know anymore details.

I had already been through six levels with him. I had grown more used to this . . .game world. Whatever it was called. I didn't love it or like it, but I accepted it. I had no other choice. 

My word count each day that I used to communicate with Spenca lessened over time. I probably had many words, but there wasn't much to say. Traveling, running for my life, eating and sleeping. That was it. Every once in awhile Spenca would glance at me, but he'd glance away again. It should have felt unnerving, hardly talking. Spenca seemed to enjoy it though. He was happier and less grouchy. He enjoyed my company, even if he didn't say so. I enjoyed his too. 

Spenca was cooking a pack of beans with a pot we had won at the beginning of the level. Normal dining was something I didn't worry about anymore. If we got food, I was happy. He stirred them casually while I sat on a rock, enjoying the nature around me. There may have not been wildlife, but the grass plains we were now in were beautiful. The wind blew the grass, creating waves. 

Spenca dished out some of the beans into a bowl. We'd also won that. We won just about everything except the logs. Too bad we wouldn't be able to take it into the next level, the beans smelled fabulous. He handed the first bowl to me and smiled. 

I took it with a smile back. It would need to cool before I ate, but stupid me. I really wanted to eat. I was starving and it smelled so good. “Ah!” The soup burned my mouth. I would have to deal with that mistake now. Spenca blew on his beans in almost a showoff manner. This time, I also blew on them to help them cool off faster.

“Dreams.” Spenca spoke to me, surprising me.

Dreams. He must have sensed I was still dreaming something disturbing. I shrugged. 

“Sun fallen 100 times.” He stared at me. “Tell me.”

I shrugged. “Fine.”

“Not fine.”

“Fine.”

“Shasta.” His tone held a warning. He was using words with me just to discuss dreams. He wanted to be taken seriously.

It was a tough call. I blew on the soup in the beans again. It wasn't my fault he was wasting words on something that I had no intention of talking about. Why was he even bringing this up?

“Many dream nights, said Spenca.” Spenca didn't lift his gaze. 

Oh, damn. I had been talking in my sleep. I sipped the soup in the beans slowly. What was I supposed to say? That I dreamed of two figures that were repeatedly telling me that I had to be with him to avoid the apocalypse? It made no sense! It made no sense at all. “Not real, I know. Fine.”

Spenca hit the side of a tree near him. He hit hard three times, getting his point across. He knew I was hiding something, and he wasn't going to let it go. He kicked the tree for good measure. I wasn't going to be able to hide it much longer. 

As embarrassing as it was, I had to tell him. I would have to waste most of my words, so he better not have questions afterward. “Dream two kids. Boy, girl. Tell me world in dreams, not real. Often. Tell me prevent apocalypse.” She sipped on her soup again, restoring her throat enough to get through. “Be with Spenca.”

He wanted to know, and now he knew. “Be with?”

“Make love.” That was as far as I could go. I didn't meet his eyes for the rest of the meal. He didn't ask anymore questions. We washed our temporary dishes in a nearby stream before packing up and leaving. I thought that would be the end of the discussion.

I was wrong because the strangest thing happened. 

We ran into another human.

“Yeah, yeah, so I'm running two hours behind. I had to take lunch and Jameson wouldn't give me a decent hour. I refuse to starve,” he said as he laid down some packs. “No, I forgot the GPS for the players, I didn't have time to grab it. I know most of them are far away and I'll only be here five minutes.” 

I recognized the use of head phones. He was talking to someone. Spenca was confused and I doubted he even knew of cellular phones let alone that kind of communication. He was talking to someone on the other end. 

It wasn't long before Spenca figured that out. His approach wasn't mild. He ran and grabbed him by the shirt.

“Oh, shit!” The guy tried to pull away but wasn't strong enough. “Spenca. Oh man, I should have brought my GPS after all.” He closed his eyes. “Please don't kill me!”

“Who are you?” Spenca demanded.

“No one, really. I'm just the bag drop guy, that's all,” he insisted. “The players who make it to the next level get bags to survive the next one. I swear, I'm not responsible for you being here.”

“How get out?” I asked, not caring about my throat. Strangely, I felt no pressure on it.

“I get lifted out. Look, I'm not the enemy and I can't help. I can't get you out unless you have clearance,” he insisted.

“My dreams?” I asked him. “My dreams?” My throat, it didn't hurt so much. 

“That was just in the beginning. Different twist, same game,” he assured me.”

“Just in beginning? I am still having dreams,” I answered back.

“Voice,” Spenca warned me. I was using it indulgently with words that didn't matter.

“Voice is fine. See these trees?” The guy gestured to the trees above them. “Anytime you see those weird leafed trees, you can talk all you want.”

“Good. Dreams then,” Spenca said. “She still has dreams.”

“No.” He pulled out a small tablet and browsed through. “She was sent the new standard which reality dream. Old woman, sixty years old on her death bed. The higher ups are interested in seeing if . . .” He cleared his throat. “Well, they can figure out real from dream in time or if they commit suicide. Sixty percent do.”

“Bastard. Bastard!” I cried out at him.

“Still dreaming,” Spenca said to him again.

“No. Look, see Spenca. Can you read? Oh, I forget, you're a life player.” He held out the tablet toward me. “See? Every dream was charted that was affected by us. I have no idea about what you've been dreaming for at least sixty days. Probably even longer, it just lasts for so long when you first come.”

“You're not affecting my dreams?” I asked him.

“No. It's not in the system. Does no good when everyone figures it out.” He smiled at Spenca nervously. “So, um, can you let go?”

“Out of here,” Spenca demanded.

“No can do. Look, even if you take me hostage, then they'll just leave me here to rot. I'm no one special, I am just a bagger.”

“Where are we? Where are my memories? How did I get here?” I flooded him with questions.

“I don't know, I just drop off bags. I had access to the dreams but they are no biggie to the higher ups. All I can say is, this isn't Earth. I haven't been there in ten years,” he said to us. “I was lucky to be picked as a bagger and not a player. I'm completely replaceable, please! I'll die out here if they don't pick me up. I know Spenca isn't going to want to help me out. He doesn't with anyone.”

“People slow down.” I couldn't blame that reasoning all on Spenca. I had seen people too that I never insisted we help. We kept on going. They were clueless and uninformed, but the bigger the group, the harder it would be. Spenca and I were fine with just us two. But my dreams? If he was not responsible, then what was?

“Look, I shared what I could. Enough to roast me at the next meeting, but I did it in good faith! It's easy to turn away from someone but I won't stop following. I'll make you watch if I die,” he said to Spenca. “I will riddle you with guilt. I know the way you work. Just let me go! Let me go and you can have that one on one time that you enjoy with Shasta. She was your reward for becoming the longest running player.”

“Reward?” Spenca asked.

“Reward?” I asked more firmly. “What do you mean reward?”

“Look.” He brought out his tablet again scrolling to another page. “See? Planted not far from you. She's yours, do with her what you will.”

“I am no reward!” I yelled at him.

“It's just the superior's phrasing! Look, you've lived a long time down here. It changes you. Well, I live in a beat up old room on a spaceship and eat weird green peas everyday for my damn lunch! I don't think normal anymore either. We're all a little insane now.”

“How taken?” I asked him.

“Not taken, saved. Saved and put in here. You were saved and put in the game.” He gestured toward Spenca. “He was taken. One of the first to test the game.”

“What do you mean not taken?” I asked him. “I was clearly taken.”

“Saved. Our planet is gone. Get the memo.” He sighed. “It's gone. This is a tiny planet in another dimension. We're test subjects. We were all saved for a reason. To train. To be killed. To be baggers.” He gestured toward the bag on the ground. “On the ground or in the spaceship, none of us are free. There, so? Is that enough?”

“Apocalypse? What apocalypse?” Spenca turned toward me. The word was too big for him.

“It means it's gone.” There was no hope of a home to even return too. “Family?”

“I don't know. Everyone's assigned to certain places. Most go to Game World, where you are, after they are assigned. Before then, they're just held in pens.” He looked at them anxiously. “What else do you want? That's all I know. Please, you've got to distance yourself. Just do me that solid. Do you want me to follow you two? I will 'cause I don't want to die. If I die, it's your fault. Completely your fault. My dying words will be Shasta let me die.” He looked toward me first. “Is that easier on your conscience?”

I looked over toward Spenca. 

“Come on.” Spenca held my hand and started to move away. I don't think he wanted to have him following us. Spenca wasn't a people person, and having someone we didn't know bug us all day didn't seem like something I would want either. Not that I liked Spenca, it's just that . . .I, uh, was used to him. I got used to the mutual quietness between us and that guy would constantly jabber until his throat couldn't swallow. Besides, I think I learned all I had wanted to. I kept walking with Spenca and we heard a helicopter approaching. We would probably never run into anyone with knowledge again. Not unless someone was stupid enough to leave their GPS again. 

The dreams though, now it was becoming disturbing. He knew about the old woman dream, it had been planted to confuse me. So, what was with these kids? The apocalypse, me, and Spenca. Was this an even more elaborate ruse? It didn't seem to do anything that the other dream could have. I wouldn't accidentally jump thinking I could escape. The kids in my dream were certain that it was a dream world. They even revealed once they were working through the Boogeyman's dream world. Oh, the Boogeyman and the apocalypse. What was I even thinking? It's got to be fake. In my head.

It's not like Spenca would ever want me anyhow. I was company, but that was about it. I was just a random woman he traveled with. Nothing more. I think. Ooh, why am I even thinking about that?

After Shasta closed her eyes, I watched her a time while she slept. Would she call out my name again? She had almost every night. I know she dreamed of some strange kids now, but what else did she dream? Her eyes fluttered around, clearly in a dream at the moment. Her breath was steady, her stomach falling in and out in a steady rhythmn. They had mentioned the end to her and saving it. Her dimension was already gone because of the apocalypse. A big word I never had a chance to know before. Big meaning behind it, no wonder I was never taught it. Why would they teach a child in elementary school such a word? 

I saw that tablet though, written in the language on that little tiny computer he held in his hands. I recognized that language and those written words. Written words, such a strange thing to see after all these years. The only words I ever see written now is my name and Shasta's on our bag stuff when we clear a level. So many words altogether. I think my reading level, I was getting past Dr. Seuss at the time. I rubbed my hand through her hair as she slept. I never regretted saving her after all. It was nice to have someone to talk to, and even nicer that she was a woman. I didn't really enjoy women the same way on Earth. Too young. Now though, looking at her made me feel better about myself. Her smile. Her higher pitched voice when she graced me with it. Her eyes, her skin, she was so much more tender than a man. She was so much older than Lydia though and other thoughts often ran through my head. I remembered how men and women were attracted to each other. How they liked each other. I even remember that babies came from women's stomachs. My mother . . .she said it was because they loved each other so much that they were gifted a baby in their tummy. 

I doubt that. Where babies come from was always a loaded question that had too many conflicting answers. A stork? Yeah, right. I doubt it magically appeared in their tummy either. Shasta's tummy wasn't perfectly round. She had an average tummy, moving up and down as she slept.

I don't know why I find it fascinating to watch her sleep. I need to get my own sleep. Curling up beside her, I threw my arms around her. She never minds, especially in colder climates. It wasn't that cold, but I guess there was a small breeze. We only had a smaller blanket, so I'm sure it's okay. 

Why am I even reasoning why I want to put my arm around her? I do it nearly every night. In colder weather we hold each other even closer. I don't know, I guess knowing what her dreams are about is getting to me. Some kids are telling her that she needs to be with me.

Make love. I've heard that word before. Even on Earth at my age, it meant sex. Every kid should know that. It was an adult act that no one ever wanted to explain. Like cussing, it was something kids couldn't do. Adults did though, and maybe one day Shasta and I would do it. Those things were for boyfriends and girlfriends though. I was not one of those. I was only a friend. 

But boyfriends did get to kiss their girlfriends. I would not mind learning how to kiss Shasta. Being close to her felt nice and I imagine the mouth must be even nicer. It was hard to think about things like that in this world though. We aren't boyfriends and girlfriends kissing in school. We were a man and a woman running and surviving Game World. That kind of thinking was for Earth.

Her dream and meeting someone else from Earth, it had affected me. I needed sleep. Closing my eyes, I waited to drift off when I heard her call my name. I couldn't seem to wipe the smile off my face. That mood disappeared though as I heard grunting come toward us. No grunting like a monster. Like an annoying bug following us.

I was right. Out of the bushes came that weird bag man. He looked straight at me. I didn't shrug off a look myself.

“Comfy?” He gestured toward Shasta and I. “I didn't know you'd take the word meaning behind reward so fast.”

“Friends.” 

“Nice way you friends hold each other. Can I bunk with you until tomorrow?” He moved to the other side of Shasta who was still asleep. “We all stay warm this way?”

I brought Shasta closer to my side. I didn't trust him at all. A part of me wondered if I should try and buck my consciousness and take him out. Monster or human, he was a clear enemy. He seemed to get the point as he scooted back more. 

“We're still near the trees, you can talk in complete sentences you know.” He pulled something out of his pocket. “I need to get to these coordinates tomorrow and I'll be out of your hair, man. Just up that hill over there. That's it. You just need to stay away when they fly over this time.”

Fly? I gave him an odd look. I saw nothing that was flying last time we met.

“It's incognito. Camouflage. You know those words, don't you? It's hidden,” he settled on. “One night. I'm not going to do anything. Just keep me alive one night. I won't tag along behind.” He nodded at Shasta. “Two guys around don't make getting the girl any easier, am I right?”

Fine. I nodded my head to the right. He wasn't sleeping next to us, and he wasn't sharing our blanket. He got the hint and moved away slightly. Not as much as I wanted, but enough that I felt safe. Safe enough that if he approached again I could kill him quick and easy. As I laid my head back down, I heard Shasta murmur my name again.

“Well, I see where you two stand,” the guy chuckled. It was a good thing he had been a distance away. “What? Come on, she already likes you. Why else is she dreaming about you?”

I didn't answer. I hated that smug attitude. That carefree chuckling, I wanted to strangle him. There was no use for chuckling in this world. Not unless it was Shasta's. Her chucklng was appreciated. His was not. He was a spoiled twerp. I hated him. I felt like I really wanted to kill him. Even more than most monsters. A human watching what was happening to me all these years. Harboring secrets. 

Damn the humanity I did have, it was the only thing that kept him alive.

“Over there. Can you check the area real quick before you go?” the bag man said to Spenca. Spenca moved away, and I moved to a corner. A far enough distance if the bag man tried anything that Spenca could stop him. 

“Really, way over there?” he said to me. “My name's Stan. Did I ever tell you that?”

Didn't care. 

“Look, I don't have much time. That jungle guy has been here all his life. He's adapted, and I couldn't risk him coming aboard. But you? You remember the modern world. You're still new to this one. Adapting.” He tossed something at me. “Extra clearance pass. When I gesture, come forward to me. I'll take you away from Game World. Let you see for yourself what happened.”

I looked at the pass. He was giving me the key I was missing. “Memories?”

“They would be in there. I'll look them up for you.” He cleared his throat as Spenca came back.

A clearance pass. This could get me back my memories. Who had I been? It could be at the other end of where this lead. But Spenca. I couldn't leave Spenca here. What if it were a trap? I didn't know anything about Stan the bag man. How do I know he didn't want me to turn into his reward? I didn't like it, but it was my chance. I couldn't lose it. As Spenca came over, I knew what I had to do.

The bag man grinned as he saw me. When I saw his gesture, I ran toward him. Before I did, however, I grabbed Spenca's hand. Clasped between was the clearance pass. Spenca was surprised that I had ran, but he had trusted me enough not to stop. 

The groan of Stan the bag man was the last thing I heard before we went up.
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A Chorus of Falling Leaves Part 1: DIMENSION: FALLING LEAVES
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Melina reached into her pocket and pulled out a five in her new world's currency for her favorite bar. Well, it wasn't exactly new. She'd lived there almost her whole life but she was treated like new by any of that town's original residents. She was so young when her family moved there, she couldn't even remember what her other dimension had been like.

Her parents said that was a blessing and never discussed it. They weren't the only ones who found a new home, and she'd heard around to know she was blessed not to live through it too.

The ending. There was no other word for it, her dimension came to an end, and now she lived there.

They were treated nice and things could have been worse, but many underlings believed they weren't treated the same. They claimed that everything for an underling was outrageous in cost. Yet, hardly anyone could substantiate it because the overlings didn't live there.

The underlings lived beneath the overlings. Melina was considered an underling. No, the overlings lived in the most enchanting place she could imagine.

In the trees. Their entire world was in the trees. Oh, to be able to see. 

That was why there was room for underlings to stay. They were good for an extra economy boost. Where else could people go when their dimension's time had come?  The trees were such magnificent specimens. According to her mom and dad, their old dimension had trees too, but even the largest recorded tree there was no match for the smallest tree.

All anyone could ever see were some of the leaves if they looked very hard. There was no way a person could ever climb it to even it's first branch. Underlings lived under the trunks of the tree while the overlings enjoyed the top.

It made sense to Melina why they chose to have their civilization up high. Down where she lived, there were wild predators. They had massive gates and security to keep them out. At an extra cost, of course. The overlings were supposed to look like her. Two feet, two arms and a head. If one wandered around down where she lived, no one would ever know if they didn't say anything. They had strange sticky textures though all over their hands and feet that helped them grip. Not to mention, they were supposed to be fast. Faster than any human ever could be. They could be said to race up the tree a good distance before gravity even knew they were there.

While those were fascinating facts about them though, there was something that Melina thought was even more beautiful than that. It was how they found the one they loved.  Through music. It was said that when a woman sang, the beauty of her voice trumped even the ugliest looks. Attraction was through song.

Melina had always wanted to meet one and this year she might. Her parents had moved and she was close enough to attend Middle Ground. Middle Ground was a University for overlings and underlings. It was created three years ago in hope that converging with each other might bring down some misguided hatred.

Melina held her bar tight as she packed her books for her first day. She wouldn't be anywhere near the top of the trees, but she would be having class partway up the trunk, high above ground. She couldn't wait to see how she could do that. “Bye, mom.”

“Are you sure you don't want me or your dad to take you?” she asked me. 

Having her parents there walking with her to drop her off on her first day of college? No thanks. “Later, mom.” 

“It's a distance through the forest. Be careful.”

Melina knew she would be fine. Middle Ground was a ways out of the community and it would take half an hour to walk there. It was fall so she watched the leaves making their way to the ground as she moved through them. The crunching beneath her feet made her even more excited to go to school. It was a distance and it felt even longer than half an hour, but the trip everyday would be worth it.

She saw some people up high on a hill but no one around her. There was supposed to be a bridge that led to the roots around there somewhere. She imagined the school must be gigantic if she had to climb up just to get to the exposed roots. 

The bridge though that was supposed to be there could not be found. Melina looked all around her but where was it supposed to be? She spotted plenty of bridges stringing across her, but none low enough for her to climb.

“Lost?”

Melina turned around and saw a new fellow she never met before. “Yes,” she admitted as she gestured to the bridges. “I can't find the bridge to go up into Middle Ground.”

“You are in Middle Ground,” he said. “Classes start in ten minutes, just head straight between those trees.”

“I thought we had to cross a bridge to get to the roots first?” she asked him, unenthused.

“Not this year. There was too much . . .tension.” He answered, but Melina could tell he wasn't telling her everything. “Just don't go near the only bridge around.”

“We aren't allowed?”

“No,” he said, “just don't. It's safer here on the ground.” He held out his hand. “Thomas.”

“Melina,” she said as she shook his hand. “So, on the ground?”

“Just like every other school. Don't worry, you'll probably go the whole year without seeing an overling as long as you stay away from the bridge.” He flashed a smile as he tugged me away to another tree.

There wouldn't be anything special about this school at all. She could have gone to another college that had been five minutes away if she knew that. Half an hour everyday just for the same thing?

When she arrived in the class, she saw many new faces. Her family was still quite new to the area. Melina set her bag down and pulled out her science book. She looked through the pictures with a sigh until she looked out the window.

There it was. A ways away, but clearly visible. The bridge that started on the ground and moved upward. There wasn't a sign that said Do Not Enter on it at all. She hid a grin as the teacher moved into the room.

Her classes were back to back with no real break because she didn't want to walk back and forth all day between home and classes. Her first course was science and then math. Afterwards, she had choir and then a small break in her schedule for a late lunch. 

Science and math were about the same as her last college. Nothing real new. Choir was the same, but she had sheet music to some new songs she needed to learn for their first concert. Homework from each class on day one, no surprise to her. 

As she walked to find a place to sit down to eat her lunch, Melina found herself gazing at the bridge again.

“Want to eat with me?” Thomas said as he interrupted her thoughts. “I know a great place to sit away from everyone.”

“Pass the bridge?” She had hoped too much.

“No way, nowhere near there.” He grabbed her hand. “Come on, you can meet some of my friends.”

“I'd like somewhere quiet.” She pulled her hand away as politely as she could. “I need to practice my sheet music.”

“Sheet music?”

“Yeah, I have choir.”

“Oh.” He actually chuckled at her. “You have to practice singing?”

“For a concert.” Melina heard that snob in his voice. 

“Just memorize the words, isn't that good enough? How hard is singing?”

Melina had a feeling this was going to be a forced friend. Someone who wanted to be friends with her but who she just couldn't stand. She loved to sing and it was her first concert. Concerts were big events, large enough to require learning it the very first day of school. It took time to learn the notes, the rhythm and the tempo. The words were only a small part of the whole composition. Not to mention she had six songs to learn by the fall concert.

Waving her hand casually, she hid her feelings to that comment. “I'll see you later.” She watched him leave, making sure he was completely out of view.

Then she turned toward the bridge.

The day began like any other for Luc. He had started to go to the University. First day back and he met his friends, met his new teachers, the usual. He expected that day to go home when his ears heard something strange. It was singing in a different language he had never heard. The voice was so smooth that it placed Cri, this friend and the top singer in his school, completely off the map. Every note sounded perfect. “Hey!” He grabbed someone he knew nearby. “Do you hear that?”

“What?” His friend put his hand to his ear but shook his head. “No.”

“It's . . .undescribable. How can you not hear that?” Luc asked him. He stopped another person he met and was rewarded with the same response. There was a sound he could hear that no one else could. He slapped his head. “Oh!” He shook his head. “I'm not ready for this.”

“Ready for what?” a friend he knew as Felda asked as she came over toward him. “Luc?”

“I hear a voice no one hears. It's more beautiful than anything I've ever heard.” He looked at his feet. “I-I can't even move my feet, I'm afraid I'll more too far from it.”

“Oh no, really?” She laughed and slapped his back. “You found your soul mate. Well, somewhere. I don't hear anything either. Your ears are tuned to it, aren't they?”

He shushed her, not being able to believe she was interrupting it. 

“Stop listening you idiot and go find the overling singing it,” she said. 

She was right. Luc placed his hands and feet on the tree and headed down, trying to find which branch the enchanted song was coming from. He kept moving, even to the edge of the first branch. He looked down below him. Nothing could ever be seen, but that music was still so far down. 

Maybe it was an overling trying to get away from everyone? Climbing down the trees were overkill for something like that, there were always several areas for that around there. He ran down the tree and curved before he hit the bottom. 

Whoah, that was weird. He looked under himself. Grass. He'd hardly touched this before. He picked up his feet and some of the grass stuck to his feet. Yeah, that's one reason no one wanted to be down there.

Grass no longer mattered as he heard the sound again. It was on the other side of the tree. He scampered up the side and traveled halfway around the bottom of the trunk.

He saw a woman about his age, singing while she sorted sheet music on the ground. She stopped singing temporarily to get the papers back in order.

Unbelievable. Luc couldn't believe it! Most overlings never found their real soul mate and many tired of looking. They often found someone they liked enough or thought they might love. Soul mate though. He found her, singing at the base of this tree. He picked his hands off the base of the tree and tried to fix his hair. He couldn't screw this up.

What should he say? Should he be honest with her and tell her they were destined to be together? It might scare her. It slightly scared him, knowing this was his forever love. She sighed in frustration. “Melody!”

Melody? He approached slightly closer. He was close enough to touch her now, but she didn't see him. She was absorbed in her sheet music. She jabbered some more words, but the only one he could understand was Melody. 

Why was an overling at the base of a tree? He watched her with the sheets of paper. Her hands weren't sticky at all and she had no special non-stick paper. Why? Her language was different too. Most overlings spoke the same. There were only a couple who didn't and that was because they were from another dimension that also inhabited trees. They were more than welcome up there, but . . . this wasn't one of them either.

She was something else. She had something covering her feet. He assumed it was from the sticky grass, but maybe that wasn't it. No way, it couldn't be! He heard her. He heard her all the way from the base of this tree! She had to be his soul mate, there was no doubt about it.

But it was so painfully clear. She was an underling. She lived at the base of the trees, unable to come up. How could he even speak to her? He would need help. He headed back up the tree and through the branches. He needed a translator.

“Melina!” Melina groaned over and over again. Her music was so hard to learn. It was a staccato allegro. She would have to sing fast, but with sharp crisp breaks between each note. “Who would sing this?” It would be her toughest piece and she knew she would be spending the majority of her time on it. 

“What are you doing up here?”

Melina looked beside her and saw one of her new teachers near her. “I didn't see a sign that said keep out.”

“It's common knowledge now. Oh you can come, it's just not smart.” He cleared his throat. “You're new this year, aren't you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“So you don't know what happened last year?”

“No, sir.” She watched his eyes, hoping he would give something away.

“It's not a nice thing to talk about. Overlings are good people, just like us. I met more than a couple last year. Things went great but then there was an incident with a young girl and that, because of it, she won't be here this year.”

“Was she hurt?”

“She was killed.” He bit his lip. “She was in my class, a good student. I don't know what happened, no one does, but she was found dead below this very tree you are practicing music under. This tree.” He patted it. “There used to be more bridges that linked us even higher. The lowest of those bridges are now out, this is the only one that remains.”

“Someone tore them out?”

“Someone snuck here and cut them out.” He began to walk away. “Limit your time up here. Overlings are people, but just like people, there are good and bad. Be careful.”

“Do you know who did it?” She called after him as she started to gather her things. “Sir?”

“Rumor is overlings who didn't want underlings so close to them. Even though above the trunk is still low, it's not the grass. Some of them felt we didn't belong. Finish up and come down, okay?”

Melina nodded, now understanding. As she gathered the last of her music though, she heard a different voice.

“Hello.”

The voice was a little odd.

A little higher than the average man's voice but too low for a woman. She turned around and saw someone her age beside her. “Hello.” 

“Hello.”

Didn't he already say that? “Hi, again.”

“Hello. Greetings. Moment of silence.”

Moment of silence? “Moment of silence?”

“Yes, sorry. My infernal device may have translated that incorrectly.” He hit his ear while he said something in another language. “This befallen absurdity of technological incorrect advancement. Do you comprehend the utterings of mine mouth more increasingly better?” 

“I . . .sort of?” she answered. “Who are you?”

“Which individual may I be?” 

The language was so bizarre. It was obvious he was using a translator in between his own language. Could he be an overling? Excited, she wanted to ask him a thousand questions but he couldn't keep up like that. So far, she couldn't even get his name? “Yes, your name?”

“My legal designation is Luc,” he answered. “Your legal designation, if I may enquire boldly?” He took just a moment to turn off his translator to try and adjust it.

“Melina.”

He didn't use his translator that time. “Melody?”

“Melina,” she said again.

“Melody.” He ran it through his translator. “Melina. Your name in my designated language refers to music.”

“Really?” She smiled at the thought. Melina never cared much for her name, but the thought it actually meant melody in another language? “Are you an overling? Or are you an underling that is speaking an older language from the planet?”

He hit his ear again. “Yes, I am designated overling. You are a designated underling, am I correct in this assumption of mine?”

“Yes.” She should stick with simple questions, but she wanted to know so much. “Are your feet really sticky?”

“My bottom extremeties? Hello and yes.”

She tried to hide her expression to his words again, but he ended up hitting his ear. 

“If I could would take infernal-blast it, fix yourself.” He hit his ear again. “Oh, how long is this going to last?”

She touched his arm. “Wait, I understand you well now.”

“Really?” He stopped messing with his ear. “Sorry, I'm not used to translators. No real need where I am from. Um, so. . .your name is Melody?”

“Melina, but if you want to call me in your language, that is fine,” she decided.

“Melody. That is an exceptional name. Melody.” He gazed at her. “Are you going to school in Middle Ground?”

“Yes, I am. The lower part of course,” she said trying not to blush. She had wanted to meet an overling since she was small and the one she met wasn't bad at all. He didn't where shoes which made sense. His clothes may have been shaped somewhat different, but they were basic pants and a shirt. 

“You were singing,” he said. “Weren't you?”

“Oh, yes, trying.” She looked at her sheet music. “I used to sing different music in my other school. I was just practicing.”

“You have a beautiful voice.”

She had a beautiful voice? She couldn't even get the notes right yet, it was closer to caterwauling. Was he being nice or . . .no, of course not. He couldn't be down the tree because of it. She wasn't an overling. Overlings attracted each other through music, not an underling. Besides, the trees were always so large, there's no way he could have heard her. “Thanks,” she finally answered. “Do you come down often?”

“I came down for your singing. I heard you.” 

Okay. Way up there? Melina fidgeted. “From way up there?”

“Your voice carried.” He approached her closer. “I'm surprised you're not an overling. How is it that you sound so nice?”

Melina tried to hide the squeak, but failed as her voice slid. “Choir?” She coughed. “Overlings are attracted to music, right?”

“Uh, right. Yes, we love music. Hearing it at the base, I was too curious.” He grinned at her. 

“Well, I am glad you came down.” She eyed her sheet music and afraid she might blush if she looked at him straight on much longer. “I've never met an overling.”

“I've never met an underling.” He looked around them. “I never come down to the base of trees. Even last year when it was encouraged, I didn't want to come down much. Oh, but I don't mean it's because I didn't like underlings or anything! It's just . . .” He crossed his arms. “Sorry.”

“I imagine it's boring. You have the entire treetops in your world. Not much down here,” she admitted. “I'm new here. Just moved here,” she said, trying to think of something exciting to say. “I heard Middle Ground actually joined overlings and underlings. Sort of.”

“Some of them came down,” he said as he leaned against the tree. “Can't really join in much though. This is so far down from home.” As he said that he lifted his foot and tried to pull some leaves off of it. “It's hard on the feet down here, everything sticks.”

Melina saw a strange liquid substance on the leaf he knocked off. “What is that liquid?”

Luc looked at the leaf. “Biscotti.”

Melina chuckled a second until he looked at her funny. “Oh, uh. Biscotti is like a dessert.”

“Oh.” He picked up his feet. “It always seeps from the feet.” He jumped and stuck to the side of the tree with his feet. He was standing diagonally to her.

“Wow, are your hands that sticky too? Oh wait.” She regretted that. “Is that more personal to ask?”

“Not at all.” He popped right off the tree and stood beside her again. He showed her his hands. They looked sweaty and wet.

“That must make life a little difficult at times,” Melina said as she looked at his hands.

“Not at all. Even down here, the majority of my biscotti is drying.” He looked up. “I'll have to climb against the tree a few times before I make the trek back up. When we don't use our feet or hands, we don't make biscotti.” He pushed his hands together and Melina could see the unattractive ooze that stuck between them. “When I wake up in the morning, they are as dry as yours.” He looked toward her arms.

Melina showed her hands. “As dry as this?”

“Yes.” He touched her hands. 

She was expecting from the look that they would feel like a slobbery mucus, but it didn't. It was thicker, like cake batter. It was no more of a discomfort than licking a bowl of cake mix.

“Your hands aren't super dry though,” he noted. “You have some moisture to them, they aren't like lizards.”

Lizards? “No, we aren't that dry or rough.” They both had some misconceptions about each other. 

They took turns asking about each other as time ran away from them. It wasn't until Melina noticed the sun that she knew she was in trouble. “Oh no.”

“What?” Luc asked her. “What's wrong with a sunset?”

“I have to walk home.” She gathered up everything ultra quick. “I'm sorry, Luc, but I've got to get home before it gets dark. My parents must be worried.”

“You mean you don't live on campus?” He seemed surprised.

“No. After college, I hope I can afford something.” She waved goodbye but he followed after her.

“How far do you live then?”

“About half an hour.”

“You are going to walk into the darkness for half an hour? Away from campus and others?” Luc shook his head. “No way. Let me walk you home.”

“You really shouldn't, I don't want you to get lost,” she said as she walked faster. “The sun is sinking fast.”

“There are predators down here,” Luc reminded her. “Let me stay just in case you need help.”

“Why can you fight?”

“No, but I run up trees really well,” he laughed. “It's dangerous, Melody. If you don't let me follow, I'll just watch you from behind.”

Melina was coming home really late with a guy she just met the first day of college. Her mother and father weren't going to be happy but Luc was right. It was getting dark. How did the time go by so fast? It felt like they'd only been talking a short time. Besides, what harm could a half more hour with him cause?

Walking on the ground for Luc wasn't the easiest. He kept getting the leaves stuck to his feet along with grass. He kept quiet though and decided just to jump from tree to tree. The trees she moved through had much smaller trunks, he could almost play leapfrog with another overling with these trees. The sun had gone and it had grown dark as he predicted. No, he couldn't have left her out there in the darkness. While they moved through, Melina tried to keep up conversation but her eyes darted around anxiously.

Luc just hid his chuckle as he jumped and walked across another trunk of the tree. Melina had nothing to fear, he'd hear a predator coming and they'd be high up in a tree before it got close enough to ever touch them. Did she understand how slow this speed had been to him? This was nothing, but this was a quick pace for her.

He could tell as she stumbled slightly. Her slow feet wanted to pick up speed, she couldn't hide that fact. If he'd known her more than a day then maybe he could have agreed to give her a ride in his arms? He'd run her straight home in no time. Then the day would be over with her though. Luc wanted to make the walk last, but ease her troubles too. He couldn't have both, but he kept conversation up as he continued to jump and walk diagonally to her.

When they reached her home, he wasn't shocked to see what was probably her mother yelling out for her.

“Oh!” She motioned to Melina to give her a hug. While they hugged, Luc could tell how upset her mother had become. “Whatever class you have just taken, you need to drop it this year. You were out there alone. I was worried half to death.”

“I'm fine.” Melina didn't bother telling her she was late because she was talking to Luc, and Luc didn't blame her. “Luc walked me home.” She gestured toward Luc as he hopped back onto the ground from the tree. 

“Oh my goodness, he's an . . .a nice gentleman.” Melody's mother seemed to think he'd be offended by calling him what he was? He never knew what an underling thought, they had as many misconceptions about them and vice versa. She held her hand out toward him, but Luc didn't understand.

“He's an overling,” Melina said to her mother as she gestured toward Luc's hands. 

“Yes, I'm sorry.” Melina's mother held her hands back. “You probably don't shake hands in your  culture.”

That would become sticky. Luc just shook his head and looked back toward Melina. “I'd better go. Will I see you tomorrow beneath the same tree?”

“Yes, but my class schedule is different. It will be a little longer in the day before I can meet.”

Luc would wait all day at the bottom of the tree if he had to. “I won't miss it either.”

“Don't meet too late,” her mother warned them. “Melina, make sure you adjust your schedule so this doesn't happen again. Thank your lucky stars that he helped you back. Now, come inside. It gets so cold this time of year at night.”

“Yes, mom.” Melina hated when she used their planet's old odd catch phrases. Thank lucky stars? It was impossible to even see stars. Only people in the treetops would ever be able to see above the leaves. Only Luc. She smiled at him and waved before finally shutting the door.

***
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Once Luc reached his dorm, he saw his mom waiting by it. Oh, great. “Hey, mom, what are you doing here?”

“Oh, I just wanted to see how your first day went. Mind if I come in?” Luc let her in and she made herself at home in one of the cushioned chairs. “Nice place. Did you have a good first day?”

“Uh huh.”

“Learn anything new?”

“Not yet.”

“Meet your soul mate and forget to tell your mom?”

Luc knew that was coming. He leaned beside her on the overcushioned chair. “I just got back home. I would've called you later.”

“No. You call about trivial matters, this you tell your mom you tell face to face.” She tapped his cushion. “Comfy. Cotton wood?”

“I think so.” 

“So?”

“So what?”

“So tell me about her,” his mother chuckled. “Stop dragging it out. Is she cute? Do you have names picked out for kids?”

“Mom!” Luc covered his face. “I just met her today.”

“Yes, but I know several overlings who have names picked out already.” She stood up, placed her hands behind her back and bent down to look him in the eye. “Is she pretty?”

“She is beautiful and her voice is gorgeous. She was practicing for her choir,” he revealed. He got up off the cushion. “Can I get you some brewed leaves or bark?”

“Yes, bark and tell me more. It's not everyday that one's son finds their soul mate.” She sat back down in the cushioned chair as Luc pulled some choice bark from his cupboard. “Does she go to school with you?”

“Sort of.” He brought the bark to his mom. “Chango Tree.”

“Sweet or spicy?”

“Tangy.” He kept a stick for himself as he chewed on it. “Her name is Melody. Well, it's Melina, but it's translated to Melody in our language.”

“Ooh!” His mom bit down hard on her bark. “Translation? I am guessing she is not a traditional overling?”

“You guessed right?”

“She have green wings?”

“No.”

“Red tail?”

“No.” 

“What else is left?” She held her mouth a second. “Chango is too tough of a bark, do you have any softer bark?” She gave the bark back and Luc gave her a semi soft wood. “Yes, Teritako, that is a softer wood. Your mom isn't as young as she used to be.” She took another bite. “Now, enough dawdling, I give up. Who is she?”

Luc bit down on the Chango hard, taking off more than he could chew. His mom watched him as he continued to chew. Like it or not though, he eventually had to swallow and tell her. He gulped it down. “An underling.”

“What?” His mother stood up again. “No, no. That's impossible. I mean, it should have been impossible with the others too, but you could have been confused and found a lovely girl.” She shook her head. “Luc, you've got to be confused. Bottom feeders don't find their love like that.”

“It's underling, not bottom feeder.” Oh, such terms. Bottom dweller or ground dweller was bad enough. 

“Sorry, no offense.” She gave the bark back. “Luc, it can't be one of them.”

“No one heard her music. I stopped and I could barely move. Heck, I could barely breathe.” Luc took a deep breath as he thought about it. “I'd never heard such a tone before. Even a friend of mine, Felda, she couldn't hear it. No one heard it. I raced down the trunk and had to move pass the branches. She was at the trunk of the tree, practicing choir.” He stood up and stared deep into his mother's eyes. “I heard her all the way from the treetops, mom. She's the one.”

“But a bottom . . .um, dweller?” She sighed. “She can't climb trees, how would you make it together?”

“I can survive down there. I can jump from trunk to trunk, or get specialized covers for my feet,” he reckoned. 

“Then I'd never see you, or her, or my grandchildren when they pop up. Could you share your biscotti like we do with the elderly? I mean, I don't know. Is there anything for this?”

“I've never heard of it. I don't know, maybe.” Luc shrugged. “I can't reject her just because she can't climb the trees. If I have to I'll live down there or I'll carry her everywhere up here.”

“Oh.” His mother stroked his cheek causing his eyes to roll. “That is such a sacrifice, Luc, you really belong with her. Okay.” She closed her eyes and groaned. “We'll figure something out. I would much prefer her up here though. There are predators down there and who knows what? I don't know anything below the branches.” 

“I haven't told her anything yet either,” Luc warned his mom. “For the girls here, this is a dream come true. They grow up with the knowledge this could happen. Like you said, they have names picked out if their perfect mate comes to them.”

“Well, does she know anything?”

“She knows that overlings were attracted to music. She probably thinks we have significant hearing.” Luc looked down at the ground. “I don't want to scare her off.”

“You don't, and you don't have to. Take your time. You will both find your way.” She patted his cheek twice before leaving his dorm.
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Project Wolf Part 4: DIMENSION: HERO’S DIMENSION
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This world. The very air of it seemed cruel. Hero walked slowly beside Roxie, scanning the horizon. It was dark and foggy. Each of their breaths as they exhaled could be seen. 

“So I was found somewhere around here.” Roxie broke the silence first. “This is really my home world. What happened?” Around them were ruins. Ruins of odd shaped homes. Hero moved over toward one of the ruins, a door still ajar on it. He pushed it down and looked inside. The entrance was made perfectly for a wolf to trot through. “Stay here,” he said to Roxie as he moved into the home. There was no furniture but there was some décor. It was covered in cobwebs, spiders had long taken over the house. There were embellished rugs draped all over the floor in all of the rooms.

Curious, Roxie walked in too. “This is . . .a home?”

“For wolves. For wolves like us, I think.” If it had been fixed up, it would be a lovely home. There was even a small area hollowed out in the backroom. In it, the embellished rugs were pastel with soft textured designs. “A cub's area.”

Roxie came up beside him and looked down. Could it be hers? “Everyone is gone. It hasn't been used in years.”

“This might be yours. There are different abandoned houses though.” He was going to dig at the rug to see if there was something there, when he spotted something different. “Broken frame on the floor.” He couldn't ask Roxie to pick it up in their form, it was too new to her. Picking up broken glass wasn't a good idea for him, but the home was not large. It was made for a wolf form, he coudn't transform. Delicately picking it up with his paw, he flipped it over.

It was a family. Not of wolves, but human forms. There were two kids, a baby, a dad, and a mom. “This could be your family.”

“Maybe.” Roxie couldn't remember. “They looked happy.”

Both of them left the home but Hero kept himself on alert. There were more small homes that looked abandoned, but some larger ones too. He quickly checked out a large house, but came to the same conclusion. He came back to Roxie. “Roxie. These are dens. Even the big ones, there are old pictures of wolves I've seen.”

“Like me.” Roxie sat on her haunches. “Whatever happened must have been bad. My Aunt was right to have taken me. I wouldn't have survived.”

“Some kind of attack.” 

“Is the whole world like this?”

“I don't know. We could travel farther if you want.”

“No.” Roxie hung her head down. “The home I was born in is gone. There's no one here. On the other side, I don't know how to live either. I can't go to school like this. People will mistake me for a project when I walk down streets. Not unless I remain in a human form.”

“No, that's not nature,” Hero stressed to her. “Look at these homes, Roxie. People chose either form, not giving in one way or another. Some are large, but most are small. Probably more affordable if that was the way it worked. You weren't born human, you were born like me. We must embrace both forms. Denying your wolf side is denying your heritage. Denying who you are.”

“But I don't want to be a wolf!” She shouted. She bent her front down, lying on the ground. She moved her head all the way down. Her body was as sunk to the earth as it could be. “I just want to be Roxie. Why can't I just be Roxie? The girl who goes to school, has normal friends and a normal life.”

“Roxie.” Hero swished his tail. He lied down beside her in a similar position. “Projects and this world are connected. You aren't a project but you are similar. I can't guarantee you won't go into heat. I can't guarantee that your scent won't spike again. I don't have that information. I know that you reached your peak, but that's it. This world, if someone is here, they will understand better.”

“You would be looking after me all my life?” Roxie asked Hero. 

“I wouldn't know what would happen. To go back and try to live as a human, as normal Roxie Malone, I can't guarantee nothing would happen. I can't. I mean . . .” He picked his head up. “I save the world, Roxie. I have to be here and there, stopping projects, and helping with disasters. I couldn't always make it. You need to be trained.”

“Trained?” Roxie picked herself back up. “Trained in what?” She looked toward his eyes, a few scattered memories resurfacing. She shook her head, trying to clear it.

“Trained to fight. What's wrong?” Hero asked. “Are you remembering?”

He knew? “I don't know.” Roxie tried to move away more, not ready to deal with anything else.

“It's okay. I found out about that too.” He seemed almost casual about it. “I know why you didn't remember. The original wolves didn't find a mate until maturity. To mate before then triggered fits of amnesia until they became mature. Welcome to maturity, Roxie.” She could have sworn she almost heard a chuckle. “My head hurt for a long time.”

“Because you were the only one who could remember?” she haphazardly guessed.

“No, that table top was some strong wood.” He pulled himself up to be even with her as he stared at the moon. “Have you ever howled at the moon?”

Roxie looked toward the moon. “Not something an average girl does on a school night.”

Hero lifted his head and howled next to Roxie before he continued. “To howl releases all that frustration and anger out towards the serenity of the moon. Try it.”

“To howl?” Roxie continued to stare at the moon. She felt silly at the notion. “I don't know how to howl. It would probably sound like a shout.”

“Try. There is no one in need of a howl more than you right now,” Hero said right before he howled again.

“Okay, but don't laugh.” Roxie tried a small howl, but it didn't sound anything like Hero's at all.

“Try again. It's your first day as a wolf, you are doing fine.” Hero howled again, probably hoping she'd join in.

She tried again. This time, she was firmer with her voice. Hero kept howling, so she continued. After a minute, she found it. She stumbled back slightly, surprised that came from her throat. She lifted her head and gave it her all one more time. She thought about the fact that she couldn't be in school anymore. She was treated like a toy to other wolves for so long. She had to depend completely on Hero. How long she couldn't remember anything about her first time. Her parent's kidnapping. It all came out in one mind numbing howl.

After she finished, Hero looked proud of her. “How do you feel?”

Better. Her body having released that frustration felt so much more relaxed. Another thought struck her about the date too. “That table was hard.”

If wolves could smile. Hero's teeth were slightly exposed to her. “Your lucky you didn't break the chair, tigress.”

“Tigress? What is tigress?” Roxie asked him.

“My father used to call my mother that. She was not treated the same as us, not a common wolf. I didn't understand at first, but I think she was like you. You both came from this world.” He looked out onto the horizon. “Now I understand.”

Roxie was lost in her own thoughts as clarity came back toward her. She felt fortunate to be a wolf, or she would be a thousand shades of red. Her reaction was still noticed by Hero. “What are you looking at?”

“Nothing.” Still, his expression didn't change. “Can't blame it all on me now, can you?”

She remembered, but it made being around him even harder. Not easier. She had been a wild beast, purring. How could she even purr? The fact that she was suddenly purring didn't help her and she didn't know how to stop.

“Those colors, that sound, and the name.” Hero looked around. “Could it be? Are there actual tigers here too?”

Roxie wished she was able to shrug, but she wished more that she could stop purring. Hero didn't call attention to it of which she was glad. Her purrs had only ever come in front of him. That moment, it was complete lust. Not her. None of it was her, it was all scent. Oh sure, she didn't seem to mind the fact that he had the personality of a wolf. She got used to it though, it wasn't something she liked. And okay, so she was finding his wolf form for admirable than his human form. That was completely because she saw him in that most times. Not because she liked him as a wolf. Wolf to wolf.

No, the memories were just confusing her. She didn't love him. She barely even liked him. That was all lust, completely different.

“Are you okay?” Hero asked as he walked around her. “Your purring hasn't stopped. Do you control that?”

“No.” Great, he was drawing attention to it. “Nothing, it's nothing.” She tried to back away, but was still getting used to her feet. Her back went up oddly instead before she fixed herself right.

“Then what, embarrassment?” Hero moved toward her slowly. “Is your purring from pleasure?”

“No, it's just confused. I mean, I'm just confused,” she said quickly.

“You like me back.”

“No, I don't,” Roxie disagreed. “What do you mean back?” He didn't like her like her. He could never like her like her. He barely knew her.

“You do?” Hero looked like he wanted to do a back flip in the air. He darted behind her. “I knew you would eventually. You're my mate.”

“I am not.”

“You are, you've been with me.”

“It doesn't make me yours.” Roxie flipped around on all fours, surprising herself she could make such a move.

“In the human world, no.” Hero edged. “They are finicky and few hold commitments. Even with marriage there is divorce. But as wolves? Things are different.”

“No, they aren't. I can't do anything, I'm nineteen years old,” Roxie countered him.

“Gosh, Roxie.” If Hero could blush, he probably would have. “I didn't mean that again.”

“Well, I-” Roxie blushed too. “I-I didn't either. Relationship wise though―”

“We are the only two wolves that care about more than their next meal,” Hero reminded her. “It only makes sense we have connected. We should share a fresh kill some time.”

A fresh kill? “No, thank you.”

“I bet it would drive your wolfish taste wild.” Hero approached her side. “There is nothing I want more than to hunt something for you.”

Charming? Roxie didn't know what to make of those words. “Like another date?”

“Of sorts, now that you aren't afraid, and we have no more secrets.” Hero dashed through the winds with Roxie right behind him. “Feel it run through you, Roxie! There is no greater thrill in the world.”

Roxie felt her adrenaline pumping, she never imagined she could go that fast. Running and leaping, trying to stay up with Hero. Her new body was beginning to feel more natural by the minute. The only thing she didn't know yet was how to change back, but that would come with time.

Before Roxie left her world again, she gazed at it one more time. A world that she truly would have belonged to, but that she didn't belong to. Even if there had been some villagers there, she would never have stayed. She had another life back in the world she had thought was hers almost her whole life. Maybe one day when she knew her wolf self better, she would come back. She had enough of a journey ahead of her though. Learning to fight. Another date with Hero. Learning how to live in her world with this new knowledge. Could she still go to school? Would she be safe out there when people discovered her secret? “Hero?”

“Yes, Roxie.”

“You said that I should embrace both selves, but I can't be a wolf out on the street. People will assume I am a project.”

“No, they won't. I am the only white wolf and you are the only tiger colored wolf. People will know about us before you know it.”

“I don't know if word would spread that quick.”

“Media moves fast. I should ask though.” Hero looked toward her. “Marriage or should I buy you?”

“Excuse me?”

“Marriage or buy? You can't be out there like this anymore, Roxie. Who knows what happens in the future? I will not lose you simply because I was out saving the world. I can't always be there.”

Marriage or buy? “I know you can't always be there, but buy me or marriage?” Those were her options. “Can't there be a third option?”

“Media would get the point across and the whole world would be knocking down your front door. Projects would come for you because of who you are and you can't fight yet. I'll teach you, but even then it would be for emergencies. With me, you can get out in the world, but be safe.”

“No.” There had to be something else. “I can't accept that, no way.”

“It's the only way.”

“We can talk to the community leaders. Territory leaders, they are the final say, right?” Roxie asked. “Could we talk to the territory leaders? Hero?”

“ . . .yeah.” His voice was kept low as they departed from the world.
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Bose said no. He said no and he meant it, but Hero wasn't going to play fair. He wanted Roxie like no other. “Damage reports?”

“Nearly two million on my territory,” one of the leaders said. “All projects who caused it, uncaptured. Total loss of human life, still zero.”

Bose drooped his head toward the table. Hero had always saved everything. He stopped projects, stopped their destruction, and saved people. He helped with natural disasters too. He did it for nothing since he had already amassed a fortune. And, he didn't do much with it. Add to his secret home? That's about all he had. “Anything else?”

“He stopped by my territory and stopped the projects.” A territory leader got up and went by Bose. “After I paid his bill.” He slapped the paper in front of him. “250,000 out of my own pocket for something he used to do for free. I vote get him his project woman.”

“I got a bill too, but I couldn't risk paying it,” another one said. “Now I've got twenty projects running around in my territory and the damage has already been worth three times what he asked! I can't get a hold of him to get the offer back.”

“I wish I could get an offer,” another one said, “my territory finances are dying. We can't keep going like this.”

“He used to have a salary when he was younger. Mostly, it was considered donation of a job well done. We could pool our money together, and create something?” Bose suggested.

“Just give him the woman already,” another one groaned. “One woman. We already know how to do it, we've got the loopholes, and he's even willing to pay.” He hit his head. “What are we going to do when he starts charging to save people's lives?”

“He would never do that.” Bose shook his head. “I've known him since he was a kid, no matter how desperate he is, he'd never lose a human life.”

“But he doesn't mind damages or sending bills,” Bose was reminded once again by someone else.

“What do you want, huh?” Bose held up Hero's new application. “Do you really want to knock on someone's door and say 'we want to buy your daughter, and it doesn't matter what you say, we'll get her because Hero wants her'?!” He slammed the application back down. “No. He needs to stay as far away as possible.”

“From a project?” Another leader yelled. “In the end, that's what she is! We can put a media twist on it, she's only a project.”

“She was raised as a normal girl. Normal schooling, normal parents, and a normal life.” Bose tapped the application. “This is wrong. This is not what we allow for society's youth.”

“No, standing in the way of nature is wrong,” another one said. “They both go together. Hell, she can turn wolf now too. Do we really need a wolf walking around out there? Let them work it out in secret. Eventually, they will figure it out.”

“Now you sound like him.” Bose looked toward the application. He remembered Hero's last talk to him. He promised that he wouldn't treat her like a slave, and he knew that he meant well. Hero's hormones were the ones in control though, not him. He remembered that table scene.  

Then again, Hero was serious. He wanted to defend Roxie since he didn't know what the future held for her. He couldn't do that and help save at the same time. Hero knew that just as well as Bose.

In the battle of nature verses nurture, nature was winning. She was just a project, a wolf. But her history gave her a deeper meaning to him. 

They couldn't keep going this way though. Letting projects run free, causing damage, and only cleaning it up after the bill is paid? Hero was dead serious.

Bose did not want to do this, but Hero was grown up now. Nineteen and obviously ready to do whatever it took to get Roxie Malone.  “By the almighty, Hero better know what he's doing!”

Bose marked out the word denied into accepted. His conscience would tear at him, but Hero held all the cards. The economy was falling apart all because of one wolf girl. Hero better not let him down.
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“Are you sure you'll be fine?” Roxie asked her parents as Bose pulled up with some other cars.

“They are following you,” her father pointed out. He shook Bose's hand as they came up. “Thank Hero for trying to help her out. I hope that a private conversation between government officials can help. If word spreads about her form, maybe she'll be as free as Hero one day?”

“Yes, we'll see.” Bose cleared his throat. “Roxie Malone, please enter the car in the back.” He gestured to the car that had someone holding the door. “I need to speak to your parents a moment and I will catch up.” He watched as she stepped into the car. The door closed behind him, and the driver took off. None of the other cars moved.

Bose adjusted his tie. “Mister and Mrs. Malone, it's time to talk about Roxie. Legally.”

“Legally?” Mister Malone cleared his throat. “Regarding?”

“She is a wolf. An illegal entity that doesn't belong here. Legally, she should not have been adopted out into normal society. There is no application for that.” He nodded toward her parents. “I am sorry, but this factor could land you in prison.”

“She is not evil!” Her father yelled quickly and looked toward where her car had been. “No. No, I don't like this! Even Hero agreed her Aunt did the right thing!”

“Maybe, but the law is always on our side. It's always on the good side.” Bose handed Mister Malone a copy of the application. “It's your choice. You can either sign your daughter over to Hero, and I will write you a five hundred million check, right now. Or if you prefer, bills. Whichever format.”

“Never!” her father yelled. 

“Then option two.” Bose gestured to both of them. “Behind me in the other cars are policemen. They have been brought, but are unaware of the illegality you have committed. Once we tell them, you two will be behind bars waiting for trial. When the trial comes we will have all the evidence we need to keep you away, including Hero's testimony. After you are gone, we will use different techniques that will eventually lead to the same conclusion. Hero gets your daughter.”
“Why? Why are you doing this?” Roxie's father screamed. “What does he want with her?”
Bose looked at her father's expression. Livid and furious, but Roxie's mother was calm. 

“I understand, it has to be this way.” She met Bose with jagged eyes. “They should have talked it out. Taking her under the pretense he was trying to help is wrong.”

“I know, but Roxie is also not . . .a part of our world.” Bose watched his words carefully. “Hero said that if the media discovers her real past before he can hide it she would regret it. Would she put up a fight against this?”

“Of course!” her father yelled. “I don't care what the media says, she is my daughter.”

“She would fight, he is right.” Her mother stroked her chin. “Hero knows my daughter well. What would he think would happen?”

“Basic projects that can't transform are kept among regular wolves. Few know that,” Bose answered her. “If she doesn't get seen as a threat, she could end up there. That is a better scenario.” Bose didn't reveal anything more. Her mother understood but her father wouldn't.

Yet, there wasn't much choice. For good or for bad, Roxie was Hero's.

Roxie grabbed her suitcase and closed the door behind her. Through the beginning of the trip, she was blindfolded, and it hadn't been lifted until they were in the middle of nowhere. Then, she had to deal with driving in the middle of nowhere for some time. She was now only sharing one car with Bose, all the others had left. “Where are we? Are we with the leaders yet?”

Bose didn't make much eye contact the whole trip. “This is where you'll be staying. We are near Hero's private residence.”

Hero's place? Roxie looked though and saw nothing. There was no home anywhere.

“I have to go now, but he's waiting.” Bose sniffed. “Tell him I'm taking care of it now.”

“Wait,” Roxie knocked on his window. “I don't see a home. I thought we were meeting in a conference to discuss things?”

“It's there, he's coming.” He took off as she held onto the side of the car. She couldn't keep up though, so he was gone. Roxie turned back around. She still didn't see it.

“Roxie.” She heard Hero's voice behind a tree. “This way.” Hero moved faster than her as he played around with some rocks on the side of the mountain. A few buttons were revealed and a door appeared.

Not something she'd choose if she were famous and had lots of money, but she wouldn't complain. Roxie went in after him keeping a fair distance. He kept signaling for her to stay back so far like something would happen if she came too close. 

Once they went deeper, Roxie regretted her thoughts before. This place was beautiful. The rock was turning into glass, and the ground had become tiling. Her surroundings transcended from cave dwellings to luxury. Glass, ponds, fountains, along with many flora and fauna. It was closer to an indoor greenhouse than a home, but Roxie didn't mind. It felt soothing inside of it. 

Hero skipped ahead faster and disappeared. Roxie tried to catch up, but she heard a door close behind her.

“Okay, that's far enough.”

Roxie looked beside her. On the other side of the glass, Hero looked at her.

“Now we can be truthful.” He held his hand up to hers in the glass. Hero took his hand off the glass, making a stroking motion with his hand against hers on the other side. “I had to push a lot of buttons to get this. When I'm a hero, I save everything. From environment to people. For the last seven days, I've only kept people out of harm's way the best I could. I let damage fall everywhere, and I let projects rule some areas.”

Roxie gulped. “Why?”

“I had no choice. I kept everyone safe, and actually, it's a lot more work this way. Projects have racked up over twenty million in damages I could have prevented.” He put his hands completely down. “I promised not to do anything but save people, but that financial loss was hard. The territory officials finally understood how serious I was. That's also why Bose is angry.”

“That's a lot of damage,” Roxie agreed. “You did that just so I could talk to the leaders?”

“No. I...” Hero sighed. “I bought you, Roxie.”

Roxie tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“Your family will be wealthy, no worries.” He placed both hands against the glass. “Even I couldn't get the territory leaders to change things. At nineteen, there is no way I could have done anything. Your best bet would have been to be given a dose of something that keeps you a wolf. You'd be kept in zoos. That's how some of the most dangerous projects are kept once attained.”

“I don't understand.” Roxie banged on the glass. “What are you saying? You bought me? My parents would never allow it.”

“They adopted you through unofficial channels.” Hero rubbed his hand down the glass. “My offer is 500 million or jail time. I know which one they'll pick. Even if they picked jail time, I'd fight in court and win. I'm Hero, the saver of all.”

Roxie covered her mouth. “I don't understand!” She grabbed her head. “Why?! Why couldn't we have worked something out?”

“Life doesn't work that way, and I know you. You'd fight this tooth and claw. You'd bring attention to it, and someone would leak the truth. Zoo would be the easiest option. People get scared, they kill what they don't understand. I almost died at five years old. Five years old and not fighting humans back, but they still wanted to kill me. Bose is the only reason I'm alive. I won't risk that.” 

“It was not your choice to risk it! It's my life!” Roxie yelled. 

Hero tried to speak more, but Roxie started to run. “There's no way out.”

“What do you want with me?” Roxie banged on the walls. “What?”

“Nothing. Just to keep you safe.” Hero sat next to his side of the glass. “I couldn't risk anyone finding out. Even with my sworn allegiance you weren't a threat, I couldn't guarantee mankind's reaction to you.” He pointed at her through the glass. “You are not just a wolf. You are a wolf of tiger colors, and you're from a different world. Wasting time could get you killed. An order to have you executed could come before I even knew you've been captured.”

Roxie was quiet a moment, thinking. “Is that why you never bothered asking me about my thoughts?”

“I'm sorry but yes,” he admitted. 

Roxie covered her mouth and yelled, once again looking for a way out. “So what, I belong to you because you bought me?!” 

“You are safe.” Hero stood back up. “I'm not here to hurt you. I know you didn't want me to, but I couldn't dawdle. You don't understand the danger you could have been in.” Hero tried to get the message across. “I am just trying to keep you safe. That's all. I know you understand that.” He sighed and leaned onto the wall. “You went to another world with me. I could have done anything there to you, but you trusted me. I know that buying you is hard for you to accept. It happened though and I can't change it. Personally? I wouldn't mind being friends with you. Another wolf that wasn't a dirty project. It sounds great. I could teach you all kinds of things you wouldn't believe.” He tapped on the glass. “But I do what is best for this world, Roxie, not myself. Hate me or not, this was the right choice. I stand by that. I hope that one day, we can get pass this.”

“Forget it,” Roxie growled. “You've locked up your chances like you locked up me.”

Hero didn't say anything else. There was nothing more to say.

***
[image: image]


A large panel of glass was open toward a cliff. Outside was a magnificent ocean. It was a breath taking view Roxie could never describe. She often looked beside her, but Hero stayed on the other side of the glass if he was even present. Until (as he would say) she felt comfortable enough around him with her scent, it was a precaution kept.

She walked through the house each day with no real boundaries. She was even free to leave it. There was nothing out there though, it was hot and deserted. No wolves would be caught dead out there.

Which made sense why Hero chose to build there. Free to live as he pleased with no one for miles upon miles around. 

Food was never scarce, Hero had a large banquet hall. Even though he had no staff there was always something waiting. If she were extra hungry, she could have cut the beasts up herself. Her tastes had changed as well as her body. Sometimes she wanted it extremely rare like him, but at other times she still wished for cooked meat. She often went in and meat would be there, cooked and ready to consume. Roxie learned when he fixed it each day and adjusted her eating time to it. The tension between them though stayed strong. Hero did not push her to accept him, he just stood by his word. This was best for the world. It didn't mean he didn't try to be friendly.

He brought her every book and magazine on animals that he could. He even brought in visits with some of her favorite animals that she would never have even been able to see. She almost wanted to keep a sweet giraffe, but she knew it deserved to be out there running wild and free.

Roxie went on for months this way, but she still yearned for something more. She still wanted to be free. Would there ever come a day where she could return back to civilization?

“She is locked onto my property and that is even better than a zoo.” Hero tried to remain calm around the territory leaders. He had imagined that he could at least take her out every once in awhile. Beside him, people wouldn't fear her, but he was not that lucky. His worst prediction had come true. “She is not up for debate.”

“A hole to another dimension. She is not of this world. What if she has different powers than you?” another one said again. 

“She is locked up. I bought her and she is locked up. Don't start this again with me, Roxie Malone is nothing dangerous. I don't care where she is from.”

“Execution is the safest option.”

“She is not a threat!” Hero banged his hand on the round table. “Bose, talk some sense into them?”

“She was accepted by society before she had turned wolf,” Bose said to the territory leaders, trying to help out. “Not long ago we were debating whether we could even sell her or not. She is just a young girl.”

“I bought her and she will not escape. I will force marriage on her if that is what it takes.” Hero looked at the territory leaders none too lightly. He knew Roxie dreamt of a world where she could be free out there, but it would not come. Right now, he had to keep fighting the scared thoughts of the stupid humans. There was no room to talk about anything else. “Roxie Malone is completely safe. She doesn't even know how to fight.”

“What if others find out she isn't a regular wolf? They go trawling for answers and find the dimension hole her Aunt was guarding?”

“Her Aunt has been moved. The dimension hole is under tight lock and key, no one comes in or out.”

“She could be a ruse by the mad doctor.”

“She is not a ruse. She is not a trick.” Hero straightened his jacket. “I am the first being to be concerned about that possibility. If I am not considering her a threat, then neither should this world. I demand the applications of execution or zoo imprisonment be lifted off this table!”

“We could be caught off guard. We give into your petty demand, she goes rabid, and then what? We couldn't even take action against her. She is a being from another world and that fact cannot be denied! We know nothing of her. Even you don't know what she could do in the future. We need those options there.”

Over six months. Roxie Malone had lived with him over six months. He surveyed her daily, kept everyone up on her danger level. Still, those options couldn't be destroyed. If he had not bought her, in all likelihood, she would be dead by now, or incapacitated at a zoo.

Which was worse? Hero didn't even bother to mention that if she was taken to a zoo they would give her a daily drug that would leave her in a stupor most of the day so if she was found by some tourist, she couldn't attack. That was why there weren't vicious wolf attacks from zoos in large numbers year after year. With her tiger colors, she would be a showy attraction promising great revenue. Still, she was considered an alien and he couldn't even get execution off the table.

“We have called this meeting with you, Hero, not to discuss either of these applications.” Bose stood up and left the round table, handing him a new application face to face. “You should consider this one.”

Hero looked at the application and instantly looked back at Bose.

Banishment. 

“She belongs in another world. If she goes back over, then I am sure we could all agree to leave her alone,” Bose offered. “Until then, we are having a hard enough time keeping a lid on this from the media. They know that something is going on, and they won't stop until one of them finds it out.”

“Her world is gone. There's nothing left there.” Hero tried to make them understand. “She would be alone, forced to live in a wilderness by herself. I refuse to let that happen.”

“This application is widely accepted by all.” Bose crossed his arms. “Even I believe in it, Hero. You can't keep her forever bottled up. Best case scenario, she dies in your care. You know the other options. At least this way she has a better chance.”

“And mankind feels safe from the threat. The threat of a harmless girl.” Hero growled at Bose. “If I had ever shared my den's location, people would be there right now, wouldn't they?”

“Correct.” Bose wouldn't lie. “It's been accepted. Tell us Roxie Malone's location.”

“Never!”

“Hero. No one has found your den because we don't seek it out. Fight against this and we will discover it. There are only so many mountains out there, and you have taken me relatively close. I could take a guess where it's at.” 

“Don't make me.” Hero bent his head downward. “I refuse.”

“She will be taken one way or another. You know that you can't stop the law.” Bose tried to put his hand on his shoulder, but Hero rejected it. “There's no time to play the same game as last time. Refusing to help out the world will not be enough. All we have to do is locate her and the work is done. The contract will be carried out in twenty four hours. Enough time to talk to her.”

Enough time to talk to her? It was obvious this meeting was over. Hero grabbed his jacket and headed out. 

Roxie Malone would be thrown over into her original world and he couldn't stop it. But, he could adjust how she left this world.

“Roxie.” Hero was on the other side of the glass in his wolf form. “I failed.”

“Failed?” She approached the glass. “At what?”

“Buying you wasn't enough. An application has been pushed through and contracts have been signed.” He strolled over and hit a button, lifting the glass structure between them. “You have been sentenced to go back to your original world.”

“No. No one would decide on something like that,” Roxie countered.

“Roxie, I have been fighting for your life for some time. I kept you out of a zoo, and I kept execution away. I can't keep this away. Not at nineteen. I can't even propose marriage now, it would be overturned with this contract.”

“Refuse to help them!”

“The world suffered when I did that. It took time and I think Bose knows relatively where my home could be. They would sniff it out and find you.” Hero came near her. “I have some supplies that will help you survive. I wish we were close enough that I could have trained you in wolf fighting. I would feel better.”

“Don't do this.” Roxie looked him in the eyes. “Please don't send me away.”

“I don't have a choice, but I won't let you be thrown in like nothing. I will go with you and I'll find a safe spot for you to live around. Over time, I hope you get used to it.”

There was nothing else Roxie could say. Even though Hero had taken her life into his own hands, he still couldn't save her. There was nothing left to save her.
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Hero arrived early, informing the guards of his intentions. The dimension hole was under lock and key now. After making it through security, Hero looked at the hole in front of him. The only wolf who would ever have a kind spirit. Sentenced to this. By the very people he protected every day of his life.

Roxie had become well versed in changing from human to wolf. In a world full of wolves, it was agreed they would both go in that form. Just in case there was something out there still. 

After entering the hole, Hero quickly began to look around for a safe spot. An attacked village wouldn't be the safest place. Roxie didn't say anything as he ran around her world, trying to find a spot.

“You are hoping for something that's impossible,” Roxie finally said. “I'll dig a hole and just live there for life. There's nothing else.”

“A water source and a food source. You need those things beside you,” Hero disagreed. He bounded over a fallen tree. “Just ahead I saw a river. That would be your best bet.” 

Once they reached the river, Hero looked around. “Fruit from trees. It should all be safe.” He pawed at the ground. “It will be lonely here, no one will be around. There may be some wolves who survived out here somewhere. Be careful.”

Roxie nodded. “You did what you could. I'm sorry that I overreacted to the buying. It's just that, who would want that to happen? I still hate you for it, but I would be dead right now if you didn't, wouldn't I?”

“Roxie. I need to tell you something.” Hero approached her side. “I . . .tried. I tried. I am the saver of everyone there, but I couldn't save you.”

“I know.”

“Food and water.” Hero looked around. “I could tunnel out a den for you?” Before she could answer his ears pricked up. He heard something.

Barely enough time to turn around, Hero found himself under attack from another wolf. Roxie yelled but Hero held his own. Slightly injured, he growled back at the other wolf. “Who are you?” The language between them Roxie couldn't understand.

“Who am I? Who are you?” The unknown wolf looked toward Hero. “There is no such thing as a white wolf. You're one of Danube's creations.”

Hero barked at the wolf viciously. “No one says that name!” 

“Everyone says that name.” The other wolf began to circle Hero. “Every wolf alive knows that name.”

“How do you know of Danube?” Hero asked him. “He came to this world too, didn't he?”

“He? His whole family is corrupt. This domain is his favorite area, you are stupid for being out here.” The wolf glanced at Roxie, unable to take his eyes off her. “Beautiful mate. You've got to be an idiot to have a tigress out here.”

“Tigress?” Roxie edged slightly closer to the other wolf. She picked up the only word she understood. “Did he say tigress, Hero? Did he tell you what it really meant?”

“What is tigress?” Hero asked him.

“You are truly not from around here. A tigerwolf. By her colors, a strong match. Her father or mother must have been a pure tiger back in the day. Ooh, she'd be a hell of a mate.”

“She's not available for any old wolf,” Hero continued to growl.

“No doubt.” The wolf still looked at her anxiously.

“So there are wolves and tigers in this world?” Hero asked the wolf. “I don't seek trouble. I am seeking residence.”

“She can keep residence with me,” the wolf sneered at her. “I'll take good care of her.”

“What about Danube?” Hero asked, ignoring his request.

“My pack lives on the outskirts. I was only here for sentimental purposes. I used to reside here when I was just a cub. A reminder of a better time.” The wolf approached Roxie. “Come. You are welcome to my pack.”

“Hero?” Roxie looked at him again but she couldn't tell what he had been thinking. “Hero?”

“I was the one who decreed it couldn't be said. I never wanted to hear it again. No one knows it.” Hero looked toward Roxie, speaking their language again. “The mad doctor, Roxie. The one who created me and the projects. He is here.” He looked toward the other wolf and spoke in his language again. “Danube. He escaped fourteen years ago, didn't he?”

“Fourteen years ago? One of the sons disappeared, but we've been in a stalemate with the family for five years,” the wolf said. “This village was destroyed fourteen years ago. You know nothing about nothing, you are an obvious escaper. The tigress, she does not even speak the language. Who are you?”

“I am Hero, the white wolf. The girl beside me is Roxie.” Hero sat on his haunches. “You?”

“Rando.” The wolf looked at Hero oddly. “Where do you come from?”

“Nowhere you need to know. Let's keep it that way.” Hero glanced toward Roxie, changing his language back to hers. “Come on, we are moving past this area.” 

Roxie was glad that they bounded off. Ending up with a wolf she didn't know for safety didn't suit her at all. She didn't know how desperate Hero would be to find her safety. “Where are we headed?”

“If he exists, so do others. There are more out there.”

Roxie just laid on the ground. “There is nothing more I need. You found a river stream and a fruit tree nearby. That's the best I can hope for, so just go.” He didn't leave though. “You aren't making this any easier. Go now before I do something I regret.”

“I . . .I can't.” Hero began to tunnel at the side of the cliff.

“I don't want you to make a den.” Roxie was at the verge of tears, but she was trying to stay strong. “Go already.”

“It's not just yours, it's ours.” Hero put all his anger into digging. “I am currently protecting a planet that refuses to protect my own mate. There are other wolves out there, leaving you without survival skills will kill you. Until I feel you are ready, I'm not leaving, and that's not a request.” Hero stopped tunneling and moved toward the ground with her, almost nose to nose. “Someone like me, it's all I've ever wanted. Now that you've appeared they are going to whisk you away. Story of my life, I guess, but I won't let you die in the process. I'll teach you to fight. I'll help you hunt and we'll enjoy the kills together. With me, you can survive.”

Roxie moved her nose away. “The other world needs you.”

“It survived without me before. It will be tough, but it can cope while I'm gone. I've gotten rid of the nastiest projects within my first ten years there.”

“But . . .the Danube's are here.” Roxie couldn't do it. “There is nothing to save here. The damage is done.”

“Maybe, maybe not. We've barely seen this world and it's in a stalemate. Other wolves have lived, we can too. Besides, I don't care if I never save anyone again . . .just you. I refuse to let an innocent die because of the so-called justice system.”

He would stay to teach her to survive. He was risking all the people he could have saved back home, for her. A part of her wanted to yell at him and tell him that was wrong, but another part (a stronger part that wanted to live) wished to shower him in kisses. She would survive. She would live. And for now she wouldn't be alone.

Hero didn't take long to hollow out a den big enough for them for the night. Roxie would have taken much longer, but Hero knew what he had been doing. Just as they settled down for the night it began to rain.

“Besides the civilization, it is much like Earth,” Roxie noted. She felt Hero close to her, keeping her warm. The rain dropped on the wilderness outside just like it would on Earth. It wasn't Earth though. There were no friends here, except Hero, and he would not be there forever. There was no schooling, and there would be no degree that would bring her into better employment. There wasn't even employment.

“We should move from this area and locate other wolves,” Hero suggested to her. “If there are people who have technology to hold Danube at bay, then they would want to live in comfort. The area around them must be safer.”

“Do you think there is actual civilization then?” The thought gave Roxie hope. 

“Let's just move. We'll train on the move, it's the best way to teach anyhow.” Hero couldn't give her a straight answer.There was no way of knowing until they moved.
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As days went by, Roxie became used to helping with the hunt. She was learning how to fight with her teeth and claws, and she had even learned how to switch forms. Unfortutely, her human form was no use to her right now. Her wolf form was made to wander through the wilderness. She would also need clothes or she'd be nude when she changed.

Roxie kept up her training, and was getting closer to being okay left alone. It wasn't something she wanted but Hero taught her everything he could. Even a dangerous position that would attack the throat of a real threat. He knew many ways to subdue an enemy, but wanted her to learn how to take them out quick and aggressively. 

“Roxie, you are doing well.” Hero held a piece of fresh kill in his mouth. “The rarest of the rare and you are handling it as well as I.”

Handling it? She craved it. Pulling at the other end, they tore the dead animal apart. She laid on the ground, eagerly eating it. It was something large like a rabbit, but it resembled more of a mouse. She never knew the names of any of these creatures, all she knew was that they tasted scrumptious. She didn't throw out the question of him leaving yet though. Why ruin a perfectly good meal with him? Besides, she was hunting with him, not alone. She could hunt alone but she wasn't as good at it yet. Yes, that's the reason she shouldn't bring up him leaving yet. He could stay awhile longer. 

“I notice something over the hill. Looks like something larger than a village.”

“A much larger village?”

His teeth shone to her, signifying a grin. “Bigger. Think city.”

The animal fell out of her mouth as she quickly got up. “Show me, I want to see.”

“After we eat. Something else out here might take our food.” Hero motioned her to get back down. She ate quickly, consumed with the desire to see. After they ate, Hero headed up the hill and pointed it out.

She knew why he had grinned and couldn't stop her own. It wasn't built with cement, but everything shined like blue lapis in the sun. It was enormous with large towers drifting toward the sky. The beings below were so small in the massive structure they looked like ants. She could barely make out the vehicles which were actually flying crafts. Flying! 

This part of the world was even more advanced than what she thought was her own planet. “Oh, Hero. Look at it. It's amazing.”

“That's where you'll find your future, Roxie.” He nudged her muzzle. “Care to go down and take a peek?”

“Care to? I will race you, Hero!” They both laughed in excitement at the prospect of reaching the bottom. Roxie ducked through several branches, whirling through the rest of the woods, heading downward ever faster. When they reached the bottom of the hill, they had reached the city.

The roads were paved the same lapis blue the buildings had been except they didn't shine. If they had, everything would look like one magnificent jewel. They trotted carefully into it and found both forms inside. Human and wolves walked side by side down the streets. They didn't stick out anymore than anyone else, and no one cared about each other's form. 

Roxie gestured to the signs above them floating in the air. “That sign there, Hero. What does it say?”

Hero looked toward it. “I can speak, but I can't read. I was too young. Even my speech isn't perfect.” He took a step forward. “I would say it's advertising though.”

“I know. This is it, this is a city.” Her wildest dreams come true. “Would they have jobs? I wonder if I can get one.”

“Not so fast.” Hero trotted up toward a small vendor selling already skinned fresh kill. “Sir?”

“Morning,” he said. “Care to try a little of Quick Kill? No fuss and no muss for skinning creatures. Ten delightful animal treats, including the hard to skin wakonzo bird. Great for those busy times when you just have to eat and run.”

“Not just now, I have questions,” Hero said but the seller was going to be tough to say no to.

“Just a quick sample of the wakonzo bird. Takes fifteen minutes to prep for family meals, no time at all here.” The seller held up a small piece of meat. “Even sliced into the size of tangingo fruit so you can enjoy them at the same time. Great flavor combination.”

“We are new to the city,” Hero said, butting his way in. “Could you tell us about it?”

“What is a city? What are you, wild walkers?” The seller held out the wakonzo bird. “This is the only place non-wild walkers live. Which is practically everyone! Once you come, you'll never leave. Now, sample some wakonzo bird, I insist.”

“I don't have money,” Hero said knowing that would probably make him shut up. “How do you get jobs here? Uh, what do you do so you can buy food and shelter?”

“Dang, you are some wild walkers alright.” The seller put the wakonzo bird back down. “You visit Shazoo, place your skills down, and wait to be assigned.”

“Where is Shazoo?” Hero asked him.

“You are kidding me.” The seller groaned. “Shazoo is everywhere! Big sign, big logo with the green checkmark and a swirl at the top of it? Go into any Shazoo and they'll place you. Next!” He yelled, trying to get Hero out of the way since there was no profit coming from him.

Hero moved away and stood by Roxie's side. “We need to find a place with a certain logo. They'll help you find a job, and . . .you're done.” He tried to smile. “I guess, this is it. You've found a home, Roxie.”

“By the Shazoo's might!” a human yelled as they neared Roxie. She took a step back in surprise. “You are one sharp tigress.” He pulled out a card but Roxie looked at it in confusion. “Have you considered a modeling career? There are not many tigress around, and the ones that are do not have that pure tiger color in them anymore.”

Roxie looked back at Hero.

“He's offering you a job. It looks like we don't have to find Shazoo.” Hero looked toward the man. “I can't read in your language and she can't understand the language. You'll have to be more clear.”

“Oh, wild walkers? That explains what she is doing on the streets without some personal bodyguard escort.” He waved his hand to Hero. “No offense, friend, I mean official. Uniforms, right to kill anyone who approaches, the usual guard. Anyhow, we will work on language skills. Small price to pay.”

“Why?” Hero asked. “Why are her colors such a big deal?”

“Well, tigers, sir.” He gestured toward Roxie's body. “Tigers were wiped off the map, they no longer exist. Only a small amount of the cross breeding kin remain, and their coats are absolutely stunning. Her coat, was her father a full-fledged tiger?”

“I don't know,” Hero admitted. “She knows nothing about her real family.”

“Oh. Well, you are lucky to be here then. Cubs run off all the time in the wild, absolutely necessary to get DNA info on everyone. I will help you locate your family tree.” He rubbed his hands together. “If he was, you are looking at a whole lot of money. Even if he isn't quite full blood, that coat alone will bring in big money. Isn't that excitng? Oh yes, you don't speak the language.” He looked back at Hero. “You could definitely get a job too as her translator. Reading once you speak it won't be too hard to learn.”

A job? “I . . .”

“She needs a translator, and wild walkers form all kinds of different languages out there. Some in packs and others trot in, not even knowing how to talk. She will need someone to help her translate to survive out here no matter what.” He petted Hero. “Worshipping thanks to you if you do this.”

Hero felt that gesture when he was younger. It did not have the same meaning on his planet, it was a gratitude of respect. 

Besides the translator, Roxie had been taken care of. He could assign anyone out there in his world the job of being her translator. He didn't need to stay. He shouldn't stay. There was no need for him.

He did his duty and he had to leave. “There are more that know the language. I will find another when it's my time.” He looked toward Roxie. “He will help you find your family, and he will help you get started in this new world. I don't need to stick around for much longer, Roxie.”

Roxie nodded. “I can't speak their language.”

“I will find someone to come here on my behalf to translate for you. I-I've left my world for so long already, I know I'm going to hear it from Bose like crazy.” Hero rubbed her nuzzle. “I . . . I am going to miss you, Roxie.”

“I am going to miss you too. I understand though, and thank you so much for staying.” Roxie felt herself tearing up. “You taught me so much, and did so much for me. I can never thank you enough.” She looked toward the odd man. “Are you sure he is safe?”

“Not entirely, but I will stay long enough to make sure you have the essentials before I leave.” Hero nodded at the man. “I am her escort for the time being.”

“Great!” He winked at Hero. “Such a lovely coat. Wish mine were half as nice, mine's only a dull grey.  Your white coat too, that's interesting. Superior Dye. White's only seasonal though and we want pure models, no fakes. Tigress is often faked but costs so much. A pure tigress, that is money. Let's take you to Shazoo for testing.”

“They test at Shazoo too?” Hero had to ask. “Isn't that where you get a job?”

The man laughed. “I love wild walkers. Shazoo is several things. Getting a job, developing animated photos, stores, etc. It's the Shazoo corporation. Come on, even wild walkers know about Shazoo? They are keeping the Danube's at bay so they can make a killing down here.”

“Wait.” Wait. “These so-called heroes that have fended off the Danube's are actually . . .marketers?”

“Advertisers, diggers, whatever you want to term them.”

Hero glanced at Roxie, then back at the man. Marketers. They are only keeping the Danube at bay for profit. They weren't heroes at all. What would happen if the market dried up and they left? What would happen when they got their fill? “How does finding jobs profit them?”

“They take twenty percent of everything,” he answered. 

“What about as a whole? Taxes?” Hero guessed. “Something extra for the community?”

“Everyone buys with their own money.”

“Homeless?”

“Become wild walkers.”

“Hero?” Roxie asked him. “What's wrong? What are you talking about?”

The Shazoo's, whoever they had been, were only in it for themselves. They weren't defending the planet because it was right, and they could leave at any time if they wanted. A market crash and they would be gone. “The Shazoo could only be temporary.”

“Everyone knows that.” The man sighed. “Enjoy it while it lasts, we survived without them too. Now I am not paid for history teaching, I am here to discuss business. Follow me to Shazoo.”

“What about threats other than Danube?” Hero asked as the three of them walked. “Shoplifters? Men hurting women? Crime?”

“All on your own head. That's why there are so many wild walkers who don't approve of city life. No, uh, let's focus on the positives, right? Roxie, that is her name, right? Well, she is going to be able to afford her own guards. Anyone messes with her and they will rip out their throat. No fuss, no muss, qualified professionals with licenses to kill and maim. No worries.”

No worries? Kill and maim to protect? Hero tried to hide his growl as he witnessed a wolf shoving someone aside. While they yelled, a human pickpocketed them. The streets must have been rampant with crime. There was no law. This looked like a city, but looks were deceiving. There was no law. He watched the streets as they made their way to Shazoo's. In that time he saw ten crimes committed before him. 

He stood at the window, watching subtle crimes and big crimes while he waited for Roxie's family results.

“Here it is,” the woman behind the counter said. It was a single flat sheet of paper with the results.

Roxie looked at the results. “I can't read.”

Neither could he. Hero gestured to the man who wanted to hire Roxie. While they waited, he found out his name is Renaldo, and that he got fifteen percent of the money so her best interests had been his best interests “What about this?”

“Oh yes, reading.” He looked at the paper. “Brother was Forma, deceased. Sister was Tabla, deceased. Sister Winda, deceased. Her mother was Wandesha, deceased. Her father was Booth and . . .yes!” he exclaimed. “Full-fledged tiger. Of course deceased. I have hit the jackpot. I mean, that Roxie has hit the jackpot.”

“Your father was a full fledged tiger,” Hero said to Roxie. “His name was Booth. Your mother was named Wandesha. You had brothers and sisters, but no one survived.”

“Like my Aunt thought,” Roxie said to Hero. “They were all gone, but it's a new beginning.” She shrugged. “Sounds like it'll be nice.”

“Kind of a celebrity status. Couldn't have hoped for more.” Hero looked toward the window again. “If this is what you want. Or do you want to be a wild walker? Live out there in the wild, it may be better. This world has no real law. You will have to hire people to kill others who come to near. Even innocent people could be hurt.”

“I know.” Roxie looked outside. “It's a city, and it's what I'm more used to. I don't mind the wild, but Hero. I want to do more than survive. I want to live.”

“I know.” Hero kept staring at the crime as he looked back at Roxie. “It's the same though, in the end, only filled with humans and wolves.”

“I know.”

Roxie signed the contract and even got some money upfront, placing some of it in a banking system similar to his world's. She even had enough to find a temporary home for rent, and after looking more would find an even better domicile. She could even have a split home that was for wolves and humans.

She was set, and Hero knew it was time to go. It had been past time to go, but he couldn't leave.

He had bonded closely with Roxie. She was his first love, his only love, and his last love. He knew that. In his world, there was no women that would ever compare to her. He never even liked anyone until he met her. That wild side, he needed that. Her smile, her laugh, the way her teeth tore at fresh kill. It was all beautiful. She would be his one and only mate. Forever.

He had his world to save though, he couldn't be gone forever. He had been gone long enough that he knew their would be grave consequences. His perfect hero image would be lost and people would most likely hate and not trust him for a time. Even though it was not his job. He didn't get paid to be a hero, he was just one because he knew nothing else. He never wanted anything else.

People needed help though, and like every movie featuring a hero, he knew the way it had to be. The hero got the girl but only for so long. He always had to go back to saving the world. He never got true happiness.

“Roxie?” He nuzzled her back softly. “I need to go. I will point the translator to you. Until then, Renaldo, the grey wolf you have been dealing with will watch over you. I will get there and back as soon as I can.

“You'll come back one more time?” Roxie asked him.

“No, I'll just point you out. I'll have him come to the city and I'll point your rental out.”

“Why can't you come back?”

“Because I just can't.” Hero closed his eyes. He had grown so close to her that every second more was becoming torture. “Goodbye, Roxie.” He didn't wait for her goodbye as he ran down the blue street.

Hero ran through the city, watching the advertising on the flying mobiles. The same faces appeared over and over. Those must have been the Shazoo's. He had to concentrate and make it back to the dimension portal. Someone needed to watch after Roxie, and it couldn't be him. He had a city to―

“Help! Somebody, please help!”

Hero's ears pricked up at the sound of someone in trouble. He took another direction and saw a wolf bleeding on the sidewalk. At his side a human woman held him tight as other wolves pulled at her purse. On the other side another man was pulling at the woman, trying to make her let go.

Hero bounded toward them, snarling. “Get away from her or you'll tangle with me!”

The wolves and human both laughed at him. They didn't know him at all. 

They were about to.
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“Thank you, oh thank you so much!” The woman patted Hero over and over again as the man received treatment from a healer. “Without you my mate would be dead right now. I would not be any better off.”

“It's okay.” Hero watched as the wolf getting treated was taken away. He'd be okay, but he would have died if Hero hadn't have been there.

“You were so swift and fast, the fastest wolf I have ever seen,” she commented. “No one moves like that. Your coat is pure white too. Have you dyed it for show?”

“No, I don't dye my fur,” Hero insisted. What an odd thought.

“Well whoever you are, thank you. Thank you so much.” She patted his head once more. “You are a real hero.”

A hero. Hero watched as they went away and at the crowd gathering around him. Wolves and humans alike were in awe around him. Even among these wolves, he was still a superior fighter. Project or the original thing, he could defend others. In fact, projects were much stronger than those other wolves.

Hero dashed back to Roxie. He even leaped over a seller's umbrella to get there. Faster! He had to tell her.

“Roxie!”

Roxie turned around and saw Hero heading straight to her again. “Hero?”

“I am staying!” He stopped just in time to not run her over. “I don't need to guard a world that doesn't understand me. I don't need a world that won't accept your innocence. I will always have a place in my heart for my home world, but it's over. A new world needs me now.” He gestured around him. “This world needs me too.”

“Are you sure?” Roxie asked. “You'd give up your world for this one? You'd be starting all over again.”

“This one or the other, I don't care. I don't need fame or the fortune. But here? This is where you are. You are all I've needed, Roxie. Don't you understand that yet?”

“ . . .I.” Oh come on. They had spent so much time together. She was as upset about him leaving as he was. Even if he waited for her goodbye, it wouldn't come without tears. She wanted him to stay. No one else. He kept trying to leave, but he stayed. She didn't stop that and didn't intend to. She wanted him to go on making excuses forever and she would let him. Now, there was no more excuses. He was staying. “I want you to stay with me.”

“With you?” he asked. “I am staying no matter what, but do you mean―?”

“With me.” Roxie rubbed her muzzle against his and carressed his side. “With me. I love you, Hero.”

Finally. Hero accepted her carresses back. Even though they had a rocky start out of hell itself, they made it where they needed to be.

With each other.
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“Okay, I can't take it!” She grabbed his head and crushed his lips next to hers. “You cornered me, I can't believe you.”

“I couldn't take it, Ceci.”

“Stop right there.” Hero stared at a pair of teenagers wanting to get hot and heavy from a fence. “Do you have any idea what your doing? She hasn't hit maturity yet.”

“We love each other,” the man insisted. “I'll be with her forever but we need each other!”

“Let me tell you something. If I grabbed you and beat you until you were sent to a healer, your future self would thank me.” Hero jumped down and approached them. “She will not remember. She won't remember until she becomes wolf. She will feel belittled and cheated because she can't remember. Trust me.”

“But I just can't!” he pleaded with Hero.

“Then I will help.” Hero snarled at him. “If you are meant to be, then you will wait! If I had known then what I know now, I would have waited too. No matter how powerful that scent may be, it's not a part of your love. Now, move!” With a final bark, he finally took off. “And you?” Hero looked toward the woman. “You only get one virginity, save it for the right one. You'll thank me one day.”

“Uh, for what?” She asked him. “You're Hero, what are you doing here?”

He smiled. “Absolutely nothing. Get home, bolt the doors and tell your mother you've begun the cycle.” With those last words he took off back for home.
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“Hero.” His wife's eyes were filled with love as she stared at their bedspread covered with a fresh kill.

“I didn't even skin it without you.”

“What's with all the romance today?” Roxie changed her shape from human to wolf as she jumped on their bed. 

“Nothing. Just a reminder of how much I used to be an idiot.” He grabbed part of the catch. 

“Careful. You'll have to split that for three one day.”

“Three?” Hero groaned as he chewed at the skin slowly, trying his best to keep the most meat on it. “You didn't invite someone for dinner, did you?”

“Not exactly. Booth is coming.”

“Your dad?” Hero was confused. “Records show that he's deceased.”

“No. I thought it would be fitting since I don't remember anything about my parents, that I could honor them with our son's name.”

The kill fell out of Hero's mouth. “You mean?” Hero looked toward her wolfish stomach, noticing it looked slightly larger. He leaped over the kill and nestled her side. “I love you, Roxie.”

“I love you.” She nestled him back. Hearing the howls outside, they knew it was midnight. They both trotted to their window and sat on the sill, joining in.

Every wolf howled at the moon in one glorious moment. Millions of howls filled the sky, along with the love and excitement of two brand new parents. 

All for the moon on that special night. Every wolf had something to howl for. To relieve frustration. To express joy. To mourn a loved one. Everyone always had something. Hero and Roxie howled extra loud in hopes that soon another small howl would be joining that night sky.
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Game World Part 5: DIMENSION: GAME WORLD
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Shasta had pulled me in. It looked like that stupid bag man had given her a way on board. He probably said he could find her family, something she wouldn't be able to resist. The smart girl in her knew she didn't have enough time to explain and ran with instinct. So, I shouldn't be mad, but I wasn't going to take being brought on board something I didn't know lightly.

I heard the bag man's groan as I inspected the room. It was completely some kind of metal structure and the door was sealed.

“Why did you bring him?” that bag man whined as he stepped away. “He is too wild to be brought back to board.”

He talked like I wasn't even there. He'd regret that later, once I found out how to get out. “How get out?”

“No way, you, wild man, are going back.”

He was making fun of me. No one made fun of me. I tried to hide the smile as I heard a small eep come from his mouth. I wasn't going to be anymore gentle here than I was on the surface. “Where we?”

“Ship 564. Transport division.”

“Try again.”

“It's full of baggers like me and people that haven't been placed in the games yet.” He scratched his ear. “I don't know what you want here, you'll hate it. No one can override the systems, it's beyond our technology. We're just animals for testing their psychological exams.”

Shasta was interested in something else besides getting out. She went over to a gigantic monitor that took up almost a whole wall and messed with some buttons. “Dreams. Truth.” As she messed with the buttons the monitor changed. It was a gigantic computer. I remembered computers, but I never saw one like that. The bag man moved over towards her.

“I already told you.” He moved to a link title dream analysis. “See? Nothing new.”

“Unknown?” Shasta gestured toward the screen. 

“Nothing's unknown. There should be some tiny scans in the whole system for everyone.” He dug through the computer into different links, but . . .unknown scanning. Cannot scan. What?”

“What does that mean? Shasta asked.

“It means we cannot even scan your brain. That's impossible, no one keeps the aliens out of the human mind. Were an open book to them. How can you possibly be dreaming something that isn't accessible to their science?”

How indeed. Shasta had revealed what she had been dreaming to him, but this place could not even access it? Shasta got the bag man to help show them out with a little help from me. We ran through hallways, ducking into different rooms. We didn't know what to do next, but staying in that room was not an option. 

For over a decade I had been living in the jungles of Game World. It was time to find out who was responsible and why.

We both ducked into a bathroom and hid in a stall. It was similar to what I remembered on my planet. Two girls popped in there gossiping about something. I looked out the crack of the stall to watch them put make up on their face.

“I would give my left arm to be placed in Luxury World,” the one on the right said. “I told them that and they pulled out this large chainsaw.”

“Oh my god, what did you do?”

“I didn't really know if it was a joke, but I want nothing more in life to end up there. It's a hell of a lot better than the others. Or, imagine Game World? I'd be dead within a day.” She bounced her hair up. “I am sleeping with everyone with any authority, but I still haven't been able to find the aliens involved. You?”

“Not doing that, I can't believe you.” She pouted at the mirror. “I wouldn't have the looks for it anyhow. What about your arm though?”

“I almost did it. Repelling as it sounds, the rest of my life lived in the bliss of Luxury World would be worth it. We got up to it almost beginning, but they said that they had no use for limbs. Can't psychologically test a limb.”

“Damn. I would have considered that too,” her friend answered. “Damn, do I miss Earth.”

“Yeah but at least we lived.” Neither of them looked at each other again for a moment, shifting around with that wording. They both left the room silently.

Losing a limb to end up in a world? I looked over toward Shasta. We survived fine in Game World, but I didn't know anything about others. I didn't want to. As soon as we found out about her family and memories, we needed to head back.

“Losing a limb. They would risk limbs.” Shasta looked back at me. “Is that really it then? No talk about Earth at all except missing it. Stan the bag man was right, wasn't he?”

Probably. I knew that knowing the truth, really hearing and seeing the truth in those girls would be hard. I stopped believing I could return many years ago. My family was simply history, my school was just in the back of my mind. Memories. That's what I had. Shasta didn't even have that though. Nothing but a name.”Now what?” What did she want to do now?

“In there.” The bag man pointed to the stalls and we were surrounded as more people knocked the doors in finding us. I growled but they had weapons I could never have. They grabbed us and dragged us back to where we were.

“Two back to Game World,” one of the men said as he kept his weapon trained on us. “Don't mess around. Everyone has their place.”
“What happened?” Shasta asked. “Why did you zap my memories?”
“I'm sorry, ma'am, but you don't want to know. Memories were only wiped for those still in their dimension in the end.”

“In the end of what? I want to know who I was!”

“Fine, I'll remove the blockage, but you'll regret remembering when the faeries fell.” After that phrase, a button was pushed and they were gone again.

///I came back from school one day. There was nothing special going on and I was just going to head in to make myself a sandwich. I felt something small hit my shoulder though. It hurt slightly, like someone threw a rock at me. 

I looked down but couldn't quite make it out. It was like a miniature little person from a dollhouse. Strange thing for someone to throw. I picked it up and looked at it closer.

It didn't feel like a plastic piece, and it was too detailed to be something like that. It stared back at me, its eyes frozen with death. It couldn't be. “Mom?” I called for my mom and dashed inside the house. “Mom, look at this!”

“Shasta, don't charge into the house like that. You know better.” Wearing her usual frumpy clothes she was in the kitchen getting a head start on dinner. 

“Mom.” I held the little being out to her. “Look at this.”

My mother glanced at it. “It's a toy.”

“It doesn't feel like a toy. Feel it.” My mother refused to listen though. “Mom.” She groaned but felt it's arm. Astounded, she didn't know what to say. “That must be an expensive little doll.”

“Dolls don't feel like skin mom.” I moved it's hand back gently, watching it's fingers naturally follow. “It's a little human.”

“Get it out.”

“Mom―”

“Get it out now!” she yelled at me. “I don't know what it is, but get it out now, Shasta.”

I headed outside to the back porch and scooped up a handful of dirt. I placed the human beneath it, still unable to come to terms with it. I had found a dead miniature human. 

Right beside the grave I just made, another one landed. It was similar to the first one except it had a tuft of black hair at the top. Only a little though, like the rest had been cut off.

“We at the nightly news want to remind our viewers not to pick up the dead remains,” the anchor said on the TV. It had been three days later and miniature humans fell like light sprinkling all around our area and in other parts of the world. There were people claiming they were faeries, and other claiming they were small aliens that must have had a gigantic ship. Even more believed that there was some rational explanation for it all.

“Turn that off,” my father said as he picked up a soda next to him. “Everything always has an explanation, I don't see why everyone is getting worked up. We'll figure it out one day. Where's your mother by the way?”

“At Jen's,” I mentioned casually.

“Do you know what she wanted to eat yet?”

“I don't know.” Sometimes we ate out on weekends, and at other times mom had something planned she wanted to fix. I moved away from the TV and headed out the door to Jen's. Mom and Jen were great friends that only lived a house away so it wouldn't take long.

When I arrived though . . .///

“Shasta?” I tried to wake her up. Ever since we were dropped back to Game World she had fell into a deep sleep. She was starting to mumble something, but it wasn't my name. It was someone else's. 

///I covered my mouth in fright when I checked up on my mom. Sitting out on the back porch, I watched from the alley. The scene. I couldn't register it to myself. Jen had my mother's blood all over her, tearing at flesh while my mother's eyes were on me. Dead.

She was dead. My mother's best friend was eating my mother.///

“Here.” I held onto her tightly as Shasta began to cry out and jerk around. I could hear the pain in her voice, but I didn't know how to help. All I could do was hold her, hoping that the moment would soon pass. Shasta, please. I don't want to see you this way.

///”If you notice a change in the eyes,” the reporter said on the TV. “Then please call your local hospital and warn them. The sick will be picked up for treatment.”

I said nothing as I watched the TV. The sick. They actually called it the sick. “They are zombies.”

“Shasta, not now.” My father was having a hard time coming to grip with the loss of my mother too. I just stared at the screen, wishing I could burn it all down. The sick. They were zombies, but no one wanted to say it. Zombies didn't exist. Zombies weren't real.

If they weren't real, my mother would still be alive. No one can tell me some virus is making people want to eat each other. And treatment? That's a laugh, there is no treatment. When they became zombies, they should be put down. Not hauled away in an ambulance to get help. “They are zombies.”

“Zombies don't exist, it's a sick virus,” my father insisted. 

“Like the faeries?” I challenged him as I stared back. His eyes were cold with anger.

“There's no such thing.”

“That's what they are,” I said. I stood up and approached him. “Have you looked at the pics online of them? They have traces of bone that is suddenly crushed in the back. It's where wings should be. They are falling to their death because they lose their wings.”

“I'm going to bed.” My dad stood up and headed off. His answer to faeries and zombies were to go to bed.

Shasta murmured zombies and faeries as I held her. So, they did give back her memories. They must have been so painful by the sound of it. I rubbed her soft ear and brought her into my lap. Her whole body was trembling and covered in goose bumps.

///”No entry.”

“My daughter is only sixteen―”

“She still eats food, no entry!”

I held tightly onto my father's hand. I didn't care if I was sixteen, the last three days had been hell and I just needed his hand.

He threw me into the shelter, but screamed as one of the shelter keepers chopped off his hand. I heard the sound of shots behind me and stared at the ground. I bent down and held his hand.

I didn't care if I was sixteen, I just needed his hand.///

With a gasp like she had just begun to breathe, Shasta woke up. Thank goodness. I stroked her cheek as she looked at me. “It's been gone for a decade.”

“Planet?” I asked her. She nodded and grabbed me around my neck. She hung onto me like she was going to die if she let go. I rubbed her back as I tried to comfort her. She couldn't stop shaking and the tears never ceased. Not caring about anything, I rocked her softly in my arms. I wanted to tell her so much that it would be okay. The past was over and we had each other, but it sounded empty. I knew that emptiness. Hold her. All I could do was hold her until this rediscovered pain washed away.

My dreams used to start in a hospital, but then they often came as the jungle. Now, I could feel an empty planet. A house demolished up ahead. It was my planet as I had last seen it. A barren wasteland with nothing but structures of what used to be.

“You need to be with Spenca.”

I turned around and stared at the children who always showed up there. “It's all gone,” I said with tears still streaming down my face. Even in my dreams, I could not escape. “It's all gone.”

“Your world is gone,” the girl said, “you have known this. We have told you.”

“Not everything is gone though,” the boy uttered. “Shasta, you've got to listen. I don't care if you even believe were real or a dream anymore. Maybe we are your subconscious trying to tell you what you need to here. I don't care what you want to believe, but you must―”

“Why?” I cried out at them. I screamed at them and grabbed the dirt in my hand. I tossed it at those ingrates. “It's gone.”

“Yours, but not his!” the boy shouted back. 

“He does not reside on your planet.” The girl walked closer to me. “He is from a different dimension. This is only a testing ground, yes, but there is so much more at stake. This whole dimension isn't just jungle. His planet is out there. So similar to yours you would not be able to tell the difference. The dimensions are so close that this one will be next.”

“Then . . .” I coughed, feeling the blowing dirt enter my lungs. I gave up on fact. Faeries and zombies were real. It was time I give them the benefit of the doubt. Children visiting me in my dreams could be real. “What do I do?”

“Share your feelings. You've been with Spenca for a time, share how you feel, then express it.” The boy shrugged. “That's all. Let nature take over.”

“His planet?” I looked at them with hope. “A planet like my old one?” The tears I was crying hurt even harder. To dare to hope anymore hurt more than anything else.

“Boogeyman owes me. I'll find a way if I can.” The boy nodded at the girl and they faded away.
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“Boogeyman!” Dominic shouted. “I have to help her. She's lost everything.”

“She is too old for me to want to bother with.”

“I don't mean take her memories, I mean help her. You see the dreams too, I know you do. She wants to have a life again. Can't we help?”

“Dominic, he doesn't care.” Vanessa looked into the darkness as she heard a sound. “He has nothing left to give you, leave him alone.”

“He can grant privilege.”

“No he can't!” Vanessa yelled as loud as she could. “No, he can't.”

Dominic glanced toward Vanessa. She was visibly shaken. “What privilege?”

“His offspring,” Vanessa said. “If you can help his child find his soul mate . . .then he can have a baby.”

“Okay, deal.”

“No!” Vanessa yelled at him. “You're an idiot, do you know that? Don't you get it yet?” She patted her heart. “You can reverse the destined and the destroyed lovers, but at a price!”

A price? Dominic neared her closer. “What's the cost, Vanessa?”

“Us. You've done it to me once so far.” She turned around. “Sometimes destined lovers have star-crossed parents too. If their parents are stopped, then there is no destined lover to find. You stole Hero's fate and now he'll have Booth. If you take Boogeyman's, I'll . . .”

Dominic looked at her. She was weak slightly when they discussed the white wolf, but she seemed fine. Looking closer though, he noticed there was a trickle of blood coming down her arm. He lifted her sleeve without her permission in worry. There were scratches along her arm and they were deep. “No one's been here and no one has touched you.”

“The Apocalypse Girl and Boy do not meet. This is why.” She hid her arm again. “We are opposites. Come too close together and we slowly kill each other as one overshadows the other.”

“Because of . . .me?” Dominic gazed at her arm. “It must hurt.”

“I have been trained to ignore the pain. Pain is nothing, the universe is everything.” Vanessa tried to keep her arm out of his view. 

“If I grant Boogeyman's wish, it could hurt you more. As long as you are here.” Dominic looked up into the blackness. Not knowing who he had been was a form of torment, but to be alone again? He was slowly killing the Apocalypse Girl. “Is it possible, Vanessa? I don't see a vision of anyone.”

“Yes. Destiny doesn’t give a destroyer no way out. He will have one, Apocalypse Boy. You might see her, or it may be the next ones. We aren't the first travelers and we shall not be the last.” She held her arm, seething. “You would sacrifice me for this? I do not blame you, my people would say it is the right thing, but I do not forgive you.”

Sacrifice? “I would never sacrifice you.” On the contrary, she was Dominic's only friend in the world. The only one he knew or cared for now.

After she was gone, he'd have no one else. He had to though. “Boogeyman? I will promise you that if it's within my power that I'll do it, but only if you get Apocalypse Girl out of here and back to where she needs to be!”

“Fair enough.”

Apocalypse Girl looked at him strangely a second. “The next time we meet, we may be enemies if you are intruding on a star-crossed love that I am working to prevent. I will not go easy as next time as I did with Hero. Amateur.” After her threats, she smiled as she faded away with a small thank you mouthed on her lips.

Enemy. If he was trying to fix a pair of lovers but she messed with their parents, then they may well be. Still, if they crossed paths again, he wouldn’t completely hate it. “What about Shasta?” Dominic asked him. “She deserves a real home. She's been through hell, Boogeyman. Please?”

Boogeyman groaned in the darkness. “Electricity is easy to corrupt in darkness.”

Dominic felt relief inside. True to his word, he would help. 
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I awoke from the dream, lying by a fire that Spenca was tending to. Spenca. “Spenca?”

He left the fire and approached my side, moving the hair out of my face. Worried, he had been beyond worried about me, I could see it in his eyes. 

I could see everything in his eyes. He wasn't killing, he wasn't grouchy, simply there by my side. If someone snuck up on us right now we might be dead because he was letting his guard down. He had a million questions to ask, I know he did. “Okay?”

I nodded pulling the blanket closer that he apparently gave me while I slept. “Remember.” That's all I needed to say. He gave me a few minutes to myself as he tended the fire again. 

I couldn't spend several thousand words flirting, but I had to find out how he felt. Dream or not, if I had to live out here, then I shouldn't hide my feelings anymore. I'd lost everything else. How to say it though? Spenca was in elementary school when he was dropped here. Did he even understand? Oh, I shouldn't be like that. Education doesn't make a difference in relationships like that. He grew up without people, but even cavemen knew. If he had feelings, he would know.

I had to find out and I didn't get many words. I had to figure this out. He kept stoking the fire while I kept thinking. 

What if he only liked me as a friend? This would make it awkward to talk and be around each other. Talking at least was not a problem. I guess I had to try. It was a risk, but all my life was about risk. If my dad didn't risk throwing me in the shelter and sacrificing himself, I would not be here. That was a much larger risk than mine.

There were no words to flirt with. Nothing I could do except ask. Ask it out straight. “Spenca, love me?” His head turned toward me. His eyes were riddled with something. I knew I wasn't that clear, but he had to figure it out. 

“Man and woman love?” He finally spoke again. I nodded, understanding what he meant. “I . . . I love you.”

There it was. He loved me. He even wasted extra words just for me.

He loved me. I moved into hug him and he met me halfway with his own.

Touch. A real loving touch I hadn't felt for so long. My planet was gone, but it had been gone for so long. I lived there until I was abducted by another dimension. They had a use for us. I wasn't put into a world fast, there was a line. They tested families, individuals, people with certain personalities. I was in a holding deck with thousands of other humans. There were hundreds of ships.

We were the perfect experiments. I remember the first time one of my captors looked at me. “Finally,” they had said, “something we can test on that doesn't matter. Great, I was feeling bad about testing our own.” 

Those were his words. Other beings from a different dimension? They all felt that was okay. Spenca must have been one of the last from their dimension, before they started to harvest others. 

Test or get sent back to turn into an eater. That's what they called what I called zombies. They ate. They ate flesh and bone. Afterwards, they ate the dirt, metal, toxins, water and plants. They each ate until the dimension was bare or became unsuitable. When they could eat no more, they moved on into another dimension and began over again. 

I felt tears starting to fall as I remembered that explanation. You would either turn or be their next meal. They knew about it all. About the falling faeries. My dimension hadn't been the first they 'saved'. Even the monsters, the only thing to eat in Game World, many had their own worlds too.

My freedom began in Game World, not my captivity. Ever since I met Spenca. He was so standoffish though. He was scared to get close, but after months together, I saw more blooming. Even love couldn't be held back between us.

Two people who hardly talked, still ended up finding love. In his arms like this, I finally felt home.

Home. “I love you.” I said it outward as I kissed his cheek.

She loved me. She loved me! I held her tighter, more scared than ever that I would lose her. I'd had her by my side so long, and now I knew she shared the same feelings. I wanted her beside me forever. Her declaration made it even harder, my senses feeling clouded. How could I protect her as well now? I fought, traveled, ate, slept and fought more. That was my life.

My life became more than survival around her though. I wanted to live. I had a reason again, something besides natural instinct to live. I wanted to feel the comfort of her. I wanted to hear her voice even though we couldn't speak much.

Shasta had become everything to me. If I ever lost her, I don't think I could go on. “You die, I die.”

“Dying rose.” Her voice broke. “Can't anymore, need you.”

There was no going back now as I stole my first kiss from her. I may have been a kid since I last set foot on my planet, but I knew enough that tonight we would never be the same. 

Dying rose. Whatever those memories were, she was desperate to hold onto something. Anything. We had been sidestepping the subject, and I knew it. I knew she might, but I couldn't say. A relationship out here in Game World? Apparently she had the same idea but she needed me. 

Game World instincts be damned, if she needed me, then I was hers.

I would not let this rose die.

Life. I felt life come back to my spirit again as we made love. I may have never been an old dying woman, but my life had felt like that for so many years. Finally, something worth living for. 

Love. Undeniable true love. That night, we wrapped our arms around each other like we had done for months. Except, now we weren't making excuses to each other why we were.

***
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Before the morning could wake us, I heard Spenca moving fast out of the bed. I watched him as a ship approached. A real ship had landed. As it opened up, the bag man was the first down the steps.

“Well, once again, I see where I really stand.” He gestured to our bungled clothing, half on and half off. “Come on, we are out of here.”

“What do you mean?” Spenca growled in a defensive position.

“Something happened to the ship. Electric went wild.” Frank took a deep breath. “I thought we were all going to die, but we pulled it to manual and now it works. There's none of those aliens on board, so we are taking control. We can't save the other ships with our little one, but we can save the players. Welcome you two, consider Game World solved.” He gestured into the ship. More people were standing around, including the two girls they had overheard earlier.

I looked toward Spenca. He looked at me.

We held hands and approached the ship.

Out there somewhere was Spenca's world. A new beginning on a new planet. I knew that the boy in my dreams was responsible for the ship malfunction, but I could never say it out loud. I just knew that we were finally safe and able to live and love the way we wanted too.
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Dominic looked toward the blackness, almost wanting to shout. Shasta made it. Next was Sera. “Do I remain here for Sera?”

“I never said she was next,” Boogeyman corrected him.

“But I need to find the destined lovers,” Dominic said, pointing out into the darkness where he imagined a manifestation could be. “You promised to help me.”

“I will, but this is my domain. I choose who I let you interact with.”

Uh. Dominic knew he shouldn't be surprised. He was in Boogeyman's domain and he wasn't letting him forget it. He wasn't going to reach Sera until Boogeyman let him. “Who then?”

“You're the chosen, Apocalypse Boy. You figure it out.”
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The next day, Luc saw his friends coming up to him. No surprise they heard the news too. Finding the one you belonged with was almost as important as marriage or having a child.

“So, are you going to tell us?” Felda started out. “Who is she? New girl at school? How come you didn't sense her last year?” 

“Or was she not a girl from school?” his friend Gyro asked. “Like a new teacher. Older?”

“New girl, yes. Teacher, no.” Luc tried to keep going but they wanted details. “It's complicated, okay?”

“Are you planning a wedding? Rose and green is what I would pick,” Felda said.

“No there is no wedding. We just met.”

“So?” Felda scoffed. “Hello? You're meant to be together. Saranda found Gillan last week and they were married. Have you heard of them? I bet they have kids soon.”

Marriage. Kids. When would this end? “Felda, I can't. She's not ready.”

“What overling woman is not ready for the day she finds her fated one?”

“She isn't an overling, she's an underling.” His words stopped their mouths, as well as all of their feet as Chri approached him. Felda scuttled away, not one to mess with Chri.

“Did you just admit that you love an underling?” Her usual sweet expression was now sour. Extremely sour. Her mouth was curled up, like he just stole something precious to her. “One of those underlings?”

“Whoah, Chri,” Gyro said on Luc's behalf. “Calm down, Luc hasn't done anything wrong.”

“Yet. You can't be with her,” Chri said as she shoved the back of her hand at him. “Curd! You know you can't be with her. Religion states you can't.

“That has nothing to do with anything,” Luc said. “Honestly, Chri. Even my own mother didn't bring that up to use against me.”

“In a chorus of falling leaves, two beings from different worlds will bring an end to everything. Your so-called new girl already came from a destroyed world. Snap out of it. You and her will get hurt. Look at Stephanie.”

“Knock it off,” Gyro warned her. “That underling's death has nothing to do with anything. “

“Except that she was awful close to Tumbla.” Chri hit him with the back of her hand as well as in the gut. “They tried to pin it on him too, but now he's dead.”

“He's missing,” Luc corrected her.

“You call it missing, but I know better. We don't mix, those things are bad news. Why do you think we keep them down there?” She pointed at Luc. “Don't feed the bottom dwellers, and don't fall in love with bottom feeders.”

“Stop calling her that!” Luc tried to keep himself under control. He remembered the sting last night from his mom's words. Those were accidental, something that was more okay as she grew up. Now though, everyone was either overling or underling, no matter the species. Chri knew that and she chose those words anyhow just to make him upset because of her religion.

There were two religions for traditional overlings. Destiny or Destruction. Both had a version of the ending and they were the opposites. One believed that two people would end the universe by creating a child that wasn't meant to be. Another believed that two people would stop a coming apocalypse by creating a child. Luc's family believed the second, while others believed the first. Either way though, he truly doubted he was the one.

The only thing that mattered to him was how they would make a relationship work. Two separate worlds. 

“I'm late to class.” Luc took off, her words stuck in his mind. He didn't want to believe such a silly thing, but a lot of people did. The more it was made public, the less chance he'd have with Melody, or the more likely someone would screw it up.

And how would he be able to see Melody as much as he had wanted if he was always in the trees? How was he going to tell her the truth about her voice?

And then, it hit him. Instead of heading to class, he headed to administration. 

They both technically went to the same school. How hard could it be to get switched below?

Hard.

Extremely hard.

Luc waited in the office, listening to another lecture. At this rate, he might miss Melody that day. “I do understand the consequences and the unfairness. I know that you do not recommend this as a method for exploring culture. I have repeated this several times. May I or may I not transfer?” He crossed his feet as he sat on the large double cushion in the office. As most offices, the chairs were not half as comfortable as the cotton wood in his dorm. His rear end was getting sore. “There are no changing credits, just classes. It's the same school.”

“On paper, yes,” the secretary said as she looked at his schedule. “The ground dwellers―oh exuse me―underlings do not have all the same classes. You would not be able to take Understand Nature 101 and it is a class requirement.”

“It's the same school, can't I take it up here/” he suggested. “The others are fine.”

“No, they aren't. Your work study is fungus cleaning. There is no work study below for fungus cleaning. They do not even have dorms for students, you would still be forced to come up to live in your dorm.”

“That is fine.” Luc fidgeted, hoping Melody wasn't waiting on him.

“Well, okay. As long as you understand the consequences. It seems absurd but there is no rule against it.” The secretary finally marked his paper. “You will be able to change in three months.”

“Three months?” Why so long? “It's just classes.”

“We only have a runner go down to collect information from the underlings every three months.”

“Then I can take it down.”

“Have you ever ran all the way down a tree before? It is tricky, gravity is not so kind the closer you get to the ground.”

He would be taking classes in the trees and on the ground. He had already done it once, and he'd do it several hundred more if it meant being near Melody. “No problem, I can handle it all.” After receiving the papers, Luc headed downward. 

He had to meet Melody first before he took the papers in.

Melina waited at the base of the tree she sat at yesterday. Would he ever come? She should go, any other normal lady would. This wasn't a date, just a meeting, so why couldn't she leave the tree? He seemed happy to meet again just like her. Melina did mention she'd be a little later, but this was not what she meant. Maybe she should have been more specific? She yawned, sitting beneath the tree was causing her to get a little drowsy.

“Melina.”

Melina looked to her side and saw a boy. Five or six maybe in cute overalls. “Who are you? You are way too young to be here alone.”

“I am not here, and I'm also not as young as your dreams may lead you to believe.” The boy approached her carefully. “Your subconscious does what it wants in dreams, but I am real. I am a dreamwalker.”

“Okay?” Melina chuckled. “Are we going flying somewhere?”

“No, I'm the messenger, Apocalypse Boy.” He looked at her oddly a second. “I get this strange sensation something else is wrong, but I don't know what.”

“What do you mean?” she asked him.

“Another? No, there is . . .Stephanie?” 

After hearing the name, Melina sat up straighter against the tree. “Do you mean the girl who died?”

“Died. Yes, I don't see her. I . . .I see you. No. Yes?” He scratched his head. “Just like on my planet, there are more than one possibility. How sad though. Tumbla. I don't see him either I see . . .” He looked up into the tree. “Him. It's time to wake up, your chosen is coming.”

“What do you mean?”

“Melody.”

Melina stirred slightly as she opened her eyes. 

Luc was nose to nose with her, upside down sticking to the tree. The close unexpected proximity made her jump. 

“I am sorry about the lateness, Melody. I had to get some schooling issues figured out.” He jumped off the tree onto the ground where there was a patch of plain dirt. “I am halfway to enrolling down here instead.”

“Enrolling down here?” Melina couldn't help the excitement in her voice. She stood up. “Luc, that's great news.”

“Yes. It's apparently only been done once, so it's not easy. Even though it's still the same school, communication is tougher.” He held some papers in his hand. The paper looked glossy and slippery. “I need to drop these off at the bottom administration to get started on switching.”

“That's wonderful, Luc.” Melina leaned against the tree. “Can I ask why though? I mean, are you fascinated by underlings culture? Or maybe . . .” No, no, she couldn't say that. He'd think she was vain for asking if he wanted to be down there because he liked her.

“I like you.” Luc did it for her. “I like you, Melina, and I want to be a part of your world since you can't be in mine.”

Wow, he was bold. Melina gently smiled. “Okay.”

“Okay.” He seemed disappointe with her choice of words. “You do feel the same way, don't you?”

He was really bold. “Well, I-I've known you a day, Luke. I think there is something.”
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“I better take these to your administration. Can you point the way?” Luc knew he already messed up. Sure, he knew that she must love him. It was the way it worked with true love's chorus, but she didn't know that he did. She didn't know any of it yet. He wanted to be on the ground with her, between classes, and get to know her better than just a few minutes a day by a tree. That would show her that he was committed but this move may have been too soon.

Still, he was stuck with her thinking he was moving fast. “I mean, school is just starting. I think there is something there, and I want to know more about this world beneath me. Why not try?” There, that sounded better and her look seemed more comfortable with that.

He took his papers to administration and was met with the same kind of talk. This time though, it was a little backward. The secretary was ignorant on how to even approach him.

“What's that stuff you just trailed behind you?” she had begun with as he came into the office. 

“What?” Luc looked behind him. “The biscotti?”

“You shouldn't track stuff into this office. Wipe your feet.”

“It's natural. I'm an overling.” That seemed to hold her attention.

“Oh.” She glanced to her side, obviously not knowing what to say next. “So is there something I can help you with?”

“Transfer.” Luc placed the papers in front of her. She tried to take them, but it was slippery on her hands.

“I've seen this paper before. Oh, I hate this paper, it's so hard to hold onto.” She pulled it closer and looked at it. “Um . . .I am going to need a translator and a reader. You'll have to come back later.”

Luc took the paper and read it out loud to her instead. 

“You want to switch down here?” She looked puzzled. “Why would you ever want to do that?”

Why did everyone always have to ask? “Brighten my perspective, learn culture, get to know new people, take your pick. I've been through this. Please.”

“Well, let's see.” She cleared her throat. “Most classes we have, but we don't have Understand Nature 101 and we have no work studies.”

“I am taking classes between here and in the trees,” Luc tried to explain. “Yes, I know it's tough and strange, but it should work.”

“I don't know. I don't mean to be rude, but your sludgy trail could make it slippery for other students,” she said as she pointed out behind him. “Oh, what?”

Luc looked behind him. “Biscotti dries almost instantly. No one would fall because I am taking classes down here. If someone touched it, it would stick to their feet. That's what it's used for. To stick.” Luc was trying to be forgiving, she didn't understand overlings at all. 

“I suppose if you come in first for a minute or two and are the last to leave a classroom, it would work.” She looked down at the paper she couldn't even read again. “These are your classes?”
Luc read the paper again to her several times before he got his new schedule. That also needed translated, so she needed to read to him. He used the translator and wrote it down.
“Classwork is often on the board. You will have to work out something with teachers for the books and such. It is not going to be simple,” she warned him. “Are you sure about this?”

“Yes.” 

With that final yes the classes were approved. He would be going to college with the underlings.
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Each day, they met between classes and ate lunch together. Luc stayed a friend, waiting for the right moment to ask for a date. It was so slow, his heart knew it. This wasn't right, if she were an overling, they would have kissed the moment they met. Still, Luc couldn't scare her. So far, things were moving in the right direction. Some of the others had asked about him, and he tried to give the same excuse he gave Melody.

It didn't work, until he started spewing out fascinating facts that bored them. Like how the sunshine barely had spots where it hit the ground and most of it was shady. How it was impossible to see the stars or anything close to the sun's shape in the sky through all the leaves. He talked about leaves, grass, bushes, and everything else that made them shake their head and try to get away.

Facts worked. No one even asked about Melody except Gyro and, of course, Chri. She was not at all happy with him going after Melody, but she had to deal with it. Taking a bite out of his sandwich, they enjoyed their lunch beneath the tree where they first met. It was one of their favorite spots.

The sandwiches were extremely soft, nothing like what he was used to. There wasn't even bark for flavoring, but he never wanted to offend her. They were tolerable after all. “These are good, Melody.” There was only one real cramp in the way of his wooing.

Thomas. He could tell Melody didn't like him, but he pursued anyhow. You'd think the fact that she preferred to eat with someone else would deter him, but it didn't. It made him even more aggressive to take her away. He obviously didn't think an overling paired well with her.

Oh, how he'd love to just stand up and slowly shove him away until he was completely out of distance. Then tell him to get lost forever. Luc would love to see that smirk fall off his face. However, it wasn't his place. Not yet anyway.

Speaking of that stupid guy, Thomas began his usual walk up. He tipped his head at Melody. “Melina, how are you? Still eating with the overling?”

“It is lunch.” She didn't even look him in the eye. “What is it, Thomas?”

“How do you make something for an overling? Don't they enjoy rougher tastes?” He looked toward Luc. “According to the teacher yesterday, you hate the taste of real sweetness. It's too much like your hand and feet's mucus.”

“The term is biscotti.” Luc had to say something to that. “Please don't use such a vulgar term.”

“Sorry. Underling's don't know everything.” He looked back toward Melina. “So how does he eat those? Even they shouldn't be savory enough.”

“I can handle the sweetness just fine,” Luc said not wanting Melody to feel bad about the sandwiches.

“You like sweet?”

“Yes, it's fine.”

“Then you must not mind your own mucus.” Thomas faked a pained look. “Sorry, biscotti.”

“Thomas, please leave, you are disturbing our lunch.” Melody said it firmly.

Luc just bit into his sandwich. The nerve of that guy. 

“Why do you always eat lunch with him?” Thomas pressed harder. “I know he's a rare species down here, but you don't plan on dating him, do you?”

Ooh! Luc was having a harder time staying good. Putting her on the spot like that. He couldn't interrupt and say he would or wouldn't. He had no choice but to leave her to it.

Melody took a bite into her sandwich. “Why, would it bug you that much?”

Yes! Luc watched Thomas' expression. She pulled out of it. He didn't even say goodbye as he left. 

“Sorry, Thomas is getting ruder by the day and I couldn't take it.” She finished the last bite of her sandwich. “I need to get back to Overling Studies.”

“You must be aceing that class,” Luc said as he finished his own last bite. She just smiled before she walked away. He had to attend his own work study so he headed up the tree.
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Overling Studies was easy for Melina when she had one as a friend. It was one of her easiest classes, and it was great that she learned through it. She hadn't known about their different tastes until their last class. She had no idea Luc didn't like sweet. Their version of sweet would be an underling's version of savory. Everything else was tough like bark. What kind of bark would he like? She would have to learn to do something different for the sandwiches. Thomas didn't make that any easier since he brought that up in conversation too. 

“Today we're going to discuss relationships of the traditional overlings,” her teacher started. “Can anyone tell me what the true love chorus is?”

True love chorus? Melina couldn't raise her hand on that one. 

The teacher looked around the room and picked a random student sitting on the opposite side of her. “You. What do you think the love chorus is?”

“Uh.” The student stuttered. “They like each other through songs, I heard that somewhere.”

“Close. Can you expand on that?” The teacher tried to get more info, but eventually went back to the board. “Overlings can hear around the same decibals that we can. It is important to note this is a rare occurrence in overlings, and only occurs within traditional overlings. Those that were born in this dimension. Many times they are attracted the same way we are, through physical attraction. Sometimes biscotti is also an attraction. Does anyone remember what biscotti is?”

Melina raised her hand and he called upon her. “The sticky liquid from their hands and feet that helps them climb trees.”

“Correct.” The teacher drew a diagram of an ear and went over the parts and similarities. Almost everything was the same. “There is only a small significant difference between a traditional overling and us. In the very back of the male, there is a piece rightly named destiny drum.” He circled the piece. “This piece will vibrate when the mate of their destiny sings and their hearing changes. They will be able to hear from far away. No one knows how far they can here, studies have shown that the vibration can pick up sounds from miles away.” He drew a couple on the board and circled them. “This drum only becomes active when a potential compatible person is nearby. They call it their true love. Once the male finds the woman and confesses he heard her beautiful voice like no other, they often get married right away.”

Melina paused a moment before she raised her hand. “Sir? Why?”

“Their tradition states it's their destined one. By their records, no relationship attracted through a destined drum has ever ended badly.” He put his chalk down. 

“Why?”

“Why what, Melina? I already answered the question.”

Melina held her study paper in her hand, thinking back to Luc. “Is it true though that it's perfect? I mean, nothing bad, ever? Would an overling pursue that confidently no matter what?”

“The destiny drum isn't well known, not everything can be explained.” The teacher groaned with a sigh. “I sincerely doubt there is some destined lover. I think there is something about each other's genes that attract the male to a certain woman. Perhaps the love is a euphoric state that happens whenever the male hears her voice. The more she sang, the steadier the relationship I assume.”

“Yeah, 'cause women never mess it up?” One of the guys laughed.

“I don't know,” the teacher confessed, glaring at the student. “It's what they believe. Now, onto the relationships of non-traditional overlings.”

Melina couldn't concentrate on the board again. Luc heard her from high in the trees. If he had normal hearing like her, how did he ever hear her? “Does the drumming make the voice sound beautiful?”

The teacher stopped talking and looked back at Melina. “We are passed the subject, and you know to raise your hand. Yes, it changes the way they hear, but that will not be on the test. Now, back to the subject.”

Melina didn't even care about the scolding. Luc said he heard the most beautiful voice from high in the trees. From so far up in the trees. . .
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The next day before school started, Melina waited beneath the tree. She was folding her hands on top of each other, afraid to ask, but she knew she had to. Did Luc think she was his destiny because his destiny drum rang?

He came down with vigor, but it changed into concern as he looked at her. “Melody, what is it?”

“Why do you prefer that?” That would be a good way to start the conversation off. “My name is Melina, but you always call me Melody.”
“Melina means Melody in my language. I-I thought it didn't bother you?” He scratched his head.
“Are you sure it's not because of my voice? When I sang the chorus, you said it was beautiful.” She looked at his eyes. He was nervous, there was definitely something there. “I heard in Overling Studies that you have normal hearing, same as me. You only hear differently when your destiny drum vibrates.”

“Oh.” He looked away a second, then back at her. “Melody. I . . .” He squeezed his hands together before finally hugging her. “You are her, you are the one I am supposed to be with. If you were an overling, we would have kissed that day. You would have moved in with me, and we'd be planning a marriage. But I-I didn't push. I don't want to rush and push you away.”

Finding herself in his embrace, she wanted to comfort him, but this was so much. “It's just a euphoric state you found yourself in. Genes or something, Luc.”

“Is that what your teacher said?” Luc scoffed as he looked at her. “It's not. It never has been, it's magic. You underlings! Honestly, there is magic out there. The true love chorus is magic. Science cannot explain it, and no overling in their mind would try to.” He placed his hand in her hair, stroking it tenderly. “I came down for you. Not for anything else. I ate those sandwiches for you. I would do anything, and it's not because I am trapped in some euphoric state from my ears.” He touched her chin softly. “I'm sorry, Melody. I wanted to do this slowly for your sake, but you leave me no choice. I know for a fact you love me just as much as I love you. I know it now, and I know forever. I knew it before I even met you. So if it's just the males ears, why do the women always stay?” He looked her straight in the eye. “And how do I know without a doubt you aren't trembling right now from the cold, but the thought that maybe I'd finally kiss you?” He stroked her cheek tenderly. “I know because I feel it too.”

Melina felt his hands in her hair and on her cheek. His words were eating her up. He was so sure, so positive! He knew everything she felt. “How are you not sticking to me right now? You just climbed down a tree.” It was a change in subject but she knew it wouldn't work.

“Biscotti dries fast when the heart kicks in. I couldn't even stick to the tree.” His hands glided down through her hair. “How do you think overlings ever touched?”

His eyes. Oh, his eyes. Luc wanted her and she wanted him. But he didn't want to date her, he wanted her for forever. He wanted her to marry and have children. He already knew it, and he wouldn't stop until he had that. She pushed him away. “I don't believe in magic, Luc. I am not your destiny.”

“You love me. I know it's scary. You don't even understand it.” He held his arms out to her. “Even I was a little scared at first, and I knew what it was. You can't be afraid of it. I would never hurt you, I would only love you the rest of your life. You know that too. You've known since the moment I first came down to see you.”

“Stop being so sure of yourself!” Melina yelled at him. “It's not. I don't feel . . .there is no such thing as magic.” She looked toward the tree, anything to keep from looking at him. “Besides, we can't even live in each other's world.”

“We can. I can share my biscotti if that's what it takes.” Melina glanced at him, seeing him look toward the sky. “You can see the sun and the stars up there. Haven't you ever wanted to?” He looked back toward her. She wanted to look away, but he already caught her look. “I can try down here too. I've been doing okay so far, haven't I?”

What was Melina supposed to say? 

“Luc, don't do it!”

Melina looked up as another woman headed down from the tree to Luc's side. Who was she?

“She will bring the end of everything. I mean it, stop this.” She tried to grab his hand, but Luc jerked away. Melina felt jealousy grip her heart so tight, she knew those eyes, even if Luc didn't. That overling was in love with him. She should be thinking that was a good thing, a chance to make him see reason. It didn't though, she just felt like ripping that woman to pieces. How dare she even touch him!

“Chri, we've been over this.” If eyes could growl, Luc's would be doing that. “If I have to sacrifice everything to stay down here with her, so be it. This is the way it is.”

“No, it's not.” She grabbed his arm again. “Forget destiny, what has that stupid overling done for you?”

“Don't call her stupid,” Luc warned her. “Go back up.” 

“You are going to die if you don't stop this,” she warned him. “Talks are already happening. Do you want her to end up like Stephanie? Do you want to end up like Tumbla? They still can't even find his body.”

Tumbla? Stephanie? Melina looked toward Luc, searching for answers. “The dead girl?”

“She was killed to stop the end of it all, you know that, Luc.” Chri moved to his other side. “You don't hear the destiny of love, you hear the destiny of the apocalypse. That's all.”

Apocalypse? Melina thought back to her dream. The young boy. Apocalypse Boy. Was this all related? 

“Stop this, don't scare Melody.” Luc looked back at her. “It's okay, Chri just believes a different sort of religious thing. It doesn't matter.”

“Oh, and you think yours is right? That if you are with her, then the apocalypse won't happen? That you are preventing it?” Chri moved back towards the tree. “You're an idiot, you're not preventing anything.”

Preventing? Starting? Different religious views? Melina took a step back. “So I'm just a tool for some religious thing?”

“No, never!” Luc denied.

“In a chorus of falling leaves, two beings from different worlds will bring an end to everything.” Chri recited her religious belief. 

“No!” Luc held his finger towards Chri, pointing at her. “In a chorus of falling leaves, two beings from different worlds will save everything. Love does not bring destruction.”

“Every evil devil has had a mother at one time.” Chri sneered and headed back up the tree. Melina barely saw it as she ran away.

Luc called out to her, but she refused to turn back. Her dream, she could barely even remember it. Was she supposed to stop an apocalypse? Start it? And damnit, why her? Did Luc hear her because of the destiny drum or because they were chosen?

And did he even truly care if he only needed her for a religious purpose?
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“Luc?” His mother tapped at his dorm door. “Luc?”

“Go away.” Luc barely moved from the spot on his bed. He'd barely moved at all. “Just go away.”

“Luc.” His mom opened the door. “Your door isn't even locked? Honestly.” She closed the door behind her. “Can we talk?”

“Nothing to talk about.” He barely lifted his eyes up. “She won't even talk to me. She thinks it's all about some stupid apocalyptic religious thing because of Chri.” He covered his eyes. “I don't know what to do.”

“You've stopped going to school, Gyro told me.” She sat down beside him. “You can't do that, Luc. You've got to keep living.”

“What for? For money? Better future?” He scoffed and kicked his feet off the bed. “All the money in the world can't replace her. I'd rather be on the ground with her than ever see the sun again.”

“That's why. She's confused. Not an overling, but love's true chorus never fails.” She patted his side. “When she calls for you, she's not going to want to see you this way. Get dressed, be ready for the day she does come back around. She will too, love's true chorus never fails.”

“She thinks she is just an object for religion though.” He sat up in his bed. He'd lied on it so long, the stuffed leaves in it were coming out. He picked one up. “A chorus of falling leaves.”

“Maybe you are,” his mom suggested. “Does it matter to you? What do you believe, that you stop it?”

“I don't believe that just us can stop or start it. I wouldn't care if we did.” He held the leaf in his hand, twirling it. “I just want to be with her, plain and simple. Why can't it just be plain and simple?”

“Nothing in life is ever plain and simple.” She moved off his bed. “Get yourself into shape and don't give up. One day you will hear true love's chorus from her again, calling back to you.” 

“She sings all the time. I hear her in school.” He closed his eyes again. “It's not for me, just the school.”

“One day, you will hear it for you. You'll see. Perk up and start the day or you're moving back in with me.” She turned to leave but as she opened the door, she saw something fall to the ground. “Oh. Oh my!”

Luc turned. He watched as his mother scurried around his apartment. “What's wrong?”

“New arrivals are falling directly from the sky! Hurry, grab something to catch them softly!”

Luc helped and went outside. Others were trying to do the same thing. There would be another new group of overlings or underlings joining.

“Is any of them surviving?!” His mother called out to the surrounding branches.

“None yet, I'm afraid,” one of the dorm girls said next to his. “Oh, how sad. They are so tiny. Their backs look a little strange too.”

“This one has bone jutting out of it's back!” Someone else called out. “I think they had wings. Must not be making it through intact.”

“Faeries.” Luc looked at them all. It was sprinkling faeries. No one heard them shouting or saw them flailing. 

“Even baskets are too tough. We need something softer, they are falling from too high!” His mother covered her eyes. “I don't know how to save them.”

Luc held his mother tightly in his arms. “I'm sorry.”

“It's because of him,” someone yelled as they pointed toward Luc. “He's been with an underling!”

“No, it's because he hasn't been with the underling!” Another one called out.

All eyes in the vicinity were falling on Luc now.

“It's not that,” another one disagreed. “Just new residents. Pile up some cotton. It's working over here.”

“Cottonwood?” Luc's mother looked at him. “Luc, do you have any?”

Not much, but he had some. He piled it outside his door. Eventually, a faerie landed on one. It was fragile and most of it's hair on it's head was missing. It wore no clothes either, most likely singed off or it may have preferred it that way.

“Hello?” Luc tried to talk to it. “Hello, are you okay?”

It didn't move except for it's eyes. It said something in it's own language, but since it was a newcomer, no one would know the language yet. His translator wouldn't be of help.

“It's okay.” Luc's mother said in a gentle whisper. “Get some rest. You are safe here, and help will be on the way.”
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“What do we know about this girl?” Gyro said as he came down by the tree with Chri. “Come on, Chri, what do you know?”

Chri crossed her arms. “I don't know. I don't remember real well, I saw her once.”

“Chri.” Gyro came toward her. “I'm Luc's friend too, okay? I know this sucks, but it has to be done. She will end everything if we don't end it for her.” He touched her head gently. “Hey, it's okay. Just like Stephanie, point her out and I'll handle it. You don't have to do anything else. I'll get her up the tree and push her off. If we get it done fast enough, Luc will be safe. No one will ever know.”

“I hate this. I tried to warn him!” Chri yelled at Gyro. “He still brought this down on himself.”

“Right, there's no reason to feel guilty.” Gyro nodded at her. “What's her name?”

“He called her Melody.” Chri moved her ear around. “The translator should pick up her name. She's in a choir class too.”

“Great. I'll hang out by the choir class and find the girl. Then, it's over.” He looked at his watch. “You better get back up the tree, I don't want to risk you getting caught. School should be beginning for the day.”

Melina trudged into the class. Her mood ever since Luc finally left had become dull. Her spirits couldn't seem to rise anymore. She did like him, so it was probably the feelings of break up. People had always said they were very strong. They were extremely strong. How she even got up to make it to school was beyond her. 

She sat down in her chair, getting her sheet music out. Maybe she should drop choir. Whenever she sang now, she kept thinking about Luc. Could he still hear her? She felt like each time she even hummed, it must feel like she's twisting the knife. Why did she think that? It wasn't real. It was a euphoric state and a religious battle. Nothing more.

“Someone's off key.” The choir instructor pointed at her. “Melina, is that you again?”

“Yes, sir.” She cleared her throat. “A cold.”

“A cold. Best excuse in the book.” He didn't smile. “From the top again at page 6 before the crescendo. Melody, sing your solo loudly.”
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“I don't want to go up with you!” Melody shouted as Gyro tried to bring her to the tree. “Let me go!”

She wouldn't stop shouting. Hardly anyone was around now, and taking one of the slow underlings was easy, but it was much easier with Stephanie.

“Just give Luc a second chance,” Gyro said, trying to play on her emotions. “He just wants to talk. Why do you have to make this so hard?”

“I don't know a Luc!” Melody yelled again. “I don't want to go into a tree, someone help!”

Help would never come though. Gyro couldn't take her as high as he took Stephanie. She fell for the trick, desperately wanting to see Tumbla's world. She didn't shout and scream. Going halfway up the trunk, he knew that was close enough. “Sorry, I am, but you are not worth an apocalypse.” 

He watched her fall to the ground, her cries finally ceasing. Her dead eyes stared at him accusingly before he headed back up the tree.
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Melina stared out her window. School had been cancelled because of an unexpected death. Melody, the girl from her choir class, had been found dead beneath her and Luc's tree.

Melody. The name Luc had always called her. 

Stephanie. Also killed beneath that tree, and who had a relationship with an overling.

This was not a coincidence and she knew it. She gripped her curtain. Someone wanted her dead. They didn't know what she looked like, and they must have been using a translator to understand names or they would know her name meant melody in their language. That cute name Luc gave her had saved her life.

At the cost of an innocent woman just like her though.

“Melina?” Her father knocked at her door. “Honey, are you okay? Your mom and I are worried about you.”

“I'm fine,” she said as she wiped her face. Someone wanted her dead. She looked back out the window. What if they knew Luc? What if someone told him she had died? That would crush him.
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“Luc?” Gyro knocked on his door. “Luc, I've got some bad news. Melody's dead.”

Luc hurried to the door to answer it. “What?!”

“Melody, yeah. I heard it through the rumors of the school. Another underling died named Melody. I don't know if you know her, or if she was yours?”

Luc could barely breathe a second, until he remembered. Melina was Melody. “Her name was Melody?”

“Yeah. Sorry, I hope it's not her.”

There was something about Gyro's eyes. “I um, I need time.”

“Yeah, it's an adjustment. I know you're going to head down there, but just remember Chri and I are here for you, okay?” Gyro turned confidently away.

Too confident. Luc watched him go. There was no remorse in his voice. Gyro also knew Tumbla last year. He knew Tumbla better than Luc did, they attended class together. The thought sickened him, but it had to be true. Gyro even wanted to tell him first. Couldn't risk him thinking he didn't care. Words didn't matter, he saw his friends eyes.

Chri thought and said bad thoughts, but the worst ones out there remained silent. 

Chri. She had met Melina. She'd know eventually that wasn't her. There was no time to run a brush through his hair, he had to get her. 

Now. 
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“He's probably coming down soon,” Gyro said as he jumped off the tree. “Better to be down here and look sad about it. Okay?”

“Yeah,” Chri muttered softly. “I hate this, Gyro.”

“It has to be done. Everyone would stand around while the end happened. Faeries with burnt off wings are falling to Earth. When was the last time we had new residents?” Gyro held her hand. “Just act compassionate and he won't know his blonde beauty is gone.”

“Blonde?” Chri looked toward him. “She wasn't blonde.”
“Melody? Yes she was.” Gyro shook his head. “She was outright blonde.”
“No, Melody had brown hair.” 

Gyro groaned. “I heard her name! Are there two Melody's in choir?” He grabbed his head. “It's not going to be as easy next time. We'll need another tree, all eyes will be on this one for some time.”

“Hey!”

Gyro and Chri turned around to see who was talking.

“Another girl happens to die beneath the same tree. A tree.” He came toward them. Behind him was a group of people. There were at least thirty. “You can't tell us that it's a coincidence. Overlings are killing underlings.”

“It's one girl,” Gyro said. “We are no different than you.”

“You are evil! We don't want to see any overlings on the ground anymore!”

“Fine, we'll head up.” Gyro and Chri both started going up the tree. “Sorry, we're going.”

“Tell all of those overlings we don't want to see any of them down here again!” 

The whole fleet of underlings shouted as they threw stuff at the tree. Afterwards, they cut down the last bridge. There were no protests from anyone as it dropped down into the cliff.

No overlings. Anymore.

“Underlings,” Gyro muttered as he scaled down a different tree. “Are they so ignorant as to believe that's the only tree to the school?”

“I told you, overlings are naturally stupid,” Chri said as she jumped down. “Now, go look at the roster. I'll wait here for you.”

“Not this time. If they spot an overling now, you could be in danger.” Gyro grabbed her arm. “You should come, I don't want to see you hurt.”

“I don't do this. I don't want to,” Chri said. “You do this part, not me.”

“I got the wrong girl because you didn't tell me what she looked like.” Gyro yanked on her again. “Come on, Chri. Do you want to kill another innocent one or not?”

“No.” Chri moved her feet slowly. “Are you sure we won't get caught?”

“Like you said, underlings are stupid. Let's hit the choir room.” They ran quickly to it, fished around and grabbed the roster. “I can't read this,” Gyro complained. “Language doesn't translate, only hearing it.”

“More overlings?”

Gyro and Chri saw another guy looking toward them. It was obvious what they had to do. He started running down the hall but they easily caught him.

Gyro held him tight. “Read the names on this list!”

“Don't kill me.” He gulped. “You have a problem with girls, not guys. Right?”

“Just read the list,” Chri repeated for Gyro. 

“Uh, Jerry, Yorkie, Ron, Ashley, Sanfrera, Melina, Georgia, Jim, Geoffrey, Geomongera, Yanish, Jack, is that enough?” 

“All of them!” they both yelled. The guy read off all the names. There was only one Melody, the one that died.

“Her name was Melody,” Chri said to Gyro. “I swear it. I heard it through the translator.” 

“Well, something may be wrong with the translators.” Gyro pulled on his own ear, motioning her to remove hers. “Read the list again.”

“Jerry, Yorkie, Ron Ashley, Sanfrera, Melina, Geo―”

“Melody!” Chri yelled out in their own tongue. “Gyro, the last name was the word melody in our language.”

“What was the last name?” Gyro asked the frightened guy. “Well?”

“Melina?”

“That must be her. Where does she live?”

“I don't know.”

“The  teacher should have another list of addresses and numbers somewhere,” Chri said. “I'll head back and find it.” When she headed back and found another list, she saw more underlings. This time, they were not being half as careless. Two deaths in the same way was putting them more on guard. People shouldn't even be at school, but they were still on campus, waiting to see if overlings showed up.

“An overling in the school!” they yelled as they pointed to her. She raced to escape things that were being thrown at her as they chased her. Gyro was already waiting at the tree. “Here's a list. It should be either numbers or addresses.” She handed it to the human. “Where does Melody live? Is it on there?”

The overling said it, but Gyro had no choice. The overlings obviously saw them, but this guy knew who they were after. Gyro dragged him up the tree.

Chri turned away as Gyro let the underling go.
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No matter what he did, Luc couldn't get down the tree. Underlings kept throwing things at him and yelling at him. In the distance, he saw the bridge was cut too. Even if Melina showed up here, he couldn't get to her. He sailed back up the tree as quick as he could. 

What was thirty minutes for her was less than five for him, and he remembered the area around where he came up last time from her house. She had to be at home with school cancelled.
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Melina headed toward the tree, but looked at the cut bridge. There wasn't going to be a way to reach Luc. Even if she did make it to the tree, how could she get to him? Being out there made her feel  exposed, what if someone figured out the truth?

“He's not coming back.” Thomas showed up beside her. “No way. Not Luc, not anyone.”

“Luc didn't do this,” she said, “and you know it.”

“It doesn't matter. Three underlings are dead,” Thomas said to her.

“Three?”

“Yeah,” another college student beside Thomas had spoke up. “Two of them grabbed a guy, took him up a tree and dropped him. Everyone who hung around saw it!”

“And this time, a lot of us hung around,” Thomas sneered. “We won't stand for this. This was no accident, it's because of the overlings. They are no good, Melina!”

“Luc wasn't a part of it.” She met his eyes before heading back. When this all settled down, maybe Luc would come back? She needed to find out more. Who was trying to hurt her?

Luc. She thought maybe the death of Melody would drive him back, but it would only leave him stuck in the tree. No one would let him come down. “Would he still remember where I live?” When he left back to the trees after walking home, he could have scampered up a tree near hers. Feeling it was her second best option, she headed home again.

In the middle of the woods though, she heard a noice. Scuffling of leaves ahead.  She paused, not taking a step further.

There were two overlings hanging on trees like Luc did. The leaves must have annoyed them so much they decided to jump on the trees. Staying out of sight, she tried to make her way, but in the woods she couldn't be silent. There wasn't just leaves and grass on the ground, sometimes there were other things. Things that fell from high from the overling's world in the trees. As soon as she heard the crack under her feet and saw an old piece of board, she ran. Anyone nearby would have heard that. 

She ran as fast as she could but the overlings were so much faster. As soon as she cracked that board beneath the hiding leaves on the ground she was done for.

The guy held her tight. She knew in no time at all what they would do. She would be taken to a tree and dropped to the ground. Luc! She struggled in the man's arms. She recognized the girl though. The one who had liked Luc. She could scream, but it wouldn't matter. There was only one way out she could think of, and the chances were slim it would work.

First, she needed time and she knew how to get it. If they were on the ground, they had to have translators.“Is this really the only way you could get me out of your way? He'd still never love you.”

“What did you say?” Chri asked her.

“You heard me. You are pure hate and he sensed that. He's probably only friends with you because he felt sorry for you. Hanging on so hard to something that would never happen.”

Chri covered her ears, unable to climb.

“Chri, hurry. This is almost done.” Gyro looked over at her. “Come on.”

“It must burn to know I exist,” Melina continued. “You can't deny the true love's chorus. He heard me from the ground itself, you can't deny it.”

“Stop talking!” Chri shouted. Gyro couldn't cover the mouth completely and still climb well. 

“You are evil, but your more than that, you are a coward! Making a guy take the action that you couldn't yourself.”

That was it. Chri started to yank at her. “You are nothing, just a bottom feeder! He would have loved me one day if it wasn't for your stupid voice.” She yanked hard enough that Melina was pulled out of Gyro's grasp. “I will take you up myself!”

“You can't support her,” Gyro warned, but it was too late.

Prepared and not far off the ground, Melina landed on the leaves safely. She got up and started to run again, this time not taking a second longer. They wouldn't mess up again.

She began to sing. She couldn't do it up the tree, they'd only climb faster and drop her. She only hoped that the fact it was off key and her adrenaline was high didn't disturb her chances. 

Please, Luc. Hear it. Please.

“A waste of time!” Melina heard from Chri as she grabbed her. Gyro grabbed her too and they both took her up the nearest tree. She tried to keep singing, but it was hard to as they bumped and lifted her upwards. This time, she was getting higher. If she fell, it would no longer be a safe landing.

“Here.” Gyro pulled her away. He didn't even let her have any last words, just dropped her.

She closed her eyes as she felt herself falling, bracing for the inevitable. Instead, she found herself swinging. She opened her eyes, her hands safely on the tree. She looked next to her.

She was in Luc's embrace. He looked down for her only for a second, but it was enough.

He heard her. 

“Luc.” The guy glared down at us. “Let us do this for you or you're going to be killed.”

“Me?” Luc wasted no time and rubbed my hand with his. “Rub it with your other hand and hang on.” She did as he said and felt the instant grip to the tree. Luc headed upwards toward Gyro.

“You killed innocent underlings!” He shouted at Gyro. “Did you kill Melody too? All for some stupid apocalypse theory?”

“If I had killed Stephanie sooner, then Tumbla would still be alive.” Gyro banged his hand against the tree. “Dropping from a tree is nothing compared to what they did to him.”

“Gyro, shutup!” Chri warned him. “Luc, please. She will cause the end.”

Melina watched them, not knowing how it would finish. 

“Luc.”

“You pretended to be my friend. All the while you two were plotting to kill Melody!”

“We didn't even know she existed. We thought there was only one,” Chri said to him. “There should have only been one.”

“They are going to kill you one way or another, Luc.” Gyro beat the tree but headed down, fast. “Trust me this is the kinder way!” Luc moved but Gyro swang for him again. He started to throw punches, but Luc dodged him. “You are an idiot. We have to end this.”

Luc dodged him again, but didn't yell. Every once in awhile, Melina watched him look down at her. 

“Why? Why you idiot?” Chri came down too. “I don't want to fight you. Neither of us do, just let the bottom dweller go.”

“Why?” Luc avoided Gyro again but oddly laughed at Chri. “Think you'd have a chance? I've always known, Chri. You never had a chance. You're the lowest of the low. Do you know what?” Luc glared at her. “Your the worst singer I ever heard.”

“Luc!” Chri hit the tree repeatedly. “She's just a bottom feeder―”

“but she's better than you,” Luc finished. “Where does that place you?”

“You dirty son of a―”

Melina closed her eyes as she heard the scream of Chri. She didn't understand why but Chri fell like a regular person with no biscotti.

“Chri!” Gyro yelled. “No. No, Chri. Luc!” He shouted, trying to punch again. “You killed Chri!”

“I didn't do it.” Luc barely had to dodge the last punch before Gyro came down the same way. Melina heard the second thunk. She soon felt Luc by her side again. 

“Melody, it's not safe down here. Others will find out.” Luc held her tight. “Place your hand against the tree and climb on my back.” Melina didn't question him. After she was safely on his back, he began to climb up slowly. Luc didn't say another word.

Melina watched as the ground faded away into a blur. They were so high, she could even see her house, so tiny in the distance. “Luc.”

“Not yet,” Luc said. “Wait until we are up to the first branch.”

After a time even her house couldn't be seen in the distance. She looked up though and saw a branch. The first branch she'd ever seen. It was gigantic, jutting out of the side of the tree. Above it were a canopy of branches and leaves like a net. Glittering through them was the sunlight. 

“Almost there.” Luc went up just a little more until they hit the first branch. “Okay, listen very carefully. I am going to be on a branch, a large one. I need you to trust me and put your feet down.”

The thought of putting her feet down when she couldn't see where they would be didn't give her good vibes, but she trusted Luc with her life. She placed them down, feeling something solid below. She froze, not moving as he moved away.

He placed his hands in hers. She could feel a ton of biscotti, it was even leaking from the side. “Down with me. We need to sit down.” She slowly followed his movement until she was sitting down. He grabbed her shoes and socks, flinging them away to the ground. He rubbed her feet with his hands. “Wow. You have soft feet.” He cleared his throat and helped her back up. “Okay. You're safe now, you can't fall.”

She didn't want to test that theory. “Luc?”

“They were my friends. I thought they were. They were the only ones that saw you, no one else knows. They'll eventually figure it out, but for now you are safer in the trees with me.” Luc met her eyes. “I went to your house but I came running as soon as I heard the adrenaline in your song.”

“Your friends.” Melina didn't know what to say. “Because of religion?”

“Don't think about them. Just overlings I knew from school for a year. They seemed to be cool, but I guess we never know anyone. Well, except some.” He rubbed his hands with hers again. “Keep plenty of it on. You need to trail it behind or others will figure out who you are.”

“They fell to the ground.” Melina didn't know how else to say it. “I don't understand.”

“For the same reason I couldn't yell at them for trying to kill you. My blood was boiling beneath, Melina, but biscotti is finicky.” He gestured to her hair. “I told you it dried with matters of the heart. Chri, well, she liked me a bit. I knew that. Gyro though was angry, but he also loved Chri. He never told her that though.” He touched her hands again, but this time his biscotti wasn't seen. “I had to keep calm, so I looked at you. I stayed focused on getting you out. I couldn't think about what they would do or what could have happened if I had even been one second late!” He rubbed his hands roughly against hers. “Matters of the heart.”

Melina was speechless. She looked around herself in the tree. She could actually see traces of sunlight hitting the branch. “How can I be up here?”

“Because down there, you die. I know where to keep you. You'll have plenty of biscotti and she'll love the company.”

“Who will?”
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Luc watched his mother and grandmother both hug Melody like she was their long last daughter. 

“She is so pretty. Look at those cheeks.” His grandmother touched her cheeks. “For never getting any sun you have pretty skin.”

“The sun reaches the ground,” Luc said, but his mother and grandmother didn't understand underlings much. “Melody, this is my mother Beatrix and my grandmother Beatrix.”

His grandmother Beatrix shook her hand. Luc came over, gesturing for his grandmother to show Melody her arms. “As we get older, overlings tend to dry out. The elderly tend to need more biscotti. There is a biscotti room full in the back. The moistness and special temperature of the room keeps it from disappearing.”

Melody nodded, but was still visibly shaken up. He wasn't in the mood for hugs or congratulations either. He just watched two overlings he thought were good friends plunge to their death, knowing they deserved it. He almost lost Melody, barely grabbing onto her. He could feel his biscotti getting weaker, but tried to stay focused to live.

There was more out there though, he didn't forget Gyro's words. Gyro didn't kill Tumbla, and he had no reason to lie. Melody was in danger, above or below. At least above he could watch her better and no one knew what she looked like. If others thought the girl who died was his Melody, then maybe it would be completely safe for her soon. For now, she needed to stay secret. 

From now on, she had to play overling.

“Are you comfortable?” Luc asked as he laid out the extra bedding. “Do you have the instructions?”

“Don't go more than fifty feet without more biscotti on my hands and feet. Don't dry out. If it's really warm, stay inside.” She knew it all. “How long do I have to stay here?”

A question he didn't want to answer, but he had to. “Until I know who is behind this.”

“What about my life on the ground? It's beautiful up here but I live on the ground. My parents and my college.”

“I can't do anything for college. It's too risky.” Luc looked back at her. “I will tell your parents you are safe. I will explain everything, even the song. I won't hold anything back, not this time. I've learned my lesson.”

“I am sorry that I didn't talk to you again,” Melina confessed to him. “It's just that . . .”

“I know. Don't worry though, you are safe.” He opened the curtains to let the moonlight come through. “Will you come over here?” She approached his side and looked out. Her eyes were filled with wonder and he watched her mouth drop. “What is that?”

“The moon. The little bit of light at night you see, it comes from that.” Luc gestured toward it. “The bits around it are the stars.”

“Stars. Mother used to talk about stars.” She reached out the window, almost like she was trying to grasp them. “There are so many filling the sky. How many are there?”

“No one knows. Billions upon billions,” Luc answered.

“It's breathtaking. That is what mother said used to be on our world. I don't remember it though.” She shrugged. “They always said it was a good thing, but I always wanted to know what they looked like.”

The stars and the moon were beautiful that night, but nothing compared to what Melody looked like watching them. Her eyes sparkled, perhaps feeling their magic coursing through her for the first time. He touched her arm softly, no doubt feeling the biscotti dried up again. 

She jerked at first until he remembered what he was doing. “Sorry,” Luc apologized. “I was just so worried, and like it or not, I care for you more than you accept.”

“I'm not part of any apocalypse, am I?” she asked him.

“Honestly, I don't care. Overlings are after us because of it, but I don't care.” He had to get it across. “I only care about you. Not about what you can do or can't do. That's all. I love you for you.” Luc didn't expect to hear the words back.

“I think . . .I care too.”

That was enough. Having her near him was enough. He couldn't spend all his time there though. He had to appear like his life was falling apart, and he had to find out who was responsible for Tumbla. His grandmother was going to fake like she was getting ill and possibly dying so that his mother and him could be seen visiting more often with less questions. “Good night, Melody.”

“Good night, and thank you,” she said again. “For saving my life.”

He nodded and walked out. There was no more to it. One day when they said goodnight to each other, it would end in a kiss. He knew that. One day, but not yet.

Only when she was ready.
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“Melina.”

Melina opened her eyes on her bed. A small boy, sixish appeared again. She remembered back to the little boy before. “You again?”

He nodded and approached her bed. “I'm sorry, I got confused. There was more than one couple in this world. It happens, but I was unprepared. It's sad really, they were a nice pair.” He stood up though straight, staring at her with a seriousness a six year old could not have. “Stephanie and Tumbla should have ended the apocalypse with their child. You two should have had a normal timeframe, but their death changes things. You must be with Luc.”

“Be with Luc?”

“You must have a baby to end the upcoming apocalypse before it starts. Waiting will only make it harder.”

“You are six years old!” Melina shouted at him. “You don't know anything.”

“I am not six, this is your dream. This boy you see is only a subconscious surface in your memory.” He moved the hair out of his face. “Do you recognize him?”

“I don't know children. I haven't been around children, you don't look familiar at all.” Yet, his appearance unnerved her. Not just his words which were awful enough, his appearance. Those eyes. That hair.

Those eyes. That hair.

///“Come on, this way!”

“We can't go without him!”

“He's already gone, it's over. We can grieve later, let's go!”///

Melina woke up in the bed, sweat coming off of her as she started to cry. A memory. There was a memory left over from the apocalypse. Something she remembered, but couldn't. It shook her to the very core. Who was that boy?
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“Have you kissed him yet?” Luc's grandmother was the opposite of Luc. On one hand, Melina was learning a lot about cooking what Luc would actually like instead of the sweet sandwiches she always made. She also learned about sewing leaves and what to do with what kinds of bark. It was an interesting world to learn. Everything else though, Melina's feelings seemed stupid to them.

“Oh, please.” Luc's grandmother grabbed the bark and drizzled it with something. “Haven't you even kissed him yet? He's your destiny, you might as well take a whack at it.”

“That would send the wrong impression,” Melina tried to tell her. Again. “I'm not ready for it.”

“You were ready ever since he came to you and told you he heard your song.” She placed the bark down. “He even saved your life, did you bother to then? Oh, how stupid. If I had a man like my  grandson I would be smooching it up. You should be my granddaughter by now, and we should be talking about why you should name your daugher Beatrix when she comes along. I cannot believe we aren't even that far. For goodness sakes, I'm not that young anymore, get started on grandchildren. It's not like sex is unpleasant. I won't be around forever.”

“Really, Beatrix―”

“Grandmother. I am going to be your grandmother, be respectful.”

“Grandmother.” Melina couldn't get anywhere with her. She had taken a small stroll that day to see what was outside. Fifty feet covered quite a distance. She even learned that her favorite bar was up here. A more savory version, but still the same. The cost was five times cheaper than on the ground. Luc left her with only a small amount of money. Something to pass the time with. She didn't want to spend it senselessly but she had to try one of the tree's bars.

It was different to say the least. It was tough, but soft enough for her teeth. It was a strange combination of sweet and sour. It was actually good, she was surprised. 

As soon as she told his grandmother about that, they had gone into baking and learning about overling flavors. 

Thank goodness Luc's mother came through the door. It would be some relief from the pressure.

“How are you two doing?” She came over toward Melina. “Well?”

Hopefully she was less overbearing. “I am fine.”

“Did you go for a stroll?”

“I did. You have a pleasant world here.” Aside from some of them wanting to kill her, of course. 

“She didn't kiss him yet,” Luc's grandmother said to his mother. “Not once, not even after pushing him away and he comes to save her life.”

Not this again. Melina patted some seasonings into a piece of bark. 

“She is from a different kind of world,” Luc's mother said as she grabbed a piece of bark and started to pat seasoning on. “True love's chorus is not within her society, mother. She sees Luc as just another possible boy she probably 'sort of' likes.” She winked at Melina. “Right?”

“Right, I guess,” Melina answered. 

“Still, nothing wrong with a little enthusiasm. You two should go on a date tonight.”

Melina patted the bark a little too hard as she said that. “A date?”

“Yes, I think so. It would be a good idea.” 

“I suppose you are right,” Luc's grandmother said. “They are either going to stop or bring it. Can't stop true love, best to get it over with one way or another.”

Oh, all she wanted to do was go back to bed. Chattering women thinking they knew the best for her future, it was so annoying. 

Then, Luc walked in. His eyes met hers and she couldn't help a smile. Finally, a break from these women. “Hello, Melody, how are you?”

Before she could answer, his mother told him about going on a date with her, and her grandmother told him about baking and learning food. She even spilled that Melina had a nightmare last night.

Luc just walked passed them and over to her. “Melody, how are you?”

“I'm okay,” she answered.

“Oh, I get it.” Luc's mother pulled on her mother. “Let's go to a different room. I think they want to talk in private.” She smiled at Luc and closed the door to another room.

“Well, that helped at least. Have they been driving you crazy?” he asked her.

He must have known them well. “I suppose we need to go on a date tonight,” she answered.

“If you wanted to, we could. If you don't want to, we don't.” He leaned against the table. “I would take you somewhere more secluded, you'd feel better. Only if you want to.”

“I had a dream last night.” Melina stared at the bark before placing it down. “It was about a boy and the apocalypse. I also had it the day after we met. Right before you signed up to take classes on the ground. Before I ever even knew about true love's chorus or anything else.” She blurted it out, knowing it was time to tell him.

“Apocalypse Boy?”

“The what?” He'd heard of it?

“Just a fairytale overlings know. Before the end, a boy visits the ones involved that can stop it.” He glanced at her again. “You dreamed of him before I even went to classes on the ground?”

“Yes. I should have told you, but it seemed like a silly dream. Only, it's not. He's so young, like six, but he talks like he's much older.” She picked up another piece of bark, fiddling for something to do. “His presence is someone I know from somewhere. I can't remember where.”

“What did he say?” he asked curiously. “Is it part of the reason you stopped talking to me?”

She glanced over at him. “No.” She looked back at the bark. “It was the opposite. I, um, I have to be with you to stop it.” There was no way Luc could have hid his grin.

“So, you mean he agreed we needed to be together? Then why did you bail?”

“I dreamed about him and then later that same girl who tried to kill me was talking about it? It's scary enough. Stop or start. I couldn't even remember the first one terribly well.” She bit into the bark, but quickly regretted it. Too bitter, not enough tangy. 

“Stop then. We stop it?”

“I guess.”

“What do we do?”

A real quick bite on the bark. She needed bitter to get her mind off what she should have told him. Make a baby. He didn't need to know that, this was rough enough. His grandmother had told her about the sad faeries falling through the trees. So many died, and it was only supposed to be the beginning.

True love's chorus. She was supposed to love him no matter what. It wasn't something she wanted to do, but she had to do it.”I don't know exactly,” she lied, “but a date would be a good start.”

“Really?” He watched her carefully, almost in disbelief of her. She nodded and knew there wouldn't be a problem. “Okay, Melody! Uh, I will get something set up tonight. Promise. Tonight. I'll be back.” He took off in a hurry with a large bounce in his step.

He thought she was warming up to him. Melina felt like a heel, but she was going to end up with him anyway. End the dreams. End others trying to kill her. She could do this. 

One date. He was already madly in love with her. This couldn't be too hard to accomplish.
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“It's beautiful.” She walked along the branch, holding his arm tightly. The branch was thinner, and she was trying to ignore that fact as they walked. Luc had worn some kind of leaf outfit that made him look gentlemanly, and she wore a green dress that his mother had bought for her. It was only a size too big and didn't affect the walking. “How is your schooling?”

“Tough. I can't go to school on the ground anymore. Everyone is up in arms now,” Luc confessed to her. “Any momentum I had made for future contact between overlings and underlings were wiped away in one night. Everything is gone that they could touch that even hinted of traces when the school went higher.”

“What was it like when it was higher? Did you mingle much?”

“It was high enough that it wasn't asking much of overlings to mingle. There were even a few classes at the very middle of the tree that shared a schedule.” He smiled. “You would have loved it, which is why we are here.” 

“What do you mean?” Melina looked toward the end of the branch and saw a bridge.

“They destroyed the way for them, not us. I know you always wanted to see what the school looked like before Stephanie's death.” He gently helped her across the bridge. It circled the base of the tree slowly moving downward. After a few minutes, she could see holes.

“This was it?” She looked down from the bridge. It was so high. “This would have been amazing.”

“It was. I should have encouraged myself to come down here farther, enroll in shared classrooms. Overlings though, they weren't all happy about it. Even I thought it was ridiculous at first,” he admitted. “It was a conscious effort to bring worlds together. Too bad it didn't last long.” He looked over the bridge and pointed toward the abandoned holes. “Math was there, science was further down. Sociology and smaller classes were accessed by another bridge, but it got tore out. I guess some of us were a little disgruntled over the accusations.”

“All because of one guy.” Melina bit her lip. She was almost killed by that same guy, someone that had been Luc's friend. How confusing could that have been. “Do your other friends know about me?”

“No one does. No one except Felda, but she was the one who said to go after you.”

“No jealous streak.”

“No, and you never have to worry about that.” He gently placed his arm around her. “You are the only one for me, Melody. Ever.”

Here was her chance. She had to do this. She bent up and tried to kiss him, but he moved back before she could. What was wrong?

“You tried to kiss me?” He took his arm off his shoulder. “Why did you do that?”

“I thought you wanted to?” Melina's mouth hung open, surprised. “You didn't?”

“I have since the first day but you don't want to. I can read you well. Why are you doing something you aren't ready for?” He watched her eyes, seeking answers. The kind of answer she didn't want to give.

“Can't we just kiss?”

“No, not until you want to. I won't waste our first kiss. When you are ready, we'll both enjoy it.” His eyes became loving once again. “I love you, Melody, and I will wait. You don't have to feel like I'm going anywhere.”

But he was. Everyone was.

///”Leave him, he's gone!”

“I can't do it, I can't, we need to bury him!”///

“Everyone is depending on nothing but an act between us.” She blurted it out as images filled her mind. Images of war and a six year old boy. The eyes in him were different that the one in her dreams. They were filled with innocence and fright. Yelling for someone. “I know that boy somehow.”

“An act?” Luc waved his hand across her, but she was so dazed she could barely even understand why he did that. “Melody?”

“I know him. I know that I know that boy.” Her mind was crumbling, she couldn't even see in front of her. Nothing but war filled her mind and the cries of that boy. Then of a girl, a young girl.

They screamed together. At one point in time, they were screaming together.

Now, she screamed alone as she covered her eyes. As she crumbled, Luc caught her, careful she didn't fall off the bridge. 

“Melody?” Luc didn't know what to do. She jolted in his arms, half in pain and half seemingly to get away. “I would never hurt you. Tell me what's wrong. Melody?” She was banging all over the bridge, and it was beginning to rock wildly. Up on the high bridges most of the siding was lost. Luc clung to the bridge as best he could while holding on to her. “Melody, please, snap out of it!”

This was not something he wanted to do. He had a terrible singing voice. He once sang in school and a murder of crows cawed and left the branches nearby. It was always awful, but he cleared his throat.
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“You need to be with him.”

“Who are you?” Melina saw the boy on the bridge again. “Why me? Why you?”

“This figure is someone from your past. Someone that I'm sure you can never know, but will always know.” He reached his hand out to her. “Melina, you must be with him.”

“Why? Why do I have to have a baby? What does it do?!”

“It's more than that. It's love. Love from a mom and dad who love each other more than anything.” He smirked. “Even if they didn't know if it could cause an apocalypse.”

Her world was falling apart. The bridge rocked wildly and she tried desperately to hang on. The boy was unphased by the movements. “Luc!” She yelled. “Luc, where are you?!”

“You can't be scared, Melina. You know the feelings deep inside. You've known them ever since you saw him. It doesn't matter that you're not raised to believe it, you believe it. Embrace that feeling!” he cried out to her. 

“Who are you? Who are you?!” She screamed from the top of her lungs.

“I don't know. I know more about you than I know of myself.” He kept his eyes on her. “Follow your heart and let everything be as it should be. Don't be scared.”

It was easy for him to say, he wasn't on a bridge that wanted to throw him off. She clung to it desperately wishing Luc was there. Someone was there that cared.

///“We can't bury him from her!”

“It will be harder for her if we don't.”///

That hair. That was her same hair color. Those eyes. Those were her eye color. If his hair had been longer, he would have looked like . . . “My brother.”

Her brother from before the apocalypse. The smile, it lingered in her subconscious. Something had always been missing. Love. Her love for her brother. Oh, how tiny they had been. Her parents had hid the fact she had a twin. She couldn't remember every detail, she was too young, but that loneliness. It held her back, even with Luc. Everything in her wanted to be with him, but something held her back. 

She had someone. Not a lover, but a brother. Someone so close to her at one time that her heart was scared to create a strong connection again. There was no stronger connection than what she had with Luc. 

Then, she heard it. The sound. It created a wind that blew through her hair, calming her down. It was desperate, yet beautiful. Never in all her years had she heard that sound. It was ripe with pain and love. Suffering and joy. Every note couldn't be heard, but every expression behind them came through loud and clear.

She felt herself lying down on a warm body. She opened her eyes and saw Luc. He had sung one last note before stopping. “You. That was you?”

“Of course.” He helped her sit up in his lap better, needing to hug her. “Are you okay?”

“It was the most gorgeous voice I'd ever heard. It called to me.” She touched his cheek softly. “How could you sing like that?”

“I sing horribly, worst overling around. I couldn't even sign up for a choir class, I failed the most basic exam of hitting notes.” He laughed next to her ear. “Good thing true love's chorus hid that from you. I think overlings are probably wondering if they should uncover their ears or not.”

“That's . . .but it's just the males,” Melina said in disbelief. 

“No, underlings say it is because we have the destiny drum that improves the hearing.” He touched her ear softly. “I told you. True love's chorus is not science, it's magic.”

There was no such thing as a destiny drum in a female overling, and Melina wasn't even an overling. Luc was right. He was right about everything. “The world shook around me as I talked to the boy again.”

“That would be you. Your body was jerking all over. I had to cling to the wood and you to keep us from falling,” he admitted. “Are you better now?”

She didn't have to be afraid. This wasn't a euphoric state, and it wasn't the singing that caused their feelings for each other. It only pulled them to where they needed to be. There was nothing fake between them. Nothing. There never had been, and there never would be. “Luc.” Before she could say another word though they heard a strange growl. A hideous growl coming from the holes to classes that didn't have bridges.

Peeking outside the window at them . . .

“Whoah, by red and green leaves conjoined!” Luc shouted as he drug Melina against him. “We've got to go, we need to go now!”
“What was that?” Melina asked as they ran down the bridge.
“That hat. That vest. That was Tumbla.” Luc looked back one more time before looking back ahead. It was beating against a window.

Trapped in a tree, he looked completely dead. None of his personality was seen through those eyes and that pale white flaky skin. His growling teeth were yellow and rotting, but none had fallen out. Gyro was wrong about everything. He was wrong about who Melina had been, he was wrong to keep his feelings from Chri, he was wrong to fight in a tree, but there was one thing he was right about.

Falling from a tree was nothing compared to Tulma's death. Could it even be called death? He was alive, growling and wanting them. His eyes were hungry. There was nothing but hunger in them, shining back.

Someone or something had turned Tumbla into a zombie.

When they reached the end of the bridge though, they were met by a crowd of underlings.Each of them had knives.

“Did you really think you could hide her?” one of them said. “You should have kept this easy and let her go. Gyro and Chri went off alone without consent so we wouldn't have to do this.”

Luc held onto Melina tight. “You can't hurt her.”

“Both of you. Back. To the end of the bridge.”

“How did you do it?” Luc asked them. “Before we meet our end, tell me how! Why?”

“To stop it.” A man stepped forward from them all. The apparent leader, he was covered in religious wardrobe. “The apocalypse waned closer as more worlds opened up, but if faeries with wings cannot even travel through, the time is coming. Our magic is not even enough to do that anymore. In the beginning, all overlings found each other through true love's chorus. Now, one in every one thousand. Your death will stop this. You are the last two. No more overlings with underlings will meet from this day forward!”

“No overlings with underlings!” they shouted.

“Tumbla,” Luc repeated. “What did you do to him?”

“He was supposed to bring the end to us, but his mate was lost.” The leader approached closer. “The failed. The vanquished. The survivor will always be the one to change first. The same will happen to you as this underling falls below.”

“No. No, I won't let you.” Luc ran to the other side, bringing Melina with him. He heard the snaps of the knives against the bridge. He tried to hold on, but this time, the heart couldn't be turned off. Melina and him were about to die, he couldn't calm himself to keep his biscotti. He was as useful as an underling right now.

Knowing it was the end, he grabbed onto Melina and held her. “For what it's worth, I love you. I have always loved you. I don't care that you were't ready for marriage or children, to me you were my one and only beloved wife.”

Those words. This ending. How could something so beautiful be shared at this moment? But that was all it was, the last moment. Nothing but a moment. No dates, no flirtings, no slow warming up to everything. All there could ever be was the here and now. “I love you.” 

Melina wrapped her arms around him tightly as they shared their first kiss before plunging into the darkness below.

***
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///“We can't bury him.”

“It will be harder if we don't.”///

“Hello?” Melina called out in the darkness. “Luc?”

“You're safe. Someone helped you out.”

The boy, he was there again. Melina tried to move to her feet. “Where are we?”

“My forced comrade has power over darkness and dark places. You are beneath the bridge but safe.”

Melina watched him fade away again as she felt herself waking up.

“Melody?”

In his arms again. The only place she wanted to wake up. She looked up and saw the bridge around them, broken in pieces. Leaves fell all around from where the bridge broke and disturbed all the branches on it's way down. They were fine though, lying in piles of leaves. “Where are we?”

“Safe for now,” he said as he hugged her tightly. “It looks like a pit of some kind.” He noticed her eyes, something haunting. “I know that was scary, but we are safe now. I'm sorry, I didn't think others knew anymore. We can move to another tree zone. No one will know us, and we can start over.”

“My family.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her palm.

“I know. I know and I am sorry, but it's not safe down there either. Being down there, any overling can grab you and make you fall. I was caught off guard but it won't happen again,” he assured her. “Please, Melody. I'll find a way to get in contact with your parents. One day, we can see them again.”

“My family,” she repeated again. “They hid him.”

“Hid who?”

“The boy. The familiar boy in my dreams. My hair color. My eye color. Apocalypse Boy was using his image to make me understand.” She moved the hair out of her eyes. “The ending came on my original planet when I was very little. I remembered nothing of it, but it rested in my subconscious.”

“I'm sorry. I would think the ending of a dimension would affect everyone, even those too small to remember.”

“I didn't remember, but I did. I've felt a connection before with a boy.” She fidgeted her fingers. “Not this kind of love, but a real connection. That boy, he was the image of my twin brother.”

“You had a brother?”

“They hid it. They never told me.” She wiped her eyes again. “True love's chorus, it's not the same connection, but it's just as strong, Luc! I'm afraid . . .if I give into the connection, that I'll lose it.”

“Oh.” He took a deep breath and rocked her in his arms. “True love's chorus will never leave. It will always be there, Melody.”

“If you die, then I lose everything again.” She thought about leaving his arms. She thought about running away and never having to face the decision. But, she couldn't run from him or the situation. This world would be headed the way her own went. 

That world was so terrible that her parents covered up the fact she had a brother to keep her from being affected. They wanted her to have nothing but a new life, but that cover up had damaged her trust in the future.

How could she trust true love's chorus wouldn't leave her? Overlings already tried to kill them. Innocents had been killed because of them. 

“It will be a long walk.” He gazed up at where the bridge used to hang. “I can barely see where it should have been. We are on the ground but not dead.”

“A forced comrade helped us,” Melina answered him. “He didn't sound thrilled about him.”

“Thrilled or not, his help kept us alive.” Luc started to move around. “We better get going. When we get settled, I'll get word to my mom where we are at through other family members along the way. She'll be able to send us the rest of my money when we get settled safely.”

Melina watched as the leaves fell around them. The crashing bridge had caused branches to break and leaves to shudder. She held him tightly and closed her eyes. The connection. “I can't be afraid of it anymore.” A part of her wanted to walk through the trees, find a  new place to live safely and settle into a new life where they could take their time. But, she felt the pull of destiny. That couldn't happen yet. “Don't leave yet.”

“Why?”

She stroked his cheek as she began to sing for him. Not for her choir, not for amusement, and not for her life. She was using it the way it was supposed to be used.

To pull them together. She didn't want to lose the connection, it would destroy her. She tried to refuse it, but there was nothing she could do. The more she pushed it away, the harder it pushed back until she was consumed. She was in denial believing she could keep it away. There was no choice, embrace or deny. If it left, it would hurt all the same.

“Melody?”

For him. She sang for him and only for him. She sang high, she sang low, and every note between. 

“Me?” He still seemed to be in shock. “You know that you love me? Finally?”

“I always have,” she said as she stole another short kiss. “Whether I deny it or not, if I lose it, it will still hurt.”

“It's not going anywhere,” he said to her. “You and I, no matter what happens, it will be together.” 

“I know, no matter what.” She grabbed onto his hands. “I know what I feel and I know what I want. Nothing will stop true love's chorus. Nothing and no one, not even our own fears.” She rested her head against his chest, humming softly for him.

“Not even our own fears.” He kissed her softly and she responded just as much as the leaves continued to fall. 

Before they could leave too far, others had spotted them. It was a group though including Luc's own mother. On the other side fast approaching were the overlings who dropped the bridge.

“How did you survive?!” The leader yelled. “You should be dead!”

“You are lucky they are not dead.” A man in the other group dressed in religious wardrobe of another color. “Look around you. Leaves are falling. You caused them to be together.”

“Is it too late?” Luc's mother asked him. “For them to kill you, have you and her been with each other?” 

Not something Luc or Melina wanted to discuss. Everyone was there, wanting to know. Luc patted her hand and looked toward his mother. “Melody had dreams before she had even known about the apocalypse. She dreamed good things, and as you can see, the world is not ending.”

That was a good way to put it as he kissed her hand. 

“You cause the apocalypse.”

“They stop it!”

“It doesn't matter anymore,” Luc yelled over both groups. “Kill or not kill, the deed is done. Only time could tell.” He gestured toward the other group. “You turned an innocent man into a zombie from your own fear. If there is a way to kill and end that torture, do it, and let him lie beside Stephanie.”

No one could say anything. Whatever happened would happen. Luc and Melina walked past everyone, choosing to leave in the direction of their supporters as not to tempt fate anymore.

***
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Luc and Melina were treated with the respect they deserved from the beginning. The overlings and underlings both came to new agreements, and Middle Ground was brought back to it's original vision. Except instead of halfway up the tree, it moved all the way into the first branch. Some overlings over time would be killed by falling off the trees, but no one blamed overlings anymore. It was gravity.

Some underlings chose to live in the trees and took their own life in their hands, simply so that they could see the moon and the stars they once loved. Some overlings chose to come down to the ground, preferring to mingle and stay close to new loves that were now allowed to bloom.

There would always be a sense of tension between the two, but now a relationship between overling and undering no longer meant death.

Melina talked to her parents, and she understood why they hid her brother from her, but it had changed her trust in them. She chose to live in the trees with Luc, but swore to take their daughter, Fate, down to see them after she was born. (She won the battle against the name Beatrix.)

Luc and Melina both went to college, staying in the same dorm. Although Melina still loved to sing, she no longer took choir. Instead before they settled in for the night, she sang for Luc, and Luc sang for her.

They sang only for each other, as true love's chorus could never be understood by another.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Boogeyman's World Part 5: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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“You saved them.” Dominic looked toward the murky shadows ahead. “Thanks.”

“It wasn't my choice.”

He was always like that. No matter who Dominic helped, he would intrude and do something if needed. He was big and scary, definitely a brute. He wouldn't give Dominic his memories back no matter what. The little leverage he could have gained he had used to get Apocalypse Girl out.

Vanessa. Odd, yet sad. She kept the whole universe on her shoulders like him, but she was raised with it on their since birth. He had a feeling from the way he responded to her that he wasn't raised the same way. He must have a family somewhere. “What about Stephanie and Tumbla?”

“I don't bring people back from the dead.”

Of course he knew that. The boogeyman had more than just the memories he didn't know. He was often inside Dominic's mind so much, it was like he heard or knew the same thing he did. It wasn't a connection he cherished. It made him feel even more alone. “Where did you send Apocalypse Girl?”

“On her way.”

“Did she . . .Tumbla and Stephanie. The overling's religion. I mean, did she have anything to do with that?”

“You never knew. How would I know?”
“Yeah.” He had to get that out of his head. “Who is next?”
“The ones who need help come toward you in dream states. I don't choose.”

“But you won't let me get to Sera yet.”

“I hold back for my own needs, but I don't choose.”

Well, at least Dominic knew it wasn't all in his control. Soon the feelings, past and present, and the memories of Melina and Luc would disappear. Replaced with something new from someone else.

Anyone but his own. This was the worst time for Dominic. All he knew had been his name. When he no longer remembered much about the people he helped, then he was left with nothing inside. Nothing except the small memories of Apocalypse Girl and his conversations with her. That was all.

Where he would go next was anyone's guess, but he'd be happy when he would be there soon.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Wonderland Mafia Part 4: DIMENSION: WONDERLAND
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“Twenty Two.” Five rested his hand on the babe's small hand. He pulled something out of his coat toward Six, Twenty two's mother. “Here is some extra.”

“That's it so far?” She sighed and took it. “Five, this is getting hard. We don't have enough to eat this week. I hate to ask it of you―”

“I will not let any original starve. I've issued early collecting from the clients.” It wasn't something he did on a whim, but he couldn't let those two go. There weren't many originals left as it was. Wonderland was trying to snuff them out by saying Twenty Two's creds were late in processing. That was the same as sentencing the newborn to death. Early collecting may not go so well, their clients paid at the end of the month, not in two weeks. It would stress them out, and sadly, bones would have to break, but he had to get that extra money. More rounds of bad news for originals, but they weren't angels. Lost that way of living so many years ago. Brought down to the level of paid thugs, they used their abilities to get creds off owners who needed extra protection.

Or just protection from them. Either way, it was a living. Had to. Nobody could live off what Wonderland gave them. Oh, times had changed.

Shay. He thought he'd finally ran into the one he was supposed to help. A promise that still had gone unfulfilled. He didn't shirk off the promise and he wasn't one to do that. He just hadn't found her yet . . .

Around one and a half centuries ago . ..

"You must slather on more jelly," Hatter said as he held the knife out to Mister March. "Don't be so stingy." He held his bread out for more of the delicious jelly.  "More tea as well. Any sandwiches too?"

"Sandwiches?" His large eared companion jumped down from the chair, and came back with an assortment of sandwiches. "Which dimension?"

Hatter turned and saw a child, perhaps seven, come over and sit at their party. First, that was rude. Second, Mister March would not condone that. He continued to eat his jelly concoction as March jumped around like a mad rabbit around her. 

After they worked it out, March gave her a spot of tea. She had told them her name was Alice. Odd name for Wonderland.

"This is a very big table for two people," she said. 

"Well, we had to combine," Hatter explained. "We can't keep up with the dishes and it's always tea time. We're caught in a time loop, its 6:00 PM every day."

"We always crave our tea, we can't help it. This is tea time." Mister March nodded at Hatter. 

"You have a big hat," Alice said. "Are you the Mad Hatter?"

"You have a big mouth," Hatter suggested. Her clothes suggested a sensible upbringing, but she outright sat down at a party uninvited, and was now asking him about his hat. Not his name first, and not a simple hello.

"That's rude," Alice said. "Why are you called Hatter? Do you like hats?  Do you sell hats?"

Who was this kid? Hatter ignored her, trying to curb his craving for more tea, but failing miserably. Being in a time loop was awful. Every time he tried to leave the space, he would appear right back on the other side. 

"Why does the time not change?" Alice asked. "And can you help me home?"

"One question at a time," Mister March said, dealing with the difficult child. "We told you, we are caught in a time loop, so if I were you, I would leave before you get caught."

"I bet you made Father Time mad," Alice said. "Perhaps you wasted too much time?"

Oh, this child was annoying. Hatter put his tea down and looked at her. "Why is a raven like a writing-desk?" There, that should keep her busy for awhile. Instead, it intrigued her. She was becoming more comfortable around the table. Her voice was loud, asking questions about what happened to her, where she should go to get out, and it had begun to annoy Dorm. He was an older fellow, very small with a tail and large ears. 

That actually worked well, Mister March and Hatter did not have to pinch or prod him as much to stay awake. Dorm seemed like he was asleep, but if he was not snoring, he was not sleeping. His nap time had always been at 6:00 PM. Not knowing if constantly sleeping would put him in a coma, or possibly kill him, Hatter and Mister March both tried to prod to keep him awake.

Hearing him snore again though, Hatter pinched his tail. Dorm was so tired, nothing worked except some kind of physical response. He tried to get Dorm something to eat again, give him energy to stay awake. However, the child addressed him again, calling him mean.

From there, Hatter was done. The simple riddle had not worked. He nodded to March, and they each began to pick apart everything they said, as if they were mad. For one, they were caught in a time loop. If she continued to stay there, she might not be able to get out. For two, she was weird, judging everything and expecting answers neither of them had.

Finally, they managed to get her to go away. He watched, and saw her actually leave the house. "Good, she's gone."

"No kidding," Mister March agreed as he offered a plate toward Hatter. "You think the warning about 'time loop' would be a clear enough sign to get out."

Hatter groaned. "Why don't we ever get tired of the tea? It feels like I’ve had the same cup millions and billions of times."

"Oh, I’m sure it’s only been about twenty or so. We'll eventually get out. Whatever time distortion this is, we'll be fine." Mister March held out another plate. "Sandwich?"

***
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Hatter stirred his drink, sucking on it peacefully. "What day is it again?"

"I forget. Fifteenth or Sixteenth." Mister March took a bite of another cookie. "How long has this loop been going on?"

"Too long." Hatter didn't want to live the rest of his life, craving tea, but the time loop had not ended. 

"Are you ready?"

Hatter looked to his left. The cheshire cat again. "Unless you can break this time lock, we've no use for―"

"I can now." Cheshire smiled, his large wide grin. "I will want a favor, from you Hatter, if I break it."

"You can break it?" Mister March stood up. "Then by all means, break it."

Hatter stood up and tilted his hat. "Break it, and I will do you one favor. One sensible favor. What favor?"

"To help protect someone important in the future."

Hatter looked toward Mister March before looking back at the cat. "Could you repeat that?"

"I want you to come to the future, for a little while." Cheshire smiled. "Everything you know outside of your home has changed."

"But there is no such thing as time travel!" Hatter rebelled, slamming his hat on the table. "I do not believe that. I am simple, no hero."

"I must take you one point five centuries into the future."

"A hundred and fifty years?" Mister March pointed outside his home. "But...but-but-but! We don't belong there."

"It’s out of the time loop," Cheshire smiled. "Now, about that woman . . ."

Hatter listened to the bizarre story he was told. Hard to believe that Cheshire could have control of time travel but going out of the loop was the only way to know. 

"We don't belong there!" Mister March yelled again. "I won't leave, I don't belong there."

"Oh, well then stay here. Stuck at tea time forever." Cheshire stuck out his tongue. "Refuse granting a favor, but you can't stay forever though."

Hatter wanted out, definitely, the time loop was driving him crazy. He may slowly go insane if he didn't leave soon. Wonderland had barely changed over the centuries so a hundred and fifty years or so shouldn't be a big deal. “After she is helped, can we return to the proper time? Obviously you have control over time. Can you grant that?”

“After you help her, of course.”

After he helped, Hatter could get back home. "Tell me something about this woman."

"Very well." Cheshire hummed. "Oh, how about this? She may be hesitant. She believes you might be a psycho killer out of a fairytale."

"Killer?" Hatter lifted a cup of tea toward him. "I don't kill anything that doesn't deserve it." He sighed, it was time to face the truth. Cheshire could be making up mischievous lies, or telling the truth. There wouldn't be any knowing until they broke the time loop. 

Tea time must end.

"Go ahead and walk out." Cheshire winked at Hatter. "Welcome to a new Wonderland."

Hatter watched as Mister March tried leaving the house. For the first time, he could not see his friend near the tea party. It worked. Tidying himself up and dusting himself off, he grabbed Dorm. In the doorway of Mister March's house, where the time loop often began again, he handed Dorm to Mister March. It would most likely be the last one left, but Dorm was too tired to stand on his feet.

Dorm slowly opened his eyes. "Are we free?"

"Don't forget your bag," Cheshire warned.

"Ah, almost forgot." Hatter moved back toward the table for his pack of things. "Will you give me more details about this favor?"

"Do you have food or extra clothing?"

Hatter placed his pack around his back, but he stopped at the question. He had plenty of food and some emergency water. Cheshire was a often a mischievous trickster, but he never pulled anything too radical. When he left the time loop, would he take him elsewhere or make him walk on his own? "I have some supplies, but nothing to live on for long." 

"Extra clothes?" Cheshire disappeared from where he was, to right on top of the bag. "Instant mush, at least a week's worth." His tail wiggled. "An extra outfit. All very well, but don't you have anything yummier? Yummier to assist a friend helping you out of a loop?"

Food. "I can get better food when I come out of the time loop." 

"You wish," Cheshire groaned. 

Hatter walked over, his pack in tow. He braced himself a moment and walked through the door.

Mister March, nor Dorm were in front of him. He looked behind him where the door used to be. There was no trace of Mister March's house. The words were true. However, there was also no trace of Dorm or Mister March!

Hatter whipped his coat around, bellowing, "Cheshire?!" 

"I took them back to their proper time but you still owe me a favor."

Hatter turned back around and saw the deceiving striped being. Hatter adjusted his vest as he stared at Cheshire lying in the tree. "What have you done?"

"I took you to the outskirts of what you know as Wonderland."

"Oh, what a conundrum." Hatter looked around himself. It looked exactly the same, except for perhaps a few more trees. Hatter pulled up his folded up umbrella, and in one swift motion, pointed it at Cheshire with his favorite umbrella. It had an emblem on the top of a hat that changed colors by his mood. It was whimsical, silly, and enemies underestimated his skill often when he had it. His silly umbrella pointing was interrupted though as sounds he had not heard were coming through the trees. "What is that out there, I've not heard that noise before."

"Industry," Cheshire spoke. He laid his head down on the branch. "To break that time loop, I knew it would considerably weaken me."

"Then why risk all this effort?" Hatter didn't put his umbrella down, but Cheshire was not himself. Not dancing, not singing, not whimsical at all. He was exhausted, barely managing to flick his tail. "Why am I here?"

"I already told you. To help a woman in the future."

"And you would care why?!" Hatter yelled. "Why risk everything, why time travel, if you're not even involved? I know you better than that. How you can time travel is a mystery to me."

"It's just time to let go. Shay Austin is wandering around near here, not knowing a thing about this side of Wonderland."

"What do you mean this side of Wonderland?" Hatter groaned. "Make some sense."

“Just wait, you'll see.” Cheshire swished his tail in a tired manner while Hatter waited by a nearby tree. As minutes drifted by, Cheshire disappeared a few minutes. When he reappeared he had a sheepish look on his face.

“I really don't mess around in time that much, you know.”

Hatter lifted his back off the tree. When someone said something like that, it usually was not a good thing. “What do you mean?”

“We seem to be a good five to ten years off. Some of the newer buildings haven't been built.” Cheshire swished his tail once. “Look on the bright side. At least you have a good five to ten years to learn the new Wonderland before she shows up.”

With those last words, he disappeared, only to reappear a minute later.

“Oh, I did forget to mention one thing. You are one of the last remaining of only a few of your species left. They are called originals now and are being snuffed out of creds, dying out in the streets slowly or doing unsavory things for money. Might want to go check them out. Ta ta.”///

“You take the food, Six,” Five answered. He heard her stomach growl. Ever since that day he'd found the originals, he saw what Cheshire meant. Pulling together, they used their abilities to get into a deadly business, yet a surviving business. By collecting on others, they survived. Twenty Two had apparently been the first baby in some time.

Why, that wench of a Queen before she was taken over by some kind of government had not only given an absurd name to his future kin, but made them meaningless. None of them had names, they were only counted each year. The number changed as they died.

That's how little they were considered now. They trimmed from fifty to twenty one, and now twenty two. The first time in ten years he'd seen the population rise instead of fall. Next year, Twenty Two could never be named anything higher than Twenty One since his father couldn't make it. 

Which was why Six and Twenty Two were in a dire situation. There was no way he would see them perish all because of creds. He looked at the top of his cane, seeing it turn blue. He replaced his old umbrella's mood emblem and placed it on a cane. In this world, the more serious he looked, the better. He turned his patched jackets in for suits. His umbrella for a cane. He only used his old pieces every once in awhile, when he was feeling nostalgic for home.

His hat though, couldn’t give it up completely. Instead, he used something a little similar but stylish for his kin’s uniform to make them recognizable. As soon as someone saw an original with the trademark hat? They ran. That fear of them even kept the ones who didn’t get it involved with business safe. Oh, for his old original clothes back though.  

Home. He missed the old Wonderland so much. Damn it. Why couldn't that Shay have been the one? If she wasn't the one, when would Shay Austin show up?
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Missing Cupid Part 1: CLOUDIE’S DIMENSION
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“Cloudie, wait one second, I just want to―”

“Not a good time,” Cloudie shouted back at Reginald. She had no time for his flirting she was late to work. Of course, he never listened to her and followed her all the way down the flight of stairs.

“It’s early, what’s the rush?” he asked.

“Reginald, not now.” She turned around knowing she had to address him.  “I am late. I am on an earlier shift this week and I overslept.”

“Then let me take you? What’s the harm?” He smiled that delightfully sick smile. “Let me be your knight in shining armor.”

Ugh, no way. “Maybe some other time. I’ve got a ride.” She headed toward her friend Margerite’s car. If only she had cars with wings, like her, then maybe it could fly.

Of course, she couldn’t actually fly. Her wings were big, white and feathery but none to the size she could have to lift off the ground. Wings were actually quite annoying. All it did was make fitting into small places harder. 

“Nice wings,” was also something she heard a lot too. Not as nice to say to a lady, but not everyone had as long or white of wings. Her friend had no wings except for folds in her skin when she lifted her arms. She was way too large to fly either. 

“Hey, Margerite.” Cloudie closed the top of the door pulling it down to close the car. “I’m here.”

“Pushing it,” she complained as she started to head off. She stopped only a brief moment to wave at Reginald before heading off again. 

“He is so into you. Why don’t you put a hit on him?”

“Number one,” Cloudie began. “I wouldn’t have to. Reginald has been trying to get with me since the day he moved into the apartment next to mine. Number two, I don’t hate myself.”

Margerite laughed. “You could do worse than him.” She patted Cloudie’s lap. “Oh come on, Cloudie, by your age every woman has lost their arrow virginity at least once.”

“I am not having a guy shot with an arrow to fall in love with me.” It was stupid and wrong, nothing could change Cloudie’s mind about that. “It should be natural. Love should just happen.”

“Oh, yeah? Tell that to all the great love birds in Valentine City.” Margerite waved out the window to another couple she knew. “Sitting together, walking together, love is such bliss. Who cares who it is with? No, you are right. You don’t need to put a hit on someone. Someone needs to put a hit on you.”

“Don’t even joke.” Cloudie looked out the window and sniffed. “I don’t want anyone to shoot me with an arrow. Besides, I’m not worth the price of an arrow.”

“You’d be surprised,” Margerite answered. 

“They are mega expensive.” Cloudie drew her attention back to her friend and caught a glimpse out her window. A man and a woman walking, their wings even touching as they giggled. “Why would I want that? To giggle next to some guy?”

“Because love is so magical.” Margerite lost herself in her own dreamworld for a second. “I remember when I met Dayrise. What a man. I knew we were meant to be together.”

Margerite just didn’t have the time to work at it. No one did in Valentine City. It was all love, no despair. No real trying, just assign a person to get hit and done. There were certain factors that kept most loves already produced in check, and also kept the rich safer too. Otherwise though, anyone was fair game.

Cloudie hated it though, what a reality. She wasn’t excited at the prospect of someone shooting her and making her fall madly in love with a man she wasn’t supposed to be with against her will.  Luckily, most women didn’t use the arrow more than a few times in their life. They were not cheap. Like plastic wing surgery, it would take more than just a couple of months to save that kind of money. 

Cloudie never cared to change her wings, and she never cared about the arrows. She only cared about getting to work on time, cripes! She looked at the sparkly bracelet watch around her hand. Ten minutes late. Aye.

What a way to start the day.

* * *
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“Mister Valentine?”

Cupid Valentine checked his messages while his secretary walked in. “Yes?”

“We have an unsatisfied customer.”

“Tell him it worked, give it time.”

“It’s a week later.”

Cupid raised his eyebrow toward her. His company’s arrows always worked. There was no room for error. “It wasn’t a direct target then. Sound out a second free for the hit.” He thought that was the end of the conversation but his secretary didn’t move.

“Sir, we already tried that. Two confirmed direct hits. The second shooter was Summer Raine.”

Cupid lost his focus and began to pay attention. Summer Raine never missed a target. There was no doubt those were direct hits. “What’s his target’s name?”

“Cloudie Skye.”

“Hm.” What a name. “Was that inherited or chosen?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Cupid tapped his foot repeatedly. Arrows didn’t fail, never. They were guaranteed to hit their mark and make people fall in love. That very guarantee is what built Valentine City. It was his city, named after him. Everyone loved him for creating the flawless love arrows. No one was unhappy in love anymore. Even if someone was taken away that they liked, they were just shot with a forget arrow, or accepted a second love arrow to them and someone compatible.

Arrows didn’t fail. A woman with the name Cloudie Skye though, that didn’t sound like a birthright name. Normal names like Ginger and David, those were given by parents. No, a name like Cloudie Skye must have been chosen by the age of sixteen.

Chosen names were usually to show a degree of responsibility. Even his best shooter, Summer Raine, the weather described his sudden onset at unsuspecting times. Why would anyone choose such a name like Cloudie Skye? It couldn’t be birthright. Not unless her parents didn’t care for her so much.

Could there actually be a woman out there so miserable that his arrows didn’t work? “Is the gentleman out there who paid for the hit on Cloudie Sky?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Send him in, immediately.” Cupid moved papers out of the way as the customer came in. “Reginald Dey, have a seat.” The man took a seat, seemingly uncomfortable in front of Cupid. “I am Cupid Tracker and my job is to deal with the company's problems.” Cupid Tracker was his second identity. It was the only thing that allowed him the life of normalcy he craved. “Tell me what the problem is.”

“Yes, sir.” Reginald tucked in his suit. “I have wanted Cloudie Skye for a year. She is amazing. Sweet, gorgeous, personality wise she is a hit. She just can’t take one though.”

“Interesting name,” Cupid began. “Tell me more about her.”

“Oh, yeah, she does have a strange chosen name. She doesn’t really date or get into commitments much.” Reginald crossed his legs. “I’ve watched her over the year and she has never left with any guy on any date.”

“So Cloudie Skye means she isn’t looking for love.” Cupid tapped his fingers on his desk. She hated the thought of love so much she changed her name? “A great friend though?”

“Yes. Friend. Only friend. I-I’ve tried the love arrow and it didn’t work.” Reginald sighed. “It was my last hope. I did everything I could to get her. Cloudie Skye doesn’t want caught and I got desperate.”

“The term isn’t ‘desperate’, it’s ‘love deprived for too long’.” Cupid pulled out his own love bullshit. “I’m sure she loves you too. There can’t be so much love on one side and none on the other. You wouldn’t care so much if you didn’t sense something.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah.” Cupid winked. “Yeah, I think she is just a tougher case. I’m sure we’ll have her hit good by the end of the week.” A tougher case? Impossible case more like it with his arrows. He would have to pull out something stronger for her. He stood up and shook his hand. “We’ll have you two walking down lover’s lane in a week.”

“I hope so. Uh, and then it’s easy to move onto marriage, right?” Reginald pulled out a ring. “I’ve been waiting for someone special like Cloudie for a long time.”

“I’ve seen it happen in as little as a day. Take care. My secretary will show you out.” Cupid watched him leave before he straightened his jacket. He hit a button on his intercom. “Lucille, I have to take a trip somewhere for the day. I’ll be back later this afternoon. Have Summer Raine come back around three o’ clock and send him straight to my office.”

After hearing ‘yes, sir’ he went to his closet. 

Cupid may have accidently created a city. He may have somehow become a famous billionaire that everyone loved but he couldn’t just walk around in the outside world as he had been.

He was simple at heart. No one knew what he looked like, and he preferred it that way. He wasn’t born for a famous life, it just found him. He was born for something different but it never came. He took off his business suit and put on a much less expensive suit. Light blue vest with a white shirt. White shirts always brought his wings out better.

It was time to leave for a trip.

* * *
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Cloudie rubbed the back of her neck as she walked home. Work was killer, but Margerite and her ‘destiny man’ took off early for a dinner date.  Walking home she saw more than one couple walking the streets. It was the way of Valentine City though, no big thing.

“Walking alone?”

Cloudie turned and saw a man leaning against a fence. He had a hat on his head, covering part of his face. He lifted it and winked toward her.

“Gorgeous wings like that don’t deserve to walk home alone,” he said as he straightened himself up.

Of all the nerve! “I am a lady, not just a set of gorgeous wings.”

“I wasn’t just staring at your wings.”

“Good.”

“The breasts are perky too.”

“Well, you are not seeing them.” She turned around, ready to walk off. 

“Cloudie Skye, that’s an unusual name.”

She stopped. “I never gave you my name.”

“I know, but it’s unusual.” He slid around in front of her and held his hand out. “Cupid.”

Ugh, the most common name in the world. She didn’t bother to shake his hand but he didn’t leave her alone yet.

“You cop one mighty attitude,” Cupid said to her. “You live in Valentine City. Why should you ever be unhappy?”

“Why should you ever care?” She kept walking, hoping he would take the hint soon. He kept his pursuit up so she became more forward. “I’m not interested in a relationship. I don’t know you and I don’t care if you know me. If I was interested in a relationship, it would not be with someone who thinks I only have gorgeous wings.”

“That’s not fair,” he answered “I did say you have perky breasts.”

She rolled her eyes. “Your honesty is not helping your chances.”

“I had chances?” He shrugged. “I thought I didn’t have a chance.”

“You don’t!”

“Then you’re confusing.” He hit her nose lightly. “Cloudie Skye, you are definitely a unique one. I’ll see you around. By the way, we work in the same building.”

Of course, like she couldn’t guess that? “No kidding? Great. Am I far away from you? Hopefully?”

“You couldn’t be further away.” He nodded his head and took off. 

* * *
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Impossible, but he watched it with his own eyes. Cupid sat in his quaint home away from his work thinking about Cloudie.

He had got a far more powerful arrow and had Summer Raine test it on her.

When he said the comment about her wings, she should have giggled and said she loved him. Instead, she acted like she had not been hit by the arrow at all.

Seeing that it wasn’t as powerful, Cupid tried to backtrack a bit, but it wasn’t good enough. Cloudie obviously thought he was a crass idiot. Which meant only one thing. One extraordinary thing that Cupid just couldn’t believe. 

Cloudie Skye was immune to the love arrow.

How and why? No one was immune to it, no one. She didn’t seem to have any particular power except to repel men away from  her. Reginald Dey really was desperate for her if he put up with that every day and couldn’t get her to budge. He could see why. Cloudie Skye had a fluffy pair of wings, and he hadn’t lied. Her breasts were perky. More than that though, there was life in her eyes. A spark inside bursting with personality. It came toward him negatively, but imagine what must happen when she was in good spirits? Her voice was sweet. Sour towards him, but he could hear the sweet tones hiding beneath. The lovely words she could say and the way they could affect the ear. 

Since Reginald was her neighbor, he probably did see that lovable side. Even her not so good side she showed Cupid was full of fire. The woman had life in her. 

He sat down on his bed and patted his knee. How was he going to get Cloudie Skye to Reginald? It wasn’t about the money, that was nothing to him. He could give Reginald it back a hundred times over without breaking a sweat. It was about reputation. Everyone fell for that arrow. Everyone was confident they would get the person of their dreams with an arrow.

If that confidence shook, his company would lose that iron clad reputation he had worked to create. Arrow Love Inc. was not going to fall because of one mere flaw.

He took his hat off and pulled himself off the bed. He moved toward his closet, got into a simple pair of boxers and went to bed. He promised her by the end of the week. How would he be able to keep that promise?

“Cupid.”

Cupid turned around and saw someone who didn’t exist. Not anymore. An old friend that died at a young age. He knew he wasn’t seeing what he saw. He shook his head and closed his eyes. “You should not use that image.”

“I use images to prove I am real,” the boy answered.

“I know you are real. Reveal your true self.” Cupid watched as the boy changed. Thirteenish, maybe fourteenish? An older boy, closer to a teen. Still, he knew who that had been. 

“I am Apocalypse Boy.”

“Yes, I know.” Cupid sat on his bed. “I was drifting to sleep.”

“I am in your dreams,” the boy admitted. He came closer. “It makes it hard for others to believe.”

“Not me. Although, I do have something I’ve always wanted to say.” His voice was hoarse as he stood up and pointed at him. “You lied. You lied to my mother and father, you insignificant piece of nothing!”

Apocalypse Boy only looked confused. “I didn’t meet your mother or father.” He scratched his head. “I think there were others in the past like me.”

“I bet you treat it the same way.” Cupid rubbed his nose. “So, say it. Go on, I’m listening.”

The boy approached him closer. “You need to be with Cloudie Sky and have a baby, or the apocalypse will come to this dimension.”

“And?” Cupid spread out his arms. 

“And?” Apocalypse Boy took a step back. “That’s all.”

“That’s all. Love will stop the apocalypse.” Cupid turned around with his arms spread wide. “Look around you, silly idiot. I created an entire city filled with nothing but love. Everyone has everyone they’ve ever wanted. And if they couldn’t get it? I have arrows to make them fall for someone else. Happy ever after. No despair.” He pointed toward the boy. “Now go away.”

“Everyone loving each other is not going to stop it. You are from a different dimension and Cloudie Skye is from this one.” Apocalypse Boy cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, but your plan will not work. You have to be with Cloudie Skye and have a baby.”

“You are definitely not the same one, or you would know how pissed you are making me.” Cupid grabbed his hat. “I was the baby that was supposed to stop it before. Obviously, I’m in a different dimension. It didn’t work.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” Cupid scoffed. “Is that all you have to say? I am waiting for the rest. I’m not like all these other fools. I want the real story.”

Apocalypse Boy rotated his shoulder as he breathed deeply. “Loving Cloudie Skye and having a baby will slow down or prevent it from happening anytime soon. It may even negate the effect, sending others back to their own dimensions that came.”

“But?” Cupid waved his hands in a circle, encouraging him to continue.

“But it’s out of everyone’s hands. Everyone involved in different dimensions must accomplish it or it will eventually happen.” After saying that, Apocalypse Boy kept his mouth firmly closed. 

“That’s the part you don’t tell the destined lovers.” Cupid took his hat back off and fiddled with it. “I’ve been through this before. I know of you because I have some memories of my dimension. In fact, it still exists. A small section.” He held out his hands. “Fifty feet wide with a small pond on the side.” He put his hands back down. “That’s what my birth saved.”

The boy didn’t seem to know what to say. Cupid didn’t blame him. What should he say? Sorry that happened? Sorry your parents followed the rules but your dimension still failed?

“I don’t know why it failed,” Apocalypse Boy said. “Not everything failed, or we would not be here. Everything would have been gone.”

“I thought you were an all knowing little pest?”

“I don’t even remember much of myself. I just know what I need to know now.” 

Cupid glanced at him differently. He had been hard on the Apocalypse Boy since he showed up, but it was clear he had his own issues to work out. “I filled love up in this world. Love. The most powerful form of magic there can be. I wouldn’t be surprised if my work made it into the other dimensions as a fairytale. Did it?”

“Cupid and his arrows,” Apocalypse Boy answered him. “Yes, it rings a bell. Love and Valentine’s Day. You were powerful, but I see another piece to it. I am not sent to where I don’t belong. You and Cloudie Skye have to fall in love and have a baby.”

“So the baby saving a dimension is supposed to have a baby to save a dimension?” Cupid scoffed. “I have love dominating this dimension. You can’t be right.” He trudged toward his window, seeing great balls of fire falling on the city. “They aren’t real,” he said, completely unmoved by the annihilation.

“They could be,” Apocalypse Boy answered him. 

“They could be either way, whether I tried or not.” Cupid sniffed and looked back at the boy. “I’m going to take a rain check on Cloudie Skye, thanks. Reginald Dey wants her, and I’ll get her to him. That is more important. Bottom line, love saves. I’ve got a rep to protect.” Cupid hit the window.

“But―”

“You find out why my dimension was totalled. You find out why my birth didn’t stop anything.” Cupid pointed toward him. “Then you come meet me in my dream or at a water’s reflection, however the hell you want to travel back. You tell me what I want to know? Maybe I’ll listen.”

Cupid closed his eyes tight, causing his real self to wake up. Oh yes, he knew who that boy had been. He wasn’t going to follow the ramblings though, they did nothing. His arrows.

His arrows built his family a company.

They built an entire city.

There was no way his arrows couldn’t defeat this. Fifty times extra powerful if that’s what it took to get Cloudie Skye to fall madly for Reginald Dey.
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Boogeyman's World Part 6: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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“Boogeyman.”

“I don’t know,” he said before Dominic could ask more. 

“I know, but maybe she does?” Dominic gulped. “I need to ask a favor.”

“No. Way.”

Dominic took a deep breath. “He won’t agree until he knows. I want to know too. Why did it fail if his parents were chosen? Why does only a small part remain? My words change people’s lives, and I want to know what the result could be. Please?”

“She is on her own path.”

“I need to meet her on that path.” Boogeyman didn’t say another word though. All the pleases in the world wouldn’t work. Apocalypse Girl was out of his reach, and without her, he wasn’t going to be able to convince Cupid.

Maybe though, he could convince Cloudie Sky.
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Branded Part 1: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: CITADEL
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Introduction:

When one thinks of the future, flying spaceships and communication with aliens may be what is expected. Or, perhaps a mighty war that wiped out most of civilization. What may not be expected, is exactly the thing that had happened. A division of the human race. If we were to take the great achievements we have accomplished during time, cut them in half, and divided them into two we would have this world.  

The world had been separated into three different sections: The Citadel (Elite), The Rim (normal and paranormal) and the Gutter (the unworthy). While this segregation broke complete communication between the areas, it was needed. Normal people feared the paranormal who were cropping up at alarming rates. Assuming these ‘beings’ had done something to cause it, they wanted to protect themselves by denying entrance and inventions that may have lead to the cause.

Social acceptability, education, and culture bloomed differently in each area. While the world continued to exist though, no one truly knew what caused the paranormal beings to happen. 

Well, perhaps there was someone.

There was me.

––––––––
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I couldn’t wait until I turned twenty four years old. When I could officially be on my own with no parents around. I’d be able to determine what I ate, what I wore, and I might even choose to live my life with someone. 

Right now though, the only thing I cared about was being on level six of my game. I was about to defeat a boss fight that I had never been able to defeat before. I pushed the buttons crazy like I should be locked up. Left, left, right, left. 

Before I could defeat the boss, my father walked into the room. I slid my shoes instantly off the small end table, smiling innocently at my father. “Hi, dad.”

The calm conversation was interrupted as my mother tattled on me. “Zoe, I saw your feet on that end table.”

I didn’t say anything. I didn’t often get into fights with my parents but sometimes it felt like my mom wanted to push me into it. With my father and mother’s interruption, it was only a matter of time before my game play was done, especially as my sister Erikata came by. The ‘getting along’ ratio with her was low today. Even though neither of us could be free until we were twenty four, this year Erikata went to advanced schooling. That required her to live a whole five blocks away from home. 

Erikata took my video game controller before she could say anything. She had already passed level six too. 

“Hello, my girls.” Our dad sat down beside us. “How was your day?”

“Dad, my birthday was yesterday,” Erikata groaned.

“I’m sorry, I forgot. You grow up so fast.” My dad left my side to go sit by Erikata. “Hello, ma’am.”

“I prefer lady,” Erikata said.

I would never prefer lady when I turned twenty. I wanted to be woman. It sounded so mature, yet not so innocent at the same time. Woman Zoe. “In a few months, I am taking my first driving test,” I told my dad, swiping the controller back to continue the game. 

“It’s time to talk about your first trivial.”

A smile found its way on my face.  My sister had to get a trivial? Every day Erikata would have to go wait on someone. “You would make a great waitress, or maybe a custodian.”

Ooh, that burned Erikata, it was all over in her red face. Erikata flipped her hair at me while our dad continued to talk about the importance of having a trivial. Trivials weren’t careers or even counted toward them. They were a way for a person to contribute to society and make money on their own until they were married. 

Seeing that I wasn’t going to win my game, and that my dad and sister were still dwelling on trivials, I decided to pack it up and head toward my room. Shutting the door, I turned some music on and started swaying my hips. Moving my arms and head, I twisted my head to the feel of the music in my body. I was too young to learn about dancing so I never moved in front of anyone but music helped set me free, and when my body moved to its own rhythm, I never felt trapped.

It’s also when I could most likely create my miracle. Ever since I was five I heard about paranormals, the special ones who were born with powers. Fire, ice, healing, and flying. They were the heroes of our world. It was always said that to be one, you had to be born with talent. I was examined when I was first born and, like everyone else in the Citadel, I had none. 

But I was a stubborn child. I took a few minutes each day since I was five years old to do something. Most of the time it turned into playing, but around eight while listening to some music and really concentrating? I lifted a pencil.

I wasn’t born with any ability, but somehow, I could lift a pencil into the air. Now, it didn’t soar, but it levitated high enough that a hand could go beneath and see there was nothing supporting it. The first time I told my family, they refused to believe me. It was actually a good thing too because it wasn’t easy to do. Around eleven, I could levitate it enough to actually write. I had tried other objects too, but pencils were the only thing light enough for me to pick up with my mind.

This ability was one of the reasons I wanted to be a neoarcheologist. There must be something out there, some way that normal people could tap into the paranormal too. If I managed it, why couldn’t anyone else? No one believed, that must have been the reasoning. If it can’t be done, many people will always assume that. As fun as it would be to reveal my ability, I’m old enough to know now that is the worst thing to do. This world is gentle to me, on the inside of the Citadel, and as long as I follow the rules. Who knows what would happen if I rocked this place and people knew the truth? No, facts were needed. Scientific fact was taken much better than simply seeing the paranormal.

No one believed in mythological creatures until their bones were found and displayed in museums. People wanted science. After some scientific proof then maybe the truth could be revealed to the world. Today, I was listening to some easy music and staring at my favorite pencil. It swayed around me, dancing with me in a circle. It had only been sharpened once in its lifetime. It was my favorite pencil to have fun with. It had a fluffy pink feather decoration on the bottom that jingled whenever my pencil danced with me.

As much fun as it was though, I still had an important duty. My mother was being promoted today and they were having a celebration for her. My hair reaches mid length down my back and today professional hairdressers would be dressing it up. I would even have faux fur and feathers placed in it. Although I didn’t dress fancy every day, there was a burgundy dress saved for this occasion hanging in my closet.

“Zoe girl,” my mother shouted through my door, “we are going to look at rental units for your sister. Your hairdressing appointment is now. Afterwards we are going to the party, so don’t run behind.”

I let the pencil fall back into its holder and proceeded to put the dress on and headed downstairs. 

It was only a block away so I trudged my frustrated self there. I didn’t have much time left before the party, I don’t know how mom wants me to get my hair that professional looking when―

I gasp, someone had their hands over my mouth! The Citadel never has any crime, so I didn’t know what to do. What did they want? Then my heart beated so fast as I saw a silver knife in front of me. My life was on the line and I didn’t even know what to do. I couldn’t shout, my mouth was covered. I had been in the middle of a public street, but no one was around. Even if they were, I couldn’t expect help. 

Then, I watched a hand bat the knife away and I felt myself being freed. Looking back, I saw my hero. He had tousled hair, somewhere between a red and brown color. His eyes were blue lined with a greenish tint around them.

He had the villain who tried to hurt me knocked unconscious on the ground. His gorgeous eyes met mine. I tried to mutter thank you but I couldn’t manage it. This hero wasn’t even in his twenties, he was around my age. “Uhh...” Oh so stupid, come on, Zoe. “Thank you.”

He probably thought I was a total goof. After a few seconds of lingering at my stupidity he replied, “You’re welcome.”

I had never been saved before. I knew people were saved, of course, but the Citadel didn’t have much of a need for saving people. This hero must have been passing through, which I was grateful for, but now I didn't know what to say. I said thank you but what else? His age too, were heroes that young? “I’m Zoe so thanks for saving me.” Did I just double thank him? Was I that out of it? 

His eyes were dreamy, his chin was chiseled, and his chest and arms were huge. He didn’t even break a sweat dealing with my problem. I shifted my feet. What was I supposed to do, shouldn’t he say something and leave? No, he would know what to do. Either he was standing around laughing at me on the inside or he was waiting for something.

Heroes didn’t get paid by citizens for their services so it couldn’t be that. “My family will be thankful too.” Yeah, okay, I had ran out of things to say. “I was going to the hairdressers. They needed to make my hair tighter.” I gestured toward the place down the block. “So, uh. Thank you again.” I didn’t want to run off on him, but I didn’t know what else to say.

“I’ll walk with you.”

He’d walk with me? Heroes don’t walk with people, they wave their hand and fly into the air with the apprehended criminal. I looked at him again. He wasn’t wearing any special clothing, nothing that said ‘hero’ at all. Was he someone normal that stood up and fought for me? I never met anyone who cared to stand up and fight. We didn’t have fighting in the Citadel. My imagination was running wild. Who could this guy be? I didn’t speak a word as we walked toward the hairdressers.  My face was probably beating red, I could feel the heat from it. If my sister saw me she would tease me endlessly. I do not get like this in front of guys, but I really didn’t know who I was walking with.

An average boy or a hero?

***
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“Lift your dress up a bit, it’s touching the ground,” my mother complained as we came back from the party. It was evening and the party had been great. Mom’s speech was wonderful. I can’t wait until I can get that kind of dependence. She was going to be leaving for a week every month. 

I hiked my dress up slightly to keep it off the ground and we all walked home. I couldn’t wait to get this dress off and get out of this hairdo. 

But as I was going home, my old neighbor, Mister Chesher had someone standing in his doorway. It was the boy who saved me from earlier. As we approached closer to home, a man about my father’s age came out. “Hello, new neighbors.”

New neighbors? Then he was an average boy. Well, as average as a boy can be who beats up villains. I tried to hide my face, I was embarrassed enough. 

“My name is Ronnell,” the man in the doorway said as he came over and shook my father’s hand. “We have just moved in. My boy behind me is called Dex.” He brought out the mysterious boy. “I have a wife but she isn’t here today.”

“Ah.” My father shook his hand. “Well, this lovely woman beside me is my wife, Kate. The lady beside her is my daughter Erikata, and the girl beside her is Zoe. Nice to meet you all.”

I felt a chill move up my spine. For some reason, I felt like everyone was indirectly looking at me. 

“Nice to meet you all,” Ronnell said. “We are having a barbecue tomorrow. Why don’t you stop by?”

“A barbecue?” My father asked. “These days most folks only eat combinations. Did you know their illegalizing all food next year except our combinations?”

“Extreme. We should enjoy our food while we can.”

“Sounds good.” My father gave him a polite nod and my family started to leave. 

“Zoe.”

I looked back as Dex called toward me. “Yes?”

“I know you were busy this afternoon. Do you want to hang out tomorrow?” he asked me.

Like I had something better to do than hang out with guys that saved me? “No. I mean, I’m not doing anything.” Nice recovery, ugh. “I would like to hang out.”

“We’ll see,” my father said from behind me. “Zoe, come on.”

***
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“Lucky,” Erikata said as we walked back in. “That Dex guy was into you.”

“I noticed that,” my father said before I could answer. “I don’t like it. He looks older than you. Not only that, he seems extremely fit and athletic for a common boy.”

“He could play sports,” my mom said to him. “He couldn’t be much older than Zoe.”

“Concentrating on courting boys at your age isn’t so good,” my father reminded me. “You have a long life, you do not want to get stuck with the wrong man. You should wait until your eighteen before such a big decision.”

“Honey, she never concentrates on boys,” my mother said. “This would be her first courting, so be nice.”

“I don’t like it. Girls see cute boys, try courting them and then what happens? Nothing in common, can’t fall in love. They have to try harder at a later age to find the right one.” My father sighed. “Still, I would like to meet the homemaker. Did he work or was it his wife?”

“I don’t know, we’ll have to find out tomorrow,” my mother said. “Finally, more than that thug has taken interest in Zoe.”

I went up the stairs to take the outfit off. Dad wasn’t excited about Dex but mom was more had been thrilled. I think she was stretching it though, someone like Dex wasn’t going to be into me. Even if he did like the dress I wore, he’d see I was average later. No, I think I already found the guy I would eventually date, marry, and maybe (real big maybe) have kids with. Jerry was the ‘thug’ my mom was talking about, but he wasn’t mean or anything, he was just obsessed with video games. That gave us a common interest. Video games. He didn’t mind that I wasn’t the kind to wear a dress all the time or that I was rougher around the edges than other girls my age. 

Yeah, he’d probably be the one. It would be more convenient. Marriages based on love and not convenience brought misery to the Citadel. Mother told me a thousand times to find someone rich and handsome. I went more along the lines of someone I could stand. If I could be a friend for five years, I should be able to be a wife for life. I could be a neoarcheologist and he could make games about neoarchaeology. It could work.

I opened the room to my door and started to take off my dress. I tried to get my hair back down but some of the braids were too tight. A good night sleep should take care of it.

“Psst, Zoe.”

I went over to the window and opened it. Jerry. “What are you doing here?”

“Nothing. You coming over to my house tomorrow? I’ve got a new game this week.” He shot me his charming smile. His blonde hair was hiding underneath his favorite cap.

“No, I’ve got a barbecue with the new neighbors,” I said to him. “I’ll see you the next day?”

“Oh, stupid,” he groaned. “Skip it. I didn’t get to see you all last week either.”

“I know.” I shrugged. “My mom isn’t making it easy to see you.” I didn’t want to make the situation between us awkward so I left it at that. “I’ll see you the next day, promise.”

He tipped his cap to me. “Don’t break the date. I mean, you know what I mean.”

“Uh huh.” I closed the window and watched him move back down it.  I walked away once I heard a knock on my door. Oh please don’t be mom. I answered it and saw my sister. “Erikata? What is it?”

“Tomorrow, before we go, you should let me help you get fixed up.” She touched my hair lightly. “You’ve got a good one interested in you. Better not lose him that quick.”

I tried not to blush. No, no, I already knew who I would end up with. Wondering about a random guy I just met didn’t fit into my plans. Even if he did save my life and was maybe kind of a little hot. “He’s just going to probably be a friend.”

“Oh, those weren’t friend eyes. Did he already know you?” She asked. “He seemed like he knew you, and I know he liked you. His eyes didn’t leave you.”

“Well, um, he kind of . . .saved me.” Yeah, I didn’t tell anyone. I didn’t want them to worry but now everyone would know. How could I hide that fact at the barbecue? “When I went to the hairdressers for the second time, someone harassed me.” Her mouth fell open like I suspected it would, the word knife didn’t need to enter the conversation. “Don’t worry. He knocked the bad guy out. Actually,” I laughed, “I thought he was a hero at first, and I said thank you and went to the hairdressers. I didn’t know he was my new next door neighbor.”

She laughed at me. “That is so cute! He played your knight in shining armor. You’re crushing on him too, I knew it. Before the end of this week, he will be asking for a date. You’ll see.”

“No. Guys don’t date me.” I fidgeted with the braids in my hair that still weren’t coming out. Was he going to try? Did I want to try and date him? My mind felt confused. Jerry was the one I should be with, so why had I even been thinking about it?

“I will see you tomorrow,” she smiled, “Get some rest, little sister.”

“Anything interesting, Ronnell?”

“Oh, I don’t know, boy.”

I could tell from the way he spoke he heard something. I knew Ronnell, he watched me before I grew up. “What did you hear?”

He looked over toward me. “A guy just pulled the classic ladder routine. He was at that girl’s window and they spoke about video games. Apparently, our barbecue isn’t pleasant to him.” He grinned back at me. “Obvious crush.”

“Okay. Is there anything else?” I asked. I wasn’t going to worry about some boy that hadn’t even tried to date her, he obviously wasn’t there to hurt her. “Did you see her levitate anything yet?”

“Not yet. Things seem quiet tonight. Your ‘mom’ is taking the night shift when she returns.” He moved over toward a diagram on the table. Ronnell gestured to me. “You, you can take school and into the evening. Gain her trust tomorrow. You are almost her age, you’re our best weapon to establish trust.”

“Just trust?”  

“Yes, gain her trust, however you have to.” Ronnell touched my hand. “With you actually being a paranormal hero now, I’m thinking about making our house bigger? A little more expansive than two rooms and a kitchen?”

“Yeah?” Our house was small, but with both of us having income, we could live at higher means.  My smaller brother Max, he didn’t help the tight pinch in the house. “Can we get a maid?” I asked, seeing if I could sweeten the pot.

“Not at first, we’ve got a ton of money to pay back for the schooling. Afterwards, a maid maybe. Maybe a brand new house. Pool. We can even get Max some help, but one thing at a time, Dex.” He went with me to my room and even tried tucking me in. I couldn’t help myself as I gave him a look. “Yeah, sorry. I know. Already a paranormal hero though, you grew up fast. I don’t even know what to do with Max when he gets older.” He sighed. “Look, first, let’s get through this before we get too excited. My first priority is making sure nothing happens to Zoe Phylo. After that, we’ll talk about our family. Night, Dex.”

“Night, Ronnell.”
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Missing Cupid Part 2: CLOUDIE’S DIMENSION
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“Cloudie.” Reginald waved politely as he walked up to her with some flowers. They were a pair of deep red roses. “These are for you.”

Cloudie looked at them and faked a sneeze. “Sorry, I’m allergic. I’ve got to go.” She quickly headed to her apartment fiddling with her card key. She couldn’t honestly go out and come back without him messing with her? It was nearly time for bed. Before he could say another word she shut her door.

She flung her purse to the side as she plopped vertically on her bed. She didn’t know which was worse. Reginald playing love sick puppy or knowing some guy named Cupid had seen and taken an interest in her at work. What a day.

She turned back over, lying in the bed. Why couldn’t guys just leave her alone? She softly touched the edge of her feathers. Yeah, that was one reason why. They only wanted to touch her feathers.

No one was messing with her feathers. No guy would ever touch her feathers unless he was the right one. Not by some love arrow scheme either, nuh uh, he had to do it the right way. Okay, technically Reginald was trying the right way, but she wasn’t interested in him. 

It had nothing to do with the size of his wing span either. He just didn’t click with her. There was no chemistry.

She closed her eyes, not even bothering with her pajamas. She plopped down on her back and slept on her warm heated bed. 

“Cloudie Skye.”

Cloudie looked at the foot of her bed. There was a strange teen boy of some sort. She quickly got up, wanting to grab something.

“Don’t be afraid. You’re dreaming.”

“Yeah, right,” she scoffed as she fidgeted for her alarm clock on the nightstand. She pulled it out of the wall and hailed it over her like a mighty weapon. “One step closer and I’ll belt you with this.”

The boy looked at it awkwardly. Okay, so it wasn’t her biggest weapon, it would at least hurt his head. Maybe knock him unconscious if she hit hard enough. “I’m a dream figure, sent to tell you that you need to stop the ending.”

“The ending of what?” she asked.

“The ending of everything. The apocalypse is coming to your dimension.”

“Uh?” She loosened her grip on the alarm clock more. “No way, I drank virgin daiquiris for this reason. Did someone spike me?” She eyed him carefully, wincing at him. “Aha, you see? If you were a dream while I mentioned that, you would have turned into my mother.”

The boy scratched his head. “You need to be with Cupid and have a baby to stop the apocalypse. I am not kidding around. I know you don’t believe me, but it’s true.”

“Cupid? What Cupid?”

“Cupid Valentine.”

Cloudie half gasped and half choked with a snort. “You mean the billionaire who brought about the love arrows? No way.” She brought her alarm clock down from above her head. “Not only is he some idiot who thinks he can control people with love but no one even knows what he looks like.”

“You will find him. I know you can.”

Cloudie heard a beeping noise. Her alarm? She looked in her hands. She unplugged it, how could it do that?

At that moment, she woke up. Lying in her bed, no one was around and her alarm was going off. It was morning already? She turned to look at it. Completely plugged in, completely fine. “That was the most realistic dream ever.” That would be going down in her strangest dreams for her journal.

Except it wasn’t. He visited her again the next night. Then he visited her again. He said he would keep visiting until she believed in him and went in search of Cupid.

What was a girl to do? She shrugged the last morning, grabbed her briefcase and headed to work with Margerite. She worked at Arrow Love Inc. The boss of that entire company had to be in there somewhere.

Okay, he could be in another one too. There were a ton of Arrow Love Inc. chains around the world, but she worked in the one in Valentine City. The city was freaking named after him! Surely he would be in hers somewhere?
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Boogeyman's World Part 7: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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Boogeyman. Dominic looked toward him. Cupid wouldn’t be easy for her to find, and even if she did, he wouldn’t listen. He needed to get Cupid to help. “One question. It won’t take long.”

“She is on her own path,” Boogeyman reminded him. “I cannot take you to where she is right now.”

“Then when will she be ready to see me?” Apocalypse Boy asked. 

“She is not in a state where she can answer questions.”

What did that mean? He tightened his hands. “Then let me go to her and I will wait. Boogeyman! You wrote in the contract that you would help me until I turned sixteen.”

“Fine, ten minutes but then you are coming back!”
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Behind A Rock: DIMENSION: DRAGON WORLD
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Dominic arrived behind a rock, looking around. He saw a strangely dressed girl with familiar blonde hair falling from the side of where she had been looking on the side. “Apocalypse Girl?”

“Dominic!” She turned and looked toward him. He expected frustration or anger but she looked thrilled to see him. She moved over toward him and hugged him tightly. “Thank goodness. You’ve got to help.”

“Um, with what?” Dominic watched as she gestured over the rock.

“Dragons. I am trying to make the destroyed lovers see that they can’t have a child. The male, he lost his first and second one with a different dragon. The female, she doesn’t have long before she is too old. My arrival did not go well.” Apocalypse Girl grabbed her head and ducked as fire spewed above the rock. “I need your help.”

Dominic tried to concentrate on her eyes but he noticed her body had changed. She was getting older. Shooting his eyes back up toward her, he tried to ignore the feeling. 

“Are you okay?” she asked him.

“Yeah.” His voice squeaked slightly. “You just look a little different is all.”

“Well, I imagine my outward appearance should be changing. My breasts should be enlarging, it is easier to get pimples and I am becoming taller with a nice voice. Do I have a nicer voice?”

“Um. Uh, yeah.” Dominic cleared his throat. “Yeah, you do.”

“So, dragons?” She peeked over the rock again before coming back toward him. “Can we take care of it now?”

“Take care of it now?” He took a moment to peer over the rock.

Holy smoke. The tip of the tail had a thorn about as big as him. He couldn’t even fathom their size, it was like a giant building. They could wipe out a skyscraper with their tail alone. 

The teeth were massive, sparkling white and on display as an inhuman and angry growl was emitted low from it’s throat. It was red, deep red all over it’s scales and wings.

“Take care of that?” His voice squeaked again as he looked at Apocalypse Girl. “I, uh, that’s a dragon. I’m just a guy.”

“You are Dominic.” She reached toward his chest. “Oh, I see. I understand.”

“Understand what?” he asked as she fiddled around in the pockets of her clothes.

“You don’t get it yet.” She pulled out a piece of scrolling and gave it to him. “I met a future version of you and I’ve met you more than once before. It’s not easy to line up with you at first.” She sighed. “You don’t have it yet. What am I going to do?”

“Have what?”

“You are going to get something big later on down the road. It would have taken care of this dragon situation for me.” She looked toward the rock. “Guess I have to keep running until I figure out a new plan.”

Dominic looked down at the scrollings. “Reflection. Wish. What is this?” He held it up to her.

“You told me that I needed to be ready with that. He said you’d have other questions too. So, what is it?” she answered.

Strange. Apocalypse Girl seemed different this time. “Are you okay? You don’t seem the same. Usually, you talk about your people.”

“My people are dead.” She turned her eyes downward. “Not everyone can be saved in time. It’s the luck of the draw.”

“Well, can we change that? If Boogeyman sends me around in the wrong time―”

“No. I was there. I saw it.” She showed him a watch. “There was nothingness. No trees. No land. No water. No stars. Endless nothing. When I returned from there, time began to tick again. Even time doesn’t exist there.” She cleared her throat. “Still, I have a mission. A home or not, I am responsible for it all.”

Oh. “I’m sorry.” He shouldn’t have asked about that. It must have been a tender subject. 

“It is fine. They taught me what I needed to know. They served their part.” There was the Apocalypse Girl he remembered. 

“I’m still sorry.” Dominic held the paper. “I have to ask you something. I am trying to save a couple, but the man, he won’t help. His parents were the destined lovers. He said they did everything right, but only a small section of his world exists. Do you know why?”

“I studied my own situations, but I did study a little on who my enemy would also be.” She looked back toward the rock. “Sometimes the lovers are too pressured to be with each other. They get together and have a baby before they are actually in love. This creates a being that only has the potential. During the pregnancy, if the mother and father of the offspring find love, it will be saved. The sooner, the better.”

“They didn’t love each other at first. Too much pressure?” That made sense. He found himself looking at her one more time. “I didn’t know.” He looked down at his hands. All this time, he didn’t know. “I knew it took love but I thought it happened before the baby.”

“Before or after. As long as it happens during the pregnancy.” She kept looking over on the other side. “That thing could burn me to death or swallow me in one gulp. I really needed your help, Apocalypse Boy.”

He was useless though. Getting that news, he felt even more useless. “I’ve sent others the news. What if they messed up? I thought a baby couldn’t be born before love.”

“A baby is a baby. It is a matter of magic, so typically it happens on the first or the third. It is where the phrase third time is a charm comes from,” she said matter of factly. “Love doesn’t create it, only turns it into the savior. In my case, the destructor.”

They both covered their ears as they heard a roar coming closer. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry I can’t help.”

“You will one day.” She pointed to the scribblings. “That’s returning a favor. Everything you need to know about travel is on there, including why you are called Apocalypse Boy.”

“Instead of person? Man?” he guessed. “I guess I’m not man yet, but I have to be getting older.”

“Yes, and this too.” She reached into her strange dressings and pulled out a watch. “You are moving into different dimensions and time. Time is confusing, days are confusing. When you travel to find the me of your time, you’ll need this. It synchs us. I was not supposed to give you this until you were at least sixteen.” She clasped it around his hand tightly. “I owe you though. I owe you more than I can say.” After it was firmly clasped she looked at the front of it. “In three days, it will be your fourteenth birthday according to this.”

Fourteen. From dream to dream in Boogeyman’s dark lair, there was no sense of day or night. It had seemed so long but had he wasted that much of his time there? Even though he was under attack, hiding from a dragon, he appreciated the stars above him. The smell of real grass, even if some of it had the smell of burn to it. “I’ve been stuck down there that long. I arrived shortly after turning thirteen.”

“He has not let you move toward the destination you need to be?” she asked softly. “It is time you change your direction. Look at the scroll. When you are ready, read it. Choose which is your next path. You shouldn’t spend all of your life passing through dreams and in that horrible darkness.”

He held onto the scrolling tightly. A new path. It would be a dream come true to find a new path. “I want to, but what about Sera? I can’t reach her on any other path.”

“You can’t reach her on some paths. I wrote down everything I could.” She gestured to the paper. “It’s small print so I could make everything fit on it. Read it and learn it, Dominic. All of my studies are condensed onto those pages. Don't lose it, okay?"

"Yes, I won't." Dominic pocketed the scrolling. 

"If Boogeyman has enjoyed your presence though, he may yank you back. Sometimes you will be within his reach, and sometimes you won't." She placed her hand on his. "Dominic, he is aggressive. He is a deceiving lowlife, but I know him, as you know the ones you deal with. He is lonely. He has the dream fairy and none other. If he has grown used to your presence, it may be tough to stay away, but try. As often as you can, try because he will hold you there until you are sixteen. Trust me, okay?"

Concerned, so concerned. Dominic nodded. "You really are different."

"Traveling alone, no home, it changes things. Next time you meet me, it will be sooner since you have the watch to keep you straight. I will not remember this and I will not be so compassionate. You are my enemy, and yet . . .kind of my hero too. You are both." She trailed off. "I am very sorry."

"Sorry for what?" he asked.

"For him."

"Him who?"

"You don't know yet, but I am . . .I am so sorry." She sniffled and wiped her eyes. "You had better go, Dominic." She touched the watch again. “To help the lovers, you need to keep it turned off. When you are done, you can switch back to the regular time. That way, when we meet again, we are not out of order.” She patted his hand. “I will never be able to say thank you enough, Dominic.” 

He watched as she bent over and kissed him gently on the cheek.

“Thank you. Start with reemerge travel now, don't waste time. It's on the most bottom right of the scroll. I don't know if it's enough, but it might help pull you away from Boogeyman. If you are told anything about who you were in an outside dimension, he can't hold onto it.” Before he could say anything else, she ran off to the next rock.

He felt the paper in his pocket. He had the answer he needed to make Cupid work with him and not against, but he gained more. Answers and questions that needed answers.

Apocalypse Girl was so different than before. Why was she so sorry? She shared so much, even writing down tons of information for him. The scrolling was completely covered in her writing, there was hardly any white space. She was older too, older than she should have been. Fifteen. Sixteen? Him. Who was the ‘him’ she was talking about? Not to mention he would get something that could take down a dragon?

Dominic felt the scroll and brought it out to read. According to it, he could revisit others that were on his last path. Only two, but rarely three. 

Maybe. Maybe it was a way out.
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In Between Worlds Part 1: DIMENSION: NORTH POLE
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“K-Kris?” Carrie's words were shaky as she came into his list room. The list of all the good boys and girls. While on Christmas night they decided who was ultimately getting a present or not, the list ruled out many homes so that they wouldn't waste as much time.

He was busy marking down notes on the list when he looked toward her. “Carrie, what is it?”

She slowly came into the room before others came around her. They were the elves and she was still learning the term. They all had names, and came in different sizes. Most were about her size, but some were smaller, and others were larger than anything. She'd call them giants before she'd call them elves.

To call for one, she was supposed to either say elf or their name and then elf. If they were female, she should say their name, the word 'the', and then elf. If not, it was highly rude. The first time she arrived she had neglected what Kris had said, and was surrounded by hostility. The only ones who didn't want to be called elves were the Kringles. The elves and Kringles that had gotten together and had children. Also, high elves. The elves that were essentially the CEO's of the North Pole.

It was a strange experience. Kris Kringle was such a legend at home. She remembered shows portraying him as the leader of the elves. It really wasn't that way though. He wasn't treated bad, but equal. Some treated him a little less equal because of his age.

The elves did everything. All Kris and Carrie did was deliver toys. That was more of the way they saw it. Which did make sense in the end, even the elves helped out with the toys too.

“Kris!” Elf Ral came in with Liz the Elf and another three elves she did not know. “Liz the Elf has outdone herself this time.” Elf Ral plopped some plans unceremoniously on top of Kris' lists.

Kris leaned back in his chair. “I was working.”

“Later Kris, look.” Elf Ral gestured toward the plan. “We've got Christmas all the way around it. There's not one naughty thing in the whole room. We were debating on the naughty list, but decided against putting that on it.”

“We turned it into a sled,” Liz the Elf said proudly. “It will be sleeping in a sled.”

“Liz also put in side panels for the room that come down so it won't feel trapped,” Elf Ral added. It will look like it's standing out in snow, but won't be cold at all.”

“Oh, yeah.” Kris looked at it briefly before handing the plans back. “Looks great, but I've only got eleven more months to get this in order. Why don't you go show Carrie?”

Carrie stayed absolutely still. She had messed up Liz the Elf's name once, and she still received a hostile eye from her. Elf Ral came over though.

“Here you go, Mrs. Kringle.” Elf Ral handed her the list. “The nursery.”

“Oh.” Carrie cleared her throat. She was about to say more when Liz the Elf interrupted.

“Are you clearing your throat at me, Mrs. Claus?”

“No, of course not, Liz the Elf.” Carrie wanted to clear her throat again, but decided not to. The best excuse she could think of was weather, but that could be offensive. She didn't know. They eventually left her and she walked toward Kris. “Kris?”

Kris sighed again, but hid his annoyance with a smile. “Hello, Carrie. Is something wrong?”

“Yes. Um.” Carrie rubbed her shoulder. This wasn't easy. Something happened after Christmas. After returning to the North Pole, Kris just . . .didn't remember last Christmas. He still knew her all those years, it was just last Christmas that was missing from him. 

Confusion was an understatement. She explained everything, even went into detail about their marriage. He was shocked, but being Kris, learned to live with it. After all, he needed her.

That was it though. He put her to work in the shop while he tended to his list. He barely spoke to her about the baby that should be coming. He barely spoke about the dragons.

Carrie never knew what it meant. She remembered everything down to the moment. All she could think of was . . .

Mr. and Mrs. Claus had a moment in time where they rushed things. The magic of Christmas happened for several reasons. Having intercourse with him, and a forced marriage. It wasn't good for Santa.

They were supposed to be having a baby though and she already knew one day he would come around. Missing that single Christmas between them though. That Christmas night, it was like days and nights. Time moved so slow, and all that time between was gone. The horror of the dragons, gone. That moment when she became his forever.

Gone. It was obvious he didn't appreciate not remembering either. He kept her far away building toys. Sometimes she baked treats too. She wasn't a big baker, but the oven and kitchen was near him in the house. Their house that she didn't live in. Helping with the toys put her on the other side of the North Pole. He only called her Carrie too, not his Mrs. Claus. He stopped that. 

He cared. He still remembered her. There were no more hugs from him though. No more touch. No more feelings of being cherished anymore.

Still, she respected him. A part of her thought it might be better this way too. They were beyond rushed the first time. Going on with life away from his hub was doing him good, so she did that. The feeling of being cherished was no longer there, but Carrie had felt the cold before. She tried to stay warm with Christmas songs and hot cocoa. 

It was only that, well, when she finally felt cherished? She didn't want to let it go. His warm hands on her face, his tender embrace. They may have gone too fast for the magic of Christmas to stand, but she still remembered the touch of his hand on her face. It was what she wanted. His hugs. 

She missed hugging him so much. Still, she let the month dwindle by as Kris did his own thing. Sometimes she would still catch that twinkle in his eye. The one she really loved. The one that promised this too would pass.

But, she had to let him know this now. There was no denying it. “Kris. About the baby.” 

“Did you get checked out?” He put his writing utensil down. “Boy or girl?”

“I think, um, that we should put the nursery plans on hold.”

“Why?”

“There's nothing to go into it.”

Kris looked at her for a time, slowly catching her meaning. “You're not pregnant.”

“No. They checked me out several times.” Carrie rubbed her shoulder again. “Kris, there is no baby to stop the apocalypse. Did we do something wrong?”

“I don't know.” He moved away from his list toward her. “You said the dragons went away.”

“I-I know.”

“It was a magic thing. It should have happened.”

“I know.” Carrie rubbed her tummy. “There's no baby, Kris.”

“You became Mrs. Kringle. You said so.” Kris put his hand up to his forehead. “We did it, we got married, i-it . . .it should have happened. Are you sure you aren't confused?”

“We're supposed to be the chosen.” Carrie cleared her throat again, this time rubbing her shoulder too. How much longer could she keep this bottled up? “The act alone, maybe it was enough to make them all leave?”

“Carrie. Oh.” Kris held out his arms . The first time since Christmas night. She ran toward them, feeling his warmth It had been so long since she felt his warmth. “I am sorry. Are you okay?”

Kris had feelings, but maybe he wasn't in love? Carrie herself, she knew and trusted him enough to take the mantle of Mrs. Claus, but neither of them chose the moment. The fact that Kris couldn't even remember should have been a sign something was wrong.

Carrie took a step back. “Are we in love?”

“Every Mr. and Mrs. Claus is in love,” Kris said again, as if she hit a hard spot in him. “We have a deep connection. That's how I found you. Every Mr. and Mrs. Claus does. Every one.”

“You said it didn't start that way. It blooms from friendship to love.” Carrie shook her head and covered her face. “It's not that I don't believe you, it's―”

Why didn't it work. That was what she needed to know.  “Do we have to do something again?”

“I-I don't know. I don't know, Apocalypse Boy hardly spoke much.” Kris looked back toward his lists. “Whatever happened, it made the dragons disappear. That's all that matters. I should get back to work.”

“What if they come back?”

“Then we'll take care of it. There's no rush.”

“I thought the end when it was born was it,” she countered. “Kris?”

“Something would have happened.” Kris looked back at the list. “Carrie, don't worry. Maybe you are right about the moment. I don't remember it. If so, then rushing it wouldn't work anyway.” He finally smiled at her. “Did you know this year there are more good boys and girls than ever? I think we rejuvenated it anyhow.”

“The power of Christmas?”

“The power of Christmas.”

Carrie wanted to believe it. It had been what they had strived for. Maybe it was true. She turned to leave, trying to stay positive. Everything would be okay. Surely. Give him more time.

At least, she had a tender hug from him one more time before he moved back off to work.
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Mister Umbrella in the Sky: Interlude: DIMENSION: JULIE MARS’ DIMENSION
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The clouds. He was actually in the clouds. He had vague memories about the presence he had helped before. 

"You there," he called. That man, he had an umbrella. Dominic remembered more as his familiar hat was seen "Mister Umbrella in the Sky. I helped you once."

Mister Umbrella looked him up and down. "You've grown. What are you, two years older?"

Dominic looked at his watch. Almost. "I need to ask you something. Did I ever say something about who I had been?"

"No, but you were Apocalypse Boy, I know that." He leaned on his umbrella in mid air. Jewelsy piped up from some floating lumber in the sky. 

"Thanks to you, I'm a balloon," she complained. 

"A pretty balloon though," Mister Umbrella commented. He looked back toward Dominic. "Most sorry, my dear Jewelsy is about to pop in a few weeks. It has made her a tad grumpy."

"Being eight months pregnant and stuck on flying lumber would make anyone cranky," she said in her defense.

"Floating lumber that only slightly glides." 

"Same diff."

"I never said anything else about myself? My family?" Dominic asked him hopefully. "My last name?"

Mister Umbrella stroked his chin. "Madame Reed did not appreciate your appearance in the blue origin dimension. There was little time for anything."

Oh. Dominic casted his look downward. 

"You are so troubled." Mister Umbrella moved forward toward him. Dominic stepped back. "Why did you come back?"

"I don't remember who I am," Dominic admitted. "Boogeyman took my memories."

"That fiend has bothered you?" Mister Umbrella was surprised while Jewelsy had more than a few choice words an expectant mother shouldn't say.

At the end of her speech she walked closer to the edge of the lumber. "A monster, Boogeyman is a complete monster!"

"Why would he steal memories? I don't know what benefit it would be to him," Mister Umbrella said.

"Not yours. The real one. Your world's Boogeyman steals power from fright, but he only stays here. The real Boogeyman is throughout time and space. In every dimension."

"I always knew he was just a wannabe," Jewelsy said. “I’d love to see the wannabe Boogeyman’s dream about the real Boogeyman. You know, if you could ever grant a favor.

Mister Umbrella gulped. "All I can say is I sensed deep sadness. Very deep. Like you had lost someone precious to you."

A waste of time. "Thanks anyhow." Dominic looked down as he saw himself in different clothes. 

"Last time you were a strange ghostly blue. This time you are not. Still, I believe this is a good match."

Dominic touched his clothes. No longer ragged anymore. It was a red shirt, blue pants and even a nicer pair of shoes. Over the top of them he had a hooded cloak.

"Something tells me that someone like you may need to hide every once in awhile." Mister Umbrella tipped his hat. "Good luck."

"You too. Good luck with your new family," Dominic mentioned before he moved on. He did not have much time left before Boogeyman would retrieve him. Would he uncover anything at all?
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In Between Worlds Part 2: DIMENSION: NORTH POLE
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Kris tried to concentrate on his list. Good little boys and girls were counting on him. Even one day off could drive the North Pole behind before Christmas. His mind couldn't get off Carrie though. When they came to the North Pole, he immediately retreated to a more comfortable level with her. He didn't remember anything. Getting off the sleigh and somehow pulling off the miracle of having Carrie as his Mrs. Claus. 

Beyond excited, he asked her so much only to find out that he missed so much. Santa was good. His magic was pure goodness. When bad things happened in the past, sometimes memories were filtered because of it. Magic couldn't go bad, it would be terrible. Kris didn't need to be happy 24/7, but dragons burning homes and forcing Carrie to speed up probably pulled out the magic of amnesia.

Not remembering killed him on the inside. His first Christmas, delivering toys with Mrs. Claus. It was locked inside his mind. He felt a bit miffed at being locked of his own memories, and it may have reflected a bit. He never yelled or shouted at Carrie. It wasn't her fault.

She was allowed to remember though. Mrs. Claus was the rock in those situations, now and in the past. He dealt with it a day at a time, but wasn't ready to begin his life with her yet. 

He spent his time showing her the layout of the North Pole and answering all the small questions she had. He got her into the workshop since she wanted to help. He spent time on the list his father had always taken care of years before, and she was doing her own thing. 

When she stepped in and told her there was no baby though, he didn't know how to feel. A part of him was happy. A baby shortened their lifespan to a regular person in her world. They could live longer now. He was also happy that he couldn't create something when he didn't remember doing it. After it got older and asked about the day it was born, he didn't want to say 'ask your mother.'

Another part though, a greater part, was scared. He made up some words to try and make her feel better. He even hugged her which he hadn'd done for some time, but what was he supposed to do?

He knew he was supposed to be with Carrie. Even with jobs on the opposite sides of the North Pole, he managed to see her once every day. She did pretend like nothing big happened, like Christmas night didn't change the rest of their lives. It was okay though. Whatever made her feel best. That was always his goal, to make sure Carrie was safe. He knew that she had felt extremely rushed, and decided not to push anything. As hard as it had been, he even stopped the emotional hugging. He didn't enjoy that. Letting out emotions, it was good for him and her. At this time though, it might confuse her.

This wouldn't help things. Whatever they did, it was enough to make the dragons leave, but not enough to create the baby. Why? His list just seemed like one big blur, his mind couldn't concentrate. He should have been a father soon, he should have felt more sad than scared. He didn't mean to seem cruel. Did she think him cruel? Was he emotionally supportive enough for her?

“Kris Kringle?”

That voice. It wasn't as shaky but he knew it. He turned around and saw it. Dressed in pants, a shirt, and some sort of cape. “Apocalypse Boy.” This could be a blessing. “I need to talk to you. Carrie is not pregnant.”

“Second or third. Don't feel pressured, it doesn't take nine months. When love is fulfilled between you two, the apocalypse will end.” He moved toward Kris Kringle. “Do you know anything about me?”

“Anything? No, why would I?” Kris watched him carefully. “You are older now.”

“Anything at all?”He scratched his head. “The slightest thing I ever mentioned? Did I just say the most basic thing and disappear?”

“Yes.” Kris watched his head bow down even lower. “What's wrong?”

“I don't remember who I was before I became Apocalypse Boy. I have vague factual moments of people in my head, but nothing personal.” He shrugged. “You were my last hope.”

“I see.” Kris laid his hand on his head. “I lost my memories of Christmas so I know a little of what you mean. However, things often work out in the end. We just have to have faith.”

“I know. I am sorry about your memory loss. One day, it'll come back though. When Santa is ready for it.” He looked away before looking back at Kris. “I have something else to tell you. I didn't want to, but it's something I need to say. I should have said it earlier. I should have told Mister Umbrella too. I should have told it to everyone.”

“Regrets aren't worth the bother,” Kris said calmly. “Simply tell me what is wrong. I won't get angry.”

“You don't need to speed things up with Carrie. Doing that may be bad. It's bigger though, but after talking to Cupid, and hearing Carrie isn't pregnant? I think I should tell you.” Apocalypse Boy moved back some. “You aren't completely in charge of your fate.”

“What do you mean?” Cupid?

“There are more than one couple and one dimension. If any of them fail, all will fail.”

Kris felt a hit of cold air hit his lungs hard causing him to not breathe a second. “All must succeed? How many are there?”

“Many. I'm sorry.” Apocalypse Boy looked around. “It will all be gone. This world might last awhile with it's magic, but Carrie's wouldn't.”

“Then last awhile it will.” Kris felt completely drained after hearing that. Carrie. “I must trust that the spirit of love will come through each dimension. I cannot help it?” Apocalypse Boy shook his head. 

“I am sorry, Kris Kringle.”

Kris nodded as he went back over to his list. He fished beneath his stand, looking for what he needed. He sensed more than his fair share from that kid. Even though fourteen was getting older, and he didn't come from his dimension.

He wouldn't feel right not doing it. After all, he did help them. Even if Carrie wasn't pregnant, there was time. 

“I can't tell you to hurry up on love,” Apocalypse Boy said, “but the way I heard it, it was the third time that something happened. Try to stay nearer to Carrie, get to know her better. Bring her into your projects maybe? You want to get this done before the first zombies arrive.”

“Zombies?” Did he just say zombies? “Did you say zombies?” Kris asked again.

“They are one of the first signs. Sometimes, it's other things. If anything bad starts to happen that mankind can't explain? Then you don't have much time.” Dominic nodded. “I guess it's back to Boogeyman then.”

“Wait.” Kris held what he wanted to give him in his hands and brought it over. Wrapped in red and white stripes with a fancy bow at the top. It was a medium sized present that wasn't as small as a ring box, but could be held barely in one hand. “This is for you.”

Apocalypse Boy looked at it strangely. “A Christmas present?”

“Yes. Open it after you get home.” Kris handed it to him. “Thank you.”

“For what? I didn't tell you much that wasn't new,” Apocalypse Boy muttered.

“I may not remember last Christmas but I know without you, I would not have Carrie here. Without you, dragons would have demolished her world last Christmas. Because of you, there is another Christmas.” Kris gave him his biggest smile. “I give you my greatest thanks. You have a hard job, and I do not know where you come from, but I am glad that you are here.”

Apocalypse Boy took the gift. “My name's Dominic. I know that much. If something happens and I come back? My name is Dominic. At least let me know that.”

“Dominic.” Kris nodded moving back to his list. As he sat back down, Apocalypse Boy was gone. Until the zombies arrived. The dragons must have given him some delay. “Until then.” He moved back toward taking care of the list.

Good boys and girls first. Worrying about Christmas first.

Then he'd worry about the ending second. There was nothing he could control about it, except him and Carrie. It was easier when he thought it was completely up to them. Either way though, time moved on. Christmas would come. 

What would be would be.
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Project Wolf: Interlude: DIMENSION: SHAZOO
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“What?” Dominic looked around himself. An unfamiliar place, no trace of anything he knew. He should have been sent home after his first random two chances. Shouldn't he be in Boogeyman's lair? Had he entered in on a dream sequence there? “Hello?”

“Apocalypse Boy.”

Dominic turned around and saw a white wolf. Jumbled. Thoughts were jumbled around him. Why? He remembered a great deal of Mister Umbrella and of Kris Kringle. “I am he.”

“You are he? You still talk strange.” He jumped down from his corner. “Still intruding on my den. You should be thankful you are dealing with me, my wipe would rip out your throat for being in this room.”

In that room, why? Dominic looked around a little before he got his answer. Tucked in a flatter area of the room was soft luxurious bedding where a baby cub was resting. “Oh.”

“Oh, yes, my son. You didn't bother telling me that would be the Booth that is supposed to have something to do with the apocalypse?” The white wolf moved over toward the cub. “What will happen to him?”

“I don't know. He has a chance to stop it.” Dominic licked his lips. “Mister wolf, do you remember anything else I told you? Not about the apocalypse, but me? Do you remember anything personal about me?”

“No.” The white wolf tickled the cub with his nose before looking back at him. “Not a thing.”

“Oh.” Of course not. “Sorry to intrude on your new family.”

“You have lost your ghostly color. Congratulations on that. You were much more gloomy last time we met, as if you thought you were dead.”

“Gloomy. I seem to be getting that.” Dominic nodded. There was nothing else. He had never told anyone about himself. There wasn't much choice. It was back to Boogeyman's World. Third times a charm didn't work. 
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Boogeyman's World Part 8: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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Dominic didn't even blink when he returned. Nothing. He had told no one anything about him. He had nothing to show for it. Well, a new outfit and a present from Santa. Nothing that helped his past though. If he could have gone a bit further, perhaps he could have met that cat. Maybe he knew something?

“You were not where I left you. Apocalypse Girl thought she could teleport you to a different dimension? I can always find you,” Boogeyman growled. “Until sixteen, remember that.”

Until sixteen. He felt his pocket where he kept his scroll. Eventually, Boogeyman would leave. Until then, he would keep the scroll hidden. Everything Apocalyptic Girl could share was in there, including different ways to travel.

A way to get out. For good. After experiencing the outside world, the shadows and gloominess of that empty dank pit was ten times worse than before. 

Dream. Cupid or Cloudie, somebody dream.
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Missing Cupid Part 3: DIMENSION: CLOUDIE’S DIMENSION
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Apocalypse his ass. Cupid held four new arrows toward Summer Raine. “Okay, Cloudie Skye is right across from here. I am going to draw her out of my building and then you take it.”

“Are you sure, sir?” Summer Raine asked as he took the first arrow handed to him. “I have tried before, she is immune.”

“These are special.” Cupid touched the tip very gently. “This one is ten times more concentrated.” He held up the other arrows. “The two that look regular are twenty and thirty times concentrated, but the last one that is radiating pink at the tip is fifty times concentrated.”

“Fifty times?” Summer Raine almost called attention to where they had been hiding. “Mister Valentine, is that safe?”

“It’s love. It’s strong love, but it’s love.”

“But what if all of that affects her negatively? There's no way a forget arrow will work with something so powerful. What if something goes wrong?”

Cupid couldn’t even get one arrow to affect her in any way. “She'll be fine. Shoot the weakest one first. She’ll come out later, then shoot her with the next. If she still isn’t running to Reginald by nightfall, shoot her with the most powerful ones.” He crossed his arms. “She should be so in love with him, she goes running home to propose herself.”

“Surely after all this, she is bound too.” Summer Raine held the first arrow in his teeth and sunk deeper into the shadows. “Okay, boss. How are you going to draw her out?”

“By going in.” She absolutely hated him so she’d come out instinctively. Cupid headed to the building in his still casual suit. He wasn’t going to be working today and no one but his highest paid shooters and special secretary recognized him. He headed straight for her station and plopped his hands right on her desk. “Hey, gorgeous, nice to see you again.”

As he predicted, she casted a quick glance up at him and ducked her head back down. “I’m busy.”

“I’m on break.” He sat on her desk. “So, listen, I have to go to a real quick meeting with a guy but I’ll be back in five or ten minutes. Can we talk then?”

“I’m busy,” she said in a  more firm tone.

“Come on, Gorgeous Wings.”

“I said no.” Cloudie got up and took off in a hurry. 

Cupid watched as she headed toward the elevator and followed. “What a coincidence, I need to get on the elevator too.” This time, Cloudie ‘ughed’ and headed away in the right direction. Outside. “Hit her good, Summer Raine.”

* * *
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Two seconds. Cloudie took a big huff of the air. That guy was driving her crazy, she had to step outside long enough to get away. She hated guys like that, she couldn’t even work without hearing Gorgeous Wings? She started to walk off when she suddenly felt a searing pain on her side. “Ow!”

She looked down and saw nothing but grabbed it. Oh no.

Oh no way. “Oh!” She braced herself on the tree. “I swear if I was smacked by an arrow I am going to rip the shooter apart!” She didn’t see anyone, but knew if it happened, they could hear. “How can you live with yourself? I don’t want to be in love with anyone. I hope you get run over by a clown car and they stomp all over your stupid body!”

She fell down the tree, starting to feel weird waves running through her body. “No, no, no. I don’t want to fall in love because of an arrow. No.”

As if things couldn’t get worse, that idiot Cupid came running out of the building. Well, at least she didn’t have to worry about him anymore. It was probably Reginald. No good sorry excuse for―couldn’t he accept no?

“Are you all right?” He bent down to look at her leg. “I don’t see anything wrong.”

“I think I’ve been shot with one of those stupid love arrows.” She grabbed hold of her leg. “I didn’t know they caused so much pain.”

“They don’t.” He looked toward her face. “I mean, they aren’t supposed to. No one ever knows they’ve been shot.”

“I did. I bet it was Reginald.” She knocked her head against the tree. Hmm. She knocked it again. “Maybe if while the chemical of love poisons me I knock myself out it will stop.” She knocked her head even harder again.

“Stop that.” Cupid came over and blocked her head from the tree. “Honestly, what’s wrong with love?”

“People aren’t meant to love. People are meant to love the right ones.” She moved to the side and thought about banging her head on the pavement. It might seriously screw her up though. “I never thought it would end this way.”

“Oh, hush.” He groaned and stood up. “It’s not an arrow or you’d be running to whoever you were supposed to fall in love with.” He scratched the back of his head. “It hurt though, did it?”

“Yeah, like someone nailed me with something.” She stood up and rubbed her leg. “Are you sure it couldn’t be an arrow?”

“No, arrows don’t cause pain,” he answered looking at her leg.

Realizing what she had been doing, she placed her leg back down. “Fine, I’m fine now. Show’s over.”

“I was only trying to help.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll make an appointment with a doctor later.” She watched him as he started to walk off. For a second, he actually seemed concerned, but she remembered who he had been.

No one except a guy who liked her wings.

* * *
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“Mister Valentine,” Summer Raine said as he held the next arrow. Cupid ran back to him to see what went wrong, but nothing did. “I lined up the shot. The arrow disappeared as soon as it touched her skin. The chemicals are all through her, but she was in a great deal of pain.” He chuckled nervously. “She looked like she wanted to put me through a great deal of pain.”

“I noticed.” Cupid took the most powerful arrow and looked at the twenty times concentrated one. “She was in pain.”

“That shouldn’t happen,” Summer Raine answered. “Maybe we should face facts. She’s immune to arrows.”

“It’s not possible, and not her or anyone.” Cupid was determined. “She was only on the ground a bit, there was no lasting effects. Take your next shot when you get the chance. If that doesn’t work then use the pink tipped arrow.” He handed it back.

“All of this just for one guy, sir?”

“Love conquers all. It will conquer all.” Cupid pointed out toward the building where he knew Cloudie had been working. “It will conquer Cloudie Skye. Do it, take the next two shots if need be.”

“And if that doesn’t work?”

“Then I will deal with her myself. Take the shots.” Cupid walked away with his hands casually in his pockets. He didn’t like the way that arrow had actually been sensed by her, but she had been fine. Love arrows didn’t hurt. On the contrary, most people said it was an indescribable warm feeling. His conscience clashed with his business self for only a moment. 

It wasn’t about love, it was about love with the right one.

Cupid had never actually heard that statement from anyone before. That didn’t make sense. Did it really matter? Love was the only thing that mattered, and she needed to fall in love with Reginald Dey. That was all there was to it.

* * *
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Cloudie groaned again. “Stupid idget men and the like.” She tried to ignore her leg but it still hurt. There was nothing there, but she couldn’t shake the feeling someone tried to put a hit on her. “Dumb stupid shooters.” Hits weren’t supposed to hurt like that, everyone knew that. What had it been though? 

“Cloudie.” 

Oh, geez! Reginald was running up to her. “What is it?” 

“Are you okay? You sound a little grumpy.”

“Oh, that’s odd.” Cloudie shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know why I sound a little grumpy because I’m really a lot grumpy!” She pushed his arm. “You better not have put a hit on me.”

“A hit?” He was nervous, she could see it. “On you? Cloudie, those are so expensive.”

“Yeah, well, notarizing can get kind of expensive too but I’m doing that first thing tomorrow.” She looked at him square in the eye. “Something hurt me this afternoon right down by my calf, Reginald. Are you positive you didn’t put a hit on me?”

“Well, last time I checked I don’t think I did.” He was trying to laugh it off.

“Good because I think it’s a warning. I am being too easy.” She shook her head. “Tomorrow I am getting a statement notarized to help me.”

“Oh, Cloudie,” Reginald grabbed her hand. “It doesn’t work like that.”

“No, it doesn’t. It won’t stop anything.” She smiled at him sweetly as she kissed his hand. “But after the event is over, certain information must always be released, and I can make my shooter do something stupid. Like wear a pink dress for the rest of his life or otherwise be thrown in prison. I can also say the same thing for a brand. New. Husband.” Her throat was clinchy. “I can also write that no matter what protest I cause that my gorgeous wings should be surgically changed to look like a bats. Oh, and that my nose must stick out four feet.” She patted his cheek. “I checked on all these silly things before and they are all doable. That’s just the start too. Even if someone, anyone, tried to take me with an arrow.” She grabbed the back of his hair and dragged him forward. “I will make their life a living hell afterward.”

“Oh?” Reginald’s voice squeaked. “Is that necessary?”

“I don’t like arrows. I don’t believe in them, they are sick inventions forcing love with the wrong people. I’ll be damned if it happens to me and I’m just going to sit back and take it.” She sniffed. “Bye Reginald.”

“Okay.” His voice sounded phlegmy. “First thing when it opens?”

She turned to see him one more time. “I’ll be waiting by the door before it opens to be their first customer for the day.” She turned back around and began walking to her apartment.

She prayed it was an overreaction, but she saw that look. He’d been wanting her since day one. She wasn’t a prize, and she was not going to him just because he had the money to shoot an arrow.

* * *
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“Uh, Mister Valentine?” Summer Raine held the arrow lightly as he looked toward his boss. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this. She really doesn’t like him.”

“Yeah, I . . .” Cupid shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, love is love. When it strikes, she will love him. There is no difference.”

“She knows the counteracting contract tricks.” Summer Raine groaned. “Sir, I don’t want to dress in a pink dress nearly all my life. I know that sounds like groveling, but it’s the rest of my life. Can she legally do that?”

“It’s petty and childish, but yes.” Cupid stole a glance at him. “I would make your uniform dresses as manly as I could.”

“It’s stupid. She . . .sir, what else would she write?” Summer Raine shook his head. “I can’t. This is the first time my conscience is hurting.”

“If you put out the hit now, then nothing will happen. Nothing has been signed.” Cupid pointed at him. “If you delay, that’s when things get bad.”

“Can’t we put a different shooter on this? One shot or I am stuck in a dress or thrown in prison.” Summer Raine couldn’t take the shot. “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t. Dock my pay if you need to, but I don’t want to put the hit on Cloudie Skye. Her whole mission is to make the shooter and husband beyond miserable. Besides, she’s almost inside now.”

“Fine, give it here.” Cupid took the bow and held the arrow. He was born to be a sharp shooter, he could nail her across the road easily. Cloudie was almost out of range. She dropped her key card which gave him just enough time to take the shot.

“Ow!”

“Bullseye,” Cupid said out loud. “Try to rebel against twenty times.” He handed the arrow back to Summer Raine along with the bow. “I’ll fight with all legal cost. The notarized statement will be held in courts for a good thirty years. Strike her with the pink tipped arrow if she doesn’t look affected.” With those words, he darted across the street.

-
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* * *
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Cloudie fell to the ground before she made it inside. She still couldn’t see anything on her leg but she felt incredible pain.

“Gorgeous Wings!” That idiot Cupid said as he came over. “I knew if I followed you, you’d show me where you live. Now, can’t we discuss―”

“I’m hurt here!” she shouted at him.

“Oh. Sorry.” Cupid bent down and looked at her leg. “I don’t see anything. Did you get checked out? Oh, I know. Would you like me to escort you to the hospital?”

She gave him an odd look. “Did you put a hit on me?”

Cupid laughed. “Oh, Gorgeous Wings, you are lovely but not that lovely! I can’t afford something like that, we just met. Do I look rich?”

That was true, he wasn’t. Creepy stalkers weren’t often rich. She did need help though, she couldn’t move too well. “I feel weird.”

“How so?”

“Like . . .” A buzzy feeling. There was a buzzy, warm feeling in her stomach. Oh no, she had been hit by an arrow. She didn’t feel any kind of love blooming for Reginald though. Not for the creepy stalker next to her either. Arrows worked instantly. She’d been struck twice that day. What if her willpower was too strong for it?

Creepy stalker shows up twice? Reginald’s laugh. This was planned. She pulled herself up. The thought that she could repel the arrow love was wonderful, but she needed to make sure no one else figured it out.

No. No, she was going to do something different. Make sure no one ever tried to hit her again. Also to make sure anyone within viewing distance never used an arrow again. “Reginald,” she whispered. “Oh my, I have to find Reginald!”

Yeah, Cupid had one confident smug smile on his face as she helped her up. “I think he’s just a little bit that way.”

“Thanks, Cupid.” She walked as fast as she could. This had to look genuine. “Reginald!” She waved at him. “Reginald, Reginald!”

Reginald was right on the corner of their apartment building. “Cloudie!”

“Reginald, I need you.” She ran as fast as she could into his arms and began to unbutton his shirt. “Please, now!”

“Whoah, what are you doing?” Reginald tried to stop her hands, but Cloudie didn’t.

She stole a quick glance toward her creepy stalker and noticed a sunken look on his face.

“I’ve wanted you all my life you beautiful thing. I can’t believe I just realized it. After all this time, all these days.” Cloudie worked quickly taking off his shirt, being careful to duck his kisses. The moment was almost right. She was gathering a large audience around them. “I don’t know why I never realized it before but you are all I have ever needed.” When she took off his shirt, she moved away from his arms. “Reginald’s shirt!”

It was hard to keep character as whispers emitted around her. “Oh, forever I have wanted you,” she whispered to the shirt, cuddling it closer to her body. 

“Uh, Cloudie?” Reginald squeaked. “Cloudie, what are you doing?”

“I’m sorry, Reginald. I-I . . .” She squeezed his shirt. “For a moment I thought my true love was you, but as soon as I saw this.” She rubbed the shirt against her cheek. “I knew it was my destiny.”

“What?!”

“She fell in love with a shirt?”

“Oh my god! No woman does that on her own!”

“I will never shoot an arrow at anyone. That’s messed up.”

Cupid ran over as quick as a flash, trying to take away the shirt. “Cloudie Skye, you need to stop this nonsense.” He was trying to stay calm, but Cloudie could see him start to lose it. “I think you are confused. Your true love is behind you.”

“No. Don’t you understand?” She petted the shirt. “There is nothing like the feeling of this beautiful cotton. I . . .I can’t take it, I must marry you! I don’t care if you can’t talk. I know how you feel without words my love.”

“Can’t talk?” Cupid gawked. “It’s not even sentient.”

“I don’t care about the small things. Love is love. Oh, and I wuv you so much my itty bitty cutey wutey T-shirt.” She tickled it under the collar. “Such a cute T-shirt.” The final nail in the coffin. Baby talk. “Wook at you, all fwannely and warm, and we can snugga up together aw night wong you charming sweet thang you.”

* * *
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Cupid knew it wouldn’t be long before flashing lights of the news channel van came. Everyone knew it was an arrow. An arrow gone wrong. He looked back at what used to be an independent woman. She was now a simpering love addict talking baby talk to a shirt. 

He slipped away and when he knew the coast was clear, he pulled up his phone. “Send out a forgotten arrow shooter toward Decon Street, ASAP. Have more than one, we need to get this taken care of right now. Send a representative for the company to help take care of matters.” He tucked his phone away and walked on.

She was babbling at a T-shirt.

This was going to put a dent in business and this wasn’t the time for it. The apocalypse could be coming, everyone should be in love. He looked back toward the news van as it talked to her, but he saw it. A slip up.

She was too good. Looking at all the right directions. Even looking for him. If she was enamoured, she shouldn’t even be looking toward the van.

“Fake,” he growled. She was faking it. He pulled out his phone one more time. “Summer Raine, she is faking it. Get in position after everyone leaves and shoot her with the last two arrows.” On his life, Cloudie Skye would fall for Reginald Dey. He noticed that look in her eyes before she started to fake it. That dizzy look everyone gets filled their belly with warm goodness. He saw that. The next arrow would work. Guaranteed.

* * *
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Cloudie Skye thought it would be all over. Why would Reginald try such a stupid trick again? She was shot with a forgotten arrow, and she straightened back up. Less people would be so inclined to trust an arrow each and every time now. That’s the way it should be. The shirt was given back to Reginald and she was released from the news and oddly some authorities after the incident. It was getting late but Cloudie’s days of worrying about arrows would be over. Tomorrow morning, she’d make sure of it.

Maybe she’d even get a shirt designed that said ‘Shooting me with an arrow caused me to love a shirt.’ She laughed. Cloudie wouldn’t, but the thought amused her. She pulled out her card, ready to go inside when she felt it.

More pain. She grimaced as she felt her leg. Toppling to the ground she looked at it. There was sparkling traces of pink glitter on her skin. That wasn't a good sign. No, it didn’t work. They knew she was faking it. The warm feeling rose in her, unwanted. Cloudie banged her head on the door, feeling herself become dizzy. 

It wasn’t supposed to be this way. She didn’t want to be with him. Why did he get what he wanted, and she was left with this . . .fake love? “Fake love,” she muttered as her world grew darker. “It’s only fake love.” A part of her felt like she was dying. This wasn’t a choice. She blinked her eyes, tears streaming down it.

“Cloudie.”

She tried to look upward at the blurred vision. “Why? I don’t love him for real. I don’t want him. It’s fake happiness, and I don’t want it. I’m not supposed to be with him.”

“Fate is cruel. I know better than anyone else. Lie back, let the pain pass, and you will feel better.”

“I won’t feel better. I won’t be Cloudie Sky anymore. Just another manipulated person.” Her eyes couldn’t stay open. “What if I loved someone else in the future? That future is gone. That man loses me because one had money and met me first?”

“It’s not money. Cloudie Skye, please understand. Love is a wonderful feeling. It doesn’t matter who it is with.”

“It doesn’t?” She scoffed. “Then shoot yourself with an arrow.” She moved her head away. “I need glass. I need . . .” She flung herself to the ground. Cement. Brain damage. “Brain damage can’t love.”

“Cloudie, stop!” The blurred figure grabbed her, preventing her from hurting herself. “Why can’t you be like everyone else and accept this?”

“Huh? Who are you? Arrow boy?” Her eyes were completely out of focus, she couldn’t even keep them open. “Are you Cupid Valentine? I think I remember that name. Oh yeah. I’m supposed to fall in love with you or something. Guess that’s not gonna . . .”

Her head hit his chest.

* * *
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So, she knew about it. That Apocalypse Boy must have started to visit her. He picked her up and carried her into her apartment. Her body was weak and in pain from the arrow.

He felt like a heel as he laid her in bed. “It has to be this way.” Love between two didn’t stop it. It didn’t stop it in his world. The more love, the better it would be. She would be with Reginald soon, and people would trust the arrows again wholeheartedly. Maybe even with more confidence since they had seen errors could be corrected.

At the cost of her though. Lying in bed, for the first time looking helpless. Love was love! What did it matter whether she went with Reginald or him? He could have shot an arrow at her for himself, it would be the same thing. 

Cupid didn’t work that way though. He struck arrows at other people. Not himself. He tipped his hat down over his eyes. That fact still didn’t seem to help the hurt inside.

She was supposed to be with him.

That was just a stupid dream though. He had a whole world that he needed to get sorted. Everyone needed love. That was the only thing that could stand an apocalypse. Not one woman and a man. Not a baby. 

“Cupid Valentine.”

Cupid lifted his hat and saw the Apocalypse Boy again. “Not you again. I told you not to bother me in my dreams.” At that realization he pulled his hat back down. “I fell asleep at her place?”

“I found out what you wanted to know,” Apocalypse Boy answered. He approached the other side of the bed. “Your mom and dad messed up.”

“What do you mean messed up?” Cupid took the hat off his head and flung it to the floor. “They loved each other!”

“Eventually. They were made for each other, so eventually they did.” Apocalypse Boy shrugged. “The other messenger, he must have warned both of them at once. They found each other because of what they knew. They had the baby that was called for, but they couldn’t save the world until love blossomed. They didn’t really know that they loved each other until your mother was around eight months pregnant.”

“A delayed love?” Cupid never thought of that. “They loved each other.”

“They wanted to for the apocalypse. Not everything is instant. Sometimes it is, and sometimes it’s not.” Apocalypse Boy swallowed. “I could have done the same thing. Love can’t be forced.” He closed his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“They felt forced. They only met because of it.” Cupid looked over toward Cloudie. “She has been struck multiple times by love arrows. There is some effect now, but why?”

“Virus. Diseases. Magic. None of those work on the destined lovers,” Apocalypse Boy said. “Unless it’s a physical attack, you are each protected. Unless something happens to the other one.”

“Hm.” Cupid looked over at Cloudie, now quietly snoring against her pillow. “What about really powerful magic? I put a lot of magic in those arrows.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Then I couldn’t shoot us both with arrows.”

“I don't know, but it would be risky.”

“Okay, then. Damn, that’s not good.” Cupid bit on his hand in frustration. He had been some sleazy creepy stalker to her. He wanted to make sure he didn’t affect any feelings of hers, so he acted the worse he could. How was he suddenly going to be able to do this? 

She needed to find Cupid Valentine. Him, but she didn’t know that. He could tell her, but then like his parents, it would be a force factor.

They had to naturally come to love each other. Arrows weren’t going to work. He looked back over but the Apocalypse Boy had left. There was no reason to stick around, the rest would be up to Cupid.

Cupid woke up and looked at his watch. Cloudie was still out cold. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a tiny pistol and aimed it at her shoulder. Just in case. His special forget arrows should be able to hand this. Like he thought, she didn’t move, but the side affects of all those arrows should disappear. He placed the miniature pistol back in his pocket. As long as the fifty times powerful one wasn't used, he should be able to negate the effect. A little risky, that thirty times powerful arrow. He'd know when she woke up. 

For now, it was time to come up with a plan.
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Branded Part 2: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: CITADEL  
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“Good morning, Zoe.”

I watched as Dex came out of his door. It was time to go to school and he was waiting at the end of his house. Don’t get giggly, and don’t get weird. Be friendly. “Good morning, Dex.”

“Do you mind if I walk with you?” he asked. “I am new to school today.”

After what happened yesterday, you bet I wanted to walk with Dex to school. “No problem. Do you have your list of classes?”

“Yes. Do you think you could show me where these are at before you leave to your class?” he asked as he showed me his schedule.

I looked at his schedule but noticed something strange. They were all mine. The same teachers, and the same time, with only one different class. “You can follow me from class to class except the last one. We seem to have almost the same schedule.”

“Oh. That’s lucky.” Dex put his schedule back away as Jerry approached. 

I always walk to school with Jerry each day but he didn’t look as happy. “Hi, Jerry,” I called to him. “This is my new neighbor, Dex.”

Jerry still didn’t seem to be himself as he moved to the other side of me. “Oh. New neighbor?” He was unusually quiet as we walked to school. On occasion we might chat about what horrible thing we had to suck down for lunch or about his latest game. All three of us simply walked and said nothing for the longest time. When we almost reached school, Jerry finally spoke.

“So, Dex, do you like video games?” 

Dex gave him a funny look and then continued straight ahead. “They’re okay.”

“Oh yeah? What kind do you play?”

“None.”

The conversation stopped again between them but we were close to school anyhow. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jerry.”

He waved at me, looked back toward Dex, and took off to his first class.

I moved onward to my first class which I had with Dex. He chose to sit toward the back instead of toward the front with me. Which was okay, he didn’t have to sit in front with me, of course. I heard some of the more popular girls in class starting to talk to him, and even leaving their regular seats to be around him. I shouldn’t be surprised, for being fifteen or sixteen he was amazing. 

After my first class, we went to the second class, and then we proceeded to our third class. By the fourth class, I could feel some jealousy.  About every girl in class seemed to shimmy their way over toward his side of the room. Even Deborah, the most 'popular guy in school’s' girlfriend, chose to sit beside him. Dex wasn’t quiet like with Jerry either, he had no problem talking to the girls in the class.

At least in the next class, I would share it with Jerry too. I gave him an extra wide smile as he came in and sat down beside me. “Hi, Jerry.”

“Hi.” He looked toward the back at Dex. “I thought your neighbor would be up here with you.”

“No. He’s making new friends.” I hoped that I didn’t sound jealous. 

“Good. I mean, that’s better for him. Getting him out of the neighborhood to people who don’t care for games.” He tapped his desk. “'Games are okay. I don’t play any'. What a prick.”

“I don’t think he was aiming to be mean,” I told him.

“Well, I think he was.” He glanced back at Dex before looking back at me. “I think he’s going to try something.”

He was just as paranoid as my family. Dex didn’t even know me that well, he wasn’t going to try something. Anyhow, if he did like me he wouldn’t be associating with all those girls.

“I think you should be courting someone who has something in common with you,” Jerry said. “Maybe someone you’ve known a long time.”

Wait. Was he...was he going to finally ask me on a date? 

I was getting tired of all these girls around me asking questions. I was trying to make things up, but I had to concentrate on Zoe ahead of me. I didn’t want her to get the feeling that I was stalking her, so I sat in the back and watched her instead. Meanwhile, I was communicating via a text device to Ronnell. No one could read it, there was no screen, and I typed too fast and in shorthand for anyone to watch the letters I typed. 

R, that kid Jerry is dr gin.

D, don’t think hes prob.

R, think he askd 4 date 2night.

D, not 2night! 

Like I didn’t know that? I didn’t want to use such a direct approach, but I would have to move up there to her other side. I lightly held my hand out beneath my table and I used some slight power over the wind to blow a piece of paper off Jerry’s desk. With Jerry stalled, I left the gaggle of girls and headed toward my target. 

Zoe.

“Hello there.” I was polite to the person sitting on the other side of Zoe. “Do you mind if I switch seats with you? There are too many girls in the back for my taste.” I thought that last part would make him agree easier. Strangely, it didn’t, nor did the teacher seem pleased as he approached.

The teacher folded his hands on my desk. “I am sure this student cares about his own education more than girls. I certainly do. You should have sat up here earlier if it was such a big deal. Back to the back of the class.”

Well, that plan couldn't work then. I couldn't argue with the teacher, it would draw even more attention. I went ahead and sat in the back again. I had to think of something else.

As I walked down the street with Jerry, I noticed he was holding my hand even tighter. I wonder what he wants to talk about. We were almost sixteen now, was it time to talk about courting? Or am I being paranoid? “It’s okay, Jerry. I’m not running away.”

“I know.” He was shuffling slower with me. “Thanks for coming over. It would be a nice place to continue our conver―”

I screamed as Jerry was knocked in the jaw to the ground by a man wearing dark colors. I had never seen him before and he was carrying a knife. I wanted to help Jerry, but at the same time my life was in danger! What do I do? Seeing him look at me, I knew he was finished with Jerry and wanted me. My fight or flight instinct made the decision as I started to run. The man was faster though, he must have been an expert killer. 

I yelled but I knew it was too late as he grabbed my arm and twisted me back. I watched the knife come at me―!

And it was gone as a hand stopped it. I watched the villain hit the ground, unconscious.

I looked at the boy responsible. Again. “Dex?”

“Are you okay?”

“You saved me again.” She rubbed her shoulders. “That’s the second time.”

I moved closer and wrapped my arm beneath hers. “I know, it’s unusual. I better walk you home safely.”

“What about Jerry?”

Oh, flaw. I couldn’t leave him on the ground wondering, but if he woke up and they both wanted to go back to his house? Oh wait, the barbecue. I gently hit his cheeks, trying to wake the boy up. “Hey, Jerry.”

Jerry groaned. When he did, I latched onto Zoe’s hand. The more uncomfortable he felt about what happened, the better the chances I could get this done obscurely. His look was confused and scared. Perfect, I knew what to do with people with that look.

“Jerry, are you okay?” Zoe bent down to help him up. “We were attacked, but Dex saved us.” She looked over at the fallen villain. “Dex, what did you do with him?”

“He must have ran away,” I lied. Ronnell already snuck in and took care of him. I couldn’t stay behind and deal with him. “Come on, I’ll walk you both home.” I smiled at Zoe, hopefully in a way that would make her blush. “You can come straight over when you’re ready, the barbecue will begin soon.” Jerry was too shaken up by the incident to even realize what I did. He turned off toward his home and made for his door fast. He waved back at us quick, and then shut himself up inside.

“I know how he’s feeling,” Zoe said. “Crime never happens around here. We don’t even have people to stop it. That man is out there somewhere.” She looked toward me. “Thank you again, Dex. How did you learn how to fight? And at your age, too?”

Oh, I didn’t need her dwelling on where I learned how to fight. Why was she asking questions? No one around there was supposed to ask that many questions. For now, I’d ignore it. “Why don’t you go home and get ready for the barbecue? I’ll call and let you know when we are having it. I think it’s in half an hour, but it might be later.” Good cover, since we weren’t planning on it until late evening. I watched her nod as I walked her to the doorstep. “Thanks for walking to school with me.”

“Well, thanks for saving my life. Again.” Her laughter seemed a bit off.  “If you want to walk with us back and forth from now on to school, you are more than welcome to me. I bet after today, Jerry won’t have a problem either. You must have been something in your own area. Where were you before this?”

Another question. Zoe Phylo wasn’t acting like a typical Citadel resident at all. “I’ll tell you later, and I’ll call you as soon as I know when the party will be.” She waved one more time and closed the door. I hurried home and then called her, letting her know it wouldn’t be for three hours. It would be hard to move it up too with all the equipment we had sitting around. Without any of us being inside Zoe’s house, no one had a chance to set up any cameras. The best we had were a few wiretaps. I bent down and started shoving things into closets. “Three hours, guys, we need to make this place less suspicious.”

“They can’t go upstairs,” Ronnell said. “The whole tap station is up there along with the telescope.”

“We’ll say it’s your room and we’re still unpacking,” Felisha said. Felisha was the woman who was playing my mom. I didn’t meet her until last night which didn’t make me easy. I knew Ronnell, I lived with him, but I didn’t have any idea about this woman. So far, she seemed on the up and up, but I wouldn’t put anything past her. 

“Ronnell?” I looked toward Ronnell. “Zoe is more clever than I thought. We should move to plan B.”

“Are you sure? Tonight?” Ronnell questioned me. “I thought we were going to give it one more day?”

“I don’t have much choice,” I told him. “She is asking questions. She was attacked again and I will lose her trust if we don’t move on this.”

“No one in the Citadel asks questions,” Ronnell said. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, she has a curious mind. Too curious so plan B?”

“Okay, Dex, I’ll trust your judgement. Plan B.”

Blue or red? Should I wear the burgundy dress from the first time we met? This shouldn’t be a big decision. It wasn’t anything big, just a barbecue. Nothing romantic, it was a family event. “What dress do you think, Erikata?”

My sister didn’t help though. She wanted to put some shimmer on my face for the occasion. “Neither, try red or hot pink. Where is your hot pink dress?”

“That one for a family barbecue?” I asked. “What if he doesn’t like pink, I don’t want to look too girly or desperate.”

“You are a girl though, you can dress up nice for the occasion.” She finished adding the last touches to my face. “You’ve got twenty minutes to figure out the dress issue but we shouldn’t be too late. Fashionable is okay, but you don’t want to keep a guy waiting for an hour.”

After she left, I waited by the window. I should have gone to Jerry’s for a little while after school. Part of me felt like a heel, I had known him for years. What if he was going to ask for a date? But then, Dex is . . .I don’t know exactly. He’s saved me twice, and he treats me well. But what if he wants to court too? I was young enough that I could have multiple courters in my life. It was encouraged, but I wouldn’t feel right about it. 

“Welcome to our family barbecue.” Dex’s father welcomed my family as we came over. “It’s nothing big, just a small get together.” He gestured toward an older woman. “This is my wife, Grace. Really wonderful woman.”

Grace shook my hand first, and then my parents and my sister. Odd to start with me. 

“Hello, Grace,” my father began the conversation first. “Nice to meet you. This is my wife, Kate. She works on biotechnology.”

“I do too,” she said. “I just began work on my new job in the biotechnology area.”

“That’s amazing. I don’t know many around here who are in the biotechnology area.” My mother walked off with Grace.

“Chattering about biotechnology.” Ronnell rolled his eyes and looked at my father. “I don’t have that kind of exciting life. I have a simple computer job.”

“So do I.”

My father was off and talking to Ronnell. Erikata and I stood around while Dex came over.

“Hello again, you two.” He nodded politely to the both of us, before paying attention to me. “Zoe. I enjoyed walking with you today.”

“You walked with him to school?” Erikata looked at me. “Excuse me, I am going to get something to eat. I am starving.”

I nodded toward her. No big deal, I could handle this. I already walked back and forth with him. “Yeah, it was fun.”

“Do you want me to get you something to eat?” He moved with me towards the picnic table his family had set up. “I like your dress today.”

“Oh, this old thing?” It wasn’t half as impressive as the last dress he saw me in. “Thanks.” I took a deep breath. What was I supposed to talk about with him? I knew how his day was in school, we were in almost every class together. “So, where are you originally from?”

He coughed. “Elsewhere.”

Strange. Dex had avoided that question again. What was wrong with where he was originally from? He excused himself and went inside. 

––––––––
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We said our goodbyes later, but Dex never came back out. Dex was hiding something about his past, I knew he was. After we went back to our house, I went up the stairs. I was about to take off my dress when I heard a voice outside my window.

“Ladders next to your window probably aren’t a good idea.”

I stuck my head out further and saw Dex. He was sitting on the roof? I looked at the ladder on the side, it was far away from my window. Jerry always moved it back when he came to see me at night. “How did you get up here?”

“Zoe. We need to talk.”

Talk? “About what?”

“I know. What you hide with pencils? I know.” He looked at her dead on. “Don’t be frightened, I’m here to help you. You must have got some adoption papers mixed up and you don’t belong here.”

“I don’t belong here?” Zoe didn’t get it. “What do you mean?”

“It happens sometimes, but you should be in the Rim. Paranormal powers, they can get you killed over here. My family is actually not my family. Well, not all of it.” He shrugged. “That doesn’t matter. I am here to help you regain safety. Each night, you are going to start . . .” He trailed off as he stared at his home. “Someone’s in my house.” His eyes stared into the open window across from us. It was too dark to see anything but his nostrils flared. I watched barely batting an eyelash as he leapt from my window sill back to his room. I could hear wrestling on the ground. What was going on?

The teacher. There was no reason a mere teacher would be in my room, going through our files this late at night. I called for Ronnell, but there was no answer. Felisha had disappeared too. “Okay, what are you doing here?”

“Offering tutoring lessons?” The jerk joked. “If you look the other way, I will pay you twice what you were making here. Trust me, boy, don’t mess with me. I can make your life hell.”

“Threats don’t scare me.” I pulled out my knife and focused my power through the steel, sparks of blue electricity bubbled over it. “Where’s Ronnell and Felisha?”

“Well, if Felisha was smart, she has taken off and hid extremely well so I will never find her,” he answered with a low growl. “There will be hell to pay if I do.”

Felisha was a double agent? I felt around the fake teacher’s pockets and found a badge. Hero. “You’re a double agent.”

“Do you know how much more money I make this way? In this economy, we do what we can to survive.” He laughed as he said it. “I mean it, boy, let me go. I am Dean Resin, and I am not your typical villain.”

“Getting caught through a window by a rookie, I’d say you are.” I brought the blue electric knife closer to his neck. “Where is Ronnell?”

I didn’t get an answer. Instead, I felt him giggling beneath me.

“What’s the opposite of on?” he asked me.

“Off.”

So what’s the opposite of onned?”

“Onned?”

“Yes, onned.”

“Offed?”

“There you go,” he teased. “I did the opposite of onned with him.”

He offed him? Wait. Offed? He was . . .

“Dex!” 

I turned to look back at Ronnell, but the surprise of his voice gave Dean the wiggle room to get out of my grasp. Before I could catch him again, he was long gone out the window.

“That wasn’t an average every day bounty hunter,” Ronnell said as he held his side. It was bleeding. “Dean Resin.”

I didn't care as I held his side. “You'll be okay. You will, Ronnell.”

“Listen.” Ronnell coughed. “Take care of Max. You are a paranormal hero now, you can take care of him by yourself.”

“Ronnell.” I didn't want to hear that. Ronnell, Max and I. That was the way it was supposed to be. “We need more than me, we need you.”

“You'll make enough. You'll climb the ladder. You'll get out of where we are.” Ronnell coughed again, spurting up more blood. “Keep looking around for Max's cure. Kids aren't born that way, no one is. Something must have been done to him, you never give up hope. Got that?”

“Yeah, I got it.”

“He'll want a life too when he grows up. He can't have one if he appears like a blue ghost,” Ronnell warned me. “Take care of yourself too. You boys, you take care of yourselves. I know you can do it. I know you can. . .”

His eyes gazed at me and I didn't want to accept what it meant. I called to him again, shook him even, but that didn't work. Ronnell was dead.

“Dex?”

I heard my brother coming around my corner. I stood in front of Ronnell's form, not wanting him to see. “Max.”

“I-I heard him.” Max looked toward the ground by my feet. Not all of my body could ever hide it all. 

“Max.” Gone. Ronnell was gone and we were trapped in the Citadel, the worst place in the world for paranormals. “We are going home.” No one would be seeing me fly at that time of night. I wasn't letting Dean Resin get away! Someone else had to help Zoe, I had the last of my family to think about.

I grabbed my little brother's hand and headed toward the window. If anyone saw us, only I would get in trouble. Max was invisible to most normal people. Still, I had to be careful.

I had to keep my head straight. I wanted to grieve for Ronnell, he was like a father to me, but I had to worry about Max and our safety first. “Hold on, Max.” Max was used to being carried. For some reason, he never could fly. “We are going back home.”

Max didn't say a word. Like me, he knew it wasn't time to grieve yet. He clung tightly to my hand though, tight enough that I knew he was barely able to contain his feelings. 

Our family was busted apart. Forever.
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Missing Cupid Part 4: CLOUDIE’S DIMENSION
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Reginald came over with a box of roses and Cupid answered the door.  He knew Reginald would be a problem so he kept Cloudie under a bit longer. “Uh, what are you doing here?”

“Business is business,” Cupid said. “Although I’m afraid this business just became personal.” He held out his hand. Cloudie may not appreciate it yet, especially since they hadn’t gone over the decision. He needed to move fast though. “I am Cloudie Skye’s new boyfriend.”

The news had not been taken well. Reginald fussed and moaned, threatening to make him leave. “This is a sick joke.”

“Listen.” Cupid patted his arm. “Things happen. When Cloudie wakes up, we’ll come over and explain.”

“Wakes up? Did you―oh you fiend! You were the shooter, you can’t have her!” He threw the flowers to the ground. “Cloudie Skye is mine.” He gestured to himself. “I should have been in that bed tonight, not you.”

Cupid gawked. He should be in bed with her? When did he ever hint at such a thing? “You would be wrong. Arrow Love Inc. is about love, not that. Even if she did get the hit, marriage would come first.”

“It would come eventually, but I’ve waited a year to touch those wings.” Reginald groaned. “I will get this worked out with the company, but I’ll remember to get a discount since you tainted her.”

Cloudie sneered with a glare since he could not trust his words after that comment. Yes, he could see why Cloudie didn’t want him at all. “She is more than a soft set of wings.”

“I know that. She is fun loving, wonderful, and has a fiery personality burning with passion. That’s why I paid for her.”

Cupid lingered his eyes on him. Those words. “You paid for the arrow and the shooter.”

“Yes, which is technically her.”

“Sorry, but that current application is now denied.” Cupid closed the door behind him. He scooted a rocking chair over by her bed. For being a failed mission, it actually felt like a winner. Someone like that didn’t deserve her at all. As soon as she said ‘I love you’, that guy wanted to bed her. Reginald lusted for her, he didn’t love her. Failure or not, he terminated that contract. Letting Cloudie know that was out of the question though. She would need to have him around or what would be the use? 

He spoke over the phone, getting things organized with his secretary. She was one of only a handful of people that knew his true identity. 

She should. His secretary Lucille was his mom.

***
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“Finally waking up?”

Cloudie groaned as she turned over in the bed. Seeing Cupid’s boot next to her face she quickly got up. “You! What are you doing here?”

“Oh, that’s a nice way to thank me for what I’ve done.” Cupid rocked himself in her favorite chair with his feet against her bed. “If it wasn’t for me, you’d be screaming toward Reginald to marry you.”

“What do you mean?” Cloudie looked down toward her legs.

“Arrows disappear silly, everyone knows that.” Cupid tipped his hat toward her. “I’m not a sleazy creepy stalker. I was your shooter.”

She pushed against his feet, ready to throw him out, but he moved his own feet.

“Will you hang on a second? I told you, I saved you.” He stood up and gestured out her window. “I’m only one shooter though, and knowing Arrow Love Inc., there’s bound to be more out there.”

“Who are you?” she accused him.

“Your shooter. For confidential reasons, I’m not supposed to reveal who hired me.” Cupid shrugged. “You changed my mind though. I mean if a woman is trying to crack her head open to avoid love, I guess it’s not for her.”

“I just don’t want to be forced to love. It should be natural.” She eyed him steadily. “How can I be sure you’re telling the truth?”

Cupid gestured to a bow and an arrow on the floor. He grabbed them before she could say a word, locked the arrow in place and aimed at her. “I’m a professional. I would have done you in for good earlier.”

Cloudie made a slight eep. “O-okay.” She watched him set them back down. “What do you want?”

“I had this dream about a boy. An Apocalypse Boy,” Cupid answered. “He told me that you needed to be with Cupid Valentine.”

“And?” No way, oh no way. She eyed him up and down. “You’re not Cupid Valentine, are you?”

“Do I look like a billionaire?” Cupid laughed. “You need to get to the top honcho of the world’s biggest industry. You’re going to need help. Not only that, you’ve got a target on your back. Just because I stopped shooting for you, doesn’t mean the company stops.” He rubbed his head. “I normally wouldn’t tell anyone and I thought it was all in my head. Last night though, you mentioned that your love was Cupid Valentine.”

“I think so. That’s what the Apocalypse Boy told me,” Cloudie agreed. “It is true, I’m not insane after all.”

“No. You and me, we got to go find Cupid Valentine.” Cupid sat back on her chair. “It won’t be easy, but considering I don’t really want to see the end of the world, somehow we’ll find your missing Cupid. Until then, consider me a little bit of a welcoming home present.”

“What do you mean?” Cloudie asked as she squinted at him. She didn’t like those words.

“I know sharp shooters. I know where they hide and how they strike. They are fast, cunning and well trained.” Cupid winked at her. “How’s about you pretend to be my girlfriend for a bit?”

“Girlfriend.” Cloudie gawked. “No way.”

“A sudden boyfriend is the only thing that will keep those shooters away. I’m sure people will figure it out later, especially Reginald, but until then it’s the safest way to make sure you’re okay.” He leaned closer into her. “I’m your shooter. Arrows aren’t just pieces of metal, they contain love magic. Things happen. The company will work it out, but in the meantime, they aren’t going to mess with a shooter and his girlfriend for a simple client. Not right away.”

“Well . . .” Cloudie wanted to say no, but he met the Apocalypse Boy. He had been around her constantly, and he could have taken her out before she even had a chance to blink. If he wasn’t there for shooting, what else could he be there for? “No calling me Gorgeous Wings.”

“You do have gorgeous wings,” Cupid countered, “but okay, Cloudie Skye. Deal?”

Still, common sense dictates it's own commands.

* * *
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“Cloudie, you have to trust me,” Cupid said as they walked to work together. “This is for your benefit. I showed you before, I could have easily―”

“Shot me, I know,” Cloudie muttered under her breath. “You could have and now you want to help me. I get it. I don’t need help though, not from any guy.”

“I am sure with a chosen name like Cloudie―”

“It wasn’t chosen,” she blurted already tired of his assumptions. She kept walking but he would not let it go. He had to keep her safe until she found Cupid Valentine, it had been his mantra. She expected him to go on about walking in with her but he changed the direction of the conversation.

“Your name wasn’t chosen?” He reeled around in front of her, causing her to stop. “That is your name by birthright? Why would anyone name their child Cloudie Skye?”

“Life’s tough, that’s why.” Cloudie kept looking at him. What was it about him? Why did she have to say that? “You’re an idiot.”

“You’re a blabbermouth and you can’t take that back.” Cupid wouldn’t let her pass. “Why were you named Cloudie Skye?”

Ignore him. She needed to do that. Cupid Tracker got under her skin though. She didn’t know him. She used to think he was a creepy stalker. He had been and he was her shooter. Even then though there was something. Some trust or connection. She denied either one, but the more he hung around, the harder it was to ignore. “It’s a long story.”

“I love long stories.”

“We’ll be late to work.”

“I’ll be under the heat anyway. They can’t blame you, you’re under heavy influence of the arrow.” He gestured to the side of the building. “After you.”

They moved to the side of the building where it was more secluded. Cupid led her to an unmarked door. He opened it with a special access code. He led her down an empty hallway and to an office. His office she assumed. Cloudie took a seat.

“Now, why is your name Cloudie Skye?” He looked at her, intently wanting to know.

Cloudie rubbed her head, not caring that it messed up her hair. “I wasn’t born with it, but I didn’t choose it. My mom changed it when I was twelve.”

“Why?” He asked again. “Did your mom have a problem with the world?”

“One part of it. Arrow Love.” She stretched her arm and rolled it, trying to unwind from the stress. “My biological father died before I was born. My birth name was Ember Gray. Realizing that might affect me negatively when I grew up, she changed it to Jane Eulo. More standard.” Cupid kept quiet as she continued. “When I was four, she met someone. He was nice to me and he loved my mother. When I was twelve, they were supposed to get married.”

“It doesn’t sound like it happened.”

“He had a wife. They were separated before my mother even met him. They tried for years to push the divorce through. But money, it’s hard to get around. She had lots of money, but she wanted him back. Eventually, he was freed but then, this stupid god awful thing called the ‘love arrow’ came out.” Cupid fell silent barely breathing now. “He went back to his wife. Moved out. Refused to speak to me or her. After that, she changed my name.”

“Stuff back then, it was all experimental, the laws and contracts weren’t as strict,” Cupid said as he took off his hat, holding it. “I’m sorry. You could send her a forgotten arrow. She would have another chance at finding love again.”

“No, I can’t. My mother named me Cloudie Skye because she didn’t want me to attract attention. She wanted to protect me. It was her last wish.” Her voice grew softer. “I thought she meant favor at the time.”

Cupid sat his hat at the desk tapping it. “Arrow Love ruined your life.” His voice sounded hoarse. “Why do you work here?”

“A part of me still wants to be near him. Since I was a young child, he was my dad. For years I knew him that way. I want to be near him, even though I don’t even think he remembers me.” Cloudie looked away. “I’ve seen him. He lives right here in Valentine City. He works out there.” Her voice was beginning to break. “Why am I telling you this?” She stood up. “Did you do something to me? These feelings, are you responsible for manipulating me?” She rubbed her eyes as he shook his head no. “Great, I am going crazy.”

“Going crazy how?” He blinked innocently. “Somehow, I don’t think you turned away Reginald at first, but you seem to want to repel me. Do you repel every guy that takes an interest in you?”

“Shut up.”

“Shut up. About as classy as threatening a shooter with a pink dress. Classy.”

“It wasn’t a threat. There isn’t much I could do that those blasted Valentine’s couldn’t put a stop to. Forced uniform apparel was one I had.” She rubbed her head in frustration. “Just leave me alone.”

“No, wait. Yeah, you don’t like Reginald. You’ve been polite.” Cupid winked at her. “You become mean when you start feeling attraction.”

“Shut up.”

“See!”

“Shut up, I am not.” This guy acted like he knew her. She didn’t want to tell him that he was right. With the way he was sitting, his cap always not to far away, the glimpse of hidden fun in his eyes . . .she did like him. Cloudie didn’t even know him, and she did like him. That was something she didn’t like. Where did these feelings begin? He was a sleaze at first and he was assigned to shoot her. 

“Your cheeks are glowing a bit,” he said. “Are you blushing?”

“No.” She left out the office door unable to deal with her emotions. “I’m late for work.”

“What was his name?”

“What?” She turned back to see him walking after her. “Who?”

“The man who would have been your dad.”

Oh. That. “Summer Raine.”
* * *
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Cupid needed to stop that, he knew he did. Cupid Tracker was supposed to slowly warm up to Cloudie, and let her realize the truth. It wasn’t turning out that way. He admitted, Cloudie caught his eye from the beginning, but in that office? She lowered all defenses for just a moment. He saw the real Cloudie Sky hiding underneath all that sass. He couldn’t stop smiling at her like the idiot she had always proclaimed him to be.

Her guard was now up again and he realized they weren’t lucky enough to get a slow warm up. They were both attracted to each other. If it wasn’t for her experience with her dad, she may have even warmed up to him already. 

Cloudie Sky. He put his hands in his pockets, trying to concentrate. He should be pushing her toward Cupid Valentine. He was supposed to be helping her until she reached Cupid Valentine. As he watched her eyes and heard his words, he lost track of that. All he wanted to do as he watched her relive that horror was wrap his arms around her and swear he’d make her happy again however he could.

He couldn’t though. That was Valentine’s job. Which wasn’t going to be easy either. She hated his family’s name and their reason for being there. She hated Arrow Love Inc. It all ruined her life because of the first arrows.

Working out agreements and stipulations weren’t as restrict in the beginning. It took years to get everything right. The right amount of love in each arrow. Which contracts should and shouldn’t be rejected.

If the woman who had married Summer Raine had applied today she would have been rejected flat out. 

Summer Raine. He couldn’t believe it. One of his top shooters. He was going to shoot Cloudie Sky, who should have been his daughter. From four to twelve years old, they must have really connected.

A forgotten arrow and a love arrow? He didn’t remember Summer Raine having been married or ever talking about a wife. He was privy to that information, but why would he have looked into Raine’s personal history? “Wait up, Cloudie.” He had to stay focused. “Arrow Love ruined your life, don’t you think that might affect your love connection with Cupid Valentine?”

“I didn’t choose anything,” she said in rebuttal. “I didn’t even say I was going to pursue him.”

“Well, if you have to be with him to prevent an apocalypse, I think it goes without saying you’ll have to find him.”

“If I am supposed to be with him, then I will be with him. Destiny carp, you know?” She looked back at him and he couldn’t stop a chuckle.

Big and bold, but carp? Who said carp instead of crap? “Fishing for your destiny?”

“If it’s meant to be, then I’ll just find him.”

“You don’t think you have to do anything?”

“What could I do? No one knows what he looks like and plenty have wanted to find him.”

“Okay, then say you found him. Then what?” Cupid asked as he got the side door. “He ruined your life, that’s not going to make asking for a date easy.”

“I don’t know, okay? No one gave me some list of instructions,” Cloudie said as she helped hold the door open for herself. “Things happen, that’s all.”

Oh, things happen. “Nice way to think of the world.” He mocked her in a higher tone. “Oh, the world is going to end if I don’t end up with a hidden rich multi-billionaire? Oh, that’s okay, things happen.”

“Don’t mock me,” she warned him as they headed toward the front. 

“Destiny wasn’t as powerful as an arrow for your mom, how can you put that much faith in it?” To be fair, Cupid realized what he said after he said it. He knew he was in trouble as soon as she stopped and held a look saying she would roast him alive if she could. Behind that fury was also a look of sadness, a child that had been scolded for doing the wrong thing. “Sorry, I’m sorry, it just slipped out.”

She didn’t even answer back. Cloudie Sky didn’t even answer back. The woman who could yell, threaten, and never took anything lightly made no response back.

That was a thousand times worse. “I’m sorry, Cloudie?” Women were sensitive, but Cupid didn’t mess around with them much. He’d never even gone on a date. The arrows and love, that was for others, not him. He didn’t ever think it was supposed to be him. “Cloudie?” She kept walking but at a much faster pace. The simple words sorry weren’t going to cut it. When he thought of the words they sounded like they contradicted themselves. How could she believe in destiny?

He was the one working as hard as he could to make sure this would happen this time! Maybe that was why. She assumed it was supposed to be easy. That infuriated him. It was not easy. If it were easy, his birth would have saved his dimension. It didn’t just happen!

His words though minced her heart. She lost her mother because of a love that should have been fulfilled. An arrow stole it, and she couldn’t deal with it. Losing her at the age of twelve. He hung back a second remembering his words. 

Ouch. She spoke and acted like a rock, but he already knew she wasn’t one. If she didn’t have such a strong connection to him, there was no way she would have even told him about that. Delicate. He had to be delicate. He couldn’t rely on an arrow and real love was so tender. If he messed it up there weren’t do overs. 

He didn’t follow her closely, giving her some space between them as he thought about what the next step should be.

* * *
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“You’re late,” Margerite complained to Cloudie as she sat down next to her behind their desk. “I can’t believe you. I saw you coming in through the windows, sashaying for some guy and then heading away. You and a guy.” She hit her playfully. “Cloudie, I never thought I’d see the day.”

“I was not sashaying around anybody.”

“Hon, your butt swayed from side to side. I know you, that’s not a natural walk.”

Cloudie wished she could zip her mouth shut. She moved a mouse to work on the computer. “He’s a grade A bonified stupid monkey butt jerk.” Margerite just laughed at her. “He’s an uncaring dumbwad.”

“Cloudie, I love you sometimes.” Margerite shook her head. “Are you sure you aren’t over reacting? You and guys don’t always work out, but I know that strut.”

“Shut up.”

“I also know it’s the guys you hate the most you end up liking the most.” Margerite hit her shoulder again. “Well, who is he?”

“Just a guy who was supposed to be my shooter.” Keeping the statement casual didn’t get Cloudie out of it, but she couldn’t lie to Margerite. “Do we cap all the letters for the online brochure? I am used to just the art work.” That didn’t help Margerite’s gaping mouth. “What already?”

“Your shooter? How would you know your shooter?” Margerite asked.

“Did you miss me fall in love with the shirt on TV?” Cloudie asked. “Honestly, Margerite, turn into the social media around you sometimes.”

“Shirt? You did not.” Margerite scoffed. “Are you serious? Is that what the girls were gossiping about this morning?”

“A forgotten arrow fixed me. I’m serious.” Cloudie continued to look at the brochure. “Can I send this down to typography?”

“Cloudie! Oh no, I know you. I don’t know how but that had to be fake.” Margerite looked back at her computer and pretended to type as the boss made his rounds. After he was out of earshot she bugged Cloudie again. “So how does he go from being your shooter to a guy your instinctively wanting to grind on?”

“Margerite.” Honestly, those were harsh words. “I don’t want to do anything with him.”

“Your hips don’t say so.”

“Not him.” Cloudie looked around the station. “Margerite, have you ever met the boss?”

“I just ducked him,” she chuckled as she finally began opening up her program software. 

“I mean the big boss. Cupid Valentine.”

“Yeah, sure, I see famous billionaire men running around here all the time,” she said sarcastically. “Why?”

“Nothing.” Cloudie stared at her computer, wishing it could tell her what to do. How was she supposed to find that guy? How would she love him? How could she love someone she never met before? It all stirred in her mind, making it hard to work. She hated arrows, it screwed up her mother’s destiny. Now, Cloudie had to rely on it for her own? Those arrows. Those Valentines. Apocalypses. Couldn’t she just meet a nice guy at some burger joint and fall in love?

“Cloudie Sky?”

Cloudie looked over her computer and saw a vase of flowers in a delivery boy’s hand. “What are those?”

“For you.” He handed them to her. Cloudie read the note expecting them to be from Reginald, but they were not.

We will meet soon,

Cupid Valentine

“No. Way.” Margerite yanked the little note out of the flowers. “Cupid Valentine? The Cupid Valentine just sent you roses?!”

“That’s not all.” The delivery boy gestured as hundreds of other roses were brought all around Cloudie’s desk area. By the time they were done, Cloudie didn’t even know how she would get out. “Thanks for your time. Enjoy the flowers.”

Cloudie didn’t say a word, feeling everyone’s eyes in the office falling on her. Apparently Cupid had dreamt of the boy too. It made sense if Tracker could dream of him as well. 

“Oh, sorry, one more order.” The delivery boy brought some white flowers in a simple vase to the floor next to all the expensive red ones. “Thanks.”

White? One white? Cloudie got up and trying to be mindful of all the roses made her way to the white ones. As she got to them, she read the note.

Cloudie,

I’m sorry I brought you the wrong kind of rain today.

Cupid Tracker.

Tracker? She looked at the flowers and sniffed. They were gorgeous wings, a white flower that bloomed on its sides more than it did in the middle. Gorgeous wings tended to have a sweet yet strong smell like kiwi fruit.

“Who is that?” Margerite plucked the card away from Cloudie’s flowers. “Who is Cupid Tracker?” She handed the card back. “Is that your shooter?”

Cloudie didn’t answer back as she noticed others circling her roses in curiosity. 

“You have Cupid Valentine’s attention somehow. Damn girl, I would love to be in your shoes.” Margerite gestured back to the white flowers. “You went after the white ones though. Never even sniffed the red. They are honey roses, you know.”

“Yeah, I know.” Cloudie held the white flowers close as she tried to navigate through the herd of honey roses to reach her desk. She moved one of the honey roses to the floor and sat the gorgeous wings down next to her desk before she began typing. She tried to ignore the funny looks from her coworkers. Margerite’s big mouth just led them straight to her.

“How do you know Cupid Valentine?” One of them finally asked her.

Cloudie shrugged not knowing what to say.

“Hey, disperse!” Their boss came over and made them all sit down. “Cloudie Skye, we do not allow this sort of thing.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I did not know it was coming,” Cloudie tried to reason.

“I wouldn’t try and mess with it, sir,” Margerite said slickly.

“Oh yes and why is that?” He demanded from Margerite.

“Look who they are from.” Margerite glanced at the note that was on every single one of the vases. Their boss picked it up. “I’m guessing her recipient could fire you.”

“Cupid Valentine?” His voice changed slightly like something was caught in it. “Nevermind.” He looked toward the others in the office. “What are you looking at? I don’t pay you to gossip, go back to work.”

Margerite tried to hide a chuckle. “Oh my god, Cloudie. I don’t even know what to say.”

“I don’t know why Cupid Valentine sent them,” Cloudie said as she tried to get back to the work.

“No, that is neat. Beyond neat,” Margerite said as she gestured to the gorgeous wing flowers. “Yet that Tracker’s white roses is what you put up right beside you.”

Cloudie stopped working as she stole a glance at the flowers. She glanced back at Margerite with the only words she could think of. “Shut up.”

“My goodness, you like the Tracker guy better than you do the fact you attracted Cupid Valentine?” Margerite whispered harshly. “Cloudie, I think you’ve found what you’ve always wanted. There’s only one reason you’d pay more attention to his meager offering instead of the thousands of expensive ones.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re in love.”

Cloudie pressed down hard on her keyboard, unready from the statement Margerite said. She cleared her throat. “Don’t be nuts, I don’t like him. I’ve barely met him.”

“You attracted two Cupids. That is cute.”

“That is not the right way to look at it.”

“Did you get a magical amulet or something?” Margerite teased her. “Are you planning on getting flowers from the other twenty guys around here named Cupid?” Margerite leaned toward her other side. “Your names Cupid, right?”

“Cupid Stein, yeah,” he said. “Margerite, I’ve been sitting next to you two years. You finally ask me that?”

“No, proving a point.” She patted his cheek softly. “Nothing more, sorry, and already taken.” She turned back to Cloudie. “Are you getting flowers from him later?”

“Will you stop with the teasing.” Cloudie tried to hide a groan as she concentrated on work. Margerite would keep it up as long as possible until Cloudie explained what was going on. This time, Cloudie couldn’t do that.

Margerite was being extra ridiculous too. Flowers were flowers. It didn’t matter who they were  from. Honestly.

She wasn’t falling for Tracker. She was supposed to fall for Valentine. She would for Valentine. She never even met Valentine, but, he had to be nice? Right?

No, focus on work. Things happen as they happen.

* * *
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Cupid watched from the side as the flowers entered. Maybe giving Valentine a slight edge would help the situation. If he could communicate with her without her seeing him, maybe that would help her and it would work faster than with his mother and father.

He was surprised though. She took the white flowers. Tracker’s flowers and sat them right next to her desk. It was only a second thought that he should get her something simple but nice to apologize for what he said. That second thought flowers was getting more attention than any of the others. She even moved one of those expensive red ones to make room for it. “Cloudie.”

“Sir?”

Cupid turned around and saw one of his best shooters. Not to mention the would-have-been father to Cloudie. “Summer Raine, thanks for meeting me. This way.” He held out his arm and they moved down the hall. They would both be turning down a locked doorway soon so Cupid began to remove his hat. “Tell me about your wife.”

“I don’t have a wife.”

“You did at some point.”

“Yes, well, some time ago.” Summer stroked his nose and coughed. “We were young and messed up though. It only lasted about a year and then. . .um . . .hm?” He scratched his head. “I remarried her, I remember . . .for . . .”

“You were hit with a forgotten arrow, I can tell.” Cupid sighed and shook his head. “I am so sorry, Summer Raine.”

“I don’t know why I remarried her. She remarried. Someone, but I can’t remember who either. He had money, I know that.” Summer rubbed his head. “Trying to remember hurts. I can’t believe someone struck me with a forgotten arrow. Irony, huh?”

“Do you remember a little girl named Jane Eulo when you were younger?” Cupid asked. “Probably blonde hair. Bright smile. Cute little wings I imagine.”

“Not really, no.” Summer casted a suspicious glance at him. “Why?”

Stupid. Oh this was horrible. Cupid couldn’t undo a forgotten arrow, no one could. Whatever memories they had shared from when Cloudie was eight to twelve were long gone. “I am really sorry, but you loved a woman between the first and second marriage.”

“I did?”

Cupid brought out the photo of Cloudie’s mother that he had dug up. He approached an elevator leading them up to his office. He wouldn’t remember her but it was worth a try. “This woman. You had wanted to marry her, but―”

“I know her.” Summer concentrated and winced at the photo. “I-I know her. I really do, she’s who? I . . .” He grabbed his head. “No more forgotten arrows, sir, I can’t shoot them anymore.” He handed the picture back. “What happened?”

“Cloudie Skye, the woman we almost shot, is her daughter.” Cupid patted his back. “You were like her father for most of her childhood.”

“Where is she? Cloudie’s mother, the woman in the picture?” Summer grabbed the picture again. “Where is she? Who was she?” He banged on the elevator as he wiped his face. “Sorry, sir, I . . .”

It wasn’t manly to cry but Cupid understood. Raine didn’t know but his heart still knew. “Your ex-wife used a Love Arrow on her. It was in the beginning before we had such strict rules. It must have been a combination of love and forget.” He patted his back again. “I’m sorry.”

“Where is she?” Summer’s throat was hoarse. “Sir?”

“She died, shortly after renaming Jane Eulo to Cloudie Skye.” Cupid muttered the phrase, hating to tell him. He had a right to know though. “Cloudie had looked up to you. Arrow Love ruined her life but she works here because you’re here.”

Summer held the picture tightly. “I don’t remember anything.” He wiped his face. “But something is really hurting inside.”

Real love, defaced by the arrow’s love. “Take the day off. We aren’t shooting for Cloudie anymore, I’m sure you got that word?” 

“Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Cupid straightened his jacket. “No one is going to mess with her.”

“Why? Why was it cancelled, we never cancel.” He held up the picture. “Is it because I knew her?”

“No, it’s . . .” Cupid swallowed. “I’m meant to be with her. I can’t explain it any more than that.”

“Oh. Uh.” Summer cleared his throat. “Sir, you gave me a fifty times more powerful arrow.”

“Yes, I know. Go ahead and get rid of it.”

“I gave it to the client.”

“What?!” Cupid grabbed his arm roughly. “What do you mean?”

“Reginald Dey, sir, he paid for the shooting. In the contract, it belongs to him. You cancelled the shooter but not the order.”

“I cancelled both. It was common sense!” 

“Sir, calm down.”

“Calm down?” Cupid rubbed his face. There was an arrow out there that could be strong enough to make Cloudie love another person. Reginald Dey. He didn't have a forget arrow that strong, they couldn't be made any stronger. He squeezed his hands over his face harder as he remembered his schmucky words. He withdrew Summer, but words got minced. A different shooter was out there with that arrow. “Close down Love Arrow.”

“Sir?”

“I am closing down Love Arrow Inc. until I find that arrow. I was going to give you the day off anyhow. Take the week off and tell everyone else.” He headed into his office and got behind his phone to the secretary. “We have to close Arrow Love down for the day.”

“Whatever for, sir?”

“Mom.” His throat was hoarse. “The safety of this dimension depends on it.” No one was shooting Cloudie Sky. He got up from his chair knowing everything was being closed down. He had to get back to Cloudie.

* * *
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“Everyone go home,” Cloudie’s boss said as he came into the room. “The business is closing today.”

“What do you mean closing?” Margerite spoke up first.

“As in your getting a paid day off.”

After that statement, everyone started packing up. Cloudie glanced over to her boss. No one questioned why when he said that. “Does this come from Cupid Valentine?”

“He is in charge of every Arrow Love company. I don’t know if every one is closing down, but this one had better. Immediately.” He jiggled his card key in his pocket as everyone headed out. After everyone left, he locked the door. “Bright and early tomorrow morning unless I call.”

That was strange. Arrow Love had never closed down so suddenly before. 

“Maybe he closed down for you?” Margerite whispered as they began to walk. “Mmhm. I bet he contacts you today.”

“Do you think so?” Cloudie gestured toward her, waving her off. “Oh, you’re joking.”

“All those flowers in the middle of the day, at work? I don’t know how you knew him Cloudie, but you’ve got to.”

“I don’t know any billionaires.”

“He’s in disguise then. Someone you know. Ooh.” Margerite smiled. “He could be Regin . . .” She snickered. “Sorry, I couldn’t help it.”

Cloudie ignored Margerite as she thought about the sudden action. Maybe she would finally meet the man she was supposed to fall in love with?

When she was dropped off at home though, Margerite gestured to Reginald and Cloudie’s shooter. “They don’t look too friendly right now. Old boyfriend, new boyfriend. Good luck, Cloudie.”

Reginald was never an old boyfriend, and Tracker was not her new boyfriend. She didn’t say anything as she left the car and headed their way.

Cupid gestured to Reginald. “He has an arrow.”

“Is he really your boyfriend?” Reginald asked Cloudie. “It can’t be true. He’s your shooter.”

“That you assigned me you jerk!” Cloudie took her briefcase and knocked him on the side. “I came prepared though. I’ve got my contract to now include surgery on my future husband that attained me with an arrow. The limb cost more, but I bet you can guess what it is.” 

Reginald covered his front. “Cloudie. Can’t you just accept love? Everyone’s in love, why can’t you love me?”

“Because she’s already got someone.” 

Cloudie felt Tracker wrap his arm around her side. The unexpected gesture made her face warm. She’d complain about it later, of course, but for now maybe it would make him back off. She patted his hand affectionately. “I’m fine as you can see.”

“I could give you so much more. He’s just some random guy. I mean his name is Cupid. How common is that?”

“The leader of the city is named Cupid,” Cupid challenged him. 

“He could name himself Turd and people would flock.” Reginald tried to grab her hand. “You are supposed to be mine.”

Cupid batted his hand away. “Stop touching my girlfriend. She isn’t on the market, and she isn’t under a hit. Now give me the arrow before I shoot you.”

“With what? Are you going to make me fall in love with you?”

“Nope, the old woman across the street. At seventy-two she’d appreciate it.” Cupid pulled out a small pistol and aimed it at Reginald’s head. Cloudie couldn’t help a small gasp that escaped. 

“You didn’t have the time to set her up as the target.”

“You’re right, I’m bluffing, this is just a forget arrow. Want to see how it works again?”

“What do you mean again?”

“Reginald!” Cloudie said getting tired of the chauvinistic attitudes. “Give me the arrow. If you really do love me, then wait. If it doesn’t work out with Cupid maybe we can try later. That will never happen though if you don’t give it to me.”

Reginald bit his lip up and down repeatedly, softly nibbling like he had to think really hard. He finally went in and came back out with the arrow. “Here.” He handed it to her. “I am confident this won’t work out and you will come back to me.”

Come back? She was never with him. She smiled brightly, trying to pretend she didn’t think he was the lowest form of crud on the planet. “Thanks.” She handed it to Cupid. “Here.”

Cupid finally took his hand off of her. Her shoulder felt warmer with his hand around it. She dusted off her shoulder like that would erase the instinctive thought she just had.

Reginald didn’t say a word more as he went back into his place. 

“Boyfriend?” Cloudie questioned him. “I didn’t agree to that.”

“Yeah. I had to get it back though,” Cupid said as he tried to touch her hand. She looked at him with uncertainty, jumping slightly. He opened her hand to him and blew on it softly.

His breath against her skin. She felt like she was in a sauna. How did Tracker have such an effect on her? Well, he was a nice guy. Not the creep she first thought he had been. The flowers too, those were so sweet. “Thanks for the gorgeous wings.”

“Only ones I imagined could ever fit you.” He dusted her hand a little more. “Some of the love magic is resting in your hand. Only a few flecks, but be careful. It’s a powerful arrow, you don’t want to leave it dwindling on your skin.”

“Oh, that makes sense.” Arrows. Yes, that was what was causing the sensations.

“What makes sense?” he asked in confusion. “Are you feeling something?”

“A little.” A lot, but he didn’t need to know that. “Cupid Valentine sent me flowers today. A big old bunch of them.” A big old bunch of them? Gaw, why would she choose to say it that way?

“That’s great.” He patted her hand. “Maybe he knows too. Do you think he’ll contact you soon?”

“Maybe. I assume if he knows he would at some point.” Cloudie tucked the back of her hair behind her ear. Tracker's smile. The way he stared at her. She really wished that― “What am I thinking?”

“What’s wrong?”

Oh no. No, no, no. She couldn’t be. She yanked her hand quickly away. Her destiny was supposed to be Cupid Valentine but she could feel herself getting drawn to Tracker. How could she be drawn to Tracker?

“Did I do something wrong?” he asked. “Cloudie?”

“No, just, go. You did your part.” She hurried to her apartment.

“He’ll probably contact you today, Cloudie.”

“Yeah looking forward to it. Destined guy, all that jazz.” Cloudie’s card key couldn’t open the door fast enough. “Bye.”

“I still think I should stay―”

She didn’t bother to hear the rest as she closed the door. Stroking her hands with her face she crumpled to the floor. She was starting to fall for Tracker, she couldn’t deny it much longer. She was supposed to fall in love with Cupid Valentine though, not Tracker. She put her hand on her heart, wishing she knew what to do.

She had to love someone she didn’t even know to save their world. How could her heart let go? She just met Tracker! How could her feelings be so powerful already? There was only one thing she could do. Stop seeing him. Now. That was the last time she would see him and then the feelings for him could lift away.

She got up from the floor with a groan. “First, Reginald tries to shoot me. Then, I start to actually like the shooter, and now I need to fall in love with someone I don’t really want to fall in love with.” She stomped her foot softly and hoped the action would make her feel better. 

It didn’t. She looked toward her kitchen and noticed something on her table. It was a note from the landlord. Special package. She peeked inside. There was another note.

Dear Cloudie Skye,

I want to meet you tonight. Come to the front of Arrow Love.

Cupid Valentine

Cupid Valentine? Margerite was right, he shut down for her. She waved the note in the air, wondering what she should do next. Obviously get dressed. Tonight she would be falling in love with a guy she’d never met.

When she came out of her place, she was all dressed up in red. Red earrings that dangled off her ears, a red sequined outfit, and she even brought her red high heels. Not usually her thing but every bit count. She didn’t have an extravagant wad of cash, but for a date, she’d have to look the best she could.

“Wow. All ready for the town?” Cupid answered as she looked over. “So, he does know after all. Didn’t he send some kind of entourage.”

“No. I have to get to Arrow Love.” Tracker was still watching over her, but she had to ignore that fact. It was instinct. She pulled out a piece of lipstick real quick and applied it. Remembering she should have used a mirror, Cloudie became self conscious. Maybe that wasn’t smart, what if she missed a spot? “Tracker, how do I look?”

There it was again, that smile that sent her heart racing. “You look stunning. There’s no way he won’t be able to fall in love tonight, magic or not.”

She turned her head, not being able to take the full compliment. “I phoned Margerite, she’ll be coming soon.”

“Phone her back.” Tracker strolled over to his car on the side of the road. “You are going to ground zero and so close. This is when someone is most likely to strike if there are still enemies.”

“No one has an arrow,” she reminded him.

“Every good must have an evil. I think it’s good to be precautious.” He opened the door for her. “Ladies first.”

Tracker. Knowing he wouldn’t give in, she went ahead and got in. “Not going to be easy to have a date with you around.”

“I’m a shooter. We specialize in camouflage.” Cupid closed the door and got in on the other side. “Let’s go meet your destiny.”

When they arrived, someone was there to escort them to the top of the building. 

It was so beautiful that Cloudie could barely breathe. There were trees on the roof as well as bushes. The floor was some kind of marble and the seats ahead were white. As white as her wings with glitter that shined as she moved. As she sat down in one, she could feel the velvet like cushion below her. She heard water falling from somewhere but didn’t know where it had been. Looking between the trees she saw a mass of dirt.

She walked around it and found it. Pouring beautifully in front of another pair of white seats. This set had flowers on it, a pair of honey roses.

“Nice digs,” Cupid said as he drew it all in like her. “Dang, this guy is kind of good. Outshines what I can do by miles.” He looked back at her, nodded his head and gestured to a corner. “I promise I won’t ruin your date. Enjoy yourself, Cloudie.”

Cloudie nodded as she sat down. This was it. This was the exact seat she’d fall in love in. This was the exact spot in her life she’d meet the man she would love. A few minutes passed by but she would be patient. He was probably busy.

Half an hour passed by and the man who escorted them up brought champagne over with extra glasses. He also brought over trays of delicious food and told her to enjoy. 

Another half hour and her eyes were lingering on the food and her watch. He set up all this just to be a no show?

“Pardon me.” The escort handed her a note. “Mister Valentine says he couldn’t make it tonight, but to enjoy yourself anyway. Feel free to take your time, I will lock up after you are done.”

Well. Already casted aside. She didn’t even bother looking at the note. She looked over toward the food. Mounds of expensive varieties lined the table. From expensive imported cheese to chocolate covered strawberries. Those looked especially nice. “Okay, Tracker, I’ve been stood up. Want something to eat before I go home?”

Tracker came out from his corner. “Stood up? After he prepared all this, how could he do that?”

She shrugged and grabbed a chocolate covered strawberry. “Tied up I guess. I don’t know. Pre-apocalyptic jitters might have got to him.”

Tracker came over to the table. “Somehow I doubt it was that. Maybe first date jitters.”

“Well, pre-apocalyptic first date jitters then.” She popped the strawberry in her mouth. “Chicken, beef, pork, and lamb. Your choice.”

Tracker grabbed a plate. “Well, I am hungry. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

“I’m sure,” Cloudie chuckled, “because then you’d be free of me for good. Still stuck with me a bit longer I guess.”

“I don’t mind.” Tracker smirked at her. “There are worst ways to spend my time.”

“Eh.” Cloudie shrugged doubting that. Watching over a woman to make sure she doesn’t get hit while finding the guy of what was supposed to be her dreams so the world didn’t end. Well, okay, the world not ending made it worth it. The rest was probably dull. “I am starving.”

“Probably because you haven’t eaten much except the sweets.” Cupid reached over and pulled out a covered platter. He lifted the lid and revealed fresh looking whip cream. “From scratch I bet.” 

“Ooh.” She grabbed another chocolate covered strawberry and dipped out. “No waste. I’ll just pretend like he paid someone to think the whole think up and he had no romantic soul or anything. It’ll keep me sane for the night.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” He took the strawberry from her hand. She protested only a second before he popped it towards her mouth. She took a bite, gazing into his eyes. Why did she have to keep doing that. “I bet he knows what he’s doing.”

Realizing she was getting on the wrong track again, she took the strawberry back. “Yeah, he probably planned something like that I guess. Maybe. Whatever. Shut up.”

Oh no, she just said it. No regrets, it was fine. She wasn’t on a date with Tracker, she was there for Valentine. So, yeah, she was fine.

He didn’t seem to be disturbed by her comment in the least. Instead he looked at the stars. “Those are so beautiful tonight.”

“Yeah, guess so.” Just stars.

“There are probably worlds out there that don’t get that kind of luxury. Looking up and seeing everything out there, all so gigantic and far they are small specks.”

Oh. He really did like stars. Cloudie sat up more and payed attention. Stars weren’t her thing, but if Tracker appreciated them, she would appreciate them with him. “You think there are places that can’t see stars?”

“Yeah. They wish they could but that luxury is gone. Right here though, you can see so much.” Tracker sighed and patted his own hand. “Some places have all the luck. If they can keep it.”

“I think we’ll be fine.” Cloudie grabbed a glass and poured some champagne. “I just have to fall in love with Valentine and we’ll be okay.”

“If you can. You’ve still never even met him.”

“Well, I have to.”

“Love doesn’t work that way.” Tracker drew his attention to her glass. “Expecting that is no different than an arrow. Have you thought about shooting him?”

“Oh yeah, I could find Cupid Valentine and have you shoot him.” She waved her glass around in a circle. “Never, arrows are wrong. I don’t want to be shot and I won’t shoot anyone else.”

“Yeah, I thought you’d say that.” Tracker scooted his plate away. “No one has ever said they had problems with arrows. I never knew so much could go wrong with them before I met you. It makes my job harder now, thinking about the other side of that coin.”

“Then get another job. Are you good with art?” she asked him. “I am down in graphic design. We handle the advertising art. Hearts and arrows mostly, sometimes couples or birds. Sky and clouds. Roses, chocolates, and things like that. Whatever sets the heart on fire.”

“I know what sets the heart on fire.” 

His gaze. She could feel herself almost burning beneath it. “Uh, we better go. The escort guy is being polite but he’s probably got a family at home waiting for him. Let’s go.”

After he drove her back, Cloudie went straight to her apartment. Something wasn’t right. All that work but no show? Her feelings. How could she fall in love with Cupid Valentine? Every time she saw Tracker, she was . . . “I can’t be. Not with him. The world is on the line, I can’t.” She rubbed her head. If she was destined to be with Valentine, why couldn’t she stop thinking of Tracker? Fate wouldn’t do that. Would it?

The next day when Margerite picked her up for work, she had been a mess. “You look awful, hon’. What’s wrong?”

“Life,” Cloudie grumped as she shut the door. She flung her hair out of her face. She was okay for public, but she usually looked nicer. Even her wings seemed to sag a little more that day, no matter how high she tried to hold them.

“Oh, I can tell something is wrong.” Margerite patted her knee as they started to drive off. “What’s wrong?”

“I like the wrong guy.” Cloudie turned to look toward her friend. “Choosing the wrong one would end the world.”

“Tsk.” Margerite looked over to her. “That doesn’t sound good. Lay it on me.”

“The world sucks.” Cloudie leaned her head against the door frame. “I like Tracker and I think he likes me. Only, I know I have to be with Cupid Valentine.”

“Poor thing, not falling in love with the multi-billionaire?” Margerite couldn’t help a small poke. “Can’t stop the heart and I know you, Cloudie. You want the other guy, that was clear yesterday.”

“I can’t though. The world is going to go out in some fiery blazing steam of like asteroids or something.” Cloudie shrugged. “It’s not an option.”

“The heart doesn’t get options, you need an arrow for that.” She glanced over at Cloudie again. “You either end up following it and giving it what it wants. Or you ignore it and let the pain fester. Or get an arrow.”

“An arrow doesn’t solve anything.” Cloudie crossed her arms. “I like Tracker, but I’m supposed to be with Valentine. What do I do?”

“I already told you what I could, but I can’t run your life.” Margerite drummed on the wheel. “Okay, this is what you’ll do.”

Cloudie paid full attention to her friend, wishing to know so much her wisdom on the matter.

“You’ll go to work, go to lunch, hang out with me and then get some sleep. Spend a day not thinking about it and it’ll come to you. One way or another.”

Ignore it. Those were her words of wisdom. “I am bringing an end to the world though.”

“Everyone thinks that. Look, I know you want to love Cupid Valentine. Heck, every girl in the city does! I can’t believe you even know him.” Margerite drummed on the steering wheel again. “Are you sure Tracker isn’t him?”

“What?”

“Same name. Flowers on the same day.”

“Tracker was my shooter. He had ID and everything,” Cloudie reasoned. 

“All I’m saying is if I was rich and famous but wanted to be left alone? I’d have a second ID handy.” Margerite shook her head. “I don’t know but it might be.”

It wasn’t. Tracker would never do something like that to her. Why would he ever be that cruel? “Tracker would never do that.”

“Oh, Mister Perfect. I remember not long ago you didn’t trust a single guy in your life.” Margerite sniffed, mocking her. “Oh, my baby girl is finally growing up.”

Cloudie rolled her eyes. “Let’s just get to work.”

***
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She shouldn’t have been surprised that everyone in her department was staring at her as she went in. She kept her eyes away from theirs and headed to her desk getting started on work. Her hands worked fast, pretending all the eyes weren’t on her. Out of the corner though she still saw the gorgeous wing flowers. The roses had been picked up and sent to her house, but she hadn’t really paid them much attention.

How could fate start doing this to her? She clicked away on her keyboard, but couldn’t keep them out of her view. When did she go from hating him to outright loving him? Er―liking him! Her lost train of thought made her mess up her work. She quickly deleted it.

She didn’t love Tracker. Couldn’t, had to be some kind of weird crush. She had to love Cupid Valentine. She had to. Margerite was annoying, but she had a point. Even with the world at stake, how could she force herself to fall in love? “An arrow,” she muttered. Only an arrow could work. Take her out of love and put her into it somewhere else. She abhorred arrows though.

“Deep in thought over there?” Margerite asked. 

“How did you know?”

“You’ve been deleting and redoing the same thing.”

“Oh.” Cloudie looked at her work. Margerite was right, the computer wasn’t producing anything knew. She looked at her watch. The day was passing by fast and she had so much work to do still.

Forget the apocalypse and love, she was going to lose her job if she didn’t start concentrating.

“Cloudie.”

The resilience broke again. Tracker stood right beside her desk. “I’m working, Tracker.”

“Yeah, I know, but I need to talk to you.” Tracker cleared his throat. “It’s about us and Cupid Valentine.”

Us. He said us. Cloudie looked back at him and could tell the feelings were reciprocated. “What about?” As if she didn’t know.

“I can’t tell you out here, we need to talk in private. Break for just a few minutes.”

“I can’t do that. I have to work.”

“A small break, I promise you won’t get into trouble.”

“I can’t take off just to talk with a friend.”

“It’s about more than friendship.”

No. Cloudie could feel her body growing warm with the awkwardness. 

“I like you and I know you like me, right?” Cupid touched her hand. “It’s time I tell you something.”

“Why now?” Cloudie felt her voice almost break. “I have to work. Couldn’t we talk after work?”

“You really can’t even take off five minutes.” He nodded. “Alright, I understand. Tonight.”

***
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Cupid headed back upstairs through his locked door. He stopped in his second office as Tracker and regrabbed his actual suit. Checking the mirror, he continued on to his main office as Cupid Valentine.

He had wanted to tell Cloudie that he was Cupid Valentine. He could tell that she liked him as Tracker even though she shouldn’t. She thought she had to fall in love with someone else, and he could tell it was starting to stress her out.

He thought he could drag it out for months but he couldn’t. He was tired of pretending he wasn’t Cupid Valentine. Cloudie was getting stressed. Both of them were tired of pretending nothing was there. He didn’t want to make Cloudie think he was having at this because he didn’t. 

Even today he could have took her off work with no worry. He still needed to tell her about Summer Raine too. He couldn’t even approach that subject until she knew. 

He reached his desk and looked at the drawer with an arrow. What would be going through her mind right now? Falling in love with the wrong guy, would it tempt her into wanting to use one on herself? Yeah, too dangerous. He closed the drawer. 

Tonight.

***
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Cloudie stared out her window. Tonight Tracker would talk to her. With her conflicted feelings, she wished it were raining. Something besides the bright sunny sky because life was anything but. She strolled back over to her little package. It was just another set of honey roses with the note. 

Honey roses seemed to be something Valentine instantly sent with his correspondence. Cloudie glanced over at her couch. They were drenched with all the honey roses still. She hadn’t found a place to put everything. She walked over and looked at one of the many flower notes. Cupid Valentine. His signature was sweet, a little swirl over the word Cupid. The flower company was known for their beautiful swirling signatures.

Cloudie looked beside the table where she placed the note from the ‘couldn’t even bother to show up’ Valentine. That was probably his handwriting, the cute swirl on the C was missing. Instead, The top was angular and tucked inward. Something pulled at her though. “I’ve seen that.” She looked around the room for Tracker’s note. There had only been one but she had kept it. Where did she put it? It wasn’t on the table. It didn’t drop on the rug. She checked her purse and found it at the bottom.

Trackers flower note. His was handwritten, not the swirling C.

She looked at both notes. Valentine’s late note and Tracker’s sorry flower note. The same angle on the C. Same jagged edges. 

That . . .idget. “Cupid Valentine.” He had been toying with her? Tracker was Cupid? Sure, same first name, but it was so common. Flowers arriving at the same time. Able to have the whole place closed down and then getting the arrow back from Reginald on the same day? Knowing there was whip cream on the table. The escort didn’t even seem to be that disturbed by his presence. How did she not see?

She crumpled the paper, fighting back tears. A game, he had been playing some kind of game with her! She threw the paper into the garbage. 

There was a knock on the door. Oh, it had to be him! She stomped to the door filled with so much anger. She was ready to yell at him and ask him why he did it. As the door opened and she felt thosands of flecks of glitter hit her face though, her feelings changed.

That roughness seemed to disappear. Why was she so rough? It was only a little game. She opened her eyes and saw Reginald standing in front of her. He seemed taller, manlier than he had before. Something had changed in him. Maybe in her too.

She giggled as she felt something go through her. Cloudie, such a boring name. Such a rude name too. She didn’t feel Cloudie, she felt giggly. She put pressure against the door. “Reginald?”

Reginald held out his hand toward her. “Would you like to accompany me on a romantic evening, Cloudie?”

“Cloudie? I don’t see a cloud in the sky.” She took his hand softly. “Reginald.”

* * *
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The limo, maybe he should have brought the limo closer. Cupid should have sent it and then she would know who was supposed to answer the door. Things went wrong all the time with plans though so he stayed with simple. Tonight he’d tell her. He’d probably get a good scolding but he would explain. Then they could walk to the limo, it was parked not very far away. He knocked on her door as he adjusted his tie. “Cloudie?” No answer. He knocked again.

“She’s not over there.”

That screeching familiar voice. Cupid turned and saw Reginald. By his side was Cloudie, dressed for a night on the town. What was going on?

The arrow. Cupid moved over toward her hand. “The arrow.”

“You took it back,” Reginald reminded him. “Look, you see where you stand now.” He shooshed him away. “You should leave.”

“It’s not what you think.” Cupid tried to hold her hand but Reginald kept it away, and Cloudie didn’t fight him. “Damn it, it’s the arrow!” He glared at Reginald. “What was it? You did something.”

“I don’t know. I held it and maybe some came off in my hand?”

Shook it. He must have shook out some of it. That arrow was so powerful, it was sparking pink! How could he be so naive? “That was a fifty times more powerful arrow.” He let his gaze travel back to Cloudie. The sparkle in her, that passionate fury that held her personality. It was gone. She grinned, but it wasn’t her. That wasn’t the half smirk half grin she had always given him. “Please, Cloudie, what you feel isn’t real. This isn’t you.”

“Get out of here already, Cupid Tracker.” Reginald held up his card key. “We’re done with the date and we are scheduled for drinks.”

“You don’t care about drinks, you only care about her wings!” Cupid couldn’t control his anger. Reginald’s arms all over her. Drinks. Them. Drinks. Arms. Kisses. Touching, no! “Over my dead body are you taking her inside.”

“Oh . . .you.” Cloudie shrugged. “You should cheer up. Go out and find love somewhere like we did.” She grabbed Reginald’s arm. “Come darling, let’s have drinks. An end to such a magnificent evening.”

Reginald tried to go in with her but it wouldn’t happen. Cupid shoved him against the front of his own door.

“You are not laying a hand on Cloudie. It’s the dust of an arrow and it will fade, there wasn’t that much.”

“Maybe, maybe not. You did say it was really powerful. Didn’t thirty times almost do her in?” he reminded him. “There is nothing you can do. She loves me now. Doesn’t even seem to remember you.”

Too powerful. He should have never made it so strong. Cupid took off and pushed his hat back so much it almost fell off.

The world was at stake and so was Cloudie. Like it or not, she was getting another arrow.

* * *
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“Lucille, can you meet me in my office?” Cupid asked as he rushed back to Valentine’s office. 

“Yes sir, one moment.”

“Please. Now.” It was time he told her. He opened up the door for his secretary.

“Yes, sir?” She smiled sweetly, still unaware of what he had to say.

His secretary was more than his average secretary. She and he tried to act like there wasn’t a connection so no one became suspicious. There were a few people sworn to secrecy that knew what Valentine had looked like. Even those few though didn’t know the extent of their dimension. Only his mom or dad was safe enough to stay that close, and his dad didn’t relish the thought of working under him. “I don’t have time to explain, mom, but it’s time. I’ve been a chosen one like you and dad were.”

She blinked. “Cupid Valentine? This world is headed to the end?” She covered her mouth and closed her eyes. “We built so much here. Have you told your father?”

“Not yet. He’s enjoying his time here, and he rightly should. So should you.” Cupid moved over toward his desk where he pulled out another arrow. “The woman  I need to love, I already love her. I kept myself secret so that she could fall in love without the same kind of pressure.”

“You lied. She won’t like that.”

“It had to be done.” Cupid grabbed the arrow. “I met her when she was a target on a hit. Regular arrows wouldn’t work. Thirty times may have worked, but she’s been dusted with an arrow fifty times normal power.”

“Fifty times?!” His mother grabbed some papers on a desk and bonked him on the head. “Really, Cupid! I would expect better from you.”

“A failure could dent our reputation but I don’t care anymore.” He touched the arrow in his hand softly. “This is sixty times. It could override the other.”

“It’s too powerful. You can’t use it.”

“Someone dusted her. A forget arrow is not strong enough.” He slammed the desk drawer. “Someone is holding her right now, and I know what he wants to do. I’ve got Summer Raine on guard with a forgotten arrow trained on him.”

“So you are going to shoot her with a dangerous arrow?”

“I don’t know what else to do. What choice do I have?”

“Oh. Oh, Cupid.” She covered her face. “I wish you would have told me sooner.”

“The arrows though, she disappears.” He set the arrow back down, biting hard on his lip. “She no longer has that same spark, it’s taken away. She doesn’t even remember me, that shouldn’t happen with an arrow. Nothing is right with her, I have to do something.”

“Then she won’t be right for you.” His mother patted his hand. “I know you want to save her and the world. It’s obvious you care a great deal. There is only one thing you can do, but it’s not guaranteed to be permanent.”

“I can’t do that. She would hate me.” He fidgeted with the arrow. “I’m wasting time.”

“You called me in for a reason, Cupid Valentine,” his mother warned him. “You could have grabbed the arrow and sailed out of here. You talked to me, finally, now. You must make the right decision.”

Maybe she was right. Maybe subconsciously he was hoping she’d have something different. A miracle up her sleeve. “I’ll be back with her.”

“Think about it long and hard.”

There was nothing left to think about. There was nothing that could be done.

No chances would be taken. Cupid held his arrow steady. “Sixty times powerful.” Cupid watched them steady through Reginald’s window. As long as the curtain didn’t close, he would hold his position. If the curtains did close, so help him, he didn’t know what he’d do. The arrows were supposed to be conjured up with some kind of all natural chemicals. That is what everyone believed and it’s why his shooters never shot inside anywhere.

It wasn’t true. This arrow was destined for one place and it would shatter glass, tree and even bone if it had to to make it’s destination. The curtains stayed open and he watched them on the couch knowing it was time.

He could shoot. He needed to shoot. “Damn.” Cloudie’s words about the arrows, he couldn’t get it out of his head. She’d be falling for him because of the arrows. They were supposed to be together, that should make it okay.

It didn’t though.

Meanwhile that blasted Reginald Dey was wrapping his arms around her on the couch, clearly thinking he had won. Cupid looked back at the arrow again.

He could strike her, make her forget about Reginald and come to him. Take her and save the world. That look in Cloudie’s eyes though. That attitude. None of that was her and he couldn’t allow her to live life that way.

He dropped his bow and arrow. 

There was only one option left, and he had to give her that chance.

* * *
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“Are you sure you don’t want more?” Reginald asked Cloudie as he poured himself another glass.

“Fine.” Cloudie giggled and felt her head again. For some reason, she felt a little strange. Probably the wine.

“Okay then.” He placed his hand on her knee. “I am glad to see you finally came around to see the truth. Arrow or not, I’m sure it would happen eventually.” He stroked her cheek but she flinched a little. “I would never hurt you, Cloudie. All I’ve ever wanted is just to be with you. Marriage. Children. Everything.” He reached out toward her wing, but that wouldn’t happen.

She grasped his hand. “What are you doing?”

“I just wanted to touch your wing.”

“No one touches my wings.” She said it but it didn’t seem to process. The words came out, but why should she care? This was her true love. If Reginald wanted to touch her wings, he should. “I don’t know where that came from, I am sorry.”

“That’s okay, no need to apologize. You will get used to your new self.” He held out his own wing. “Go ahead.”

Before she touched Reginald’s wings, Cupid knocked the door down. Standing there was Cupid. He went over toward Reginald, punched him in the face and grabbed her hand.

“I’m not giving up yet.” He tried to pull her up but she pulled herself away. “Okay. I’m sorry, Cloudie, but you’ll thank me later.” He grabbed her around the waist and flung her over his shoulder.

She didn’t even fight back. There was no smacking on his back, no cursing or screaming. This was not Cloudie at all.

“Summer Raine, open the door,” Cupid said as he made his way to his limo to shove her in. Her eyes, she didn’t even blink at the man she had felt something for. “Up front and drive us to Arrow Love. I’m not giving up yet.”

“She’s been struck,” Summer Raine said. “Mister Valentine, you know there’s no way back.”

“There is, but I don’t know if she’ll take it. I have to try.” Cupid stayed near her side. She was petrified and afraid not knowing who he had been. He didn’t say a word as they pulled up to Arrow Love. This time, she walked with him willingly. He took her through her office  and his mom looked toward him with a half glance.

“I didn’t strike her yet,” Cupid said as he gestured toward Cloudie. “I’ll give her the choice.”

His mother nodded and they moved into his office. He moved toward a large painting in his office and removed it, allowing him to get to the door behind it. He grabbed Cloudie’s hand before opening it. 

“It is perfectly safe.” Cupid stuck his hand through some kind of dimensional hole. It disappeared but he didn’t seem to be in any pain. He brought it in and out several times. “See?”

Cloudie moved closer. If he didn’t lose a hand, maybe it was okay. She gently stuck her finger in and out, working up to her arm. There was no pain at all.

Cupid stuck his bottom leg through and held out her hand to her. “It’s time you know the truth, Cloudie. Take my hand.”

She grabbed his hand, not knowing what else she could do. Fight? Resist? Didn’t seem right so she jumped in.

***
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“Cloudie?” Her groan while she rubbed her forehead actually seemed to make him smile. That was weird. “Look at you, you’re back.”

“Back?” She winced, trying to remember him. She knew him.

Then it hit her. “No way, Cupid Valentine.” She spitted out the words with venom. “You were just using me.”

“I . . .you knew? How?”

“Handwriting.” Cloudie crossed her arms and fought her way around the bushes she had found herself in. She knew how horrible he had been, but she still had residual feelings. She headed out intent on going back to her place. If Reginald hadn’t stuck her with shooters she would have gone back to see how he had been. As it was, that week had already drained her. Come to think of it, wasn’t she on a . . . “Date? Ooh, Reginald!” He had to have done something again. Couldn’t anyone just leave her alone? Did she have the words game stamped on her forehead somewhere?

“Cloudie Skye.”

“Leave me alone, Cupid. Or are you going to shove me with an arrow yourself?” She tried to keep meddling through the bushes.

“I was about to.”

That confession made her stop a second.

“I couldn’t though. I saw how you reacted to them. You weren’t yourself. That twinkle that makes you Cloudie disappeared.” He kept his voice calm. “Besides, it wouldn’t be right. I want to know how you feel, from yourself.”

“You tricked me.”

“I had to.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes.” He touched her arm. “The Apocalypse Boy is real. We have to be together and have a baby. I did not manipulate your dreams, I don’t have that kind of power.”

“Oh, sure, I am going to believe you.”

“I’ll prove it.”

“Oh, please I―” Cloudie looked ahead of her. After taking care of the bushes in her way she saw a pond. A glittering tricolored pond of red, pink and blue. “What’s been happening to me? Where am I?”

“You . . .the real you, with the arrow dust it disappeared.” He moved toward her side. “I’m sorry, Cloudie. I can’t reverse arrows or their dust. Forget arrows are the closest weapon, but they don't come in different strengths. Maybe one day you’ll relapse since it wasn’t an arrow. There’s no guarantee though.”

“Relapse? What do you mean?”

“You are back to yourself because I brought you to my dimension. This is where I was born. This is it.” He gestured around him. “Cloudie, this is all of my dimension that’s left.” He pointed toward the tricolored pond ahead. “That’s where the arrows come from.”

“The arrows?” The arrows with the magic of love. Regaining some of her strength, Cloudie moved forward. The pond sparkled strangely. The grass sparkled too but there was no sun.  Just an endless black sky around them. In fact, she was too frustrated before to see it, but there were not even any stars in the sky. She turned all the way around taking it all in. The pond was illuminating the area and it was the only light around. Just a ways away she saw two gravestones. “Are those your parents?”

“My parents?” Cupid held her hand and walked her over to the grave. “No, they are fine. My mom is helping me out as my secretary. My dad is an occasional shooter. Mostly, he likes to live it up. Surviving this world, I could understand that. I handle the business and shoot occasionally too.”

Yeah, 'cause that’s a reasonable part time job. She looked at the graves but didn’t understand the symbols.

“It translates to say The Last on the top.” Cupid gestured to the right grave. “This was the last fairy that fell and died.” He gestured to the left grave. “This was the last zombie that terrorized the world.”

“Fairy? Zombie?” Was he serious? His eyes definitely said yes as she looked from the graves toward him.

“You don’t want to know what happens when it’s time. Not ever.” 

Realizing she was still holding his hand, she wanted to pull back, but she couldn’t. Her anger was seeping away as she looked at his world.

“I saved it, technically,” Cupid said as he let go of her hand causing that awkwardness to fade away. “Shortly before I was born, the world had seemed to fade. At first it became this wasteland, most of it, before it fully began to disappear. The edges of what it had been seeped closer. My mother and father edged in with it, unable to be killed in the same way as everyone else. They were the destined two, like you and I. Even the life around here didn’t seem to die off around them.”

His family already known about it? Already experienced it. “Then what happened?”

“They came together. They were warned just like us. Eventually they fell in love. They were meant for each other.” He stood over beside the fairy’s grave. “Not at first though. They knew they had to fall in love, but the pressure was too much between them. They had me, but it wasn’t enough.”

Oh. They did everything they could.

“This last bit is what remains after they fell in love for good. This is it.” He spun around in a circle. “A pond, some grass, and an infinity of nothingness.” He looked straight at her. “I had to risk it. How would you feel if I just approached you and said ‘we must fall in love’? Even if you had met Apocalypse Boy first, how do you do that? I am lucky I even survived.”

“So you lied for my dimension.” Well. “You pretended not to be him.”

“So it could happen naturally.” He scratched his head. “I know you are mad, Cloudie, and you have every right. I have told you what you needed to know, but I have to tell you one more thing.” He tried to touch her cheek. 

She didn’t flinch away. Mad, yes, but coming to an understanding of why he had lied. He was going to make it up to her for a long time.

“I can’t save you.”

Oh. That phrase didn’t sound good. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“The arrows. They don’t work in this world the same way. Your dimension, it is what seeps out the emotion that was in the arrows and affects you. If you go back, you will probably become . . .” He touched the other side of her face. “A giggling, sweet lover that sees nothing wrong with her man.”

Ew. “No way.”

“Yes. It happened, and it will rehappen.” Cupid rubbed his tongue down with his lips, as if he couldn’t bear to say the next thing. “I could leave you alone and Reginald would marry you. Tonight, he’d take you.” He chewed on his lip. “Your world would be just like mine, except completely gone in the end. It isn’t an option, so I would have to shoot you with a stronger arrow. You would be the same way, but with me.”

A giggling stupid lover freak? “You mean, walking down side by side on the street laughing and touching wings?”

“Yes.”

“Freaky!” She rubbed her face. “I can’t do that. I can’t do that, that’s not me.”

“It becomes you. The arrow changes you. I suppose, it possesses you.” He gestured around himself. “This is the only place you can be yourself anymore. If you want to stay Cloudie, you may have to stay here.”

There? It couldn't be much more than fifty feet. Spend the rest of her life there? “Are you sure?”

“I’ve never seen anyone come out of it. No one has ever wanted to.” He lowered his head. “My family started Love Arrow to make sure this world was filled to the brim with love. Once we discovered the secrets our pond could bring to this world, we pounced. Love could end it, love conquered everything. If anything happened like it did to ours, that’s what we thought would save it.”

“Now?” Cloudie spoke softly. “How do you feel about them now?”

“Love is special, but it should find it’s own way, and with the right person.”

“Yep.” She smirked a little. “I think your new philosophy might put a dent into your business.”

“A good dent. Less powerful. No more forgetting, and a small jolt. If love’s not there at all, it won’t bloom.” Cupid looked at her. “I wish I had done that sooner. I thought the more, the better. I’m sorry. If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t be making this choice right now.”

“A dimension of barely anything or a world where I can’t be myself.” She looked toward the ground. “I can’t remember you.” She looked up suddenly toward him. “Summer Raine. I was right beside him, he was there. Near your limo.”

“You didn’t even recognize him, I know.” Cupid nodded. “The fact that he stirred up such bad memories seems to clash with the arrow dust.”

“It was just dust.” Cloudie looked around again. Home. Forever? Here in this lonely place? “That’s all, no arrow. I can come back somehow, right?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before.”

“There is a first time for everything.” She pointed at him. “Cupid Valentine, you are at least going to try. If I start to giggle, knock me out and bring me back. Then I’ll decide again, but I deserve to try.”

“Maybe. Maybe if you do something no one struck has ever done?” he threw out. “Physically be with another man that wasn’t the arrow’s intended. Maybe.”

Cloudie tapped her front and bottom left teeth together, thinking it over. “You lie. Drag me to another dimension. Admit you messed up and now you think we should just do it to see?”

“I didn’t say that.” Cupid winced. “I didn’t mean it that way. You are more than that to me. You’re more beautiful than gorgeous wings.”

“Oh? So if somehow someone found out it was by an arrow and I did get surgery to have my nose enlarged and my wings changed―”

“I would love you all the same.”

Aw, dang, did he have to say it like that? With that half pouty ‘forgive me’ face? She could never resist that. “I haven’t seen any sign that any kind of ending is coming.”

“Which is the way I would most like to go.” He searched her eyes. “When I was four days old, I had a fairy fall on me. My mother said it’s wing had been on fire. Atmosphere, I don’t know.” He unbuttoned his vest and pulled on his white shirt to expose the top of his chest. “It seared me. I have the mark of fiery wings and it has never left me.” He pulled her hand to his chest. “You don’t want to wait for it to start. There is no telling what will happen, but I never want you to experience that. I don’t want anyone to experience it.”

She rubbed his tough scar. The wing was imprinted on it, almost like a tattoo. Scarred for life at four years old. “So we shouldn’t wait?”

“We can wait. It doesn’t all happen in hours. But the first sign of it, we need to be doing something.”

“Yeah.” Yeah. “Okay, um, so baby?”

“Mm.”

“Oh.” She chuckled nervously as she rubbed her head. “You know, half of me was expecting I’d never get this far and we’d all be dead. I mean, you are this rich multi-billionaire. Shouldn’t exactly be going with someone who can’t even afford a decent house. Or, you know, abhor your business 'cause it ruined their life.”

“It was the early days, we didn’t have the same kind of―”

“Can it. You are just going to make this tougher.” Cloudie looked around her. “Can I talk to Summer Raine here?”

His memories. “Yeah, if he came, he’d remember when he was here. As soon as he left, it would be gone until he returned again.” He watched her closely. “Like you, he would remember being there. He would remember leaving you, and the heartbreak of your mother. I can’t promise only the good.”

“Yeah.” Cloudie bent down next to the pond. Seeing around herself, she couldn’t imagine the world being turned into this. “What is the love in your arrows? Do you just dunk them in the pond?”

“No, it doesn’t work like that. This is an emotion pond. My world had been full of them, all over. The emotions that my people felt around them get brought into it.” He pointed near him to the right. “Best vicinity for dunking arrows. The arrows were normal until secured with emotion. There are some other things that are set so that the person knows who they must love.” He gestured to each end. “The forgotten and alone are on one of the ends, and extreme emotions are at the other.”

“How did you know which one was which?” Cloudie asked.

“My parents. This is the last place because this is where I was born. Where they stayed. When they first met, they stayed on opposite sides. After they realized their feelings, it was on the other that . . .you know.”

“They did it?”

“Yeah.” 

“I got dusted by an arrow created from the side of a pool with lust and sex?”

“Yes, okay?” Cupid clearly didn’t feel comfortable with the matter. “So?”

“So.”

“It doesn't affect our emotions. Here, it's just pretty colors.” He ran his fingers through the top of it. “Regular water.”

“What about time? That flows normally?” She had to ask, she didn’t know a thing about other dimensions.

“After around five o’ clock in your world, it slows down. Visiting here a few minutes wastes a few hours over there. After five ‘o clock, it is faster. Time can never be determined exactly unless we came here each minute of each day to calculate it.”

“Oh.” Okay. Cloudie knew she’d have to deal with the issue soon. She was running out of things to change the subject to. “You look like me. The wings, they are a little small. I mean, not super small.” Oh shoot. “I didn’t mean you had small wings.”

Cupid laughed. “They are a little smaller. My mother told me my people had real magic. They only needed small wings to fly. Even in your world, with the size of your wings, you can’t do much. Flutter a few feet off the ground.”

“Yeah. So you can actually fly?” she asked.

“I don’t exactly need to fly from here to there. That would kind of advertise that I wasn’t the same.” He smiled at her. “Anything else to avoid the question?”

Ugh. She could have come up with one if he didn’t say that. “I want to be myself, but I don’t want to live here.” She gestured behind her. “Besides, I will probably corrupt your pond. Your next arrow is going to make the target grumpy.”

He just burst out into laughter. “The emotions have to be strong for the pond to react. I think you will be safe, Gorgeous Wings.”

Ooh! “Did you just call me Gorgeous Wings?”

“I will always think of you as gorgeous wings. Whether you like it or not, you evoke the same spirit as the flower.” He moved around her. “Rebellious, grows where it shouldn’t and not where it should. A wild flower that can’t be tamed, even in shops. They have to spray a chemical on it so that they can cut off the flower without getting hit by it’s thorns.”

“I know. It’s a funny kind of flower.”

“A beautiful flower. One that matches no other. Even the extravagance of honey roses don’t compare to it. Or you.” 

Oh, he was doing that looking thing at her again. She brushed her hair back behind her ear but groaned instinctively when she knew he saw that nervous gesture. Flirty gesture. “Ignore that.”

“Of course.” He was still smiling. “So?”

“I want to try.” She cleared her throat. “You can bat me right back here, but I’ve got to try. Honestly I’d rather be out there, with you, spending your money than being here.”

“My, you are honest sometimes.” He laughed again at her. “I understand. This isn’t the greatest place to spend the rest of your life. Not anymore.”

Baby. A baby. “Not really made for . . .you know, motherhood. Stuff.” She clicked her tongue. “I might suck at it.”

“We can both suck at it together. I know business, bows, and arrows. Nothing about the other. I truly did not believe I would find someone for me. I’ve never felt anything for any of the others in that world.” He looked toward her hand. “We can figure it out together. We just need to take a first step.”

“Can I have a date at least? Bring some nice stuff over?” she recommended.

“Time moves differently. We’ve already wasted a great deal,” he warned her. “You would have more time in your dimension, but you won’t be yourself. It won’t make it any easier.”

“It was dust. Just dust, maybe it doesn’t affect the same way?” she asked softly. “I just found out tonight that you were Valentine, Tracker. I found out that I may have to spend the rest of my life by this little pond or lose myself.”

“I know. I know and I didn’t mean to put that burden on you. I was planning on telling you. Tonight,” Tracker said. “I planned on calming you down and then smoothing out the situation with a nice date.”

“You were going to shower me lavishly so I wouldn’t be so upset? How?”

“That ruins the surprise a bit.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring. “We are meant to be together. We need to have a baby. It’s only right, and one day we will get married. Even if you’re not ready yet, the ring will be a constant reminder that I will make an honest woman of you.”

“Oh. My.” Her jaw couldn’t seem to pick itself back up. Yeah, that was one way to make her less mad all right. “If I punched someone, I’d cut their face open.”

“Well, um, I suppose?” He chuckled. “Too big?”

“I had a pet that was smaller than that once.”

“Okay.” He reached into his other pocket and pulled out another ring. “I am often prepared.”

She looked at that one with more fondness. “Less face cutting. Could still do some damage but it’s gorgeous.” He gently took her hand and slid it on her finger. He even kissed her hand afterward. “What were you going to do after this?”

“Take you out for a night on the town, end on the roof of Arrow Love like last time. This time, we’d be able to stay longer and I would have my personal concerto playing behind us.”

Ooh! That would have been nice. “Mrs. Cupid Valentine.” She bobbed her head around. “Why did I have to get dusted, today of any day?” Why couldn’t she have waited to shove her head out the door. “I could marry a billionaire and never enjoy a penny. Talk about sad endings.” She shrugged as she rolled her eyes. “Oh, I know I’d rather be myself than have that, Cupid. If it doesn’t work, you better come see me often. It’s going to get lonely here.”

“Whenever I get a chance, I promise.” 

“You better ‘cause I really don’t want to stay.” No, no. She held her head up proudly, realizing she was on the verge of crying. “I can do it though, if I have to.” She felt him touch her cheek tenderly before he wrapped her around in his arms. “Don’t do that. Shut up.” He was hanging on though, waiting for it. Jerk. He knew. When he rubbed his hands through her hair, she lost it and cried on his shoulder.

This could be her home. This lonely place. Forever. It was that or a lifetime of not being herself. Being this other person, doing things she’d never do. Neither was a choice she wanted. 

“It shouldn't have been like this. I thought hiding the truth had been right.” He stroked her back lovingly. “I am sorry, Cloudie Skye.”

“I know.” She cleared her throat and pulled herself back together. “I want the chance.”

“I love you,” Cupid said firmly. “Forever and always, I feel it. I knew something was different about you the moment I met you. Do you accept your feelings too? If you like me but you aren’t in love with me yet, then this does no good. My parents tried it and . . .you’ve seen the results.”

Love. “I like you. I like you a whole lot.”

He looked down more toward the ground. “That’s not enough yet.”

“I thought I liked you too much,” Cloudie continued. “You. You were the idiot that called me Gorgeous Wings. You were the schmuck following me around at work that one day. When I found out you were my shooter, that didn’t help your chances.”

He looked up toward her eyes and listened.

“I needed to fall in love with a rich guy I never met. He was apparently already going for me, it wouldn’t be hard. I couldn’t though.” She harumphed. “I lost rest and concentration wondering how I was going to fall in love with Cupid Valentine, when I’d already fallen for Cupid Tracker.”

His mouth crept up into a smirk. “You are ready.”

“I’ve been ready,” she complained. “I was ready earlier before I found out you were lying to me and got hit by that dust. I mean, I can’t control myself out there in my world now.” She bent her wing slightly. “But I still couldn’t let anyone touch my wing. No one can. Except you.”

He stared at her with love in his eyes as he came closer toward her. He gently touched her wing. Warm and furry. A little frazzled like Cloudie. He went from her wing to her chin, opening her mouth slightly to steal another kiss before he scooped her up and carried her to the right side of the pond. Where love fed the pond the strongest.

***
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Remember. Remember who you are. You aren’t some giggly lover, you aren’t that kind of woman. You don’t like Reginald, you like Cupid. You like having choice. You are you!

Cupid looked back at her as they came through. How had she been? Did the dusting fade off from the other world since it wasn’t as deep as an arrow? “Cloudie?” Please. Let it have worked. He didn’t want her stuck in that small dimension anymore than she wanted to be there. “Cloudie, do you know who I am?”

“The guy that gave me a rock bigger than my last pet.” She laughed and wrapped her hands around him. He squeezed her even tighter.

She had beat the dusting. She had beat the odds. “I did, Cloudie Skye, and you are the woman who beat the dusting.” He pulled her back and stole a kiss. 

She accepted it a moment before pulling back. “This doesn’t mean you are completely off the hook. You lied. Your lie almost got me trapped in another dimension.”

“I will make it up―” He kissed her. “―to you―” He kissed her again. “―for the rest of your life, Cloudie Skye.”

“You had better.” She touched his face. “I’m free, but . . .I don’t know.” 

Reginald. He might have more dust. A part of her now feared that she could get hit again. No. No, she would not let fear take her away. Certainly not Reginald.

***
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“I can't believe it, Cloudie,” her friend Margerite said as she watched people help Cloudie pack up her things. “How are you going to live with a guy you don't even know? Something is backwards, he shot the arrow, not Reginald.”

Margerite could say whatever she liked. Cloudie knew the truth. She told her friend she was engaged to Cupid Tracker and moving in with him. There was no way she could tell him he was really Cupid Valentine. That secret, it was his. Wherever it was they lived, that would be theirs. His money, that would also be hers.

Hey, she couldn't help loving the bonuses of marrying someone like him either, could she? “I will see you, Marge―”

Cupid appeared in front of her, as if he were blocking something.

Cloudie came around him to see what was wrong. His eyes were no longer gentle. Those weren’t the eyes of the Cupid she knew. They were the eyes of jealousy and pain. 

“I am Cupid Valentine, owner of Arrow Love, and if you so much as touch Cloudie’s finger from this day forward, I will personally send you a new arrow straight to the heart.” He said the ending roughly.

Cloudie looked a small distance away and saw Reginald with a bucket. On the ground near her feet was that pink dust again. Understanding, she quickly jumped back.

Yeah, okay, he guarded her. She turned slightly to see a blue arrow shining over Cupid's head. It was sparking, just like the arrow that changed her, except it was blue. Cupid swung it through his fingers like a paton twirler, except a little classier. Not that much classier, it was obvious it was a chauvinistic show and he never took lessons. “The arrow of loneliness will make sure you never feel another person’s compassion again. You’ll die a miserable painful death cold and alone no matter what you do.”

“C-Cupid Valentine?” Reginald dropped the bucket. “S-sorry. I just . . .”

“I know and that’s not love.” Cupid turned back to look at Cloudie. “I can change Cloudie back, but if you ever try, I will whip this in you so fast you'll think suicidal thoughts were created by you. Now, leave!”

Reginald took off like he was running a marathon. 

Okay, good job. Cloudie smiled at Cupid as he turned back around. His eyes were once again loving. “I don't know, the thought of you living in the apartment and scaring Reginald for the rest of his life kind of sounds tempting.” She looked back toward the movers. “Nah, I still think your place is best.”

“I have a surprise for you.” Cupid handed her another arrow. “One you will want to shoot.”

A  purple arrow, shooting red sparks. “Oh no, no arrows.”

“It's a special arrow.” He didn't accept it back. “I will help you shoot it.”

“I don't do arrows,” she growled.

“It is for Summer Raine. When I saw the potential of returning that you exhibited, coming back through this dimension? I realized that maybe I could do something after all.” He pointed to the tip. “It's called an undone arrow. A mix of red, blue, and a slight amount of pink. It will undo what the other arrows do. Well, it is supposed to. I want you to be the first person to try it.”

Undone arrow. Cloudie cursed inside as she felt her tears begin to water. “He would remember me and my mom? I mean, at least my mom? The love that died?”

“Never died, only hidden.”

“Cupid.” She held the arrow closely. “An arrow is an arrow is an arrow. As much as I want to do this? That time is gone. My mother is gone. I won't bring him anything but pain.” She held it up and then broke it. “Summer Raine went on and it won't change the past.”

“But others, it could change it for others? Don't you see?”

“For others, but not for him. He won't be a guinea pig either. Good concept. Best concept is getting rid of them.” She looked him in the eye. “Second best is I guess the persuasive. Since it only deals with love already there.”

“I understand.” Cupid took both the broken halves, and broke them in half as well before tossing it to the ground.

“Others would be great though, ones like me. Give them a chance, let it be put out in their own contract?” she asked him.

“If that is what Mrs. Cupid Valentine wants, so shall it be.” He stole a small kiss. “Come on, we need to get going. I have plans for you and I for dinner.”

Cloudie stopped as Margerite showed up in front of her.

“Oh. My. God.”

“Don't say it,” Cloudie warned her.

“It's okay. A few know me here and there. I just revealed myself to Reginald.” Cupid shook Margerite's hand. “You don't have to shout it out loud to the world. Besides, I'll have to change my second identity again.”

Margerite didn't say a word though. Her mouth just stayed hung open. 

Cloudie took a chance to tease her for once before she walked hand in hand with her fiance.

A new home. A new beginning. With the man she was destined to be with.
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Branded Part 3: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: RIM
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Four years later...

“Goodluck, and Goodbye.”

I didn’t say a word after the conversation. I looked toward Max, my little brother who was eating out of a bowl. He’d gone through hard times twice in his life. The first time, it was simply surviving. I had to give thanks someone like Ronnell found me wailing in a garbage can near the Gutter and gave me a proper home where others were like me. I moved on through life content until Ronnell was killed. I continued to live in our old house, but I was so lonely, that I began to wonder about who I had been. I investigated about a year when I found out about Max. He had paranormal abilities like me, but his powers weren’t helpful. He was invisible to normal people. Talk about difficult, finding someone who couldn’t be seen? He was on a prized circuit, only paranormals could see and buy him.

I caught up with Max and brought him into my life. That was about five years ago, and life had evened out between us. Since then, life was as normal as it could be for a paranormal. I continued in the PCU (Paranormal Crime Unit) and then went on to get my hero degree.  Three months ago, I accepted the official hero status, and the transformation to a better life was about to happen. After getting the loans paid down for all my hero training, I had bought my little brother the first expensive thing we could afford. A video game set. 

I was set to leave this small house for a bigger one, to save money for Max’s future, and to improve life for both of us. Life began. I was twenty one and ready for it.

Now, this had to happen? How was I going to explain this to an eight year old. “Max.”

Max looked back toward me, his eyes still innocent and unknowing. “Yeah, Dex?”

I didn’t know how to begin so I just spitted it out. “Max. I have to leave for awhile, and I don’t know when I’ll be back. Hopefully a couple of days.”

“You never know when you’ll be back,” Max laughed at him. “What makes this any different?”

“I have to go into the Citadel.” I watched my brothers face freeze like he just watched a horror movie he was too young to watch. I expected that. Things change fast in this world, and what would have been a slap on the hand four years ago meant execution today.

Paranormals were welcomed in the areas known as the Rim and the Gutter. Not the Citadel. If someone found out I was there, serious trouble could go down. 

“The Citadel?” Max almost stuttered his words. “Dex, you can’t, they could hurt you. If they see you flying overhead, anyone could shoot you down.”

“I know that,” I answered. “I’ll only fly to the end of the Rim, and I’ll walk into the Citadel. No one will know I don’t belong there. I’ll pick up some clothes before crossing over.”

“Dex.” Max’s bottom lip trembled and his eyes lit up with fright. “Whatever it’s for, don’t go. Is it for a bigger promotion? More pay? It’s not worth it, we’re fine. Please.”

I stayed strong for my little brother. The Citadel was huge, nearly forty percent of the world’s population lived inside of it. Max was right to be scared, but I wasn’t doing this for bravado. “Listen to me, little man, okay? I am going to be careful. I won’t fly. I’ll be as normal as the normals there. Nothing is going to happen to me, but Max? Dean Resin is out. Do you remember what I said about him?”

“He was the baddest villain you ever met,” Max answered, “and that he wanted revenge on you.”

Dean had four charges stacked against him. Breaking and entering, impersonating a teacher, killing Ronnell, and being a double agent. Dean was more than a villain though, he must have had so many high officials in his pocket that he only got busted with two: Killing Ronnell, and being a double agent.  The best the law could do was give him the maximum penalty of four years behind bars and his badge taken away. 

“Dean’s out,” I said to my brother as I grabbed his shoulder gently. “He’s out, and he has committed something...” I had trouble finishing the sentence . “A woman there is in trouble. I have to get to her before someone else does.”

“Why?” Max asked. “We aren’t part of the Citadel, why are you being sent so far away? Why do you have to risk it, why can’t someone else save this resident?”

“Because, no one else is going to risk their life going into the Citadel now.” Dex rubbed his mouth, he had no choice. “I have to.”

“But why?” Max asked once more. “Why?”

“Because, Max... “ I squeezed my brother’s shoulder gently. “...I knew that girl. I left her to take on Dean. I couldn't let him get away with what happened to Ronnell, but I avoided my responsibility. Others were sent and helped her, but now she is in trouble again. This time because of me. I can't leave her behind again.”
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The wall separating the Rim and the Gutter were ahead of me. I could fly over them with little trouble, but as soon as I landed on the other side, that’s when the problems would begin. Even the citizens of the citadel had legal permission to shoot any trespassers, and flying would be a dead giveaway. I looked upward but the walls were so large that a person could barely see the edge from where they stood. Rim people were allowed to visit for one day, so there would have to be a way through that normal people had taken.

Looking down at my current clothes, it was time to take the next step. The long vest, my shirt and the wrist guards wouldn’t help me blend in. Ducking into a dress shop, I purchased a simple collared shirt, pants, and a normal pair of shoes. 

“Could you do me a favor?” I asked the attendee. “Could you hold onto my regular clothes until I come back? It might be a few days.”

“I don’t know,” she answered him, “you look like you don’t belong around here, and you’re eyeing the Citadel.” She bent closer. “No matter who you are, you shouldn’t mess with the Citadel. It’s for your own good.”

“I have someone important I need to get to,” I said. She already knew where I was headed, so a lie wouldn’t work. In fact, she could be of help. “If you were going to take a day to visit the Citadel, how would you get through?”

The lady sighed. “Okay, but I won’t feel responsible for your fate.” She pointed ahead of her. “You’ll have to go about ten blocks to the left and turn. There will be a check in station.”

I nodded and thanked her, heading on my way out. I arrived at the gates with no ID, but guards weren’t exactly paid stacks of money. With a simple bribe, I was on the other side. As I looked around, the difference between the Rim and the Citadel were clear. The grass had been perfectly green even though it was the middle of summer. The trees were trimmed, there were no weeds, and every house looked the same except they were different metallic shades of color. 

I moved out of the street and onto the perfect sidewalks that held no cracks in them. Every house, every yard, it was all manicured and perfect. It should have been a paradise but all I felt was chills. It was too perfect. I heard birds and insects, but not a single dog or cat barked at me. There were a few houses that had them, but they simply stared at me, resting on their owner’s porch.
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“Boy!”

I heard a voice from a patrol vehicle gliding by me. I smiled, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible. “Me, sir?”

“Yes, you, boy.” The patrol man pointed toward me. “It’s almost seven o’clock, you are about to break curfew. You get on home; you don’t want to get into trouble. Do you need an escort?”

I tried to continue to smile. Boy. I was twenty, not twelve. “No, I’m old enough to find my way home. Thanks though.” 

The patrol man tipped his cap at me and rode off in his vehicle. It was a good thing I ran into him though, I had no clue about a curfew.  Remembering my promise to Max about being careful, I would have to find a hotel for the night. 

I traveled for a few blocks more until reaching a hotel. Stepping in, I gave a small card to the hotel assistant. “I have until seven PM tomorrow. I’m visiting.”

“A visitor room,” the hotel assistant said as he dialed something on his computer. “You are awfully young for renting a hotel. You must be at least twenty two with parental permission before we can let you in.”

“My parents are in the Rim,” I said pulling out more money. “This is for your troubles.”

The assistant pocketed the money. “No trouble at all then.”

Reaching the room,  I quickly closed the door. I was in the Citadel but I didn’t know where to start looking for Zoe's house again. The room had a computer, so I set down to work. The Citadel had to have some intraconnection between its people. I touched the screen and explored the options. 

Aha. There was a guide of addresses and family names. Everything was out in the open, but when someone lived somewhere like the Citadel, there wasn’t much worry about crime. I typed in the name Zoe Phylo and had her old address. A few more clicks and a map appeared how to get to it.

It would take some time to reach it, but thankfully only a couple of days. According to the computer the curfew lasted until six in the morning. 

I turned off the computer and climbed into bed. I would need rest. I would have to walk every moment I could.

If I didn’t. The consequences could be bad. I didn’t remember Zoe’s exact age. She was either nineteen or twenty now. If she was only nineteen . . .nope, not even going to think about that. I needed to sleep and thinking of a girl being branded wouldn’t help.

“Psst, Zoe.”

I went over to the window and opened it. It was my courter, Jerry. “What are you doing here?”

“Nothing. You coming over my house tonight?” He shot me his charming smile again. “My parents want to talk to you.”

“No, I have an all day party today,” I said to him. I had my hair done up and I was wearing another burgundy dress. Mother insisted on burgundy dresses on special occasions. “See you the next day?”

“Oh, come on,” he groaned. “That is probably going to be a surprise courters party. Skip it.”

“I know.” I shrugged. “My mom probably suspects I haven't even guessed yet. She might even wonder about whether you are trying to court me.”

“Gee, maybe because we have been since we were sixteen?” He chuckled and tried to kiss me but I backed away again. I was going to marry him, but not anytime soon. “Are you excited to kiss each other?”

“It’ll be different,” I settled on.

“Yeah. Just about another week.” He kissed my ear. I didn’t mind it, but it still felt strange. It would be awkward when we actually took our friendship to a relationship.  I didn’t want to make the situation between us awkward, so I left it at that. “I’ll see you the next day, promise.”

“Tell her. Honestly, Zoe. I have money, I can give you whatever you want. I won’t just rely on my family either, I plan on making video games. We can stay in the Citadel, I won’t bring us to the Rim.” He tipped his cap to me. “It’s almost time for your first kiss. It’s time your father and her sign our contracts. Tell her today? I told my parents last night and they were ecstatic. They want to come over tonight to talk more about it.”

“Over here?” I complained. “Jerry, I need time.”

“They want to talk about it with your parents. Your birthday is only a week away. I don’t want to lose you to someone else that your parents choose,” he said. “Nothing is set in stone until they sign those papers.” His eyes changed slightly. The friendly look he often wore seemed to change into a more dominant expression. “I want to do more than kiss you on the first night. We deserve everything.”

I sighed and nodded before he took off. I knew that he had wanted to experience sex with me for a long time. He even tried to get me to put it in the contract. A kiss was enough for me though. I knew that he wouldn't take much time before he wanted to move on. 

But, I don't know. I would have to get over the fear though. It was either Jerry, or someone else my parents set me up with. Jerry may be anxious, but at least he wasn't a total stranger.

Okay, I could do this. Jerry was who I had chosen and before my parents started to shove me at strange pickings, they needed to know. After all, there was never a choice. I had to get married and it was going to be Jerry. I held the papers tightly in my hand and approached my mother. “Mom?”

“Zoe. Sweetie, we need to talk,” my mom said. “You are turning twenty next week, and as you know, it’s time to start thinking about who you will spend your life with. There are a few people―”

“I want to be with Jerry,” I blurted. I held the papers to her. “Please sign.”

“Jerry? Jerry?” My mother gasped. “Jerry, next door neighbor Jerry? No, no, no! He will live off his parents money all his life and never aspire to more. I do not want my daughter marrying a clinger.”

“He is not a clinger,” I tried to tell her. “He’s going to design video games, and anyway, I’ll be a neoarchaeologist. We can stay in the Citadel and we won’t leave to the Rim.” I sighed. “Mother. Please sign.”

“I do not want him as a son in law.” She crossed her arms. “Don’t you at least want to hear some choices? They are all good men, ready and willing to spend the next four years getting to know you before marriage. That’s the way it should be, you aren’t supposed to live next door to your courter all your life. You are too good of friends!”

“I don’t want to get to know someone for four years,” I complained to her. “Mother, I’m almost twenty years old. I have the right to choose who I marry. Jerry is it. He won’t be a clinger, we can get a nice house in the area even. Please? Trust me?”

My mother groaned. “After your father comes home we will talk about it. No more discussion until then.” I was about to say more, but there was a knock on our door.  My mother went to answer it. There in front of us were two patrol men.

“Ma’am. We need Zoe Phylo,” they said.

Me? I crept up to the door and saw the men. 

“This is her.” My mother’s voice sounded unsure of itself.

“Come with me.” One of the patrol men grabbed my arm. 

“But...” I looked back at my mother and then back at them. I had to break the rule. “Where are you taking me?”

“You are not old enough to ask questions,” the patrol men scolded as he pulled me toward their vehicle.

“But?” Mom rushed over to my side by the side of the patrol car. “I-I must ask! Where are you taking my daughter?”

“You are questioning?” 

I looked away after I watched my mother get slapped in the face.

“You are old enough to know not to ask questions,” that patrol man said as he shoved me into the vehicle. He locked the door behind me and moved to the front seat. 

“Frank! Frank!” I heard my mom shout for my dad as the other patrol man got into the car.

I heard Zoe’s mother shouting and knew there was trouble, but I had still been blocks away. By the time I arrived, a patrol car was moving away into the sky. 

“Zoe girl!” Zoe's mother shouted.

I quickly ran down the blocks, looking for a second patrol car. Flying after them by myself would be suicide, but if I flew in a patrol car my chances of survival were greater. Civilians weren’t allowed flying cars, I had to find another patrol car! Once I spotted a car, I opened the door on the surprised patrol man and flung him out, closing the door on him. 

I had limited training on flying vehicles, but enough to get this off the ground. I heard the patrol man hollering back at me as I took off into the air. I had no time to goof around. I pushed the vehicle even faster, if I didn’t get to her in time, it would be too late.

I flinched as I felt one of the patrol men touch my leg. When we moved into the air, I tried to ask more questions and one of the jerks shoved something in my mouth. It was soft and it didn’t hurt my teeth, but I couldn’t spit it out and it wouldn’t let me talk. After that, they mentioned a word that made my back shiver. 

Branded. I didn’t care anymore, I started to move around and get loose. Where would I go in the air? I didn’t know but I couldn’t sit quietly while they take me to a branding center!  One of them took off their safety belt and jumped in the back with me. I whimpered as he bent my already cuffed hands upward. If I tried anything again, they would break my arms. He moved back toward the front and muttered something foul. I obeyed and stood still. For the moment.

“As soon as she’s branded, I am having some fun before we drop her off,” one of the patrol men said. He looked at his partner. “What about you?”

“Nineteen, fresh and in that get up?” He looked back at me. “Who wouldn’t?” He licked his top and bottom lips at me. “It’s rare to pick one of these up.” He pulled out his phone and started to text. “Oh, the wife gets so upset when I’m out later and I don’t let her know.”

“Well, marriage is about trust. My wife is the same way,” the other patrol man answered as he touched my leg again. “As soon as you’re branded, we are going to get to know you really well.”

I tried to curl up away from him and I glared as hard as I could. They had no rights to brand me! Once I was sent to a brander, I would be rejected, and my family would take these patrol men for everything they had.
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Any second after we landed, this mistake would be corrected.. My arm began to hurt as they dragged me against my will to the brander. As soon as my mouth was free, I began to shout, “I can’t be branded, I haven’t done anything wrong!” The brander was an older looking man, mid sixties. “Please? I’m a good girl, I swear.” He wouldn’t be looking to hurt me too, would he?

The brander asked for proof of branding, pointing out the fact that I did not look like the typical person who needed branding. With my outfit for a party and my hair? Yeah, I would agree, and it should have been common sense!

One of the patrol men handed him a piece of paper. “Right there,” he said to the brander, “She was tested for illegal substances and tested positive. This is mandatory.” 

“False. Wrong, wrong, I’m not on drugs!” Lies, these thugs were lying!

The brander actually had some sympathy in his eyes as he grabbed my hand. “Come with me.”
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I could smell a pleasant fragrance that tried to hide something unpleasant behind it. Burning flesh. As I was strapped to the branding chair, the doctor held a box of patterns. I saw burning fire streaks, skulls, and other symbols of rebellion. I wasn’t in the mood for choosing the design that would separate me from my human rights.

“How about flowers or butterflies? Something curly?” The brander held up some simple shapes. His eyes looked deeply into mine. “I don’t understand what a girl like you was thinking.”

“It’s not my fault, and it’s not true!” I protested again. “Please believe me? I never did anything wrong. Take me to a hospital, they’ll prove it. Please, I’m not on illegal drugs. I’m a good girl.”

“I believe you, you are good,” he said to me. “You fell off course in life though and couldn’t resist temptation. All it takes is one mistake, girl. I don’t know how it happened, but this has to be done. Since you won’t answer, I will brand you with flowers.”

Flowers. If I had to wear something for the rest of my life, then it would be these flowers. I was leaned back into the chair and injected with something.

To calm myself, I tried to think of something soothing, but all I could think about was the branding. Officially they used to call it the tramp stamp. Before the paranormals had come to be, it was used as a symbol of independence and sexuality in human history. Back then it was a tattoo placed on the lower back, nothing like it was today. That was part of the sadness I had discovered through history. I looked toward the brander. “They are going to hurt me,” I said slurring. “They are waiting, and they will . . .they’ll do the unmentionable, I know it.” I didn’t know what he could do, but he was the only one who didn’t have such predatory glances. Maybe he had a back door he could slip me through? Maybe he could forget to tell them when this was over?

“It’s not uncommon.” The brander’s choice of words were harder than his voice. “I doubt you will live much longer after leaving here anyway. The Gutter is not a kind place.” 

I felt myself shiver involuntarily. Today could be the last day of my life. All that knowledge I had learned, wasted. I would never become a neoarchaeologist. I wouldn’t even die with dignity, those men would see to that. I kept my eyes closed as I watched the brander come over. It was time to begin . . .

I opened my eyes again as the smell was being covered with more misty fragrance. My mind was filled with the buzzing of the drill. 

The brander was in a chair, staring at me. “Done.” He pointed toward the front door.

I looked toward the back door. My head hurt, I felt drugged, but there would be no chance if I went out the front. The brander didn’t say a word as I waddled my way toward the back door and opened it. He probably thought it was useless. You couldn't get away. A brand mark consisted of the side of my face, down my neck, along my hand and stopped only after hitting the end of my finger. I couldn't just let everything go though, I had to take a chance. The hall was the same steel design and there were two ways to go. I made my decision to head right when I heard footsteps coming from the left.

Instead, I realized what a mistake that had been. The patrol men looked straight at me. I ran the other direction again, trying to avoid them, but I was too close and they were too fast.

“Nuh uh. Did you really think you were getting away? You’re branded. Don’t worry, the drugs will kick in harder, you’ll probably be unconscious for the first half.” One of them pulled me closer, grabbing at my chest. I wasn’t ready for this, I wasn’t’ ready to go! Visualize the party. A random party like all the others. All dressed up, watching others dance. I would see Erikata again with her new husband. . .

“Now, who goes first?” I heard one of them say. No, no, somewhere else. Anywhere else!

“No one.”

I looked up in my struggle. I was hoping to see another patrol man, someone with some authority to make them stop, but it was just the silhouette of a normal boy. I felt my heart sink at first, but I looked at him as closely as I could with my dizzy eyes. His eyes didn’t seem like a mere boy’s, there was something behind them. Was that someone I knew? Before I could figure it out further, he was there beside me. It had happened so fast, I didn’t even see him coming.

One minute I was being gripped by the patrol men and the next they were on the ground bleeding. Serves them right. I looked at my right hand which was now in the hand of the mysterious boy.

“Stay down if you want to live,” the boy muttered to the patrol men. He looked toward me and his expression became kind. “Zoe Phylo? You were taken in for surgery two months ago?”

After helping me, the least I could do was answer his question. “Yes.” The voice, it was familiar. “I was branded against my will, they gave some false proof about me being on illegals, but I’m not, I swear! I need a trusted law official, I need someone to listen to the truth to get this branding off me. Please.”

“I need you to walk with me,” he said.  “I have a patrol car outside.”

Oh, he was a patrol man? He appeared younger than he must have been. “Yes, sir.” I moved slowly with his help to the vehicle and sat in the front seat. “I’m not lying, sir. Please, forgive me for asking questions, I am not myself. There is poison in my veins. Please let a hospital examine me, I swear I belong to the Citadel and I’m not supposed to be branded.”

He didn’t answer and took off. I watched as we passed by building after shapeless building without even slowing down. He may have helped with the other patrol men, but it was still his duty to take me where I belonged: 

To the Gutter. 
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“I need you to wake up.”

I heard the patrol man’s voice through my haze. Whatever they injected me with, it must have knocked me flat out. I felt myself being brought out of the car and I tried to hold my balance. The patrol man closed the door behind me and we headed into a shop.

“I need my clothes back,” he said to the person behind the counter. 

“Oh, nice to see you survived.” She brought out a stack of strange leather and handed it toward him. “Here you go.” She looked toward me with a less than pleasant expression.

“Stay here one moment,” the patrol man said as he helped me sit down in a chair.

I stayed still. Was this the Gutter? The woman behind the counter seemed too pleasant, but I had never been to the Rim. There might be pleasant people out there. 

“That is so much better,” I heard the patrol man say as he came out of the dressing room. He was no longer dressed in a basic shirt and pants. He was wearing wrist guards, a long leather vest with a strange glowing blue shirt and leather pants. That was impossible, he wore . . .

He approached me again and held out his hand. “We’re safe now, Zoe. Do you remember me? My name is Dex. Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.

My voice caught in my throat. Dex saved me? He wasn’t a patrol man then, but why did he have a car? What was he doing at a branding center? Since he wasn’t from a profession of the Citadel, I could ask questions. Thousands were hitting my head at once, but my brain selected the easiest  to start. “Why do you wear a glowing blue shirt?”

Dex’s eyes that had been solid and grim, seemed to awaken with the question. Maybe I’m still not allowed to ask questions. “My shirt?” He looked down at his shirt. “People can spot me for help faster. Useful, especially at night.” 

“Oh.” I chewed on the inside of my mouth thoughtfully. “Why the skull and wings on it?”

Dex seemed surprised by my second question. “Uh, symbol for paranormal hero.”

“Oh.” I shifted in my chair. “Why did I get branded?”

“That is a question I promise I will answer, but not here.” He reached out his hand to me. “Close your eyes and hold on tight.”

“Why?” I asked as he stared at his hand.

“The patrol car is slow, and I must get things sorted now.” He paused a minute longer. “The game has changed, and I need to figure some things out. Please.” He rubbed the side of his face, a gentle reminder of my branding. “You won’t be welcome in the Rim for long with that.”

I looked back at the woman behind the counter who was still staring at me. I knew what he meant. I accepted his hand, squeezed it tight and closed my eyes. I lifted from the chair without trying to, and it felt like I was freefalling upward instead of downward. The wind moved past me quickly but I continued to cling on. If I was soaring through the air, as hard as that was to believe, then I couldn’t let go. 
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“Where is he?” I went in with a rage of anger. I know, calm down and be respectful. That’s what I should have done, but I was too damn angry. Unforgivable, I could not let Dean Resin get away with this. I caught my superior’s attention by wiping all the papers off his desk. “Where is Dean Resin?!”

“Taken care of,” my superior Yeven stood up.  “You had better get control of yourself before coming in here again.”

I looked back toward my superior. I calmed my attitude, but I was still boiling. “What happened to Dean Resin? I want to bring him in myself.”

“He turned himself back in,” Yeven said. “He’s back in an even higher maximum security imprisonment for his crime.”

Oh no, no way was that happening. “Then get him out.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to beat his skull in.” I groaned in frustration, this wasn’t fair. He turned himself in because he knew I was ready to kill him. Now he was safely behind bars from me. I fell backwards and into the chair behind me. My body fell at an odd angle, but I didn’t care.

“I know,” my superior said. “Obviously, it wasn’t pleasant. Heroes don’t always win, that’s only in fairytales. You can’t stoop to his level though. Did you get a hold of the woman?”

“Yes,” I managed to utter, “I found her.”

“Sounds like not in time. At least you tried the best you could.” My superior picked his papers up off the floor. “If I didn’t understand, you would be out on your ass after pulling this move with me.” He started to sort his papers. 

“She’s not a woman,” I confessed. “Res didn’t mess with a Citadel woman. She’s nineteen.”

“She’s not much younger than you, she’ll be fine. The Rim isn’t a bad place, she’ll just have to get use to―” He stopped fidgeting with the papers as it hit him. “Wait. She’s nineteen and from the Citadel?” Yeah, he understood me now. “They would consider her an underage girl over there. That’s a different world.” He looked at me, questions in his eyes I sadly knew the answer too. “Did you get her out before they branded her?” 

“No, she’s branded.” I stroked my cheek. “So sorry if I’m out of control, but if you haven’t guessed . . .”

“Yeah. Yeah, I see.” My superior cleared his throat. “I was unaware she was below age for the Citadel. I’m sorry, I gave what info I could.” He paused. I watched him. He had to know a way to get this fixed. A citizen of the Citadel once branded automatically switched citizenship to the Gutter. I needed her to get citizenship for the Rim. Instead there were no words of hope. He leaned forward with an exasperated sigh. “Did you send her to the Gutter yet?”

“She is nineteen,” I scoffed. “I can’t send her to the Gutter.”

“You have to, Dex. Her citizenship now lies with the Gutter,” my superior repeated. “Where is she?”

“Outside the office. Facing toward the door,” I said, “but she is nineteen.  There must be something, some kind of loophole that will save her? Damn it, she isn’t responsible for this. I didn’t save her only to take her back again.”

“There’s no way,” my superior confirmed. “Dex. Drop her off.”

“I can’t.”

“You have to. There is no other way, you know that.”

“I need to tell her, she needs to know why it happened.” 

“Then you drop her off,” my superior warned me again. “I mean it, Dex. You know that you don’t have long.”

I didn’t answer and left the office.

How was I going to tell her this? Should I blurt out the truth? No, I better stay calm. I gestured toward a pair of chairs nearby and we sat down. It was time to give her the details and let the pieces fall where they would. I gulped, hoping she didn’t see that gulp out of the corner of her eyes. I was a hero, it was my duty to be a solid rock for the citizen.

I sighed and leaned against the chair, tapping my fingers against it. Come on, time to get it together. “Zoe Phylo, I think it’s time that you understand what happened and how it happened.” I rubbed sweat off my forehead with my left hand. “Back when I was younger, I was in charge of helping you. People outside of your home became aware of your strange ability. I was there to help get to know you, and get the situation fixed. I was about to tell you but someone was in my house. I saw him from your window sill. His name was Dean Resin.”

“I knew it, I knew that was you. That was Dean Resin?” She asked me. “He was notorious on the upper east Rim.”

I’d have to give her this much, she was smart. Most Citadel people didn’t know much outside their area and they never asked questions. At least she had some scope of the situation. “Yes. It was a glitch, he had been careless and I was in the right place at the right time. Ronnell was too, but he was killed.  No one could prove his connections to any previous crimes, he cleans up after himself every time. I left and sent others to watch and take care of you.”

“Yes, the adoption questions. I got that taken care of.”

“Good, good. I had to go though, he had to pay. No one ever holds him long. All that held him were a couple crimes, but we punished him as severely as we could for it. A few months ago, he was released.” I tapped my fingers against the back of the chair. “He swore when I put him away, that he would never forget and he would make me pay. I shrugged it off, at first.” I scooted my back against the chair. “I received a call that a doctor had confessed to giving a young woman some headache medicine which hadn’t been in use for fifty years. The doctor’s in jail and records were checked. Dean Resin was involved, and he’s back in prison but he got his revenge.”

She didn’t lift her gaze to me. “I was given . . .expired headache medicine?”

“Yes, so it was illegal,” I answered.  I wanted to say that I was sorry, but how could I say it? Hey, sorry your life is ruined? Sorry that I wasn’t quick enough? “I thought there would be something I could do. I’m sorry, I tried, but I have to take you. We have to go now.”

“Oh. The Gutter.” Zoe bit her lip. “I want to go home.”

“You can’t go home,” I told her. “You’re branded.”

“I shouldn’t be. This wasn’t my fault, it was that Dean Resin villain guy’s fault!” She finally exploded. “I went in for a checkup, that’s as guilty as I am. I want this branding off of me!”

“It doesn’t work that way.”

“But I have a family,” Zoe protested. “I have a mom and a dad. I have a sister. I have friends. I have Jerry. You’ve met them all yourself.” She stroked her face on the brand. “I can’t be branded. Only bad girls are branded. I’m not, I haven’t done anything . . .it was only headache medicine!” she screamed before her hands went to cover her face.

I watched, letting her yell it out. She went on for several minutes about how it couldn’t be happening to her, how she didn’t deserve it, and all the rest. 

That anger had to come out.

“A-and then those those . . .ooohh biggest jerks in the jerkiest jerk world almost did the unmentionable to me!” Zoe sat back down and said softly. “It’s not fair. I want this off me, and I want to go home.”

After a minute of silence, I knew she was done. It was time to move one. “I can’t take you home. As a citizen of the Gutter, you can’t even visit the Rim let alone the Citadel. I can’t take the brand off you, it’s there to stay.”

“I can hide there,” she said. “I’ll hide in my house. Just let me go.”

“I’ve got less than four hours to throw you in the Gutter before I lose my job and get hunted for illegal harboring. Usually it’s punished by extensive jail time or execution.” I couldn’t break. “You wouldn’t escape long and the punishment would be worse.”

“You could try?” She pleaded. “You owe me a chance to try.”

“I have someone who depends on me. I can’t play with this, it’s a losing game. I’m sorry, but either you go down, or we both go down.” 

I looked at her one more time before I grabbed her hand. 

I can’t make it here. The smell is as foul as trash that hasn’t been dumped in days. Already, some of the people are coming closer to me. They would probably be reaching for the fence if it wasn’t electric. Behind me is Dex, but once he is gone, the terror would begin.

There was only one way to survive, and that was to get shelter and protection. Payment would be me. Even if I gave into the hell of this new life, there was still no guarantee I could survive. People were killed for food, the person protecting me could be hurt, or I could give them . . .what they want . . .and they could still kill me.

The air felt chilled around me even though The Gutter was hot. The front of it was filled with trashcans. The Rim helped deliver food in order to use the Gutter as its trash area. The worst thing was that this was not the grand part of the Gutter I could see through the fence. No, it stretched for miles upon thousands of miles of wasteland. If I couldn’t get shelter, I would be forced out there to roam and starve.

Dex tried to inch me forward with a simple push, but I pushed backward into him instead. “You have to go,” he tried to tell me. “I have to sign you in, they know you’re supposed to be here. If I don’t, I could get in trouble. I will help you, I promise.” His voice raised to me, but the anger was directed at himself. “You will get in trouble if I leave you out while I investigate a way out. I need at least forty eight hours, it’s never easy to get a brand removed.” He moved in front of me while I struggled to break loose.

Oh god, no! I don’t want to go into the Gutter! He took me toward the building beside us. With his free hand, he signed my name, his name, and the time on a piece of paper. “I am turning Zoe Phylo in. Temporarily, until her brand is removed.”  He handed my arm to the guard and it was immediately seized. My hands were cuffed, and then he shoved my head into a strange colored pool of liquid. My head was back up in seconds, but I heard yelling and whooshing as liquid rushed out of my ears. I coughed, and I couldn’t see, but I could hear arguing.

“Let go, your impending in local matters. This is a part of joining the Gutter.”

“You just grabbed her hair and almost drowned her!”

“Initiation into the Gutter isn’t complete until I do that.”

I felt my hair getting tugged again. I blinked and the world came into focus again as my face was wiped. Dex held a washrag with a strange pinkish stain. Those that were in the area were marked on the head with a strange pink coloring. Without it, I would have to be owned. I just didn’t know they drowned my whole head in it.

I was yanked away again and the guard yelled at Dex. He started to pull me toward the back door, which was the gate to the hell. The way into the Gutter.

“Hang on,” Dex demanded. “Chla is a friend of mine, he’s coming to take the thirty minute visit. He will help get her shelter and instructions on how to survive until I get her out.” He slowed down on that part, then looked toward me. “No one in the Gutter is a friend. No one does anything out of kindness. Don’t let your guard down.”

“One minute,” the guard agreed.

My legs felt like gel as I watched another man come through the door. He shook Dex’s hand. “Ooh. This her?”

“Yep,” Dex answered as he gestured between us. “Zoe, Chla. Chla, Zoe. Thanks, I owe you big.”

“Just get going,” Chla said.

Without even a goodbye, my earlier hero left my side. The only person I could truly trust after saving me was gone. Brought me back, and gone. It was going to be hard to come to the Gutter, but he ran away with me. Took me to his station. I thought he could free me.

He gave me hope and then dashed it to pieces.

“Zoe.” Chla caught my attention as he waved a hand in front of me. He lead me out through the back, officially putting us over the line.  “Come on, it’s okay. Let’s work on getting you shelter. We can’t have the primo spots around here, there will be too much fighting.” He shook his wavy, long hair back as he lead me out the back door. His smile toward me was shining.I was thrown into the Gutter and this jerk was flirting with me? 

He discussed with me some of the ins and outs, and led me several blocks away before he stopped. He kicked the door in violently causing a scream on the inside. I heard him cuss the people in there with harsh words, explaining that I was going to live there and they better like it. They moved away to the corner, not talking to us.

“Not bad. Even some blankets and a pillow.” He stole the blankets and pillow from the only bed in the room. “Here.”

I took it cautiously, but he gave me a slight slap.

“Don’t be like that. To survive, you need to get tough,” Chla said. “If you don’t, you are dead. Now food, you need to learn about food. The food the Rim deposits out front is for the toughest residents. Morsels will be trickled out around here.” He opened the door and gestured to the ground. “Looks like peels and skins. Ew.” He looked back toward me. “At least there’s a form of food. Now, two hours after the fresh trash is picked through, you should be able to go toward the front and pick some out.” He gestured out the window the other way. “Don’t ever go far though. Out that way is nothing but wasteland. You lose this place, that’s your future. You’d have to search for your own food, and trust me. There’s nothing in that wasteland.” He picked at his teeth. “You are so pretty, it’s a shame this happened.” He looked at his watch. “My time is about up, so I’ll tell you what. If you’re strong enough to survive a week, I might buy you. If I do that, then you can live with me instead. Nothing wrong with that.” He patted my shoulder. “Good luck.”

Then, he left. He left me and the people that had huddled in the corner were starting to rise against me.
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Two minutes ago. In two minutes, I had lost everything.  I picked up a piece of old steel next to me. If I had a little more courage, I could do it. End it all right now. I wasn’t though, I was still cowardly. I would keep it close beside me. If I got too hungry, and too desperate, it was still a way out. I shivered, my body now almost naked. As soon as Chla left, my dress was ripped away, and I was tossed out in only my slip. I couldn’t stay in the front anymore, someone would come over and hurt me. I got up and started to walk away into the wasteland. I had read about people who joined into tribes. The ones who weren’t strong enough to survive the front. I would either find them or . . .I had to find them.

When I got up, I started on a run into the wasteland. In my heart, I was still a resident of the Citadel. If I had to choose between looking for the tribes, or learning to survive on the front? Then I would choose the tribes. Besides, forty eight hours. Endure forty eight hours and Dex would be back.

“Dex. Dex. Dex!”

“What do you want?” I was not in the mood for conversation. Ever since I dropped Zoe off, I had been on the computer trying to find anything. There had to be something I could do to get the brand removed. As soon as Chla left her, she would be on her own. Since he couldn’t stay more than thirty minutes, I don’t know what he could do for her. I couldn’t help for long either, otherwise I risked becoming a Gutter citizen. Then what would happen to Max? Something, something, something.

“Dex, come on. It’s me.”

I turned to face Yeven. “I don’t have time for this, Yeven. I have to figure out how to save that Citadel girl.”

“There’s only one way,” he said.

He knew of a way? I turned back to him, eager to hear it.

“It’s a tough decision though,” he warned me. “I wouldn’t do it. I don’t encourage you to do it. But, you know, it’s your choice. You are going to have to ask yourself how much you really want to save her.”

That didn’t sound good. I didn’t have a choice though, she was in the Gutter because of Dean getting revenge. “I’ll do it. I don’t care what it takes,” I said confidently to him. “No matter what.”

Yeven took a deep sigh. “You have to quit.”

“To own her, that won’t work. It would take a month and by that time she’ll be dead.” Damn, I thought he actually knew something.

“No, not own her. Engage her.” He turned the computer screen toward himself and with a couple of strokes found the answer. “During the time she is engaged, she can legally stay with her husband. After marriage, she’ll become a Rim citizen.”

Okay. What? Marriage? “I can’t get married, I’m a hero. You know that heroes can’t get married, it’s not allowed. Family issues, insurance scams―“

“Like I said before, you have to quit,” Yeven said. “You have to go back to being a paranormal crime fighter. You need to start the process of marriage papers. It’s only engagement, and it will give you some time before her twentieth birthday to find a loophole. It will even get some of the branding removed so that she isn't confused with a deserting Gutter citizen. Still, it’s risky. No guarantee I will take you back. I have new recruits wanting in every day.  Oh, and, Dex? She is in a place where she’ll be lucky to see sunlight so you have to decide quick.”

“Marriage?” Marriage. I didn’t even know this girl, but marriage? “There is nothing else?”

“There is nothing else that I know of, and if you keep looking, she could be dead before you know another answer. Every hour becomes more risky.” Yeven patted my shoulder. “It’s up to you, Dex.”

I closed my eyes. Yeven was right, marriage would get her out of it. I could start the process and have her back by―oh no! It’s already almost dark time. I typed into the computer and pulled up an application. Do I marry a girl I don’t know? Give up on getting the brand removed? I am responsible for what happened, she was taken because of revenge on me, but the longer I took, the riskier it became. But risking marriage, the rest of my life with someone I don’t even know? Magi would be more than a little upset and none of my friends would like a person who was raised in the Citadel. I didn’t know anything about that place, it was like another world.

Okay, Dex! It’s past 5:30. The sun is going to go down fast. What do I do?

Please. Please I beg to the sticks. In the wasteland, trees were bare and dry. Good kindling to keep warm which I would be needing. My whole body was getting drained of energy and I tried to start a fire with a little stick pressing into another. It wasn’t easy though, and I couldn’t seem to get it. My hands were cold, my body was getting cold, and I couldn’t get a spark. I didn’t even have any kindling, there was nothing out in the wasteland but dead trees and dried cracked up ground. “Please.” I took my hands off and brought them to my mouth, trying to warm them up. “Fire, I need fire.” The top stick was long, like a pencil. Imagine it’s a pencil. If I could just imagine it. I closed my eyes and pictured my usual pencil. Twirling . . .twirling . . .faster and faster . . .

“Zoe, there you are.”

I opened my eyes and watched the stick stop spinning. I turned and saw Dex again. He was looking at me differently than before, but it was no surprise. Most of my clothes had been taken. What was he doing here now?

“Zoe.” He slowly came over toward me, gently reaching out. “Are you okay?”

From my shivering and current clothes, he probably had bad thoughts about what happened. “Most of my clothes were taken by some women and I got kicked out.” I took one arm and pulled slightly at my slip. It wasn't completely see through, but I didn't feel comfortable wearing only it.

“No one hurt you?” He touched my face. “How did you plan on surviving way out here?”

I shrugged. Explanations weren’t something I wanted to get into right now. Why was he here now, when he couldn’t wait to drop me off before?

He reached out his hand to mine. “You can come home now.”

“I can go home?” I looked into his eyes with a bright smile. The hero pulled through somehow! “I can go back home?” His expression changed slightly, more into a glaze of sadness.

“Just come with me. Please. I don’t have much time to goof around in the Gutter,” he said.

I agree. He may not be telling me what was happening yet, but I wasn’t going to stick around there anymore. I held his hand tightly, gave the okay, and closed my eyes.

***
[image: image]


Opening my eyes, I saw the ocean. There were no oceans in the Citadel but I had seen old pictures through history books. The breeze caressed my skin and the air was inviting. I turned around to face Dex as he gestured to a small house in front. Now what was he doing? Last night he had rescued me from the Gutter and left me at the station while he went into another office. I didn’t see him again until past nine when he brought me a blanket and a pillow. He still didn’t tell me what was going on or what he was doing, but at least I wasn’t sleeping in the wasteland.

Around 10:30 he finally emerged from his office. His eyes were red, he must have stayed up all night. He grabbed my hand and before I knew it, I was here. At this cliff by the ocean, going toward a small house. 

With no idea of what was going on still. When was he going to tell me anything?

I followed him through the doors and watched as a small head poked up from behind a backwards facing couch. The boy was clearly excited, but didn’t say a word. I checked my slip again, double making sure it wasn't see through with such a small boy nearby. I pressed it against me but saw nothing revealing. Thank goodness.

“I need to check into something,” Dex said. “Sit on the couch and I’ll be back in around half an hour.” His eyes never met mine as he closed the door.  

The smell of the home wasn’t bad, but there was no pleasant fragrance. The air was stale and claustrophobic. Looking from the right to left, I could see almost all of it. In front of me was the main space with a TV, a couch, and a recliner. To the left there was a small hallway with three doors. To the right, there was a small kitchen with the lights turned off. Why did Dex bring me to this place?

I moved over toward the couch like he said, and sat on the far right side. On the far left was the little boy. He couldn’t have been older than ten, maybe eight? He was playing a game I used to play years ago, but his controller was on the arm of the couch. What an odd way to play. He continued to punch the buttons without saying anything to me. He did look at me a few times, so he knew I was there.

I watched him play for a few minutes more before speaking. “Do you want a hint?”

He turned to me, his eyebrow quirking up like he didn’t believe I was talking to him. “Uh, me?” He fidgeted and lifted the controller off the arm of the couch. “You have a hint for me?”

I gestured to the TV. “You can freeze one bad guy and then jump on him for leverage.”

“Oh. Oh!” He excitedly began to play. “Hey, you’re right. Thanks.” He looked over toward me and grinned. “I’m Max.”

I nodded politely. “I’m Zoe.”

“Hello, Zoe. Welcome to our home,” he gestured around. “If you want to play, you can, but you have to be careful. It’s my first video game set.” 

I watched him play for some time, not saying a word. It felt comforting to see something from home. Back before I had an ugly brand. Maybe that’s why he didn’t speak to me at first. It would take time to remember most wouldn’t regard me with any respect anymore. 

Even small boys.

I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone yet. I headed to the kitchen, turned the lights on and wandered over to the table. I sighed and pulled off my badge, looking at it one last time. I grabbed the kitchen shears from their holder and held up my badge. I had worked so hard for it, so many classes, and so many extra hours. I was planning to get a bigger house, start saving so that Max could have treatments to become visible and even have him go to school. 

As I cut through it, I swore I felt the sensation of my own skin tearing.  The weight and importance it held echoed as each piece fell to the table.

Doing good never hurt so much. 

I would never leave her in the Gutter though. Those animals would tear her to pieces. In order to survive there, she would have to commit sexual acts that would shatter the integrity she held. I could never let someone suffer through that because of me!

I looked one more time at my badge that was cut into two on the table. 

I was no longer a hero. I was a simple paranormal crime fighter again. In order to become a hero again, I had to find a way to free Zoe from being branded.

“Are you okay?” Max asked as he came in.

I looked at my brother.  So wrapped up in my problem, I forgot to tell Zoe about him. “I’ll introduce you soon.”

“Actually, Dex, she sees me,” Max said.

Sure, right. Like a mere normal person could see Max. He was born invisible with very little power to control it. The best he could manage when he had to appear to normal people was in the shape of ghostly blue. “Max.”

“Seriously, she can see me.” Max motioned for Zoe to come to the kitchen. “Tell him you can see me.”

Zoe seemed confused as she looked at Max. Not through him but at him. She simply nodded, but she didn’t need to, I could tell Max wasn’t lying. I wasn’t in the mood to ask questions though. 

“Dex?” Max pulled his sleeve up and showed me his watch. 6:00. Definitely supper time. Zoe may be hungry too, so I got up. “Max, I’ll be right back. Five minutes.” I wasn’t getting the best meal but after yesterday and today I didn’t feel like cooking. 

I rushed to the nearest fast food joint and came back. It probably wasn’t something Zoe had before, but she needed to get used to it now. I poured the burgers onto the table and set out three pops. Max picked up a cheeseburger and began to munch down, and so did I.

Zoe looked at the burgers, but still didn’t know what to do. Max scooted a burger over to her.

“It’s good. It’s fast food. Do you eat fast food?” Max asked.

I knew the answer to that. Fast food wasn’t considered healthy, so I doubted the Citadel had any. I took a bite and tried not to watch her. Max wasn’t following my cue; he was staring right at her.

“Try a bite. It’s got some vegetable on it. It’s good, I like fast food.” Max took a bite out of his burger. Zoe took a small bite and then another. “Don’t forget your pop. Do you drink pop?” Max asked. He brought the drink closer to her. “It’s good.” Zoe took a small drink but moved back to her burger.

“What’s wrong?” Max asked. “Oh! Oh, the bathroom is the door at the end of the hallway on the right.”

Zoe stood up and left the table towards the hallway. Bathroom. Those were similar enough to her, she should be fine in there. I took a larger bite now that she was gone.

“What do we do with her?” Max asked. “Isn’t it illegal to harbor the branded? You can’t just drop her off, can you? Isn’t there something we can do?”

I looked at my little brother. I would tell him too. I would, but not now.  “I’ll do the right thing, Max.”

“But you can’t drop her off,” Max pleaded. “Are you going to buy and own her? It must be scary for her. I mean, we could sell her to anyone for anything right now.” Max looked at his burger. “We could sell her for a cheeseburger.”

“I’m not buying and owning her, don’t talk about it. She will be coming out soon.” I didn’t want her to accidentally hear that. “I’m going to tell her soon. You’ll eavesdrop I bet, but I promise I’ll explain more. Just, not right now, okay?”

Max seemed to understand that I didn’t want to talk about it yet.

When she came back over, I scooted another burger toward her. “Eat up, it’s been a stressful day for you.” Max dug into another burger and I had one extra. My energy had been zapped from all the filing all night long. Marriage was never an easy process,“Max, I’ll get the table. Why don’t you go watch TV for a bit?” It was time to do this, completely. Once Max disappeared, I paid full attention to her. “Okay, Zoe. Ask me whatever you want, and I’ll answer.”

She looked toward the salt on the table a moment before she asked her first question. “What are you going to do with me?”

“Nothing. You can live here.” That would lead us to the second question.

“Live here?” She looked around herself. “Here, here?”

“There’s another room. It was used for storage. I’ll take everything out to the shed and you can have it as your bedroom.”  

“But I don’t belong here,” she said. “I don’t even know where I am right now. Where am I?”

“Technically?” Good question. “We’re nowhere. You are standing on a part of the planet that hasn’t been used since paranormals existed.”

“Oh.” Zoe sighed. “How can I stay branded but be here too? You’re not taking me back to the Gutter?”

“No, I won’t take you to the Gutter again.”

“Then what? Are you going to keep me tucked away here all my life? Keep me some secret?” She scratched her head in frustration. “What did you cut in here earlier? Does it have to do with me?”

Ooh, she saw that. “In order to keep you out of the Gutter, I had to lose my job.”

“What do you mean?” she asked. 

Before she continued to ask more questions though, I pulled out the ring box I was jiggling in my pocket. It wasn’t going to be romantic or anything close to a girlish fantasy. “Here’s your engagement ring.”

I couldn’t believe it. Did I just get proposed to over greasy food wrappers in my dress slip? “What?” I looked at the ring inside the box. It wasn’t a diamond or anything, but it was a gold band. “What?” 

“Marriage. We have to get married.”

“That’s . . .great.” I looked around the tiny house again. “I’m already being courted.”

“Do you want to see your family again and eventually get that brand off your body?”

Was he kidding? Of course I did! “Yes, absolutely! Name it, what do I have to do?”

“Marry me.”

Oh. “Anything else?” He was becoming annoyed by me, I could tell, but I didn’t care. If I married him, I wouldn’t belong to the Gutter, but I wouldn’t be in the Citadel either. “What would my citizenship be?”

“Rim. All paranormals are Rim,” he said. “You could visit your family that way.”

I could visit my family. Yeah, once a year. “Is this really all there is? I can’t get my Citadel citizenship back? When you came, you wanted to talk to me about if I was adopted. A case was made that I might have been.”

“I know.”

“That did not intrude on my citizenship. No one even told my parents. There is always a way, people just have to think. What about my original courter, could he marry me?”

“No,” he said in a softer voice. “Citadel citizens aren’t allowed to be engaged with Gutter citizens.” 

“But, he was already courting me. We’ve been courting when I was a member of the Citadel too.” There had to be a way out. Jerry was my future, not this guy I didn’t even know! 

“Well,” he looked at me thoughtfully. “Did you sign any papers making it official? Has it been long enough for them to be processed?”

“Yes and no,” I answered. “We both signed agreements when we were sixteen. We don’t have my parents signatures, but I was supposed to tell them this week.”

He sighed. “Look, I know you want your old life back, but I can’t give it back. Not if your parents didn’t sign papers.”

“So I can’t go back home?”

“No.”

“Ever?”

“No, not until after we're married. It will take about a year for the process.”

“What if we get engaged but I don’t marry you? If there’s a loophole found, can I get out?” 

“If. I'm sorry.”

I didn’t want to hear him say ‘I’m sorry’. I wanted to go home! This wasn’t my home. I was out of the Gutter, and that was great, but I was still branded. I still could never return to where I belong. I could feel my eyes getting watery so I covered them away.

I needed to be left alone. He seemed to get the point and left the table.

How could I live like this? The air felt like it was choking me, I couldn’t take it. I left the kitchen table and went out the front door. The view was beautiful and free out there, but it was only an illusion. I was trapped.

I could choose to live in the Gutter, or become a wife to someone I didn’t know. I was going to be living in the Rim. I lost my entire future, either way. I was trapped forever in this nightmare.

I watched as Dex came out of the house. I thought he might try and want to talk to me but he flew off. I went back inside and saw Max staring at me by the door. “What?”

“He left. He’ll be back later,” Max said. “He does that a lot.”

I just sighed. “Fine, I don’t care.” I crossed my arms, tired. I went over to the left side of the couch and slouched on it closing my eyes. 

My. Life. Sucked. Jerry was right, I should have told my parents sooner. Right now, I should have been at home playing games and listening to music. Instead, I’m here. Wherever here is.

Oh yeah. Nowhere.

Looking around now, it’s starting to feel even smaller. Small details can’t help to be noticed. The table was chipped and wobbly. Everything in the house seemed second hand. The refrigerator had water stains on it and even the counters were chipped. This may have been in the middle of nowhere, but Dex obviously didn’t have it built from hand.

Where I was from this place would be condemned. Then again, I’m condemned now. I sound selfish but I can’t help it. My whole life changed because of that guy! I know it’s not really his fault. He didn’t do it and it was revenge against him. Plus, he is marrying me so that I can stay out of the Gutter. 

But it made me feel better to pin it on him. I’d be nice to him later in my head. I’d have to be, I would be doing all that marriage mumbo jumbo. I wish it were like the older days now. There was a reason women were picky when they were being courted. Let’s see, if I was following the usual test. If I had a choice, where would he fall?

Can he take care of me? Yes. Can he fulfill material needs? Nope. Is he nice? I looked over toward Max who was lying on the couch too. He took decent care of his brother, and he saved me before. So, yes. Is he attractive? He was a hero and physically fit so he was hunky. Is he smart? I don’t know. Is he funny? I don’t know. Do I have anything in common with him? I don’t know. Is he goal oriented? Yes, he was doing fine until I showed up. Is he brave? He was a hero. 

There were some more questions, but I couldn’t remember any of them except did he have compassion. Yeah. My thoughts went back to those patrol men. They were supposed to be my safety, and instead . . .but Dex did save me. He saved my life. There wasn’t a score for it, but it should be beyond the scale. Right now, I could be in the Gutter. I might even be dead right now. Instead, I was in a home next to a nice little boy and a guy who wouldn’t be a terrible husband. Things could be much worse.

Then, there was that cutting at the table. I know he cut something at that kitchen table. “Max? What did your brother cut at the table?”

“He cut his badge,” Max answered. He didn’t sound happy and must have been eavesdropping. “He can’t marry you as a hero.”

That was weird. “Why couldn’t he marry me as a hero?”

Max groaned. “I can’t believe he really did that, but I guess there’s no choice. He’d never drop you off in the Gutter if he could help it.” He wasn’t in a pleasant mood and I didn’t blame him. “Heroes aren’t allowed to get married. Relationships mess up their hours. It’s hard enough having me here. Dex took himself back to paranormal crime fighter. It’s the same thing, but they don’t get paid as much or handle really big problems.” He shrugged. “He only got it three months ago. That’s why he got me the game set.”

Oh. If he had chosen his own desire to stay a hero, and have a better life with more money? I’d be gone. He doesn’t even know me, and he was willing to do this. He gave up a better life for me? Great, now I am making myself feel like a heel for what I said earlier. I guess, it’s not all good for him too. I got up off the couch and moved toward the table where I had left the engagement ring. I took it out of the box and put it on. I looked at it a short time. Mrs . . .mrs . . .? “Max, what is your last name?”

“Caulson,” Max answered. “We don’t give it out to many, but since you’ll be my new sister, I guess you should know.”

Caulson. Mrs. Zoe Caulson. At least I knew his last name. I went back to the couch, but Max got up and headed to the bathroom. I didn’t care until I heard a knock.

A knock. On a door. In the middle of nowhere.

“Sweetie?”

I heard the door creak open and a soft voice called out. 

“Dex, sweetheart? Max?”

When I looked back, I saw a strangely dressed woman. She had two or three layers of puffy skirting on and her legs were bare. Her top was a tie around, her belly and her cleavage showing. Whoah, I had never seen anyone dressed like that before. When her attention met mine though, that calm exterior changed. Before I knew it, I was lifted from the couch. I closed my eyes but the feeling of ground was lost and wouldn’t return.

I could feel her hand around my throat, and my whole body felt the weight of gravity pressing down. She was up in the air with me, choking me. I tried to speak, but I couldn’t!

“You piece of branded trash, what do you think you’re doing in my Dex’s house?!”

I would tell this jealous steady courter but all that came out was garbled sounds. She loosened her grip and grabbed me by my arm. I felt us moving through the air, slower than before. This time, I didn’t close my eyes. We were traveling high above cities, passing rural and urban areas in seconds. Then, I saw it.

The Gutter. No one could mistake the area. Graffiti on every wall, and the homeless on every corner. No, no, not again! I watched as the ground approached closer.

“Don’t you dare try and hurt them again, or I’ll do more than this!” 

I thought that she would drop me there, but that would be too kind. The Gutter is where the branded belonged, what kind of punishment would that be to her? She kept flying a few feet farther. The area had changed into a graffiti free zone with no homeless around. A few feet to a paranormal was about five miles as high as we still were. She flew down lower and dropped me to the ground. I held my footing, looked up and tried to speak, but she was gone.

She was gone and I was not in the Gutter. I was in the Rim. Alone. 
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Okay, there was no time to panic. I moved against the wall, trying to keep the side of my arm with the brand hidden. I was not allowed to be here, this wasn’t any smarter than the Gutter.

“Someone’s out of their element.”

As I turned the corner, someone had been sitting on a bench. He saw my brand and this man wasn’t pleasant. Oh, he looked fine on the outside with his starched shirt and a straight tie, but his eyes were focused on me while his tongue licked his lips. 

Before I could even tell my legs to run, he grabbed my arm.

“Lost, little one?” He touched the brand on my arm. I tried to shrug off his hands, they smelled like turpentine. “Oh, I don’t think so.” He corrected me by shaking me and he brought me closer to him against my will. I could feel his icky breath in my face. “Never seen one like you, damn. Don't even bother with nothing more than a slip.” His voice was low and primal. “The wife doesn’t come home for a few hours. Why don’t we take a walk?”

“I have to get home,” I said as I pointed in the direction of the Gutter. “If I don’t, you’ll be held responsible.” 

“Oh, I have plenty of time before I have to do that.” He tried to pull me closer, but I pulled away and began to run. It must have surprised him to see a branded not obeying.

If he caught me, I was dead. Running, I had to keep running. Come on, Zoe, run like you’ve never run before! I felt the adrenaline flowing through me, keeping me at a faster pace. The fight or flight instinct was the only thing saving my life, but that adrenaline couldn’t carry forever. I had to lose him or-

I screamed as I ran into someone. I rounded the corner too fast. I tried to get away, but then I heard them speak.

“It’s okay, Zoe.”

Dex. I never felt so relieved to hear that guy’s voice. I tried to tell him what happened and that I was being chased but the running had depleted my ability to speak.

“It’s okay,” he confided.

“Following―chasing me―” I managed to finally speak, but before I finished it, Dex figured it out.

“I saw that branded first!” The man pointed at Dex, challenging him. Dex picked me up in his arms and started to levitate slightly. I watched the man back up. “Oh, paranormal. Okay, you know, you uh, keep her.” He ran the other way.

***
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Without any explanation of what happened, Dex flew me back to his home. I looked toward the door, not eager to go in as I saw the woman who dropped me off. 

“Its okay, come on.” Dex took my hand and brought me forward. The woman moved to inside the house as we approached closer to the door. Once inside the room, the woman’s gentle spirit still wouldn’t return. The look of ‘kill’ was still in her eyes. In fact, if I didn’t know better, she seemed to be even angrier than when she dropped me off in the Rim.

“Magi, Zoe.” Dex gestured between us. “Zoe, Magi.”

If he was expecting a handshake, he could keep expecting it as neither one of us moved. I wasn’t going to become friendly with someone who just threw me into the Rim.

“Magi.” Dex’s voice became low and sharp toward her.

“Well, what do you want me to say?” She exploded at Dex. “Who is she, Dex?”

Dex gulped and gestured toward me. “She is my fiancée.”

“What?!” She crossed her arms, and I could have sworn I saw smoke coming from her ears. Literally. “What are you talking about? You don’t date, and even if you did, you can’t pick someone to marry. What kind of sick joke is this?”

Dex glanced at me, then back to her. “Magi. She is nineteen and branded because Dean Resin did it in revenge against me. I needed to engage her. I retired my hero badge this afternoon and I’ve been hired back as a paranormal crime fighter.”

Magi stared at him. Her eyes almost seemed as if they started to water. “I could find someone to stay with her. She’d be safe,” Magi insisted. “Dex, you can’t throw everything away for some stupid girl you don’t even know!”

“I have to.”

“Why?”

“Just stop.”  Dex pointed at her. “I don’t want to see you messing with Zoe again. I don’t know what I would have done if you had killed her.” His eyelids lowered. “I really don’t know what I would have done. Shake hands and leave.”

Magi stomped over and held out her hand. I looked double time at Dex, before extending my hand toward hers. She pulled hers away before our hands met. 

“Sorry, I just can’t do it!” She stared at Dex before flying out the door.

“Magi.” He moved toward the door and watched her leave. His voice held a tone of melancholy. “Sorry.” He looked toward me. “Sorry, Zoe.” He left the living area and went to the bathroom.

Was he saying sorry to me, or sorry to her? Both? 

“If I hadn’t been in the bathroom.” Max sighed. “Oh, it probably wouldn’t have mattered, Magi wouldn’t listen to me.” He patted my back. “Come back over to the couch. Dex is going to need some time.”

I stared at myself through the bathroom mirror. How did I forget about Magi? Everything happened so fast, and I thought she was out of town. I should have let her know earlier. I had gone out with Magi twice when I first became a paranormal crime fighter. I was thrilled to meet a girl fighter back then and I had only met guys in my division. A couple dates later, I stopped accepting dates with her. She was a wild tiger, and I knew she wasn’t the one for me by seventeen. We hadn’t gone out in over three years, but we remained friends, and she still continued to like me.

Every once in awhile, she tried to ask me on another date. I always told her I couldn’t because I wanted to become a hero. That was part right, I didn’t let anyone dissuade me. The difference between hero and paranormal crime fighter were as huge as a river compared to the ocean. I didn’t date anyone else for the same reason. I was going to stay single. I planned on it.

But Magi was turning twenty soon and she was beginning to be persistent. Other than me, she only had one other choice in mind. Malcolm. She’d have to pick someone or be alone the rest of her life.

So when Magi had come over to see me to try and watch a ‘friendly movie’ and found out about Zoe? She flipped. 

When Max beeped my emergency phone, I broke my promise never to return straight home after work. When I met Magi, I demanded to know where she dropped off Zoe. I grabbed Zoe and brought her back but I was so mad. What if she had gotten the girl killed? An innocent, killed because of my ignorance. But that look Magi gave me and those excuses? I didn’t trust anyone in the Gutter and I couldn’t believe Magi had only the best intentions. 

Zoe had never done anything wrong, and she didn’t deserve that. The only thing she did was levitate pencils when she was younger. She was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I looked into the mirror. I knew Magi still liked me, and having Zoe here probably lost me my friend tonight. I turned the faucet on and splashed my face. Maybe it was better this way? She’d finally have to settle down with Malcolm.

I washed my face with a towel. There was no turning back and I wasn’t going to change my mind. As long as Zoe was branded, I had to make her my wife. I flung the towel down and left the bathroom. It’s not like Zoe was scheming for me to be hers, she had someone she already wanted to marry. She had her own life, so she was just as stuck with me as I was with her.

Shoot, I still hadn’t even cleaned out a room for Zoe. “Zoe? Take my room to sleep in tonight.” I saw her nod at me, but she didn’t meet me eye to eye. How could I blame her? I almost got her killed by not telling Magi. I walked over to the couch and sat in the middle between her and Max. 

This couch was small. I could have afforded a bigger couch but I had bought Max that video game set.  I couldn’t take it away, he enjoyed it too much. For now, this would have to do. 

“I am sorry about your friend. Were you courting her?”

I looked toward Zoe, hearing her finally speak. “She used to be a girlfriend I dated, but we never got very far.” I patted my lap a couple of times.

“Is she going to come back?” I watched her holding her breath.

“I doubt it.” Before she continued, I answered what I knew she would ask. “I will tell everyone first thing tomorrow who may visit where I live. If anyone comes, it will be in peace.”

She nodded briefly, watching the TV fleetingly. Eventually, she spoke up again. “Um. Dex?” I looked toward her. “I hate to inconvenience you?” She kept staring at me, like I should be knowing to do something. “Even an old raggedy shirt?”

Old raggedy shirt? I looked at her clothes and then remembered. Oh. She was from the Citadel, that clothing was under clothing. People weren't even supposed to see it! Oh, I'm such an idiot. “Of course, no problem, I'm sorry for not thinking.” I moved to my room and found an old shirt. My pants wouldn't fit her, but I had some old T-shirts she could droop over herself. Oh, that must have seemed like a creep move. Honestly though, I didn't even notice. Citadel women usually wore even less than that slip. I brought her out a couple of old shirts and she slid one on. “Better?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” She sat back down and so did I. Half embarassed. Ex-girlfriend tries to kill her and I left her in her slip all night. I could not be looking that good in her eyes.

I relaxed again, but knew my day wasn't quite done. She would need real clothes, and she needed to feel safer about that brand. “I'll be back in about an hour.”

When I came back, her and Max were still on the same place on the couch. “I got you an assortment of clothes, Zoe. Wear what you want.” She came right over and looked through them. She grabbed a pair of long pajamas but grabbed a bottle of cream. “What is this?”

I wanted her to ask about that. “I can't take the brand off you, but you aren't a slave of the Gutter. You can take the top half off.” I pointed to the prescription on it. “They always made the brand on the face a little different.”

That look. I couldn't forget that look on her face. It was a genuine smile and I swear tears were welling in her eyes. “Thank you.”

“It will take a couple of nights before it's completely gone. Wear it on your face tonight and it will be faded tomorrow.”

“Thank you. Really, thank you.” She took it and the pajamas.”

“The room on the right,” I said as I pointed to my room. “Good night.”

She nodded and took off. I looked over at Max. “You too, Max. It’s getting late.”

Max groaned but got off the couch. “Okay, goodnight Dex.” He patted his brother’s shoulder. “See you tomorrow?”

“See you tomorrow.” When everyone moved to their room, I laid on the couch. It was bumpy, but it would have to do tonight. I stared at the ceiling, watching the cracks as I tried to fall asleep. I noticed she put on the engagement ring, so it was a start.

“Dex?”

I was lying down already as she came over to the hallway’s threshold. I bet she wanted to ask something, but not in front of Max. “Yes?”

She fidgeted with her engagement ring. “Could you . . .maybe find some history books?” Her voice was softer. “If you have time?”

History books? “Yeah,” I answered again. “You’re sure about history? They could be dry.”

“History is never dry,” she said. “History doesn’t have to be written with flair, it stands out on its own. The facts you could learn, all the subtleties you would have ever known are hidden deep inside these books like secrets.”

Her interest was more than passerby. “You have a lot of interest in history.”

“Yeah.” Her passion for the subject seemed to fade away. “I was going to be a neoarchaeologist.”

A neoarchaeologist? My face changed into a blank before I could command it to pleasantly smile. “Why a neoarchaeologist?” I thought she would answer, but she took a step back and shied away. She was hiding something.

She turned to leave, but didn’t. “Dex?”

“Yeah?” Was she going to tell me?

“Thanks for . . .well, everything I guess.”

I nodded once and watched her leave back to my room. I lied down and stared at the ceiling. I had a fiancée I didn’t know, under a house that used to be just me and Max. A part of me wanted to scream again, but I’d done plenty of that in the emptiness of the air tonight. It was time to suck it up and move on. Tomorrow, sausage, eggs and some truth from her. No one was hiding secrets while they lived with me. My stomach growled. That fast food wasn’t fulfilling enough and I hadn’t eaten anything in the Citadel or at the headquarters. I couldn’t even locate a snack machine. Ooh, nice yummy sausage and yolky eggs. Paradise.

But for now, I ignored the hunger sensations. It was time to sleep.
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I got up early the next morning, unable to sleep on the couch. Heading for the kitchen, I started to fry up some breakfast. I wasn’t a chef, but I did try to get Max something besides heat and eat products at least once a week. I heard Max let out his morning yawn as he opened his door. Dressed in his dinosaur pajamas he headed over to the table in a stupor, rubbing his eyes.

“Moooorrniiing,” Max said and yawned at the same time. His tired attitude disappeared when he realized I was cooking breakfast. “Ooh, yummy.” He took a seat at the table as I brought some eggs and sausage over to a plate I had laid out for him. “Thanks, Dex. Is Zoe going to get up soon?”

Like I knew that? She could be the kind who slept until noon. I just shrugged and went back to cooking. 

“Magi didn’t like her,” Max said, “and when you told her who she was, she seemed to hate her even more.”

“I know.”

“Magi likes you.”

“I know.”

“You always told her you couldn’t be with her ‘cause you wanted to be a hero no matter what.”

“I know.”

“Now you’re marrying someone she never even met before.”

“I. Know.” I looked back toward Max. “I can’t change anything.”

“Can’t they get along?” Max asked. “I like Magi, but Zoe is going to be my new sister. Right?”

“Magi will have to work at it. As for Zoe, I don’t know what to expect.” I flipped the sausage in the pan. “She was nearly killed last night. Asking her to become friends with someone trying to kill her could be hard.”

“You mean ‘tried to kill her’,” Max said. He looked at me longer. “Right?”

Honestly, I didn’t know. Until Magi cooled down and accepted it, I couldn’t risk those two being alone together. “If Magi shows up, whether she is pleasant or not, I want you to call me.” My brother nodded as I scraped some egg and sausage on my plate. I sat down next to Max. “Little man, I need to talk to you about some things. I know I promised we’d get a bigger house and―”

“I already know,” he said as he popped a bit of egg into his mouth.  “It’s okay, Dex. I know you aren’t going to be a hero, and we won’t be changing anything. We’re getting a bigger family though. It’s worth it.”

I appreciated the fact that Max understood, but it was still rotten. Even if I had chosen to stay a paranormal crime fighter, I could have provided a better living for just my brother and I. It was paying off the loans of the hero classes that had sucked me dry. I finished paying back those loans, but Zoe would take the place of that cost. 

I watched as Zoe emerged from her door. Her pajamas sheltered most of her form. Before I knew it, I felt a smile emerge on my face. No one around this area dressed like her. Girls and women alike showed off everything, there was no modesty. In some areas, going topless wasn’t only allowed, it was expected. So, there was a plus. Zoe could be a good role model for Max. I bought most of the clothes at the Rim shop I bought the Citadel clothing for my mission at. I put about a 50/50 percentage of the Rim style fashions in there too to help her adapt. (That and they were much cheaper.)

She came over towards the tote, and grabbed a plain blouse with shorts. Like I suspected, she grabbed the Citadel wear. The shorts covered all the essentials, and the shirt’s u shape was high enough it wouldn’t show any cleavage. She went back to my bedroom to get dressed.

“She dresses like she has something to hide,” Max noted. “Are people going to accept her?”

A girl from the Citadel? It wouldn’t be easy. “I don’t know. We’ll just have to see.”

“De-ex!”

Oh, not Pearl right now. I looked back toward Pearl. She lived in a topless area and hardly had any tops, period. She wasn’t allowed in my house though unless she had some kind of top for Max. He was too young to be exposed to those things. Ronnell kept me from those areas when I was younger, so I did the same thing for Max. “Pearl.”

“Hi! So, where’s your new missus?” She came over and sat beside us. “Is it true she’s a freak from the Citadel?” 

I didn’t have to answer her as Zoe emerged from my room and into the hallway. “Dex, do you have a brush?” I told her to check the bathroom door. She nodded at Pearl, but that wasn’t going to be enough.

“Wow.” Pearl stood up and went over closer to Zoe. Zoe didn’t look directly at her, but she didn’t say anything. No matter, Pearl would. “Look at you, what are you, some religious nut?” She moved over toward Zoe and pulled at her shoulder sleeve. “What is this, you can’t even tell you have boobs except for the shape of your front. If you’re going to wear something like that, at least make it see through.” She looked toward Zoe’s shorts. “Can’t see any butt shot. What the hell is wrong with you?” 

Zoe remained civil. “I’m from the Citadel.”

“No duh, geez. Dex, I feel sorry for you. Except for the humps, how can you tell she isn’t a man?” Pearl laughed. “Your hair needs work, look how messed up it is. What is this, a braid half in-half out and all pink? You are lucky you nabbed Dex, I don’t know what guy would agree to be with you.” She left her side. “At least she’s good for a laugh.” She moved back over toward me. “She dresses like she’s from the twentieth century.”

“Pearl,” I muttered her a warning. I didn’t want to have to break up a fight during breakfast.

“But look at her!” Pearl tried to keep from laughing, but she still giggled. “She’s like the cutest little dweeb. If she leaves the house like that, she’s going to get teased.”

“Then let them tease,” Zoe said to her. “I’m never wearing anything close to you.”

“You’d rather wear that religious thing?”

“Better than dressing that way.”

“Harsh words, coming from a branded.”

“Knock it off.” I knew I couldn’t fight Zoe’s battles all the time, but I hated that word. “Don’t call her that.”

“Why?” Pearl asked. “She should be licking your feet after letting her stay with you. That’s brave, by the way. I commend you for that, Dex.”

“I may have a brand on my arm, but it will not change who I am,” Zoe said. 

“We’ll see.” Pearl sniffed and looked back toward Dex. “Uppity little thing you have.” She turned towards the door and looked back at Zoe. “If you ask me? You should be cleaning, cooking, and showing Dex a good time every night for keeping you out of the Gutter.” Right before she closed the door she muttered, “Classical wench.”

Zoe moved toward the bathroom while Max shoved me. 

“Pearl hates her too? Pearl gets along with everyone.” Max sighed. “I don’t get it, Pearl started the whole thing. I didn’t think Zoe was that bad. She’s just―”

“Different,” I finished for him. “She’s different, Max.”

“Did you hear what Pearl called her?” Max asked me. 

“I don’t care if none of our friends respect or like Zoe. I am not here to please anybody.” I crossed my arms. I wasn’t going to be drawing a dirt in the line for dumping friends who didn’t like her, but at the same time I couldn’t let them treat her like that. What was I supposed to do?

Zoe came over and sat down between Max and I on the couch. I looked toward her. “Do you want some breakfast?”

“You don’t have to make anything,” she insisted. Her voice was softer for some reason.

“Okay.” If she didn’t want breakfast, I wouldn’t force it on her. “Since we’re getting married, I thought we could find out more about each other.”

“Like what?” Her voice was still hauntingly soft.

“Like why you wanted to be a neoarchaeologist?”

Those clothes she wore. I knew they wore those kinds of clothes, but I wouldn’t. How could I? It was practically like being naked, I couldn’t do it. I could show some cleavage, but that much? My shorts were a decent length, but that wasn’t good enough either. 

Max poked me in the shoulder. “Come on, Zoe, tell us. How come you wanted to be that?”

I was different enough there. Did I really have to say this? “Is it that important?”

“Yes,” Dex said. His looks changed from calm to suspicious. “I am letting you live with me and my little brother. We are not going to hide secrets.”

That wasn’t a good look on him. He didn’t know me and I was too secretive about it. These two already knew about paranormal power, they had it, so I guess it was time to expose my secret. “I wanted to prove a hypothesis I have.” I looked toward Max first. “I believe that the paranormal ancestors didn’t eat anything in particular or do anything special to achieve the abilities in their heritage. I believe that people evolved that way naturally. That’s why no one knows how they have their abilities.”

I wasn’t surprised by the looks I received, from either one of them.

“That can’t be true. You’d be seeing crossovers,” Dex said.

“Paranormality has not even been around for two hundred years. It takes time for evolution to take place.” Neither of them looked convinced. “That’s why I wanted to be a neoarchaeologist.” I didn’t expand on that.

“Something must have triggered that thinking to you,” Dex said. “Where did that hypothesis come from? You levitating pencils?”

“So that’s where the evolution idea comes from.” Max smiled at me. “You are smart.”

“You should have been told years ago that your family―”

“I am their daughter. I looked closer. I even found my archived birthing video.”

“Oh.” Words of wisdom I suppose. Dex made a small click with his mouth. “Do me a favor?”

“What?”

“Don’t tell anybody that. Ever.” Dex looked over at his little brother. “Big secret. Don’t tell anybody, ever.” He looked back toward me. “The world is lucky you’re not going to be a neoarchaeologist.”

That was cruel. It must have appeared on my face how hurt I was because his look softened toward me.

“If you proved that scientifically, this world would be in trouble. Do you know how much industry is from the Citadel? People who are trained to work in the upper level industry levels? If they leave, it’d fall.” Dex shook his head. “You would make everything collapse.”

“I don’t understand.” I crossed my arms. “Why would people leave? The Citadel is the most wonderful place in the world. To me,” I added. “I would never leave it.”

“You want to prove that genetics can change. Imagine if others turned out like you? Only normal people can live in the Citadel. You were spotted, but assumed to be adopted. You should have been adopted.” He said it like continually saying it would help. “Testing would be done before birth. Families would be forced to separate. People couldn’t trust their future son or daughter would be normal.” Dex breathed out a long sigh. “Our secret. If anyone finds out about the pencils, you were adopted. Did you tell the last PCU investigation about your birthing video?”

“No. I knew they wouldn't be happy about it,” I answered.”I just nodded and told them I wouldn't practice anymore.” Besides it didn’t matter now. My future was in the Rim. What kind of job could I get after I was married? I was way out in the middle of nowhere. Maybe I could get a computer job. Did Dex have a computer? I may not have gone to advanced schooling but I still had almost all of my proper schooling. I knew the ins and outs of most lower and mid level careers. “Can I work?” It came out before I even thought about saying it, my mind sputtered it out.

Dex looked toward me. “Work? Right now, you can’t.”

“I know right now.” No one would hire or pay a branded girl. “I meant if you can’t find a loophole and we have to get married,” I said. “I have experience with computers, and I do know the bottom and middle levels that most Rim people understand.”

“You know the bottom and middle levels?” Dex seemed surprised. “Even if you knew the bottom level that would help out. Can you run a computer?”

“If you’ve got one, I could,” I answered. 

“Okay. Once the brand is off, we’ll get you work.” Dex seemed delighted himself. “Sure I can’t make you any kind of breakfast?” This time it sounded more like a thank you for wanting to work instead of some forced gesture. Did he think I was just going to be a clinger?

“Egg and sausage is good,” Max said poking me. “You should have some.”

I didn't have much choice now, so I agreed. Breakfast would probably be okay, but I had to make something clear. “I’ve never eaten Rim food.” 

“Okay,” Dex said. “You’ll be fine, it’s good. Eggs and sausage it is.” 

Eggs and sausage?  I assume eggs that aren’t fertilized and gutted pig. It sounded disgusting but it is what they ate. The fast food wasn’t too bad yesterday. It had a little meat in it. A few years ago, the Citadel still allowed some forms of artificial food but none of it was raw meat and vegetables. That hadn’t been around as an option to eat since I was a baby. I got up and walked toward the kitchen where Max and Dex had headed. I watched him grab raw eggs out of the fridge. In the freezer, he pulled out a chunk of uncooked meat, half wrapped. 

“Have you had eggs and sausage?” Max asked curiously. “What do you eat where you’re from?”

“Combinations,” I answered. “Everyone in the family is sent a year’s worth of food. It’s stored in a larger refrigerator unit. We eat one a day.”

“What the heck is a combination?” Max looked disturbed.

“Combinations are already prepared dinners you cook on a stove,” I answered. “They are premeasured and planned, so that you don’t over eat or under eat.” 

Dex looked toward me. “You want bread too?”

“No, just egg and sausage.” As Dex brought it over, I was beginning to change my mind. The sausage looked fine, but I had never heard of egg being prepared the way it sat on my plate. It was half liquid and half solid. I ate the sausage which felt greasy in my mouth but it was full of flavor. It was bursting with flavor. Still, it just...

At least I made it in time. I came out of the bathroom a few minutes later. “I don’t think I want breakfast after all.” Note to self. Don’t overdo pure meat. 
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Later that afternoon, Max played his games and Dex left the house, but I didn’t know what to do yet. I didn’t want to seem like an ungrateful guest who lied around all day. Maybe I could do some dishes? I looked around for the washer, but I couldn’t find it at first. I smiled when I figured it out, such a dunce! It was beneath the stove. I opened it up and looked around. There was no place to put the dishes at except on a rack? Strange and a little primitive. I was going to grab the dishes but I couldn’t figure out where the cleaning solution went. 

I approached Max who was leaning to the left on the controller. “Max, where’s the cleaning solution for the washer?”

“For the clothes?”

“For the dishes.”

“We don’t have a washer for dishes.”

Oh. Good thing I didn’t put them in there then. “What’s below the stove?”

He paused his game and looked at me like I was an idiot. “The oven. Don’t you know ovens?”

Ovens, yes, of course. That was used outside the Citadel. Figuring the dishes could wait until I understood more, I decided I could cook something for lunch to show my appreciation. Except, I only knew how to cook combinations. Cooking was a strong word too, I simply poured it out of the box and warmed it up on the stove at home. I shuffled through the fridge and found something like combinations.

It said it took a microwave or an oven. What was a microwave? I still had a lot to learn about my new area. I took a box out to Max. “Max? What are these?”

Max turned away from the game for a minute long enough to look. “Those? FDM’s.”

“FDM’s?”

“Frozen dinner meals,” he said.

Frozen dinner meals. It looked like a combination. “Should we eat these?”

“Eat whatever,” Max said as he twisted his control to the left. He was concentrating on beating the sixth level. “There’s no way to know when Dex comes back so eat if you want.”

“Are you hungry?” I asked him.

“Starving.” He smiled at me. “If you make chicken, I’ll take that.”

Chicken. I looked at the package. This one had beef in it. I went back to the freezer and looked around. Hope none of these had sausage. Toward the back I found a box with the word chicken.

“Chicken. Potato. Mandarin.” Hm. It had the word chicken in it. Now, the microwave or an oven? I moved toward below the stove. 

“Don’t do that.” Max was right beside me, I had a feeling he was hungry and didn’t want me to mess up. “The microwave is faster.” He pointed to a small plastic box. I opened it. It really was a small box with a tray. He came over and pulled the meal out of its carton. He placed it in the tray and pushed some buttons.

I watched the countdown on it. This machine was fast, why didn’t we have this for combinations? I had studied so much of this and that, but I still felt so lost. As it beeped, Max grabbed it and flung it to the table. “That’s all there is to it.”

Why didn’t the Citadel have microwaves? It would have made our combinations cook faster. I followed his steps and the directions on the box. When it was done, I grabbed it like Max did. I moved to the table and smelled the aroma. When I looked up, Max held a spork out to me. I took it and dug in. 

It was warm. It was incredibly warm in a short time. I watched Max eat his food in minutes, and I ate mine regularly. Only, it was getting cold and although warm, some spots were ultra hot. By the time I reached the white substance, it was stone cold. Nevermind, I knew why this wasn’t in the Citadel now.

“You need to eat faster. Pop it in another thirty seconds,” Max said as he licked his fingers. He rushed out to play the game again, but I stopped him to remind him to wash his hands. After a second go around in the microwave, I finished the food. It wasn’t as flavorful as it smelled.

The microwave was fast but it wasn’t for me. Next time, maybe I should try the stove.

I moved back toward the dishes. Without a machine, they would be done by hand? "Max?"

"What?"

I could hear the irritation in his voice, but I needed to learn. "How do you wash your dishes?"

"With soap and water."

Yes, he wasn't going to be of much help, he was in the zone again on his game. I looked around the sink and saw a bottle called dish soap. Mm, soap for dishes, pretty straight forward. I dotted a tiny bit on my hand and placed it beneath the water faucet. It foamed up. I washed my hands beneath the faucet, they felt sticky. I would have to ask where their watering was at so I could get clean too. This pink hair and grunginess from last night was killing me. Max would be irritated if I asked him again, but if we were living together, he would have to get used to my inquisitive mind. "Max?"

"What now?"

He was outright whining. "Where is your watering?"

"Our what?" Max paused his game and came in. 

"Your watering," I said. "How you get clean."

"The shower. It's in the bathroom." Max pointed toward the end of the hallway where the bathroom was located. "What's a watering?"

What's a shower? I had heard of the bath tub and bathing in my studies. What was a shower? Oh, they limited so much history in the Citadel. Well, I needed to get these dishes done. "When I get done, do you think you could show me how it works please?"

He just looked at me like I was from another world. In a way, I was. "Show you how to shower?"

"Yes."

"You don't know how to shower?"

"I've heard of rain showers," I said. "That's the only shower I know."

"Yeah. When I get time, we'll do that." He turned back around and headed to his game.

I turned back around and looked at the dishes. How much of the soap went on each plate? I added some to the first plate and then turned the water on the faucet. The water wasn't strong enough, and now soap was stuck on it. I would need something to help spread the soap. The stains on the plates too, they were still there. The soap did not make it disappear. I tried adding more soap, but I was making a mess. It was starting to bubble and the bubbles were coming off the plates.

I know when I'm beat. Max did mention they had a washer for clothes though. Maybe I could learn that? Beside the kitchen, I saw a small closet. Please, oh please? I opened it and saw a washer. Yes! I recognized this. I went to my room and grabbed my slip and pajamas. Bringing it back, I looked at the settings. I knew this, thank goodness I knew something. It was an older brand but the concept was the same. Put clothes in, add detergent, and close.

"Hey, Max."

Oh, not another visitor. None of them so far even seemed to see me as a human being with feelings. I heard him talk a second with Max, and then he was toward my back.

"Hey there, Zoe. Remember me? My name is Chla."

At least he was friendly. I smiled back. "Yes, I do. Nice to meet you again."

"Oh, the pleasure is mine." He smiled too. "So, you have washers where you come from?"

"Yes," I said, "I couldn't figure out the dishes or the shower process though."

"Well, let me help." He closed the door shut on the washer, pushed power without even looking at the setting and pushed me persuasively to the kitchen. "Oh, you figured out the soap. Definitely figured out the soap." He stood behind my back with his arms on either side of me. "You need a small towel. See, like this?" He showed me a towel he got from the bottom of the sink. "You take a stopper and put it in on one side." He took a tiny piece of what looked like sculpted pumice, and placed it in the base of the sink. He turned on the water and squeezed the soap into it. "There you go. It'll get extra soapy. Take your towel and rub it off. For harder jobs, you need a scrubber.”

“Oh, good.” It was nice to have some help. I took a plate and the towel and began to lightly wash it.

“That’s a harder one. Here, let me help you.”

Chla put his hands on mine and helped me scrub faster. I could figure it out but it wasn’t right not to accept help. “Thank you very much, Chla. I like your name too, it’s original. No one has original names anymore where I’m from. I don’t know why.”

“Oh, I’m original alright.” He helped me scrub harder against the plate but it was already clean. He must be ultra hygienic. “Like I was saying, it’s just me at my place, and I don’t have anything holding me back. I’m a good friend of Dex’s too, and he comes to see me all the time.” He grabbed another dish and helped me scrub again. “You know, I’m a paranormal crime fighter. I like it, and I don’t ever plan on being a hero. I also don’t have a little brother, it’s just me. I can afford whatever I want.”

“Okay?” Where was Chla going with this?

“You know, Dex and Magi, they kind of had a chance. I know you’re branded, so he’s marrying you to save you but it’s ruining their lives.” Chla stroked my hair comfortingly. Weird, but it could be this areas custom. “Besides which, he’s not your type. Magi is turning twenty soon and she needs to secure someone. He fits better with her, and I like you.”

Yep, I understood where this was going. 

“He doesn’t really understand what a woman wants either.” Chla whispered in my ear. “I do. I would get you whatever you needed. If, you want to come with me instead?”

Okay, now this was getting weird. He wasn’t scrubbing anymore and his hands were wrapping around me. “Uh, no.”

“Oh? Look, I’m not bad, but your life is already ruined. Why bring down Dex? So, why don’t you stop resisting?”

“Chla!”

I heard Max from behind. In seconds, Chla let go of me.

“Hey, Max. Just introducing myself to the new woman.” He winked at me. “So, playing your game?”

I turned around and looked at Max. He didn’t seem happy at all. His arms were crossed and the kid looked like he was ready for a fight.

“Out,” Max said. “You talked to Zoe long enough.”

“I just got here,“ Chla said. “I helped out with the dishes. She’s new in the area and needs a little help.”

“I know what you want,” Max glared at him. “You shouldn’t be talking to her like that.”

“Your brother doesn’t want her.” Chla gestured to me. “You want to have a decent house and life again, before this whole mess? I could make it all go away. The only important thing is removing the branding.” Chla placed his hands on his chest. “I’ve known Dex for years, you know I’m not bad.”

“You better leave or I’ll call Dex,” Max warned him.

“Fine.” He looked over toward me, longingly. “It was nice to meet you, Zoe.”

I watched as he left out the door.

“Sorry.” Max shook his fist at the door. “That was Chla. I better call Dex.”

I went back to washing dishes. I should have noticed when he was holding me closer that something was wrong. I just didn’t understand the area or customs. That was rule number one that always got people into trouble throughout history. Not understanding and respecting all the traditions and rituals. I was already an outcast and it would be hard to blend in. I could more if I changed clothes but I couldn’t corrupt my own spirit simply to fit in either. Maybe I’d find something between the styles. 

Since the call separated Max from his game, I took the opportunity. “Max? Could you show me this shower?” I had to get clean.

Max nodded and we went to the bathroom. He pointed to a box covered in glass. “The buttons are hot and cold. Just hold them down to get it hotter or colder. The soap is in the holder here.” He pointed to an oval shaped box inside. “Use a washrag when you pump it out. The towels are below the bathroom sink. Anything else?”

“Just, hang on.” I pointed to into the glass. “I put soap on me, and wash with buttons.” I looked toward the top. “Does the water come out of there?”

“Yeah,” Max said. “The towels are in the drawer.”

I scratched my head. “A towel won’t dry you well enough. Clothes are very heavy and water soluble.”

Max just looked at me. “You don’t wear clothes in a shower.”

“Oh.” So, I showered naked? That was different. “Okay, thanks.” He shrugged, probably wondering what a goofy person I was before shutting the door to give me some privacy.

I took my clothes off and entered the shower. Turning on the hot and cold, it took time to balance the combination. With a watering, my settings were always in as soon as I hit start. I grabbed a washrag and put it below the soap box, pumping it. Once it got enough soap on it, the rag became bubbly. I began to wash my arms, and the bubbles kept coming. 

Washing myself was new. I was used to standing in the middle while water rained at me from two sides and a special nozzle at the top. Afterwards, the water would be soapy like it was in the washrag. I would get hit with the water again, and then get blowdried. The process took two minutes thirty seconds.

It was much slower than a watering, but it was actually more soothing. I moved my body around and actually enjoyed the sensation of water running down my back. It was amazing! I must have been at least fifteen minutes but it was worth it. I got out and searched for the towels.

Then, I was aware of something. Being naked after a shower was like being out in the cold without warm clothes! I quickly grabbed a towel and wiped the water off. It was so cold, I wanted to get into some clothes. I didn’t get dry enough though, it was tough putting on clothes after a fresh shower.

I clasped my new badge on my shirt. I had to wear the old grey shirts now. I would miss the glowing texture. Now, I only had a normal shirt with ‘Paranormal Crime Unit’ written on it. Regular jeans. Regular shoes. Regular jacket. No wristguards. 

I was on my way to get my new schedule when my phone went off. It wasn’t the emergency text code, but Max left a message.

Chla came by the house. He tried to convince Zoe to go with him instead. Chla? Oh, man. Chla was a good guy, but something had to be up.

“Dex.”

I turned around and saw Chla. “Yeah?”

He looked at my phone. “Oh, I see Max already told you. Look, I would take great care of her. You know you’d rather not deal with her.”

I groaned. There had to be a catch. “Why?”

“Why not? You know it would solve all your problems.” Chla patted his chest. “I don’t have anyone. She needs someone. She’s well dressed. Non-cursing. Everything no woman around here is. Just let me have her?”

“I meant why do you want to marry a girl you don’t know?” I needed an honest answer.

“Look, how much do you want for her?” Chla said. “I’ll take care of her. I won’t turn her into an unpaid maid, and I’d treat her well. You have more family than you can take care of, and I have none.” He scratched his head. “I’m tired of living by myself. I could marry her and eventually we’d get closer. That’s the way it usually goes.”

“She isn’t a simple package,” I told him. “She doesn’t want a future here, she wants the Citadel and her old boyfriend. I mean, her courter.”

“Courter?” He was confused.

“Someone she planned on marrying,” I explained.

“I highly doubt there’s anything, but I would give her up if you found something,” he came back with. “You could have everything back, Dex.”

The thought of handing her over to him didn’t sit well with me though. Chla had no family, and he was alone like I was until I found Max. He wanted someone, and I guess like me, he didn’t care for the loose girls who came and went. 

Everything about Zoe yelled stable.

“She was doing laundry,” Chla said. “I know you, you didn’t ask that.”

No, I didn’t.

“I helped her do dishes. Her laughter is so soft and cute.” 

It was.

“You know I would never hurt her.”

He wouldn’t, I knew Chla. I rubbed my head, this I needed to think about. If he took her, then it would be the same process. Plus, I could be a hero again. “She isn’t anything like others around here. Don’t treat her wrong, and I mean it. Don’t rush her either, she already had someone courting her. Remember that. Jerry was a decent guy, I met him years ago.”

“I won’t rush her. I’ll wait for her to warm up to me,” Chla said. “You won’t regret this.”

“I better not.” I grabbed the books she had asked for.  “Give me at least fifteen minutes.”
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I went through the door and saw Max playing his game. “You’re addicted, little man.”

“Eh.” Max laughed. “It’s fun, I just wish I could beat the sixth level. It’s been an interesting day though.” He paused the game and got on his knees on the couch backwards to face me. He hung his arms over the couch. “She almost cooked the dishes. She didn’t know how to shower, and she didn’t know anything about microwaves. I felt extra smart today,” he chuckled. “She did get laundry done, fixed us some frozen meals, and she did the dishes and took a shower.”

She had been busy. I held onto the backpack of books I brought. Where had she gone? I looked to the kitchen and didn’t see her.

“Oh yeah, I forgot.” Max laughed again. “She’s outside, trying to figure out how to hang up laundry.”

I headed to the back. She was along a line and flopping clothes over it. The wind up here was heavy, so she was tieing them to the line. I went back inside and grabbed pins, then headed back out toward her. “Zoe.”

She looked over at me. “Dex, what do you have?”

“Pins. You use these to clip the clothes to the wire.” I watched as she untied clothes and started to pin them. “You don’t have to do all this.”

“I wanted to show my appreciation.” She clipped another shirt on the wire. “Although, I kind of have this love/hate thing going on right now. Who is Chla?”

“Zoe, I need to talk to you about Chla. He has money saved up, and he can afford to treat you better, so I want you to marry him instead.”

I thought she’d be happy to hear she was taken care of, but her eyes said otherwise. “You’re going to pawn me off?”

“I didn’t say pawn off.”

“So you can get your life back, right? Forget the fact I had one, and I had a courter. As long as you are happy.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Fine, go ahead. Stick me with another stranger I don’t know!” She yelled. “What’s it matter? I don’t know you either. I don’t know anyone!” She crossed his arms. “I’d pack but I own nothing. Point me to the way out.” She stomped off back into the house.

I tried to follow, but she shut the door on me. I opened it and called for her. She locked herself in the bathroom. Ugh! 

“What happened?” Max asked me.

“I told her to go with Chla,” I said. “She freaked out.”

“You told her to leave?” Max gave me a disgusted look. “Dex, you said you’d marry her.”

“I can’t afford to give her the best, but he can. I wasn’t kicking her out, I was giving her a leg up.” I knocked on the bathroom door but there was no answer.

“Dex.” Max shook his head. “You took her from the Gutter. She’s got a brand on her arm. She can’t marry the guy she wanted to.” He sunk down into the cushion. “The only thing she had now was some knowledge about who she could trust.” Max sniffled. “You just took that away from her!”

I watched as Max ran off the couch into his room. I knocked on his door, but he locked his door too. Damn, now I had both of them hating me. “Max?” I knocked on his door lightly. “Come on, little man, let me in.”

“No!”

“Max.” I sighed. “Can you just talk to your big brother?” He still didn’t answer. “I was just trying to give her a better life.” I knocked lightly on his door again. “We don’t know her much longer or better than him, but he could give her more. Plus, I could be a hero again, and we could have our old life back if she went with him. It was win/win.”

He didn’t respond but he opened the door. Maybe that would make him come around? I smiled, the biggest and brightest smile I could muster. He slammed the door on my face again.

I rolled my eyes, this was getting ridiculous. “Don’t make me break down the door. Max!”

“Leave me alone before you decide to sell me!”

That statement drove me to  banging the door with my foot. “She would be better off with him.”

“Then package me up, ‘cause I was better off without you too! I had food and shelter, I was a prized possession!” he yelled through the door. “Only I didn’t have someone who cared and who was family. But if riches is all that matters, then send me with her.”

Oh. I leaned my head against the door when I saw Chla come through the front door. He looked at me and put two and two together.

“Max isn’t happy?” He came over and knocked on my brother’s door. “I promise I will take good care of Zoe.”

“Good. Apparently my brother won’t!” Max shouted through the door.

I banged my hand against the door again. 

“Hey, don’t worry, Max.” Chla put his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll make her happy. You can even come visit the baby when it’s born.”

Baby? “What baby?” I asked. “Zoe isn't planning on that. She is from the Citadel, they don't have children that young.”

“Yeah, but.” Chla shrugged. “I’ll be her husband, I’ll have higher authority.”

What? What did he say? “You’re going to say that you’ll have a baby, without even talking to her?” I shook my head. “No. No, forget it.”

“Forget what?” Chla asked.

“Forget everything. This isn’t going to work.”

“I only meant if you didn’t find a loophole before we get married,” he said trying to smoothe me over. “If there wasn’t a loophole you found, and we got married, then we would have a kid.”

“No. Get out.” Oh, I couldn’t take much more. Higher authority? I couldn’t do this, I couldn’t trust he would let her go if I did find something. Especially if his main goal was family. 

“Well, come on. It’s no different than what you did,“ Chla said outright.

Oh. Damn. Damn it, he was right! I didn’t even ask her about Chla before I decided he was best. I pointed toward the door. “Get out.”

“Dex.” Chla tried to put his hand on my shoulder. “Look, we can work this out―“

“Out, Chla.” I pointed toward the door.

“Fine.” Chla fixed his collar. “I was trying to be nice. You could have had everything back. Have fun with your branded.”

A few minutes later, Max came out of his room. I apologized profusely to him. I tried to explain to him that she wouldn’t be going anywhere and that it would be okay.

And then, he pointed something out to me. This whole time, I had been comforting him. I never actually went to the bathroom to even talk to Zoe. I agreed and told him to wait by the couch.

I knocked on the bathroom door. “Zoe?”

There wasn’t an answer but I knew she was in there. “I’m sorry for making it sound like you had to go. You don’t, I wasn’t trying to sell you. This is your home now, and I’m not going to kick you out.” I knocked again. “Zoe?” The words weren’t strong enough, Max was right. I changed her whole life this week, and I flipped it on her today again. I didn’t know how to get through to her though. “Okay. Um. We’ll be out here when you’re ready to come out.”

She would eventually come out, but I had to get back to work. “Max? Let me know when she comes out? I have to go.” I headed out the door. 

***
[image: image]


When I returned, Zoe still hadn’t come out of the bathroom. I knocked on the door again. “Come on, Zoe. Will you give it up already? I won’t pawn you off on any friend again.” She still wouldn’t answer. “Fine. I am going to make some food. Come out when you get hungry.” I fixed dinner, and Max and I ate alone. Max didn’t have much to say while we ate.

***
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Okay, this was flat out ridiculous. I already put Max to bed and she was still sulking in that bathroom. I knocked again. “You haven’t eaten since lunch and Max is already in bed. I know you’re hungry. You need to come out and talk to me.” I hated to do this but she left me little choice. “If you don’t come out by the end of five, I am taking this door off.” I counted down slowly until I reached five.

I picked the door off the wall, trying my best not to damage it. When I looked inside, I didn’t see her. What? 

The window was up in the corner. Oh, great. I went outside and looked around, seeing her taking clothes off the line. She wasn’t holding up in the bathroom, she was sneaking around the house just fine. I approached her, which didn’t turn out well. She ignored me and continued to fold clothes. “I’m sorry, okay? What are you doing out here?”

“Getting clothes.” She crossed her eyes like I was stupid. “What do you want?”

“You have been pretending to be in the bathroom,” I said. “Do you know how long I talked to that door?”

“Not my fault you never checked around,” she huffed. “Just because I don’t want to see you, doesn’t mean I will stay in one room and forget to eat. I was hoping you stayed up even later as I crawled into bed tonight.”

“You shouldn’t have pretended to be in there. I thought you were in there.”

“Yeah, and I thought I would be happy the rest of my life with Jerry. Real life sucks, get used to it.” I could practically hear the growl underneath. “So, who am I getting set up with again? Are you trading me for a cheeseburger to someone?”

Ooh. She had overheard Max that one day. “I’m not trading you.”

“Yeah, I really believe that.” She didn’t and the sarcasm was so thick no one could have missed it.

“I thought he would be better for you,” I said. “I didn’t understand fully.”

“You were about to give me away without fully understanding?” She threw more clothes into the basket. “I feel a thousand times better, thanks.”

“You barely knew me,” I complained. “You would have got to know him. He’s good, just . . .I didn’t know he wanted complete authority. That’s all.”

“That’s a big detail to me.” She grabbed the basket and handed it to me. “Everyone coming here, stopping by? I’m stuck on a cliff in the middle of nowhere. It’s comforting to know that he could return whenever he wants, or your courting girl Magi could be around the corner, waiting to kill me.”

“Magi will not hurt you. Chla will not return.” I groaned. “Will you just give me a second chance? I promise, I will not send you away.”

“Harumph.”

“I won’t. I promise.” I held my hand up to her. “I won’t make a deal with anyone again. Not even to consider it.”

“Including whether or not they can give me a better life,” she said.

“Including whether or not they can give you a better life,” I repeated. 

“Good because I don’t know anyone. I didn’t know Chla. I don’t know people, and you are right, I don’t know you that well.” Her eyes softened toward me. “But I know that you’re a good person. You saved me three times. You saved me twice from a knife four years ago. You saved me from being thrown to the Gutter forever.” She took the basket back. “You are the only person I trust and you tossed me away like I was nothing in an afternoon.”

I was silent as she went back inside. I think I understood Max now. She didn’t have anything to depend on except me. Except that promise. I took that trust and crushed it by telling her she would go with Chla. “Zoe.” I caught up with her inside. “I’m sorry. I am, and I really do promise. Never again.”

She nodded, half believing me, but that wasn’t enough. I turned her around and gently held her by the shoulders. 

“I absolutely promise. I’ll give you up, when I’d give up my own brother.” That seemed to sink in deeper. “Take my bed again tonight. I didn’t get around to cleaning the spare bedroom.” She nodded and took off toward the tote. She fished around for some pajamas and picked something that covered most of her body again. She whispered a small goodnight and headed to bed.

I lied on the couch, feeling like a heel. “I only wanted the best,” I muttered to myself. 

“I don’t blame you completely.”

I looked back. She hadn’t taken off to bed quite yet.

“I don’t. You wanted your old life back. It’s tempting, I could hardly blame you. It doesn’t mean I would go obediently like a puppy.” She shrugged. “If you really want me to go to someone else, then invite them over. Let me get to know them. That’s all I ask. Okay? And I’m sorry about the overreaction.  I have very little control of my own future, so yelling is all I have left.” She gave me a light nod and took off to her room.

At least she understood. I lied on the couch, staring at the wall. I had to get that storage cleaned out, this was going to start killing my back. 

“So, is she staying now?”

I watched Max approach me. “Max, you should be in bed.” Max didn’t answer. “Yes, she is staying.”

“For good?”

“For good. I promise, she isn’t going anywhere. Not unless I can find a loophole and get her back home.” Once he smiled, I knew his nerves were settled. “You get to bed now. It’s getting late.” Once he went back to his room, I lied on the couch contemplating the next step. How was I going to find a loophole for her?

If you were ever separated from your parents, and left to survive in another place, what would you do? Never thought I’d know the answer to that, but I did. I helped out with some of the chores, relaxed and read some books, and of course played the game with Max. We were good as a tag team, and finally beat level six together that I had given up on years ago.

Max was great, I couldn’t wish for someone better to hang out with all day. Although, I still wished I could get out of here sometimes. There was no way to get out when you were surrounded by water. Magi hadn’t come back to finish me off, and Chla never came back to take me. Dex was right, they weren’t going to mess with me after all. I still jumped a little when I heard someone coming in. These days, it was Dex. I don’t know if he said anything to his other friends, or if that was all his friends. 

But, a few days wasn’t enough to separate me from my life I could no longer have. The house felt safe, and Max felt safe. Even Dex seemed safe again to trust now that he committed not to give me to someone else. That was it though. It wasn’t ‘home’, it was safety.

I was so incredibly homesick. I wanted to eat a combination. I wanted to hug my mom and my dad. I even wanted to hug Erikata. I wanted all of my favorite history books. I wanted my music and my clothes, and mostly I just wanted my life back. At least a couple of times a day I would smile and go to the bathroom. There, I would just cry and release my grief. It never seemed to be enough though. Sometimes I contemplated screaming about it all, but I didn’t want to scare Max.

When I felt sick to my stomach because of the new kind of foods I was eating, I was at my worst. I remembered how my mother touched me on the back of the head, asking if I was okay. She was so motherly and caring. One of the worst things though was the fact that I knew they worried about me. I disappeared from them, being sent to get branded. The mail would send the facts but they won’t know I didn’t go through it. They probably thought I was dead or a slave to someone.

I couldn’t tell them I was okay. I couldn’t imagine the horror they were wondering about. The who and the why. They’d never know anything. It must have hurt so much.

I got through it a day at a time. Talking to Max, reading the books Dex brought for me, and even Dex himself. He had started treating me a little differently since that day he tried to give me to Chla. When he did that, he was thinking more about me as a type of persona. Now, he didn’t seem to be thinking about that so much. He saw me as a regular person. Not a Citadel girl.

“Want some more?” Dex offered as he scooped up more meat. I didn’t know, I was hungry but not too hungry. Without combinations, I had to decide on my own how much I ate, what I ate, and what time I ate. Too much and I would get fat, too little and I would get sick and skinny. I decided to go for the extra piece and he placed it on my plate. It was bread with a yummy sauce and another meat product on top. It wasn’t sausage, but it was red and flat. I took another bite.

“Do you want me to take you out today?”

I thought about shaking my head no. He had been asking me that for a couple of days now. If his friends were any indication, I just wouldn’t feel comfortable out there. Then again, this was my new life and I couldn’t hide in the house forever. The branding made me uncomfortable, but Dex kept assuring me I would be okay. Especially since most of it was off of my face. It wouldn't be as visible. So, I finally did it.  Besides, in a week it would be my birthday. I had to get used to leaving this house. “Okay.”

“Really?” Dex actually smiled. “Fantastic, we’ll have a great time, Zoe.”

Dex dropped off Max first, and then he came back for me. We landed in the Rim. Immediately my guard went up, but Dex kept trying to keep me loose. We ended up going shopping and I picked out some decent clothes. The shop keepers glared at me, everyone glared at me but I tried to ignore them. I had long sleeves on to cover my brand, but some would still be on my neck. I couldn’t hide the fact I belonged to the Gutter. Just as well, if I didn’t learn how to tolerate the looks, then I would be stuck in the house all the time.

Next we went to a place called a restaurant. It served food. That’s right, it actually served all kinds of food. Strangers made you food, but it was so tasty. Dex said they were professionals at making food and I believed him. I could do restaurants again. We also stopped for something called candy. It was beyond sweet, but it wasn’t a formal dinner. Max called it a snack, but Dex referred to it as junkfood.

“Don’t eat too much of that kind,” Dex told me. “That could make you unhealthy if you get addicted.”

Nice warning, I didn’t want to become unhealthy. The whole time I kept getting looks, but everything was fine. Until we went towards an entertainment area. I heard a gasp behind me and a woman pointed at my hand. I hid most of it with long sleeves, but the brand went all the way to the fingers. 

“Repulsive,” she yelled. “Have you no decency? That filth should not be in the Rim!”

Dex approached her calmly but she didn’t back off. 

“Branded trash, you can smell it a mile away.”

I wanted to run away at that remark. Everyone had turned to look at me, giving me awful glares. I told myself to ignore them, but for how long? How long do you pretend that everyone didn’t look at you like you were nasty and disgusting trash?

A little girl grabbed her mommy’s hand. “Lookee, mommy! She has funny marks on her hand.”

“She got that because she was bad. It rides all the way up her arm.” That mother glared at me. “Come on, honey. You be a good girl or you’ll end up like her.”

I didn’t know what to do. My jaw hung open and my eyes welled up. I shut my mouth back up and I wanted out. I wanted to go back to the house, but Dex didn’t let it go.

“Hey!” Dex pointed at that mother. “Sometimes bad things happen. You’re no piece yourself, lady.” She yelled at him and left with her son. Dex yelled at the crowd staring, making them move again. His little grey shirt meant he was still someone you didn’t want to mess with. The original woman that caused everyone to stop and take a jab at me was still firm.

“You’re just as repulsive for standing up for her,” she said before pushing her nose into the air and walking away. She wanted to walk away with the last word but Dex didn’t let her.

“The only thing I see is an old girl who never learned human decency!”

Ooh. Ooh! I just stood there, my jaw dropping again. This time, the crowd was looking at Dex and that woman. She turned to face him, pure red in her cheeks. The worst word in the world besides 'branded' a woman could be called was ‘old girl’. A woman who grew old, but never matured.

She yelled, covered her face and ran away. Some shouts from the crowd disagreed with Dex but I had learned some time ago. Dex was sweet, honest and compassionate. But if you wronged him, he’d kill you. He was hard as stone and twice as cold as ice if he needed to be. 

He turned around and smiled like there was nothing wrong. “Come on, we don’t want to be late for the play.” He took my hand in his, and he held Max’s hand with his other. Together we trotted off to see what was playing at the entertainment area.

When we arrived, there were three options starting. There were always three events, interchanging between about twenty eight events during the day. A movie would be in an hour, a play would be performed, or we could attend an art show. 

“A play would be neat,” Max said. “What’s it about?”

Dex read the description under it. “No.”

Must be about a branded. I looked at the description for a second without looking away. Yeah, it was about a branded. I looked at the movie, and saw the same thing. “Art show?”

“Art show,” Dex agreed with me. 

They were putting local art on display and there was anything from a home spun coffee cup collection to a mural piece symbolizing unity. Some pieces invoked a sense of sadness while most were more upbeat with wild colors. All in all, everything was quite fun. “Thanks for bringing me out here.”

“I knew you’d have fun.” Dex squeezed my hand.  He looked at me oddly, something a little different in his eyes. I didn’t know what it was, but it made me smile. I looked at the painting coming toward me. My fun time began to fade as I stared.

It was a Citadel picture. There was a mother, father, and a child. Their clothes were normal to me, but they were dull and grey. None of the family smiled, each face was serious and blank. The background was full of dark clouds and lightning that formed the word branded. Below the caption of the picture, it read: Citadel, the other Gutter.

Dex tried to move me away from it, but I couldn’t leave. 

Citadel or Gutter. I would never feel welcome in the Rim. “I want to go home.”

“But we just got here,” Max said.

That’s not what I meant and Dex picked it up. I knew I couldn’t, but at that moment I had not been more homesick. I had to ask. “They think I’m dead, don’t they? No one will tell them?”

Dex touched my hand with his. “I know, Zoe. There’s no way for them to know. Someone would have to go to the Citadel.”

“It’s too dangerous,” Max said. “It’s just too dangerous. They don’t like paranormals.”

“They? I was they.” I took a step back. “The Citadel hates Paranormals and Branders. The Rim hates Branders, and apparently the Citadel. And the Gutter hates everyone. Everyone hates everyone. But, why?” I just didn’t understand. “We’re all really just the same.”

“We’ll come back out a different day, Max.” Dex grabbed both of our hands. “You did great out here, Zoe. I hope it was worth it.”

I couldn’t concentrate on reading or playing with Max. I hid myself away in my room, folding the new clothes that Dex bought for me. They were my style, but they were higher priced. I hated to bust his wallet like that but I couldn’t wear the clothes the Rim people did.

Dex knocked on my door. “Come in,” I said.

“How are you?”

After my stupid breakdown? “Fine, just folding the clothes away. Thank you, by the way. They are lovely.”

He sat down on the bed beside me. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, sure. It’s just the way it is.” I nodded. “I needed to get out and it was fun. It was and I’m not ungrateful.” I looked over at the door. “I was just overwhelmed.  That and, I could see it. The mom and her daughter, I could imagine that being my mother and I when I was smaller. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone who was branded, but if I did . . .” I just shook my head. “I feel like a hypocrite, I always thought everyone with a brand was filth too. But, maybe they aren’t that bad?”

“They are,” he said. “It’s not in your head, the Gutter would have ripped you to pieces. I know. That was where our mother had been.” I heard the hardness on the word mother. 

“Maybe the people there, but not everyone. What about other people who screwed up? What if people were accused of things they didn’t do too? It would be easy to make them quiet.”

“Hm. Hm? That would be easy and scary,” Dex admitted. I felt his hand on the back of my head. It was similar to the care of mother, except instead of a delicate touch it felt safe.

***
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The next morning, Dex had been on call again. I helped out by getting some dishes done and Max helped by drying them for me. “Here you go,” I said handing him a dish.

“Thanks.” Max started to wash it. “What are you going to name a kid if you have one in the future?”

Huh? I was getting used to my environment, but I didn’t want to think about something like that. “I don’t know, Max. That question doesn’t need to come up until my thirties. That’s a little random of a question, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know, Chla talked about it the other day. If you have one with Dex, you should make it unique. Paranormals have unique names. Like Dex and Max. We’re not a Steve or Adam.”

I didn’t want to tell him Max and Dex really weren’t unique a hundred years ago. I didn’t even want to think about this strange conversation. “I’ll have to think about it, Max.”

He smiled over at me. Great, now what would come out of his mouth? “You’re birthday is in six days, right?” I nodded. “Are you going to kiss Dex?” 

I sighed and shook my head. Dex was okay, I admitted it. But, he wasn’t supposed to be the one. On my twentieth, there should have been a ceremony with our families joining, witnessing our first kiss. The second ceremony in importance, second to the marriage in four years. By that time, maybe I would be able to kiss Jerry? “What’s with all these questions?”

“I don’t know. Magi’s twentieth is tonight.”  Max shrugged at me. “But really, thirties before you even think about kids? That’s weird.”

Before I could answer, Magi, Chla, and Pearl I didn’t recognize were all in the doorway to the house. I had a nightmare about those three coming back before, but not at the same time. For a second, I wished I had locked that door but Dex had set me straight some time ago. The only people who even knew where we lived had paranormal powers and would rip the door off instead.

“Hey, guys,” Max said trying to be polite. “Dex said you’re not supposed to visit anymore.” They approached us closer. “Right now, I mean, maybe later would be okay?” Before Max could run, Pearl had grabbed him and flew away.

“Max!”

“Max is fine,” Magi said. “I would never hurt little Max.”

“We’re not here to hurt you,” Chla said. He tried to reach for my hand but I pulled back.

“You’re normal, do you really want to play this game?” Magi interrupted. “Grab her, Chla.”

“No, I’m not just taking her,” Chla said. “We said we would talk first, remember? She doesn’t even know us.” He tried to grab my hand again. “Zoe, I swear we aren’t here to hurt you, but you’re going to have to come with me for a little while.”

I asked why and was reward with Magi’s nose stuck in my face. “I thought he would have lost this illusion you casted on him. Nothing good comes out of the Citadel except spoiled girls.”

I yanked my hand to get away but she crushed and held on tighter to it. 

“This is for your own good,” Chla said. “We are in a position to do great harm to you and we haven’t.” He grabbed Magi’s hand, making her let go. “At least I haven’t. 

“Dex’s mind is cloudy. You are not his future. Now, you have a choice. Either go with Chla calmly, or go fighting. We’re not responsible if something happens to you though. Especially dangerous cliffs. It would make things even easier,” Magi said. “Struggle, and one accidental shove could end it all.”

Trapped. I didn’t know what to do. Magi was ready to crush me.

“Magi just needs to talk to him for tonight.” Chla pulled me closer. “I’ll take care of you for a few hours, that’s all.”

I closed my eyes as I felt the familiar grip. It was always like a handshake, right before I took off with Dex. But this time, it was with Chla. I didn’t know what to expect. Would I be returned in a few hours like he promised?
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The doctor grabbed Shay's arm with her left tentacle, and with her second left tentacle, held an anesthetic.  "Now make sure you don't get over excited or you'll have to get injected. You don't want that because it will fade too early before the pain is fully gone. Trust me, it'll be over in a few minutes."

"Can you tell me what was wrong?" Shay asked. She had gone to the hospital, not wanting to wait for Preston. If she was dreaming about fairytale creatures and getting sick, something was seriously wrong. The doctor had taken her right in after her evaluation. "Will I be alright?"

"From the infection? Oh, absolutely. You'll be good as new." Her doctor simply smiled. "Don't worry, we have it all under control. We have pinged your master, he'll know soon. Now just sit back and―"

"Let her go!"

Shay watched as the doctor was knocked out cold. A woman she had never met was undoing her wrists. "Who are you? What are you doing?"

"Saving a life," she said. "My name is Chantal and your life is in danger. They were going to kill you because of your infection."

"Kill me?" Shay felt herself getting pulled up. "Let go, what are you doing?" Then, she noticed the description of her and the photo from the daily. "Oh no, you’re the missing HUMANA member?"

"Come on," she urged Shay. "They already think you're with me so you have no choice." Chantal took a chair and broke the glass. "Grab my hand and jump. We're three levels up and I know you're a stunt actor. Come on!" 

Shay struggled, trying to get her hands free. "No, you have no right! I haven't done anything against anyone, I am not a part of HUMANA, you have no right!"

Shay eventually ended her struggle and ran along with Chantal, now knowing if she was caught, she'd be guilty of being a part of HUMANA. They ran together away from the guards until Shay heard Chantal yell.

She stopped and looked. Chantal was bleeding on the side. Oh no, Shay did not know this area at all.

"Keep running." Chantal leaned up on a building. "I'll catch up, just don't get caught. Please. Follow this road, go all the way down. Run, run before they catch you!"

Follow the road? What good would that do, she needed help! She needed advice from someone who needed to run away from enforcers more than once. 

Torah.

She still had security guards on her trail and they were way more cunning and faster. She turned left into a less than pristine looking area. One bar. Even a grocery store, something to slow them down. Most of the houses were in poor repair, she wouldn’t find any help around there. This hospital was not in a good part of town. No wonder they treated humans, few wanted to touch the 'foreign actors'. She hid behind a house, thinking about changing directions.

"Safety is to the right, two blocks."

That voice again? Shay looked around. "You're just in my head."

"Sure. Safety is to the right, two blocks."

The Cheshire's voice was in her head, giving her directions. She didn't know which way to go, so trying right couldn't harm anything.

Two blocks later she found an old looking bar outlet. There was a flashing sign but it looked dead. Torah often hung out in more vibrant places, but maybe someone knew Torah that partied in both? 

Opening the door, she looked inside. There were tables, a few beings at each. "Does anyone here know Torah?" She got some heads to turn, but other than that no interest. Recently, Torah had started going by the name Wonderland assigned her, so it was her last shot. "Deaftone, does anyone know Deaftone?" Once again, silence. Shay moved over toward the bar. "Do you have a monitor? Please?"

"No," the bartender said as he slid his tongue out from the glass. "I don't know you."

"Mercy, please, I will pay for anything when I get back to my creds." No cred, and no Torah. "Please!"

"Stop yelling in my place," he said as he slid his oversized tongue back in the glass. "I'm busy degerming dishes, scat."

She was running out of time. Shay watched his long tongue caress the inside of the glass. She waited for the moment. This was stupid, she was human. Something this petty could make her serve time. But, she grabbed his monitor, pulled it off his wrist, and ran out the bar.

She heard the Lizardig hiss and bark, giving chase. The security guards would be nearby so she quickly placed the code in for Torah's monitor. 

"Hello?"

"Torah!" Shay all but screamed into the phone. "I'm in serious trouble, I need help. A HUMANA member interrupted my doctor session and now it looks like I'm a part of it. Please, I need out of here!"

"Hang on. Shay? Are you supposed to be calling me? Where are you at?"

"I don't know." she followed the street markings, the name of the street would pass on the road eventually. "Stunner Road. Heading to the wilds."

"Stunner Road? Okay, I know where that is. Set your GPS against mine and I'll be right there!” 

"Keep running. They won't follow you into the wilds."

From her head, she felt him on her head. She stopped briefly as he hung upside down and looked at her.

"I am not in your head anymore than this situation is. The wilds are ahead, so hurry because if they catch you?" The Cheshire made a gesture of a knife running across his throat.

Shay had never been in the wilds before. She tried to stay on the outskirts, but Torah would never arrive in time before she got caught. As she ran, she knew it would be dangerous. No one ever visited the wild area of Wonderland. She stopped beside a tree to catch her breath.

"Left and you'll run into a nasty creature. Left you'll also find some fresh water."

Shay saw the cat leaning against the tree like her. "You are real."

"Yep, and sadly, so is your situation." He disappeared again.

"Wait! What's going on?" Shay yelled out for him. "Hello?"

" Your life is essentially over," A voice said from the tree she was leaning on. "and if they catch you, they will kill you. Thanks to HUMANA."

"But HUMANA is for humans, they wouldn't do this!" Shay yelled. "That's the opposite of what they stand for."

"Yes, and no. HUMANA is a rebel group, trying to free humanity." The Cheshire shrugged his shoulders. "But to free humanity, not everything is going to be rosy for everyone. Several died in the struggle, and then of course, there's you. They were supposed to abduct you, but as you can see, HUMANA ran into trouble."

"How do you know so much?" Shay asked.

"Because I get restless and need to watch activities in Wonderland." He smiled at her. "I am curious, it's a flaw of mine."

"Then why am I here?" Shay watched him intently. He simply dropped something down to her feet. Two pieces to a broken vial. She moved it around with her foot before she saw atter. "Atter?"

"Other piece too," The Cheshire helped. "Sorry, by the way."

"The M." Shay combined it together. "The Matter?"

"Oh, one more middle piece." The Cheshire dropped it onto the ground. It landed close to the others, with the missing letters shown.

"The Mad Hatter?"

"Yes."

"He existed in the fairytale, but what are you saying?" Shay reached further toward the tree. "What does my situation have to do with some fairytale mad man?"

"DNA survives. You'd be surprised how long." The Cheshire smiled. "You've got two creatures barreling this way because they smell you. I suggest going left and heading to that water."

The water had helped her throat, but she didn't feel much better as she sat beside it. "Cheshire?" she called out.

"I won't appear as often soon, whatever you want, you should ask now."

"Why?" Shay asked. "I mean, why won't you tell me more?"

"Oh, heavy matters, not my specialty,” The Cheshire purred. "Just know that you need to stay alive. Not as easy as it sounds, especially out here. Everyone will be hunting you down I'm afraid. I can't always be here, so I am getting you a guide soon. He'll help."

"A guide?" Shay asked. "What guide?"

"Why, the best guide you could have." He smiled as he disappeared. 

Yeah. Right. Stuck in the middle of a forest. Torah, hurry.
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Five watched TV as he counted the extra creds and dialed it up on the card. Their reputation as vicious beings to deal with just rose as he got the cash out early. He warned Preston he would not keep as much peace if he didn't take care of it. They got half their usual take. He often spread it around so that everyone could have enough creds for the month. Since he was taking early, he would still need to do that, but he had to give less to account for Six and Twenty Two. 

“Viciously taking care of business again?”

Five growled low as he heard that voice. “Cheshire.”

Cheshire appeared on his couch, next to his chair. “I see. I am sorry, I was a little off. Time travel is tricky in a loop.”

“You left me here! You left me here for years with no word!” Five complained as he tried to grab the cat's tail. The tail disappeared before he could reach it. He tried to grab his paws, but those disappeared as well. “Quit playing around. I deserve to be sent back to my home. You have not kept your end of the bargain, you have been fooling around.”

“I have not been fooling around. I didn't even know you were here, it's not like I want to hang out in Industry, let alone near your little rabble. I just got a little lost. You try traveling through time, honestly. Like it's a child's sport?” The cat disappeared completely, his voice echoing around the room. “Shay is coming soon.”

“Then I go home?”

“Mmm . . .not exactly. There is a secret, deep in the woods. Find it and I'll get you home again.”

“More mysterious lies.” He had dealt with that lie for years. “Begone cat. Your kind are no longer wanted on Wonderland. Nothing magical is wanted on Wonderland.”

“Oh, that little misadventure by a couple of years has put you in one bad mood.”

“A couple of years? It's been more than that, cat.” He spit out the last word. “I have business to take care of. Why does one poor girl need more help than another? What makes her more important than a fatherless brand new baby and it's mother? Do you know how cruel this world has become?” He grabbed his cards again. “I gave up on being Hatter long ago. I am Five now. Or, whatever the number will be next year after that.”

“I cannot say, but you will find out soon.”

He disappeared. How unique. Not. Five went back to his business when he heard some kind of commotion outside.
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Weapons of all makes were on the woman that showed up in their territory. Five came out, walking with his cane. Usually once people recognized him as leader they backed off, but that might not be the case. The woman practically fell out of the car, lying on the hood. The car had crashed right into one of the abandoned houses. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

“I am Chantal Rose.” He watched her swallow and he knew why. It was the missing HUMANA member. “I need your help.”

“I don't hand out favors.” He shooshed her away. “You’re lucky I don't have you killed where you stand. My men have itchy trigger fingers. Begone.” Some originals were throwing things while others called her liar. Five simply stared at her. 

"I am here on your behalf,” she finally said. “HUMANA did something, but we can't save her now. Everyone's gone. Point your guns if you wish. I have a slow death razor in me. What you offer is kinder.”

“In that case, withdraw your weapons,” Five said as he held his cane to everyone. His hat emblem on his cane growed gold. “Curious. What makes someone close to death run this way? If it were to give you a mercy killing, you wouldn't have said that.”

"You and the humans are the same. Your history has been buried to keep you away from humans. But, you hold the key. Every one of you." Chantal looked at each one of them straight in the eyes. "Breed all you want among other originals, but you'll never know the truth. Wonderland has owned you for centuries, anyone whose parents were born on this planet belongs to them. Becomes a Wonderland prisoner."

"Prisoner. Subject. Interchangable, I guess?" Five shooed her. "And they call us mad? Get out of here and go get some help for yourself."

"But if their parents were not both born on this planet, a stake of ownership can be called. Don't you get it? Only one time, only one generation gets a chance." Chantal kept trying. "Wonderland knows that, and they know people like HUMANA are there when they screw up this time. So, they gutted most any human that comes. They keep you because all of you do nothing except get them more loyal subjects."

"You had better watch it," Five warned her. "We're originals, not animals. Get to the point."

“One of them got through. She is holding the key now.” She started to hold her side as she bent down closer to the ground. The slow death razor must have been working. “An original and a human will free everyone. You are the same.”

“So? And?” What a weird human, such a stupid belief. “Get on with it or get to dying.”

“She is pregnant. A human and an original. They are the same, they will free everything.”

Wait. Five pulled his body downward leaning on the cane as he tipped his hat forward. This woman was talking nonsense, but had HUMANA actually taken a poor woman as their experiment? "So you used one of my kind, and now you want me to command everyone to go and save some human woman because of your mistake? Who is it?"

“She used to go by the Earth name Shay Austin.”

“Fankella?”

“That isn't an Earth name.”

Five hit his forehead. He'd lay his life that Shay Austin was Honey Darling, the contract girl. He'd do it, but he'd hate himself in the morning. If he didn't, he'd hate himself the rest of his life. She was his way back to his world. Remembering what Cheshire said, he could bet he knew why he was wanted. Industry was nothing like the wilds, and whatever was in there, she was going to have to live through to find. 

***
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Chantal knew it would happen. Yelling, cries and screams of 'liar' emitted around her. "You can check," she tried to yell through all the yellers. "You can always check, get her and check if you wish!"

"Of course we can check, and don't expect we won't," the slightly bigger woman warned her. "This had better be one very sick joke. Ridiculous. A human and an original."

Several originals were gathering around Five. He obviously didn't believe her, and if he did, then he wouldn't let it show. "This isn't a lie. It was for humanity,” she reasoned. “Wonderland will have all rights over my planet soon, no human will be safe anymore! A natural human baby means rights for the humans to live as they want too.

"If this is true. If this isn't a bluff. You've casted that poor girl and baby into a hell," Five held his eyes on hers. He didn't blink. Gave no sign of anger or sadness. "I don't care what you have to say. Go bleed to death in a corner or get out." 

"Five." The slightly larger woman pulled on his sleeve. "I know it's not easy to believe, I do. This is awful and HUMANA doesn't always tell the truth. Well, they have always been a bit nutty but―”

"I know. We can't risk they didn't take someone. I bet I even know who," Five muttered. He grabbed the brim of his hat before whistling. He held his hand up. "Okay, four of you follow me. We're going to Preston Carrington's home." Five took the key out of Chantal's hands and got behind the joystick of her car as three others jumped in back. 

Chantal watched the car speed off. On Earth, she had been an ordinary accountant in a small town. She didn't have a gorgeous life but she had a husband who loved her. They were just discussing kids on the night she went with her friends for a meteorite shower party. Her husband was never into the stars, but she didn't want to miss the party.

What she wouldn't have given to not have gone. She looked back down at the blood on her hands, and collapsed to the ground completely. There was no more need to move anymore.

***
[image: image]


Five waited outside of Preston's door. He knew Carrington would be in a bad mood. He knocked on the door again. "Preston, answer the door already."

Preston answered it. "Six and Twenty have now gotten their extra creds. Go down and see for yourself. What is it now?"

"Honey Darling." Five was happy to finally hear they were being taken care of, but now he had something else to worry about. "A living member of HUMANA walked right into my neighborhood stating Shay Austin was pregnant, and one of my men is the father. I bet my year of creds that is Honey Darling." Brutal but necessary. "If this is true, we've got problems. Where is Shay Austin?"

"She ran away from the hospital." Preston stepped out. "Now is not the time to get emotional. It is so tiny, and there is a chance it will abort itself at such an early age. It's not even considered human yet."

"That's right 'cause it's original, and it's nice to see you have her best interest at heart." Five tapped his lips. Preston was about as compassionate as a hungara satisfying their appetite with only a talo. "Why aren't you out finding her? She's under your contract, so she's your responsibility."

"If she is found and not killed, then I will take care of it," Preston stated. "I will have it aborted, have her reproductive system scooped to make sure this does not happen again with some minor brain surgery."

Five leaned on the door, waiting to hear a follow up to that last comment. "I didn't catch that. What's brain surgery have to do with anything?"

"It would be nicer if we were a more compatible fit. She still has some unwarranted emotional moments." Preston held his hand up. "The procedure would be painless. Her emotions about life, about not providing or being able to provide, it would have placed a damper on our times together. Eventually I would have called for it anyhow."

Five didn't even know what to say. Brain surgery. He was talking about brain surgery as if it was as easy as breathing. "Preston. I have never met someone who cared so little for what they have." Problem, big problem. The human woman's owner didn't actually care that she was running out there. Great, he'd have to take charge once again. "Sign the contract over to me."

"I liked having someone here. Waiting for me. Cooking for me. She was even decent company after a hard day of work. We would have been a good match on Earth." Preston rubbed his head. "There was only one thing missing. But, our arrangement worked well. I don't want to terminate it."

"Don’t. Don't push me for her." Five balled his hands into fists. He was running out of time and daylight. "If she has an original kid, then that's our area. Illegal or not. I don't care about HUMANA, human rights, or anything else. Be smart."

Preston stepped back inside the comfort of his home. "My boss was involved in the contract. It would be impossible to quit―"

"Tell him I knocked you out because we will if we have to." Five scooted his feet more apart, his eyelids lowered and his gaze didn't leave Preston. Behind him, four originals showed up. "The HUMANA member has been taken care of. You don't want to join her."

Preston's eyes seemed to have come into focus on Five's new intentions. "Eventually someone will find out. You cannot keep her forever. However, I did care some. I suppose she deserves a chance. I will not tell them anything more." He sighed. "I had other applicants. Please let her know I am sorry it did not work out. I will replace her later this week if the rumor is found to be true. You have temporary ownership for three days."

"Fine. Now, obviously the woman doesn't trust you either. Who does she trust, and where would she go?"
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Shay remained quiet in the car, catching her breath. "Go ahead and say it."

"Say what?" Torah asked.

"I told you so. You warned me and I didn't listen." Shay looked out the window of the vehicle. "I don't get the feeling that Preston would help."

"Are you kidding, he'd never want anything to do with this." Torah continued to drive. "I would never tell you 'I told you so' Shay. I'm just glad you called me, it sucked that Preston wouldn't let us talk anymore. Some brother, huh? Don't worry about my brother, I'll make him sign the contract over to me. Trust me, he won't want to be under investigation. Whatever happened, he wouldn't stand up for you. You just come home with me. We'll get you set up, and you can sleep in my bed tonight until we can afford one."

"No, I refuse." Shay placed her left hand on the window. "This is my fault, I can't ask you to share your bed. I'll take the couch."

"You will not. Something still made you sick, right? You are taking my bed tonight." Torah's word was final. "It'll be tough getting through, but we can do it. I'll share my creds, no more taking anything out of your name. Next year, you can get situated again."

"You can't make it the rest of the year if you are sharing creds." 

"I don't care, you need help. You will stay with me and I'll split my food. I always have extra creds anyway. We have plenty, it'll be fine."

Shay wanted to say that it was because she bought things on c-credit, but she was in no place to criticize Torah. "What do I do, Torah? This is crazy. I never meant for anything to happen, I just went in because I was sick.”

"No, Shay, I don't blame you. Let's go home. Once I get to my monitor watch, I'll ping him."

"I don't have a monitor watch. Preston gave me a set of glass monitors, but I left them." Shay couldn't believe her luck. “It wouldn't feel right using the Lizardig's anymore. That and I ditched it. Once they knew which one I was using, they could have traced me. Ooh, if only I had brought my glasses.”

"Yeah, he likes to showoff doesn't he? I can't do what he did. Don't blame yourself though, you didn't know some crazy woman from HUMANA would ruin your life today. Freak accident." Torah looked back toward her. "I'm sorry, things are going to be a little rough."

Shay watched as Torah's home came into view. They both got out and went inside.

"You can eat some dinner. It's yellow mush, not orange, so it tastes better cold." Torah hung up her coat. While Shay headed for the food, Torah pinged her brother on the monitor. "Come on, come on."

"Torah. This was expected."

"Good. I guess you know what happened," Torah said. "Anyhow, I need you to stop being a prick and sign Shay over to me."

"You can't take care of her. You do not understand the gravity of the situation."

"Oh, so are you going to take care of her?" Torah went over to a mirror and fixed her hair lightly. The wind had blown it around in that wild riding to get to Shay. "I didn't peg you for the caring type."

"It doesn't matter, I cannot sign her over."

Torah's jaw went slack. "What do you mean? Why?"

Shay had listened from the kitchen area, but she came out as she heard the stopped conversation and a knock at the door. Torah went over it and answered as usual. She had many friends that knocked all hours of the night.

Standing in front of the door opening, was an original. "I need Shay Austin." He held up the contract she made with Preston. Preston's name had been scratched out and resigned with canceled. Below, was the name clear as day. Five. A number. Temporary hold.

"An original? You agreed to sign her over to an original?" Torah lost it over the phone to her brother. "A crazed, whacked out, law unabiding freakin' maniac?!"

"Temporarily. He is an original though, don't mess with him. By law, she will be his soon. Once I determine the status of the father I will sign her over to him completely."

"I can't believe you, you sorry excuse for a human being." Shay watched Torah throw her monitor on the ground, trying to block the kitchen. "Go away, she's not yours."

"She is mine temporarily." Five stepped into the room. "Rumor has it she's carrying an original's baby, and that means I'm not leaving without her." He spotted her in the corner. "Don't make this tougher than it has to be." He snapped his fingers.

Shay watched as two originals came through the doors and grabbed Torah. While she watched her friend struggling, she watched Five approach her. After hearing those words she couldn't concentrate on anything but his cane. It was changing gold and red as each thump against the floor echoed in her ears.
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Shay noticed Five start to slow down as they approached abandoned houses. She was kept in cuffs since they didn't trust her not to bolt. They stopped near an old blue hubble house. Five got out first along with the other woman. He opened her back door and left.

Shay didn't want to get out. This morning she had been fine, eating breakfast. Now she was on the run for carrying and she didn't know how, why or if it was even true. She had never done anything, she was clean. It was the last bit of humanity she wanted to keep. When Five came back, she glanced up. He was holding a contraption. Two ends. It looked familiar, she had seen it on several dramas she watched. 

"No!" She struggled, but two other originals nearby held her tight. They weren't going to wait for any stick test, they were using an immediate pregnancy detector.  Even the smallest fetus would be detected. "No way, no how!"

She fought against it, but the needle was pierced into her skin.

When the testing was done she was left alone by the car. Now that she had nothing to concentrate on but pain, her mind switched to her surroundings. On the far left, she saw a body. She was startled at first but noticed the clothes. She wasn't an original. Taking a few steps, she approached.

"Sorry," it said. The owner wasn't dead yet. She was bleeding on the ground, left exposed. "I did it for mankind."

Shay tried to hold back the tears. "You . . .why?"

"HUMANA. One natural baby." The owner closed its eyes. "Do what the originals say if you want to keep living. Don't fear them. It's not what you think. They are only wrapped in myths and legends."

Shay couldn't help herself as she finally began to break down. "Why me?"

"Why any of us? Why was anyone taken? Why am I bleeding to death on the side of the road? Fate, it's all fate." 

Shay couldn't say anymore. She didn't know if the woman was dead or not, but she quit talking. Looking around, she noticed more originals, huddling around her. They were staring at her as if she was an animal among them. Some had looks of shame and sadness, pity and understanding. Others had looks of blame, seeing her as a disgusting thing in their surroundings.

She watched the woman from the vehicle come up to her. "I'm Six." She barely met her eyes. "Our leader is ready to talk to you." She linked her arm with Shay and walked with her to the blue home. Opening the door, she gave her one light push in the center of the back. "He's toward the back."

Shay walked in, looking around. The furnishings weren't rich, but they weren't as poor looking as the home itself. Beneath her was a large rug, full of warm toned colors. Most of the home was covered in rugs that she could see. Some areas where rugs were not placed, worn out ground had shown through. The walls were more cracked than the usual home too.

This was it. Her heart dreaded the answer. A woman from HUMANA dying on the ground. An unexpected miracle pregnancy. She wasn't dumb, once she walked in that room, there wouldn't be room for doubt. 

She walked past the front to the back, lifting her eyes slightly toward the couch.

Five ruffled his hair as he looked back at her. He patted his foot on the ground near him. The Wonderland way of telling her to sit down. Shay approached and sat down awkwardly. 

"Do you know why you are here?" Five held his fingers over his cane's emblem. "Do you know why I took over your contract?"

Shay looked ahead of her, biting her lip. "I didn't do anything."

"Neither did any of us." Five glared ahead of himself. "Rumor is that you were impregnated with an original's baby. I don't know whose, and I don't even know if that's true. We'll be testing that tomorrow. The process won't be pleasant but you'll have to deal." He glanced at her half a second. "We neutralized the doctor. This case won't be made any more public, but you can't go back out there." He didn't need to say it, but he did anyway. "I'm the leader and you're a stranger in my territory. The cuffs stay on, and you're staying with me."

Shay couldn't meet him face to face. Five could do anything he wanted. He could take her dignity right on the couch. He could beat her for being with Preston. He could do anything. Although, even though she'd heard horrible tales, Five never seemed to lose his cool. Still as he reached his hand over, her body went on alert. 

Instead, he only reached his hand over and ruffled her hair. "No." He ruffled it even more. "Fair enough for now. You need a hat." He stood up and went over to the coatrack, looking at his hats. He grabbed one and put it on her head. "Oh, I don't know. Not the right look. Six!" he shouted.

Six came in. "Yes, Five?"

"We need to fix our forced guest up. They'll come looking for a human. We need to get her clothes, do you have any extra?"

"Well, I do, from before the pregnancy," she said. "Are you sure dressing her as one of us is what we need to do?"

"Everyone sees us all the same. Call her Thirteen, no one will know."

"Sure." Six didn't sound so confident. "Five, eventually word will get out. When it does, they'll find her."

"It gives me a few days to think. Just take her to your place and get her something to wear. Okay?"

Shay watched him leave the room. Six came over and linked her arm with hers again.

"I have to be honest," Six said, "even pretending to be us, this is too big. You can't hide here long."

Shay already knew that as she got up and followed Six's lead to her home. She found some clothing in her size, tried it on, and looked at a reflective surface. Her hair was messed up, wearing a black wrap-a-round vest and an odd black hat. Not her first choice in wear, but her first choice option was gone again. Everything she had worked hard for had been thrown away to be gnarled by the wolves of HUMANA.

"A nice fit." Six cleaned her hands with a nearby towel. "I know it's tough, Shay Austin, but you shouldn't fear us. Five will tell you more, but we aren't as bad as portrayed. What's left of us are no more dangerous than you. In fact, that little HUMANA click is much worse." Shay didn't say anything to that. Especially with handcuffs nearby. "At least Five has chosen to look out for you.  He may act rough, but he's really not. He's kind. Sweet. Unfortunately, he never batted an eye in my direction. I got married, found love, had a baby. Yet, it's far from the happy ever after I was supposed to have. A little like you, I suppose."

Shay pretended not to hear. Five was the leader of them, of course he was perfect to her. Shay had not known Five much, but she knew he only cared about what he wanted. He had been just a minor backdrop in the life she had been creating. Everything was so perfect, and now? He was her owner. Once a baby was proven to be half original, then he would own her for good. Illegal or not. 

It was all turning to shit. She hadn't felt this lost since she was fifteen. Not since the day she had been abducted. But this time, it wasn't just her in trouble. She looked at her stomach. No roundness, nothing that said pregnant at all. Other than that one little sick spell, she hadn't felt any different. How could this all be real?
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Mister Umbrella at the Skies End Part 1: DIMENSION: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION


[image: image]


“You're not going to make father of the year.”

I looked back behind me as she said those words. “Sorry, dear Jewelsy, a little preoccupied.” That did not cut it. She still glared at me with intense hatred. I believed my actions were understandable, but she did not know yet. I didn't have the heart to tell her. Oh, my poor Jewelsy. 

“A little preoccupied?” She held our newborn toward me. “Are you kidding me? Your daughter was just born you crazy coot!'

“I know this.” I looked toward the little bundle. It needed to be done. I strolled over to Jewelsy's arms and gently held her. The simple action was already breaking my heart. “She's beautiful, Jewelsy.”

“You go from being aloof to crying,” Jewelsy complained as she rubbed their daughter's tiny hand. “Fatherhood messes you up bad, Mister Umbrella in the Sky.” She moved her hand to stroke her baby’s hair. “What should we call her? Miss Umbrella in the Sky?”

“I don't think that is quite the proper name for her. She may grow up human.”

“What? I thought you said we should consider selective seer?”

I closed my mouth. I couldn't hide it, and I should not drag this out. It was painful enough. “I don't know, Jewelsy, but what about a plainer name?”

“Well.” Jewelsy scratched her head. “My mom, her name was Cheryl. Would that be a good name?”

“Cheryl, yes. A very good name.” I handed her back before I started to cry again. “Jewelsy, I must tell you something and it's not going to be easy to hear. I've been in touch with the Superiors. The ones who see into the third plane.”

“Okay, I know that look.” Jewelsy moved Cheryl up and down in her arms playfully, trying to calm herself. “What's wrong?”

“They can't see everything. They can see into it, but not everything.” I removed my hat for her. “My dear, Cheryl is not going to have an easy life.”

“What do you mean? I am here and so are you. I'm not leaving her.” Jewelsy stomped her foot. “I refuse to leave her!”

“I didn't say it would be right away.” Good grief, calming her down was not an easy task. “Sweet Jewelsy? Honey? She can grow up with us if you choose.”

“Oh. Well, don't scare me like that,” Jewelsy complained. “So what is this hard life though?”

“They foresee her also being a destined lover. They even predict there will be more in our family. It worries them because Apocalypse Boy didn't make it sound like that should happen.”

“He would have said something the second time,” Jewelsy agreed. “Why?”

“Fate, Jewelsy. Something is going on. More children in a line are needed for power? I don't understand myself.” I cleared my throat. “We will have to part from her though. Every parent has to.”

“Yeah, but when? You said hard life, and you said 'if you choose'. Spill it already, you know I don't like being yanked around.”

“The Superiors, they have power. Great power.”

“Mister Umbrella in the Sky, tell me already.”

“She must be human in order to meet the one she must be with. She will meet him right before her life falls apart.” I approached her, staring down at Cheryl. This little one, only a pint size to hold in a pair of arms. “She will go through hell.”

“Will she stay in the red origin dimension?”

“No, I mean, a different kind. A harder life we cannot prevent.” I rubbed her head, feeling only tiny pieces of hair. My daughter. “She will be there at the end of her own dimension. She will live a life in worlds that are not kind to her. There will be someone that she will yearn to see, also lost, and she will never set eyes on him again. She will have a daughter, but . . .she will not be able to raise it.”

Jewelsy clung harder onto Cheryl, stepping away from the lumber. “She can't raise her own daughter? Why? Does she die?”

“I don't know.” I tried to keep it together myself, but being told such a precious thing would be having a bitter life, it was not an idea I was fond of. Born for a cruel fate. This should have been a joyous day for us all. As it was, only little Cheryl was smiling. “Precious, my little precious jewel.”

“Can we change it? Can we change anything?” Jewelsy asked me, her eyes filled with questions. “When does it change?”

“The day we must leave.” I stroked her little head again. “We will have many years with her, but one day, we will have to take her somewhere. We will have to leave her there, and erase a good sum of her memories. She will not be allowed to remember her time here. In between the worlds of a human and selective seer.”

“Sounds like work to put her through hell.” Jewelsy turned away. “Here's an idea, forget it.” I came around and watched her kiss the top of her head. 

“Jewelsy, this is not a choice. She must prevent the apocalypse too.”

“We already did! Somebody's messing around with me.”

“She is destined as well.” Oh, reasoning with Jewelsy about this. Perhaps I should have waited, but she would have only been angrier. I could not keep secrets from her. “My precious Jewelsy, our little precious jewel must do this. Millions are depending on her. Billions? Quadrajillions?”

“Worth it for her. How does anyone know she won't be there to raise her daughter?” Jewelsy said bitterly. “They aren't like all seeing everything. So why?”

“They do not foresee a woman named Cheryl raising her.” I knew she was about to come unglued. 

“You just asked me to name her. You just did that.”

“It wouldn't have mattered.”

“Then she could get trapped. Fine, okay, she doesn't meet the prince quick enough to save her dimension. Okay, life is going to suck. I've been there before.” Jewelsy sniffed. “She will raise her daughter, you can't tell me that has to be a part of it.”

“It doesn't, but, that is up to us.” I kissed her cheek gently. “We will have many years with her before the time comes. Apocalypse Boy's second return opened up a hole below our cloud. We can all go together. However, we must wipe her memory. That can't be ignored, it could mess up her actions in the future.”

“Another dimension? Are we going to both be human?”

“Ah.” I tried to smirk but I couldn't quite muster it. “Yes.”

“You have to be too? They can make you human?”

“Only for about eight years or so,” I told her. “In extreme cases, it can be done. My life force will be used for it. I didn't even think it could be. After that, I will automatically return. You can stay with her, if that is what you choose.” I rubbed Jewelsy's cheek. An eternity without her and Cheryl would be too hard. “If you choose to stay, I will choose to stay. However, Cheryl must stay human, either way.”

Jewelsy closed her eyes. “Never, I will never leave you to just die.” She rocked Cheryl in her arms. “Can we watch over her? Can we space it out?”

“We can meet her more than once, come back to it. From what they say, it would be best to save some days for after we say goodbye.”

“As long as she raises her daughter. I don't want anyone to go through that hell. I won't let her lose her, like I lost my entire family. Never.” Jewelsy wiped her eyes. “Fine, how many years?”

“They are predicting somewhere between fifty and fifty eight years.”

Jewelsy's mouth fell. “You.”

“Yes?” Oh, those were not kind eyes. “Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky?”

“We have like fifty years with her to absorb all this and you spout this on her day of birth?!” She whipped back around, unfacing him. “Honestly!”

“I thought you wanted honesty? You were begging to know.”

“You could have said 'it doesn't matter for like fifty years babe', and I would have accepted that.” Jewelsy went back to rocking Cheryl. “I have fifty years with her. Then a few in whatever dimension she has to go to. Ooh, but fifty? How will she find someone at fifty? And a kid?”

“She can be a selective seer for now. When we let her go to humanity, we will dial down her age and her memories of us. We will make them explicitly simple. Even appearance, we should jiggle that. No one has parents in their twenties when they get older.” I nodded. “I made that choice for her. I made it for you too, but if you wish to decline it, we can.” 

“Are you saying I didn't need to stand on lumber today?”

“I made the choice happen after the birth.” With a snap of my fingers, I made the lumber disappear. Jewelsy floated just fine. “You see?”

“Fifty years as a selective seer.” She gave Cheryl over to me. “I guess I have to start working on that imaginary friend bit soon, huh?”

“Yes, but for now, let's enjoy Cheryl. Once she's old enough to take care of herself, I will teach you the ways of the 'imaginary friend'.” I chuckled at her. Seeing Jewelsy cheering up children and making friends with them. It would do all of our hearts good. For now though, Cheryl would need special attention. She was brought into being a selective seer, but born human. Her instincts would be closer to that of a human child's than mine had been. “Share. I must eventually share you with the world. My precious Share.” I held her close to me, knowing Jewelsy didn't quite understand yet the repercussions our child would create. Fifty years to many selective seers was like nothing. Just because I wasn't fifty myself didn't mean I didn't understand.

I would love Share. Cherish Share. Then one day, lose Share for good. Most likely we would have more children afterwards, but they would be selective seers. We could see them and be with them whenever we wanted. But for this one, my first one, only fifty years.

These fifty years, I would make them the best I ever could.
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Candy’s Dream: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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“Candy, you must prevent the apocalypse.”

Candy turned. She’d never heard the word apocalypse before, but she was five. She had a lot of new words she didn’t know. “What is apocalypse?”

“Oh. You are young.”

Candy groaned and stood up. It was Michael. “No, leave me alone.” She started to run away. Michael had the biggest case of cooties! One time when they were at the playground, he stuck his finger in his mouth and pushed it in her ear. 

“Wait, Candy.” Michael took off for her. “I am not who I appear to be. When you get older, you must prevent the apocalypse.”

“Get away, Michael, I’ll tell on you!” Candy touched her nose and stuck out her tongue. 

“Candy, don’t do this. I don’t want to scare someone so young,” Michael said. Like he meant that? She knew he loved to scare and annoy the kids at the playground. “Okay then, I’m sorry.”

Candy stopped running as the dirt in front of her fell in. From that moment on, things just went from bad to worse.
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Boogeyman’s World Part 9: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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Dominic glared at Boogeyman. “That was so uncalled for!” he yelled. He knew that Boogeyman would interrupt the dream if Candy didn’t listen. He had done it before, and he considered it help. Sometimes it was, but sometimes it wasn’t. 

He had came at an odd time for Candy, she had only been five years old. He was twenty years early, for some reason, and a form that she hated. When she ran, Boogeyman interfered with his nightmares. The poor child screamed as dead fairies fell on her, zombies reached out for her and dragons chased her. He wouldn’t have been surprised if it made her wet herself. At that age, he would have to see all that. “Boogeyman! What’s the big idea?” Dominic took the initiative to flip him off, something he had never done, but Boogeyman definitely deserved.

“What?” Boogeyman asked innocently.

“Twenty years too early. A form she hated. Sending her all those nightmares!” Dominic was steamed, that was wrong. “She won’t sleep for a week, and she’s too young to remember or make sense of what I could even say!”

“She’ll figure it out when she gets older. Unless you want to go back in?”

“Not at five years old. Why did you take me to her at five years old?”

“When are you going to tell me what you’ve been hiding in your pocket?”

Dominic felt his back pocket, remembering the scroll Apocalypse Girl gave him. Everything she knew. He had learned many different things that would help him on the journey. He wasn’t clueless, at the mercy of the dimension holes anymore. He even knew why he was called Apocalypse Boy.

Now, he sort of wished he didn’t. At some point in his life, one of the destined lovers would call him Apocalypse Man. At that time, fate would intervene, and he and Apocalypse Girl were bound to be enemies. He had no friends except Apocalypse Girl, so the thought was unsettling. There was little she could do that would make him ever feel such a way.

“Are you going to keep pretending with me? Or do you enjoy seeing Candy as her kindergarten bully?”

What an ass. “You’re an ass.”

“You are getting awfully brave with me, Apocalypse Boy. Tell me what is on that scroll.”

“Nothing that little nightmares should worry about,” Dominic pushed. Yes, he knew the different ways to travel, but there was a reason that Apocalypse Girl had been stuck with him until he made the deal with the Boogeyman.

It was almost impossible to escape him. As long as he wanted Dominic, he’d have him. He tried a couple of spells, but none of them worked. No incantation would work as long as he was near Boogeyman. His power cancelled out the rest. According to the scroll, there were only a couple of power sources stronger, but they were so strong, the way to summon them had been left out.

Knowing so many things, yet still unable to leave. He continued through his journey, doing what he could to warn the ones he needed to. However, time still went by. Dominic was fifteen and a half now. He’d been stuck inside that dank lair since he was thirteen. Thirteen years old with no memories of who he had been.

“Is it time to let you go? Your stench is becoming more atrocious. Your rebelling attitude is hard to stand. What happened to the young boy that first came with such high hopes of reaching the lovers through their dreams?”

“You can’t let me go until I reach Sera,” Dominic reminded him. “Your stench is way worse though. No idea how any woman could put up with you. That dream faerie must be desperate for love.”

“You are pushing it, boy!”

“Then send me where I need to go already, mister nightmare man.”

“You keep pushing and I will send you back to the little girl as a zombie!”

Boogeyman wouldn’t let him go until he was sixteen, and Dominic knew it. He did have to stop pushing though. Frightening her as a zombie wouldn’t be good. “Just send me back to her, at the proper age.”

“Tell me what you have been hiding.”

“A scroll that doesn’t do me any good here.” Dominic was honest, and he could just hear the pleasure of that ring in Boogeyman’s voice.

“Good. As long as you know, boy.”
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For Love of Mister Cotton Tail Part 1: DIMENSION: HEART, EGG
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“Welcome to Sweet Meats,” Candy Sweet answered as she fumbled around for her notebook paper. “Can I take your order?”

“Yeah.” One man at the table gestured to the other. “He and I want a sweet ham each.”

“Okay, we will have that right out to you.” Candy marked 2 h on her paper and headed into the kitchen where the magic happened. Not just the magic of good cooking though. She watched her sister Poured Sweet mixing some hamburger with her hands. Purple sparkles fell onto the meat. “Two Sweet H’s.”

“Go get the fresh kill because we are out on this side.”

Ew. Candy moved away slowly. Sweet Meats used only the finest, freshest ingredients. That included the animals. They had a butcher that worked for them (thank goodness) but she would have to maneuver over there where there would be piles of dead animals still in their fur. 

As Candy stepped in though, she changed her mind about retrieving the ham. In a cage with no butcher around was the world’s largest and cuddliest bunny. 

It was no ordinary bunny. It must have weighed twenty pounds. It was big and brown with large ears that dropped down instead of standing up straight. It had the tell-tell trait of a cottontail rabbit with the tuft on its rear end. The eyes weren’t red but an enchanting emerald green, and its black nose twitched.

She swore its eyes were pleading for her to help it. “Oh, you poor thing.” She moved toward the cage and stroked its fur. “Got caught, didn’t you?”

His sad eyes didn’t let up. How could such a creature have such heart tugging eyes? She opened the latch and picked the big bunny up. Its hair was soft and cuddly, and he latched onto her like it’s life depended on it.

It was too much to bear. Holding it close, Candy headed away. She didn’t get passed Poured though.

“Candy, what do you have there?” Her sister criticized her. 

“Not this one. I won’t do it again, just not this one.” Candy rubbed the top of his head. “Come on, Poured, don’t shout about it. Just look at his cute little floppy ears. He has a cotton tail too. How many rabbits are like that? Is that even possible to have both? He could be a new species. Oh, please don’t tell.”

Poured groaned. “Better get him out and then back. You also better pray no one orders rabbit while you are away. Bleeding heart.”

Candy didn’t care about the name calling. She marched over to the cleanest counter she could and sat the rabbit down. Luckily, it didn’t pounce off from her. She took off her apron, grabbed her purse, and picked the gigantic rabbit back up. “I’ll be right back, I promise, Poured.”

***
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Okay, so she didn’t return back right away. Her new bunny after all needed something to eat. She stroked its ears as it munched on some carrots.  “Doesn’t take much to please you, does it? Look at you. Hopping around out there in the world with no care at all.”

His eyes just stared back at hers as he finished munching on his carrot.

“Now that the butcher doesn’t have you, it looks like your life just got better again. Well, sort of.” Candy shrugged. “You are stuck with me until you run away. Not that I could blame you, big guy.” She stepped away and took off her coat. “My life is far from uncomplicated, big bunny. My dad is dying in six months, and my sister is already engaged to Stephen, someone with no magic line. To keep the business running, I have to marry this guy that is so . . .” She closed her eyes and groaned. “He just thinks of me and my competition as a sport. Dilly dallying, always acting like he doesn’t know who to choose. I have to put up with it though.” She moved back over toward the bunny and stroked his ears as his little mouth munched away on the carrot. “I’m a magic user, first class Sweet. I was even born in a traditional family line named Sweet. If I lose this company, then no one would hire me. I have none of those school credentials. I can read and write. I know mathematics extremely well. You have to in order to run the business. I am adept at the law, but it’s still not school. No credentials, no job. I can’t remake a business without either one.” 

She moved away toward the window. “Yeah, you’ll be hopping off soon, breaking out these windows I’m sure. Otherwise, you’ll have to hear about my whining day after day. You’ve already been warned.” She looked back and smiled at the bunny before heading to her room. “So, until you run away, what should I name you?” Opening her drawer, she decided to change her clothes. It was warmer that day than the weatherman predicted.

As she lowered her dress strap, she heard a tiny foot repeatedly stomping in the other room. Looking back, she saw the bunny staring at her by her door. “I haven’t frightened you away yet, huh?” She pushed her strap up and watched, amazed, as he hopped over to her.

He stood up on his haunches with his front paws in the air and Candy almost lost it. Did bunnies do that? Well, she knew that cats could. “You are too adorable for words.” She picked him back up and scratched the back of his ears.

She went to work once more, but was excited to return back to her new bunny. Would it still be there when she returned? What should she do with it? Eventually she needed to take it back out to the wild where it belonged, but she was going to take her sweet time to do it.

In her life, it was about the only thing she felt was going right. When she returned home each night, he would always be there at the door to welcome her home. In the mornings, he would eat some vegetables she would buy for him the night before so that they were fresh. On the weekends when she could watch a movie, he always crawled up into her lap, and he let her stroke his ear. The first time he did that, it was quite a feat because she had taken him to the vet to get his health checked out.

Even after the trip, all he wanted was her. At night, she kept him at the foot of the bed, but by morning he had always sneaked into her arms, showering her with morning bunny kisses. He had a thousand chances to run away, but he never did, so Candy bought him a studded collar with the words BB on it. 

He was the best pet she could ever hope for. Then one day when she came back in an incredibly sour mood, he surprised her. 

“I’m sorry, Candy.”

Candy stared at him for more than a few seconds. He quickly tried to make his own rabbit mewling sounds, but it didn’t cover it. “You talked?”

“I didn’t mean to, but I couldn’t help it.” Big Bunny bent his head down on her lap. “That doesn’t scare you, does it?”

“I have a rabbit that talks?”

“I have a Candy that talks and I have no problem with it,” Big Bunny joked. “I promise, I won’t tell anyone your secrets. I’m just a talking rabbit.”

“You’ve never talked before.”

“I didn’t want it to get awkward.”

“You think?” Candy stroked his ears as he leaned into her hand. “Can all rabbits talk?”

“Some can, most don’t,” Big Bunny confessed. “Can I still curl up in your lap and live with you?”

“Well . . .you are still my Big Bunny, whether you talk or not.” She scratched behind his ears. “I haven’t been belittling you with petting, have I?”

“Oh no! I love being petted.” He leaned into her hand again. “I wish you could pet me all day long, Candy.”

“Okay.” She looked at Big Bunny curiously. “Is there anything else you’ve been hiding from me?” Oh yes, she knew that little rabbit look.

“Nothing that you need to concern yourself with right now.”

Heh. He probably ran away from the circus or something. That would make more sense. “Okay, keep your secrets.” She kissed the top of his head. “Can I still give you bunny smooches?”

“Any time of day.” 

***
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“Welcome to Sweet meats,” Candy Sweet answered as she fumbled around for her notebook paper again. “Can I take your order?”

“Yeah, two majbar pork slices, please.”

“Okay, we will have that right out to you.” Candy marked 2 p on her paper and headed into the kitchen “Two Sweet P’s.”

“Sweet Peas?” Her sister said as she looked back over at Candy. “I thought you weren’t working the new veggie side yet.”

“No, sweet pork.” Candy forgot about the new addition again, it made their simple shortcuts harder sometimes when they sounded the same. “Po’s, right?”

“No, that would be sweet potato,” Poured answered. “Just stick with the full names, we’ll figure it out.”

Candy shrugged and set to work on her own order. Sweet hams and one meatloaf.  She could cook and add the sweet, but then her mother would be left to it. Poured didn’t have Spice power either, she had magical sprinklings for the hamburger, but she would have to wait for their mom too.

Their dad couldn’t do it. The ability was only passed to the women of the family. That and he had been dying, barely getting out of bed now. A part of Candy felt bad but not much more than she felt for people who died on TV. He was the original one in the line, while her mom, Momma Sweet, had to pursue him. Her take was thirty percent which she split equally down with Candy and her sister. Each of them owned ten percent of the company, while the father she barely knew earned seventy percent without lifting a finger.

“Candy, take the veg side for two minutes. Table nine.” Her mother said as she rushed by her. “I am overflowing on the meat side. I swear; your father’s idea of a veggie side is absurd. This will not keep the company going. Once he’s dead, we need to change this.”

Candy didn’t speak to her mom about her similar thoughts. The veggie side was just taking up space and expenses. Cleaning her hands off, she grabbed her notepad and headed to the veggie side.

* * *
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Cotton looked around the joint. This was not his kind of place, bad experience, but his friend Ryan had a crush on one of the waitresses there. 

“I know what you are thinking,” his friend Matt said, catching his eye roll. “Look, you can order majbar if you want.”

“I’ve heard the name. What is it?”

“Majority is barbecue flavored.”

Ugh. Why did everyone insist on doctoring food up? “Do they have donto?” Cotton asked.

“What is donto?”

“As in don’t touch the food.” Cotton knew that annoyed him by the sound of his friend’s sigh. “Majbab is better than anything else I guess.” Smallest thing on the menu. He could then go home and get something decent to eat.

“My name is Candy Sweet, may I take your order?”

Cotton looked up at the waitress. His wailing about the place had ceased altogether as he stared at Candy. She never wore any makeup of any kind. Her hair was short and hanging down, the opposite of many women. The latest fashion was to put the hair up on the head, even young girls wore it like that. It wasn’t a one day thing either, she always wore it like that.

She had brought out two decorative eggs. One with stripes. One with dots. Must have been on instinct or for decoration because he wasn’t going to touch them.

“Is Poured working?” Matt asked the waitress.

“She’s busy in the kitchen. I’m your waitress today,” Candy answered as she fumbled through a notepad. “May I take your order?”

“Yeah, a majbar broccoli stew.” Matt’s voice lost interest. “My friend wants-”

“I can order for myself.” Cotton handed his hand out to her, wishing she’d pick it up, but knowing better. If they were at home she would. She loved to pick him up at home.

Then again, if she knew Big Bunny was actually him, she might not do that anymore. “Menu?”

“Oh.” Candy groaned. “I don’t really know the menu. I’ve never worked the veggie side before.”

“You should.” The words fell out before Cotton even comprehended them. “Do you have any regular food? Non-sweet or spicy?”

“That’s a new request.” Candy placed her notepad away. “You mean just get you something with nothing done to it?” She shrugged. “I don’t see why not, but you’ll have to pay something for it.”

“That’s fine. How about majbab?” It was the only term Cotton knew. “Broccoli stew, we know it’s on there.”

“Okay.” Candy marked down the item. “It’s much cheaper to go to the market than eat here at Sweet Meats though.”

“It’ll be fine.” He wasn’t stingy with money.

“Okay, twenty nine, twenty nine.”

“Pardon?” He wasn’t stingy but he wasn’t stupid. He looked toward Matt. “You’re paying twenty-nine, twenty-nine for a simple stew?” All just so he could meet a girl who wasn’t even waitressing right then. 

“Sweet Meats adds no extra calories to the food, and we hold the top spot for sweetest barbecue in the world.” Candy pulled the notepad back out. “One or two broccoli stews?”

“How about water?” Cotton asked. “Just bring some water.”

“Five, twenty-nine.”

“For water?” Cotton almost choked on the air.

“Sweetened or barbecue flavored water. Everything is sweetened or barbecue flavored.” Her voice held great annoyance. “If you want regular, it’s the same price, sir.”

“Fine, whatever.” Cotton gave up. She’d be in a better mood at home. “Get me a simple glass of water.” 

* * *
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Candy turned to head back to get the orders, but she found herself stuck in a familiar embrace. Darren eagerly kissed her, giving her little room to complain. He was supposed to be marrying her after all. His breath wasn’t the cleanest, but it never had been. Even barbecue would have been better than what she smelled. The customers could probably smell that. 

When he let go of her, she tried to act like that wasn’t completely embarrassing. “Darren, what are you doing here?”

“Counting the days until we do it.” Darren looked over toward Cotton and the other guy. “You’re not trying to flirt with my Candy, are you?” Neither of them bothered to answer, but Candy felt mortified. If anyone could get a reward for less tact, it would be him.

“What do you want, Darren?” Candy asked again, hoping she could find out so he could leave.

“The big day is getting closer. We’ll be doing it soon.” He grabbed her by the waist. “Marriage, of course.”

Candy didn’t want to look at anyone. What a display. Why did he have to be such a showoff? “I’ve got to go get an order.”

“Hurry up then.” He patted her butt before she headed on her way.

* * *
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That had to be the biggest creep Cotton had ever seen. He’d heard of him several times. Who in the world comes in grabbing their fiancé like that? He’d seen romantic displays, but that was far from romantic. That smell on his breath too, even Cotton could smell the hard whisky. 

It wasn’t right. Candy was the sweetest owner in the world. Well, part-time owner. He only spent his mornings, nights, and the weekends in his rabbit form. The other times he walked around like everyone else, doing his own thing. 

He knew that he should have hopped off, but he had got rather close to her in his rabbit form. His family also reinforced him to stay, believing that they were both the prophesied ones. That large load standing in front of him though, the thought of him always being near Candy sickened him. There would be no more curling up in her bed with that guy around. “Why does she have to marry you?” He knew the answer yet Cotton just couldn’t help himself.

“Pardon?” The guy moved up closer, pounding his hands on the table. “What do you mean why does she have to marry me? Who are you?” Cotton moved back slightly, wincing at the awful breath. He heard him take a big sniff. Yeah, that’s attractive. “You’re a Vegan, what are you doing here?”

“I’m allowed.” Cotton scratched his shoulder.

“Cotton, damn it, that’s none of our business,” Matt began. “Who cares who is marrying who?”

“Anyone would have to be blind to want to marry him after that showoff display.” Cotton sat back in his chair. He shouldn’t care. He should be going about his business complaining about the five, twenty nine water.

He remembered all those nights though, complaining about Darren Manner. She didn’t want him in her life at all, and whether he wanted to say it out loud or not . . .Cotton wanted to be more than her pet. Not that that mattered, if she was the prophesied one then she would never have to worry about Darren manner again.

“You need to watch that mouth of yours.” Darren pointed at him. “I’m the guy who trademarked the currency signs. You should thank me when I let my wife use it for the menus around here in the future.”

Oh, so this was the guy who actually got the dollar and cents signs trademarked.  The reason they had to use commas for pricing now. Candy didn’t mention that, but it probably wasn’t at the top of her complaints.

“I always wanted to own the currency signs. I always own what I want, so don’t cross me again.”

Cotton kept himself under control. Just because he was a Vegan didn’t mean he was a pushover. And just because this Darren guy was a meat lover didn’t make him strong. 

Candy came around Darren without even a glance at him and sat down the broccoli stew in front of Matt. It smelled weird, that Spicy barbecue broccoli concoction. Candy then sat down his water. “Five, twenty nine, as agreed.”

“Honey, you don’t need to do that.” Darren muttered closer to her ear. “Say five dollars and twenty nine cents. You’ll get to say that every day soon.”

Cotton couldn’t help himself. “Showoff Spice man.”

“Vegan.”

“Boys.” Candy chided between the two of them. 

“Fine, I’ll be good.” Darren re picked up the water and sat it in front of Cotton. “Here.”

Cotton held his hands up. “I would never touch anything you’ve touched.”

“Oh, ouch.” Darren knocked the water over. “Oops.”

Cotton stared at the water on his shirt while Candy mopped up the mess on the table with a rag. 

“Sorry, that’s gratis. I’ll get you another,” she said. Turning she looked toward Darren. “Stop screwing with the customers, what do you want already?”

“I have some news.” Darren crossed his arms. “Posh is coming over, and well, we need to discuss some things before she does.”

“Posh? Posh Yum Num?” Cotton could hear the growl beneath Candy’s words. “Why?”

* * *
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“If it isn’t little Candy,” a voice called over before Candy could leave. A woman decked out in glitter sequins and showing off far too much skin strolled over to her like she owned the world. From that look and the way Candy looked at her, Cotton knew it was Candy’s competition. Posh Yum Num.

“Posh.” Candy held her ground against the other woman. “What are you doing here?”

“Letting you know that your family is about to fall.” The woman breathed on her hand and showed Candy a pink sparkling cupcake ring. “I found the perfect Spice man. Sweet Meats is about to go down.”

“Yum Num Cakes can’t take down Sweet Meats.” Candy shooed her away, missing the look on Darren. Cotton caught it though, and he knew things were about to get serious. “I’m working, I’ll deal with you later.”

“Your sister wants a husband that has no magic line at all.”

“So.”

“So it’s up to you, and last I looked, you’re screwed.”

Candy took a deep breath. “I already know who I’m marrying, okay?” She gestured toward Darren who politely coughed in his hand.

“Apparently you don’t.” Posh laughed in her face as she shook her ring. “Marriage second, winner first.” 

Candy dropped her notepad. Her face was frozen with her eyes wide and her jaw completely dropped. “Darren?” She turned to look at Darren who had his hand on the back of his forehead.

“And the penny drops.” Posh danced around her a second. “Good luck looking for anyone else, he is the top man. He may have chose you, but it took one night, and he was mine. Like I said, pack it up. Soon it’s all over, Yum Num Cakes will be number one.”

Cotton looked down at his table. Oh damn. That was going to hurt Candy.

“It’s not too late.” Candy sneered, her nose even getting wrinkly. “I’ll find someone else, I’m only twenty five. I’ve got a long time to find the right man.”

“You don’t have to give up,” Darren said to Candy. “Just give me some motive to change my mind like she did.” Candy didn’t bother responding back.

“You wish, Candy Sweet” Posh prodded. “You think we don’t know? Your dad is going to be dead soon.” Posh snapped her finger at her. “The doctors predicted date, Yum Num is having a fifty percent off sale in celebration of it.”

Cotton watched as others posing as customers grabbed Candy and held her back. Cotton jumped up along with Matt second. Things were getting out of hand.

“Stop right there.” Cotton stood firmly in front of Posh with Matt at his side. “You don’t go that far in a restaurant. Powers or not, you start something here, and witnesses will drive your business to the ground.”

“Who the hell do you think you are?” Posh looked like she was ready to start a fight with him, but one of her followers whispered something to her. Her frown turned into an all out grin.  Posh snapped her fingers and they all let go of Candy. 

Candy didn’t move, but her eyes didn’t leave Posh. Cotton saw her eyes watering, but that was to be expected with such cruelty. “You okay?” Cotton asked softly. He moved closer to her face. People sometimes were so mean. What he wouldn’t give to be her Big Bunny right now so he-

Cotton felt himself getting shoved forward, his lips touching Candy’s haphazardly.

Posh laughed as her crew began to leave Candy. “Guess what Candy? You just got kissed by a Vegan!”

* * *
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Cotton had to admit, he didn’t plan on Candy dragging him around to the back. He tried to keep it together as they moved through the meat section. Piles of raw food in different sizes, piled up, bleeding and ew! How could people eat like that? He didn’t say a word until he was yanked roughly in front of the main owner of Sweet Meats.

Her face was on TV. Everyone knew it. It was Momma Sweet.

“What’s a customer doing back here?” Momma Sweet asked Candy.

Candy couldn’t speak. She just pointed, harder and harder, drawing her hand back and forth. When she did finally speak all she shouted was “Vegan!”

Wow, what a crime.

“We have vegetables, I don’t understand your point.” Momma Sweet shook Cotton’s hand. “I am terribly sorry, I don’t know what’s come over my daughter. Your meal is gratis.”

Cotton nodded and looked toward Candy. She needed to get it under control, it was just a kiss. Not even a good one, it was off balance and he barely met her lips. He had better rabbit smooches with her than that one.

“No, not his choice in taste.” Candy’s eyes dwelled on her mother. “Not vegan, Vegan. His family line.”

“Oh, Vegan magic, I understand.” Sweet Momma looked toward Cotton. “I never hear about that much.”

“Yeah, that was because all it does is make the women unable to taste sweet.” Heh, sort of. A good enough explanation for her. For the life of him though, Cotton didn’t see the problem.

“Posh pushed him into me.” Candy gestured to Cotton again. “Posh knows dad is going downhill. She stole Darren Manner too, she’s wearing his ring.”

Momma Sweet’s mouth dropped. “Why that no good wench! Those Yum Num’s, they can just go to hell.” She grabbed Candy’s hand. “Don’t worry, whatever happened, Darren likes you more. You’re kinder and prettier, a regular princess. It doesn’t matter, we can work this out.”

“She said all that . . .” Candy gestured to Cotton. “Before pushing me into him, making him kiss me.”

This time the ho hum attitude of Momma Sweet was nowhere to be seen. Her eyes were filled with panic. “A Vegan kissed you?” Her hands reached up to her forehead. “No, no! Your sister’s already marrying someone from a normal line, and you’ve kissed a Vegan. Your dad is almost gone, what are we going to do?”

Missing something, Cotton knew he was missing something.

“A kiss from a Vegan? As pure as we’ve kept ourselves?” Her mother covered her eyes. “Cotton. Please, let me discuss some things with my daughter. Go sit down and Candy will meet you later.”

* * *
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“You know what is next, Candy,” her mother warned her as she unwrapped a piece of chocolate and popped it in her mouth. Candy spit it out fast. It tasted disgusting. “It’s already begun. You know what must be done.”

“I can’t,” Candy said as she grabbed her head, “it’s crazy. I do not even know Cotton.”

“He is a Vegan. He stole your Sweet power. Right now, you cannot taste sweet. That will change, and soon you will have no Sweet power. The only way to save your Sweet power, is to dominate the Vegan power. To dominate, you must be with Darren for his Spice power.”

“I will have nothing left to hold over Posh to make him marry me.”

“Which is why you need to be with the Vegan. Be with him completely, and share the power. You will get your Sweet magic back.”

“But the business-”

“Be with him, but marry Darren.” Momma Sweet shrugged. “He likes to fool around. It should make him pine for you even more, knowing a Vegan had you.”

“Momma . . .” Candy fidgeted with her fingers. “Is there no other option?”

“You cannot live in limbo. Pure Sweet and pure Vegan do not mix haphazardly. You know that you will lose more than just your Sweet power.”

“I will lose my life?” It was a question that Momma did not need to answer. With Vegan, it was all the way. It was why there were barely matches between Vegans and Sweets. Too risky. 

Knowing Darren, she knew her mother had been right. Those were her only options. Standing up, she went to go clean on the veggie side before she confronted Cotton.

* * *
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“It’s okay.” Momma Sweet turned to her daughter Poured as they continued to fix chairs into the night. “The whole plan has moved smoothly so far.”

“I know. I didn’t bother telling Darren everything, so it’s risky. He sure didn’t mind the Posh part,” her daughter Poured Sweet said, pushing in the last chair. “Candy is going to hate this, mom.”

“Candy will have to understand. If the business collapses, she has no one else. If the world ends though?” Momma touched Poured’s hand. “She will understand, have faith in that. We must do this.”

“I know. It’s the best thing. For the business, for the world, and for everyone.” Poured grabbed the broom and swept up the ground. “I feel bad for the guy though. This is sick what we have to do. Plus, Darren. He’s kind of scummy, but this isn’t going to be nice to him either.”

“He had Posh, it makes it fair. If he wants Sweet Meats, he’ll stick with the plan.” It wasn’t nice but there wasn’t a choice. Posh ending up with Darren was Momma Sweet’s plan. Posh pushing Candy into Cotton was also her idea. Eventually, Darren would come back and take Candy’s hand in marriage.

But before then, she needed to be with Cotton Tail.

Their prophecy of the end of the world was just as mysterious as anything else. Momma Sweet never thought about it when she named her second born Candy. There had been many Candy’s in the family line. She never thought about it until at the age of five, Candy woke up one night screaming for her.

//“Momma!”

Momma Sweet moved to her daughter’s room. It was two o’ clock in the morning and her little Candy was crying for her. When she came to her room, Candy’s hands were rubbing her eyes. Momma Sweet sat down next to her on the bed. “What is it, Candy? Did you have a bad dream again?” She expected to hear her daughter talk about a monster under the bed, or maybe something in the closet. Instead, she heard something that she would never forget.

“I dreamed of the apocalypse. There were these people that weren’t people, mommy. Their skin was flaky and their eyes were light blue. They wanted me. I ran but then a dragon flew over my head and these miniature bodies were falling on me like rain. I called for you over and over, but the ground and everything faded away and I was trapped in blackness!” She grabbed onto her mommy’s shoulder.

Apocalypse? She was five, how could she know that word? Those visions. Momma Sweet held onto her tightly. “Candy, where did you hear that word from?”

“A boy. He tried to say something, but I ran away from him. I don’t like boys, they have cooties, and Michael has the most cooties. Michael always chased me on the playground, and he was chasing me in my dream. He chased me and I told him to stop it and he didn’t. So I ran. And he chased. And then all that stuff happened.”

Momma Sweet swallowed but held her daughter tight. That was no ordinary dream. For as long as time had been, the world had a prophecy that one day healthy and sweet would meet. The terms were very prophetic, not easy to understand. In fact, it was an entire book which hardly had any complete sentences. Yet, it was the oldest book on the planet, and no one knew how it ever existed or who wrote it. The most their ancestors could make of it was that one day someone from a pure sweet line named Candy would have a child with someone purely Vegan named Cotton Tail. As her daughter began to cry, all the strange lines came crashing back to her.

Candy was supposed to end up with a Vegan to save the world. However, she was Momma Sweet’s only daughter.  They held a magic business called Sweet Meats, and if Candy married herself to a Vegan? She would never get the Spice power she needed.

Momma Sweet would need to have one more daughter, and pray that she found someone who held the magic of Spice. Spice and Sweet created the sweet and savory barbecue business that had been running their family line for over two hundred years.

There was no way to sell a magic business. If it went kaput, it was the end. “It’s okay, Candy, it was just a dream. Go back to bed, sweetie.” She tucked her daughter back in, calmed her down some more until she was ready to go to sleep, and left the room.

She would have to tell Marlen they had to have one more child for the business.

For without the business, they would lose everything. The houses, the cars, and the traditional fame of the Sweet family. He would have to agree. Otherwise, Momma Sweet didn’t want to imagine the choice she’d have to make against her little Candy.//

***
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Candy wiped the back tables on the veggie side. Matt had left, and only Cotton was in the restaurant. Her mom and sister were back on the restaurant’s meat side, straightening it up she presumed. It was night and the doors should have been locked, but Cotton and her still needed to have a big talk. A real big talk. She wiped down the table for the last time. They were starting to shine having been cleaned over and over just to ignore the talk, but she couldn’t stop the inevitable. Knowing that she’d have Big Bunny’s comfort when she went home, she headed over toward Cotton’s booth. She sat down on the other side and tapped her fingers on the table. “What do you want to do?”

Cotton lifted his eyes toward her. She hadn’t noticed before, but he had a beautiful set of emerald eyes like her rabbit. Hopefully that was a good sign. He unfolded his arms and relaxed his body. “What is the big problem?”

He was joking, right? No one grew up without knowing this basic information. Candy tapped the table again. “Twenty to thirty days I need to have this resolved.”

“Twenty to thirty days. Okay.” Cotton nodded. “Let’s get out of this place, get to know each other, and you can give me the specifics.” Cotton held his hand out to her for a handshake. “Deal?”

“Get to know each other?” That wasn’t the best idea. “I’m getting married eventually to Darren. I mean, well, I should. Somehow. I’ll get past Posh.”

“He treats you like crap and you know it. You are going to be begging and pleading for him to take you back?” Cotton rolled his eyes. “You’re a real piece of work.”

Judgmental. Candy stuck her tongue in her cheek. “He’s not much different than my dad was with my mom. It’s the way things are with Spice men usually.”

“So Spice pushes Sweet around?”

“Nobody pushes me around.” Candy moved further away from him in the booth, preferring the far end. “My dad is dying soon. Our business is about to fold. I have no one to take care of me, and at my mother’s age she’ll be taken away. I have no authority to start another business. My sister will be on thin ice herself. Most of all? I don’t really care for anyone. If I don’t love anyone, and everything is about to be taken away, what would you do? I need to preserve the business first.”

“You could go out and get a regular job.”

“I’ve never done anything else. I’ve been groomed since birth to take over the business.” Candy wasn’t going to give into that. “I don’t have any of the certifications children received when they were younger.” She expected him to ask about certifications or equality tests, but he didn’t.

“Okay then, let’s go out.” Cotton stood up. “Do you need a jacket?”

“Out.” Candy slid out of the booth. “Fine. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can go back after Darren.”

“Well that’s great ‘cause I hate that guy. Postponing him makes me happy.” Cotton headed to the front door. “Besides, you should enjoy this too.”

She should enjoy this? “Why should I enjoy this?”

“A chance to make him jealous?” Cotton looked back at her, straight into her eyes. He kept staring uncomfortably. “There isn’t an ounce of jealousy in your eyes.”

“Business.”

“Have you ever dated anyone except that guy?” 

No, of course not. She needed to stay free for Darren. Only Poured dated around when she was younger, and she was exclusively taken now.

“Well, come on, I’m hungry.” Cotton held the front door open. “Your overpriced water on my shirt wasn’t fulfilling.”

“I don’t know.” Candy fidgeted. “I have a pet at home, I should really get back to him.”

“It is just a pet.”

“Big Bunny is not just a pet, he is my pet.” Candy sighed. “Never mind, you would never understand. “

“One drink. You’ll be back to your little guy before you know it.”

“Fine. Where are we going then?” 

“You’ll see.”

* * *
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Candy sat down on the unfamiliar barstool in front of the metal counter.

“Hey, Kit.” Cotton slapped his hand against the waiters. “Two broccoli stews.” He gestured toward Candy. “She’s never had the real thing.”

“Coming up.” Kit moved away from Candy’s sight. She turned to look at the scenery. The smells were different than anything she’d ever smelled before. Her nose must have been changing too. “Unfamiliar world,” she muttered softly not thinking anyone would hear.

“Exciting new world,” Cotton said from beside her. She lifted her eyes to his. “Give it a try, Candy. You already know what your future is supposed to be, always have. What’s it hurt to try something new?”

Candy didn’t respond to his question because she didn’t know how to. He wasn’t even supposed to hear her. How did he have such good hearing? She rubbed her face. “Cotton. You said you wanted to get to know each other, so tell me something about yourself already.”

“Well for one, I think your mom is kind of freaky.”

What? Instead of talking about himself he just dissed her mother? “Are you sure you date often? Insulting mothers isn’t first date talk.”

Cotton laughed. “No, probably isn’t. I don’t know, it’s a date, but not.” He shrugged. “Unlike a real date, I’m not looking to impress you. I mean, I don’t even know what you wanted to talk to me about.”

“You do not? Are you really that clueless?” Candy felt her temperature rise. This guy just wanted to tease her for the month before he finally took what he wanted. It would be a long month.

“Oh.” Cotton winced. “This is something basic I should know, isn’t it? I’m not stringing you along to be mean.”

Why was he really doing this? “Is there any remote chance you’d choose to marry me within a month?”

Cotton just shot a surprised look her way as the broccoli stews arrived. “What?”

Candy looked at her broccoli stew. It was nothing she had ever tried before; he’d been right about that. “What if you start to like me toward the end? Is it going to be easy to accept me going to someone else? What is this supposed to accomplish?”

Cotton picked at his stew. “I am confused. I don’t want to jump into anything with someone I don’t know.”

“Would you rather jump in and lose someone you do know?” He should have known the answer to that. Any Vegan should know these answers. Everyone should. Even children knew to a certain degree that Vegan and Sweet were like oils. They didn’t mix. “I’ll take this to go.” Candy gestured toward the food. “Come by Sweet Meats tomorrow. We both need a good night to sleep on this.” 

* * *
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“Ooooh!” Candy whined as soon as she came through her door. Cotton had beat her home, becoming her beloved Big Bunny. He was right in front of the door waiting for her. She put down a grocery bag so she could pick him up instead. “Big Bunny, I had the worst day of my life so far.”

Cotton enjoyed her caresses as she moved toward the window with him. He knew what her day would be all about.

“I lost Darren Manner.” Candy lied him on his fluffy pet bed next to the window. “Posh stole him, and then she made me kiss a Vegan. A Vegan! I can’t taste sweet anymore until the Vegan changes it. Why is he stringing me along? Do I have the words ‘take advantage of me’ written somewhere?” She checked her clothes. 

“I’m sorry to hear that, Candy. Why is the Vegan stringing you along? What does he have to do to make you feel better?” 

“I cannot tell you that, Big Bunny.” Candy patted him again. “I will study the books, but Spice should overtake Vegan. From the way he acted, I do not think I can get along with him. However, Darren will have a much bigger hand to deal me.” Candy lifted his ears and they drooped back down to his side. “I may not be able to take care of you anymore, Big Bunny. If I have to, I will have to drive you out far away from the city though so you don’t end up anywhere near a menu.”

Losing Candy’s physical presence? Ever since the day he’d almost been gutted and killed like an ordinary rabbit, she had been his light. Mere minutes away. He got stuck in a cage on his way home, and he had wasted too much power, making him incapable of changing back to a human on that day. When she stole him away, talked to him, and caressed his floppy ears, he couldn’t leave her. Now, she would be taken away if he didn’t do something. He had no idea what she needed from him as Cotton, but himself as Big Bunny couldn’t waste anymore time. 

“Everything’s changing.” Candy gestured to her front door. “I went out to get ice cream and a cake to make myself feel better. Then I remembered halfway home what I was doing.” She rested her head on the window. “They are just souvenirs now.” She looked toward him. “Anyhow, you must be hungry.” She slid away from the window and moved back toward the bags. “I have to try this broccoli stew. The other guy, Cotton, he got it for me. At least he’s halfway nice.” She sighed. “Probably not a good thing though. The last thing I need is to get to know some sweet guy and then have to marry Darren. It’s just twisting the knife, you know?” She shook her head. “I don’t even know his last name yet.”

“I know, Candy.” There was only one real choice. “After a good night’s sleep, you’ll know what to do.” Ever since Cotton met her, he knew how she felt about never having control of her life. Well, it was time to let her be in control. She would know the truth, and make her own decision. All they had was a name in the prophecy, but that was going to have to be enough because he had to try.

One more night as her big, fluffy Big Bunny. When she came back over, finally eating the broccoli stew, he nudged against her. Putting down her spoon, she scratched his ears.

One more night.
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Boogeyman’s Dream World
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Candy felt Big Bunny’s presence beside her, but she felt something else as well. Opening her eyes, she saw a figure.

“Candy Sweet,” it spoke beside her bed. She had no idea who this person had been. “I visited you once in a different form. Do you remember me?”

No and she probably wouldn’t. “What a strange dream. If I am dreaming of a regular guy, then why not dream of someone cuter?” She wiggled her hands as she yawned. “Well, semi-cute. You’ll grow into it.” The figure’s cheeks blushed.

“I’m here to tell you about the apocalypse―”

“Apocalypse? Man, what did I eat before coming to bed?” She yawned again, but the figure disappeared. She opened her eyes and saw her rabbit cuddling up beneath her chin, thumping his little feet. “Running from prey? I know how you feel honey.” She snuggled her head back into the pillow, ready to finish her rest. As the night went by, she forgot all about the dream.
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Boogeymans World Part 10: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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“It didn’t count,” Dominic reasoned with himself as he felt his abrupt return. “It didn’t count. She didn’t call me a man. It was just an expression.”

“It was foretold.”

Dominic glared into the darkness again. It didn’t count. Apocalypse Girl wouldn’t do anything that would make him feel such contempt. It was impossible. How could the only person he knew become an enemy? Would he be seeing her messing with destined lovers perhaps? That would frustrate him, but it would not make her his enemy in his heart. “It was nothing. I-I should go back.”

“I think not. I feel it’s time. You know it’s time.”
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Finding Home Part 3: DIMENSION: APOCALYPSE GIRL’S SOLACE
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Cheryl felt herself tumble across a room. She had never tumbled that far in her life. Groaning, she got her bearings and looked around. Guyver landed right beside her, moaning a bit himself. They were on a ground, frosted in some kind of crystal snow. 

“I should kill you.”

A voice. Cheryl turned and saw a teen girl who wore a green cloak that draped over her, sliding against the ground as she walked toward them. Her eyes spelled trouble though, glazed over and as frosted as the ground had been.

“I hate cold,” she heard Guyver complain as he got up. He held his hand out to Cheryl and she took it.

“I should kill you. I should!” The girl stomped her foot and rubbed her nose. “What were you doing in there?”

“On Earth?” Cheryl questioned. “We were trying to find a new place to live. Our dimension was taken over.”

“You hypocrite, how dare you speak to me with those words.” Her voice was chilling. “You made me witness it. There’s no going back now.”

“Witness what?” Cheryl asked. Why was she so cross with her?

“This is not where you landed.” The girl pointed behind them. Cheryl turned and saw a large dimension hole. “That is. You landed in my dimension right before it was lost.”

“Oh. I am sorry,” Cheryl answered. “I know how it feels. We’ve lost ours too.”

“No, you ninny. I am the Apocalypse Girl! I have the chance to save dimensions, only if I don’t see the ending.” The girl sniffed. “There’s nothing left in it. Even time doesn’t tick. It’s gone.” She met Cheryl, eye to eye. “I can’t save it and it’s all your fault! What were you doing in there?”

“She already told you,” Guyver said as he stood beside Cheryl. “We were trying to escape. Any harm we caused was on accident. Blaming us for this is pointless.” Guyver would have spoke more, but Cheryl put her finger over his mouth, silencing him. 

“Excuse me, but did you say your name was Apocalypse Girl?” Could she know Dominic? “Are you supposed to warn destined lovers?”

Apocalypse Girl took a step back. “There is no way one could know that information.”

“My brother, Dominic,” Cheryl said. “Before he stepped out of our dimension, a prophecy had called him the Apocalypse Boy. Have you met him?” Her eyes betrayed the truth. “You have? Is he okay?”

Apocalypse Girl looked conflicted as hair emerged in front of her eyes. She pushed it back along with her hood. “He is my enemy, yet he is a saver of my life. You are his sister, but you just destroyed my dimension.” She stared at the ceiling. “What would my people want? Does it matter now that they no longer exist?”

She had seen him. “Is he okay?” Cheryl asked again. “He’s quite shy. Not really used to making it out on his own.”

“No, he’s not.” Apocalypse Girl stepped forward. “He is perfectly capable of his missions.”

“I didn’t mean it like that. He’s . . .well, he’s a good boy. He always had a thick shell around him though,” she said hoping that conveyed her meaning.

“Then the shell broke. Apocalypse Boy is doing fine without you.”

“Oh.” He was already growing up. “He grew up quickly in a couple of days.” Had it even been a couple of days? Had being removed from her propped him into a position where he was more self confident?

“He is almost sixteen,” Apocalypse Girl corrected her. “We move throughout time. You have been stuck in a dimension where time stopped moving.”

“Sixteen?”

“Where are we?” Guyver interrupted. “Is this a safe dimension?”

“Everything is slowly dying, Apocalypse Boy and I are merely the threads trying to keep it together before everything unravels. Safe for now though, yes. However, not for long.” Apocalypse Girl raised her hand toward them. “I am on the wish master path and I know now what is fair.” 

Cheryl felt wind coming from behind her. The dimension tunnel was changing to a purplish color. “What is that?”

“Apocalypse Boy saved me, yet he is my enemy. You are his sister, but you destroyed everything dear to me. This is only fair.” The winds picked up from behind Apocalypse Girl. “I wish to send you two to the coldest dimension capable of sustaining life, where there is a good chance you will die if you don’t find help. There you will live out the rest of your life in the bitter snow or you will brave it out and find the only dimension hole out of that miserable place and make it to a paradise. The fate is yours!” 

“Wait!” Cheryl cried as she felt herself being blown backward. “What about my brother?”

“You will never see him again. I have placed this dimension hole with no return. Even I cannot rescue you later if I wanted too. Decide your own fate!” She yelled at them. 

Cheryl almost got sucked in but fell into Guyver’s back. He had found a pipe in the ground he was holding onto. 

“This isn’t what Apocalypse Boy would want,” Guyver tried to reason. “He would want his family back. Cheryl is his only family!”

“You took out my whole dimension. My people!” She screamed back to them. “I work for the pride of my people. They raised me to be the Apocalypse Girl, to save dimensions, and there will never be a chance to save them. Unlike you two. I sense it.” She looked toward both of them. “Salvation, that is what you are to each other. You survive because of each other. Then let it be fair.” She held out her hand toward them. “Upon entering that dimension neither of you will know who you are or each other. You will have vague memories of your dimension, but nothing solid. I wish for you not to remember until you escape that dimension, if you do. “

“Not know each other?” Cheryl cried. Without knowing each other, why would they help each other? “Please, mercy! We are not responsible for what happened, it was an accident.”

“Be happy I am being so kind as to letting your own strengths determine your fate.” Apocalypse Girl held out her hand farther. “You can’t cling forever.”

Cheryl tried to hold onto the pipe, but it was too far. The winds were too heavy and Guyver was losing his grip.

“Go freeze in hell for what you’ve done to me.”

“Then just send me. You don’t need to take revenge against Cheryl,” Guyver pleaded. “Dominic didn’t even know me, there’s no conflict of interest.”

“No, don’t say that.” Cheryl looked toward him. “Guyver.”

“Don’t punish her. I take full responsibility.”

“Kind words from an unkind act.” Apocalypse Girl approached Cheryl. She grabbed her hand and yanked her away. “Try anything stupid and I will wish you to an early grave.”

“Guyver?” Cheryl watched as he let go and tumbled into the other dimension. “Guyver!”

“Wait.” Apocalypse Girl held her steady. Cheryl tried to fight the girl off, but she had incredible strength. “I am not some little girl you can mess around with and get away with it.”

“What do you want?”

“It would be best to keep you here. Yet, I can’t. Another dimension will suffer if I do.”

“What do you mean? Aren’t you wishing us dead?”

“I wish that I could get revenge without losing another dimension. I knew Guyver would give up like that for you though if he knew you’d go.”

“Then you are just teasing us? Messing with us?”

“You deserve it. Now, go.” Apocalypse Girl pushed her back as the winds came back. “I wasn’t lying, but in order to make sure you survive he needed a headstart. Two years should be enough. You’ll remember shortly after you see each other.”

“Two years?”

“Yes and don’t complain. If I were less passionate, I would have simply wished you dead.” The last words echoed before the winds overcame her and she headed into another dimension.
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Finding Home Part 4: DIMENSION: WINTER AND SUMMER DIMENSION
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Cold. That was the only word in her head as she looked around. She squeezed and rubbed her arms trying to get warm. Thoughts of who she had been did not plague her as she walked through the icy domain. Around her it was white dotted with brown spots. She was on a cliff and saw the same thing. Ice dotted with brown spots. Forcing her feet to move, she felt the frigid wind lash across them like a whip. She held her hood tightly against her face.

What was she doing out there, dressed like that? It was not thick clothing, it was thin and penetrable to the cold. She might as well have been naked as much as it could protect her. She walked and came across a cave. She moved to hide in one, but saw another beside it.

In fact she realized what all those brown spots were for as she stared at it. Lined up like property, caves were seen as far as her eyesight could reach.

She heard a grunt from beside her. A man came out of his cave. Was he primitive? There was no time to even think as he came over and grabbed her. He spoke more gibberish as he shook her. What was he saying? 

He was getting angrier at her, probably because she couldn't understand him. Out of another cave popped another man. If she didn't start seeing women and children soon, she knew she'd be in trouble. “Hello? Hello?” She tried to communicate but the other two men grabbed each of her arms. “What are you doing? Let go of me!” She cried for help but no one came, just more men coming out of the caves. Twenty. Thirty. 

The trembling sensation through her body was no longer just about the cold.

“Hello?”

She looked over toward one of the far caves as another man came out. He wasn't quite as big as the others and he wore a strange pair of goggles but he just responded to her language. Did he mimic her or did he know it? “Hello, yes? Do you understand me, please tell me you do.”

“Yeah, of course.” It seemed like no big deal to him as he walked up to her. “What are you doing outside in the cold? Death wish? Mate give up on you?” On the last sentence, all the men began to speak gibberish. The man who spoke her language yelled back at them. “Tell us already, these men are getting antsy and want to add you to their collection.”

Collection. She knew it. “I don't know. I-I found myself walking around in the snow, but I don't know who I am.” The man who spoke her language touched her face soothingly.

“It's okay. You do have some bruising, but nothing that looks like you've been owned. So where did you come from?” The crowd around him became restless and he spoke in their gibberish again before looking back at her. “I know you.”

“Yes, I . . .” she saw pictures of him in her mind. She saw a small house on an open prairie bed. A boy about twelve or so, and him. Him. “Guy . . .ummm . . .” Come on.

“Guyver. I am Guyver. I know who I am now?” His face slowly morphed into that of the happiest person she ever met. “Oh god, Cheryl!”

“Cheryl, yes, that's my name. Guyver. Cheryl.” It was flooding back to her. “The Apocalypse Girl.”

“Oh. Oh, I remember that little witch.” Guyer placed his hand on his shoulder. “Two years have passed since I've seen you.”

“About twenty minutes for me.” Cheryl almost smiled but didn't want to be seen as mocking him. “I'm sorry, Guyver, she still threw me in. You sacrificed yourself for nothing.”

“She would have anyhow, she had unusual power.” He grabbed her hand. “Come willingly to my cave Cheryl or this will get ugly. Women and children are never near the entrance to caves unless they are being sold. You being out here, you're lucky no one hurt you yet.”

“I didn't have a choice. What was I supposed to do? Stay out there in the cold?” she complained as he held her hand tighter.

“You could have been hurt. I have lost enough to fill a lifetime, I don't want to see anyone else hurt. Least of all you.” He rubbed his hand against hers as he yelled gibberish around him. “Come willingly to my arms so they don't put up a fight for you.”

Cheryl moved into his arms, glad to feel his body heat against her freezing one. 

He moved away with her as they headed away toward his cave.

“It's safe in here.” Guyver shooed her back further and further into the cave. “The men here are different. Primitive in a way, but not as bad as you think. Society evolved even in the cold.” 

Cheryl moved back even further down the rocks as she felt heat. Real heat, not a simple fire with branches and sticks. “It feels like a heated home.” Below her, she could see a blue ambiance.

“Yep, a key difference,” he said as he moved a little further in front of her. “You'll get better at climbing the rocks if you want to come outward. Just don't go out without me.” He jumped to the bottom and held out his hand. She was a little slower not being used to it but eventually reached his hand, getting help with the final jump.

“Oh, warmth.” She rubbed her arms. “It's like coming back inside the house after playing all day in the snow as a child. How is that possible?”

Guyver moved her over toward a corner. Surprisingly, there were a few furnishings inside. He moved to the middle of the room and opened a hatch. “Come see for yourself.”

The area lit up the blue in the room even more. Cheryl moved toward her side.

There was a stick with fire, but it was burning blue. The middle of the color was that of a regular fire's top, while the middle tip was a cerulean color that slowly transformed into white at the very top. “It's blue fire.”
“It's winterfire.” Guyver pointed inside the fire. “They are these small blue sticks about the size of chewing gum. They are all cool to the touch but once added to fire, they change it into what you see. One stick lasts a week. They are so easy to get, I have enough for the next ten years. Of course, you don't need them every day.”
“What do you mean?”

“This is the coldest sustainable dimension, but it's sustainable because it's not always cold.” He closed the hatch back up. “They have a calender. Aut, Oth, Tyr, Por, Ryg are the days of what I would call the week. They don't have weeks, just five days of twenty four hours. After Ryg, Aut will come around again. It's made with five days for the weather.”

“The weather.”

“Summer and winter. There is no spring or fall weather, it's either 120 degrees outside or below 0.” He moved over toward a small cubby hole in his cave. “The weather changes have made it harder for them to establish themselves. We have more of a simple type living. No real law, just live and let others live.” Out of the cubbyhole he picked out a pink stick. “In two days, I'll switch to this stick. It will make it around seventy inside the cave.”

“The caves, they dot this world everywhere,” Cheryl said as she watched him put the stick back. “No homes?”

“The caves stay warmer. I don't see people wanting to chop down trees as cold or as hot as it is,” Guyver reminded her. “They tunneled out the land or fixed surviving caves. Most of them run off blueprints. I mean, it's sort of like the Stone Age, but not quite that bleak.”

“You've been living like this for two years.” Horrid. Cheryl felt for him. Not knowing who he had been for two years. “How did you learn?”

“My communicator. Also, I wasn't a woman. These people are more understanding than you think. My neighbors, they helped the most. Everyone has their own little community. It didn't make things any easier though, not remembering.” He looked back toward her. “Now I can't believe I forgot everything. I could have been looking for the way out this whole time.”

“We can find it together.”

“Out below zero? Out above around 120? You can't stay out long without dehydration or hypothermia.” Guyver moved over toward the rocks. “Knowing the wickedness of that girl, I bet it's a good twenty miles. Something we'd never reach.”

“At least we can survive.” Cheryl fidgeted with her fingers. “Dominic can't reach us. Ever, as long as we are here.”

“We are probably going to be here for a long time.” Guyver moved over toward her, taking her hand. “It's okay. You'll learn. It's not the best, but it's not the worst. Women do emerge, but only with their men. I have friends, you can meet other women. It's not . . .”

“Home.” She finished the word. “Home is gone though. This is our punishment for interfering with Apocalypse Girl.”

“This should never have been. She could have helped us to anywhere,” Guyver said with his voice becoming hoarse. “She is a little witch with no soul, and I'm sorry this had to happen.”

“She is something. I think angry for destroying her chance to see home. In a way, I see her point,” Cheryl confessed. 

“She was the one who saved us, no one asked her to.”

“Exactly.” Cheryl looked at his face, full of rage and watched it begin to seep away. “Which is why she went in after us. She didn't know saving two strangers would be the end. She probably didn't even know it was hers at first. Time didn't run. I don't remember a thing.”

“I can't feel for her. Look where she put us at.”

“A chance. She had you come two years later to improve our chances. Think about it. If me and you had shown up and you knew nothing?”

“You would have been taken away. All of them would have gathered on you.” Guyver admitted that much. “They would have been less willing to help me since I was already lucky enough to have you. You probably would have to be exchanged for help.” He rubbed his face. “Okay, fine. She wanted us to live, but she showed no other kindness. It was just her human instinct not to want to kill. I saw her eyes though, she wanted to. She killed any chance of us finding a decent dimension.”

“She killed any chance that we'd be like statues in a never passing time.” Cheryl sat down on the ground. “At least she knew Dominic. He's growing well without me.”

“I'm sorry,” Guyver said as he sat down next to her, holding her hand. “This isn't the fate you deserved.”

“He can never come home to me, but at least he found himself. Broke his shell.” She could barely mutter the phrase. “Maybe I babied him too much, kept him inside too long. I should have let him have friends, and go to school.”

“He saw things, and you thought he needed help. So many would have done the same thing. Besides, he had you.” He patted her hand. “Your love and kindness, it made him part of the kid he is today.”

“Kid? He's almost sixteen now. My little brother.” Cheryl wiped her eyes. “He got older. What do you reckon he looks like now?”

“I don't know. Dimensions change us too.” He gestured toward her red hair. “As yellow as a yellow brick road.”

“I don't understand that either. Dominic and I. Were we not our parents children? Plucked from somewhere else, or were our parents, our parents? Did we have the same?” She laid her eyes back toward the ground. “Time sounds like it's so flexible. But, he's not going to be able to flex it again. Is he?”

“I don't think so. I don't know, Cheryl.”

Cheryl sniffed. “Okay, fine.” She wiped her eyes again. “A new life. No chance of getting out of here. My brother is okay, but I'll never see him again.” She swallowed. “Just like everyone else.”

“Yeah.” Guyver patted her hand again. “I'm still here though. I know that's not much comfort. Everything is gone. Our dimension. Our homes. Even being here two years, this still feels nothing like home.” He squeezed her hand. “Maybe though with you, it'll be a good start. A home is made with the people you care about.”

“I know.” She squeezed his hand back. “You know, I never thanked you for bringing me to DIM. If it wasn't for you, I would surely be dead back in Kansas. With everything that happened, I don't know if I ever got to say that.”

Guyver took a deep breath. “Yeah, I know. Who knows though, a little bit of walking each day. Different directions. Maybe you're closer to right than I am about her. Maybe it's only a few miles in a certain direction.” 

Cheryl laughed. “Two years and you're still helping the same old tired citizen.”

“You're more than that.”

“The last piece of another life long forgotten?” She questioned.

“You're more than that.” His eyes held onto hers. She looked away a second, but it didn't dissuade him from kissing her on the forehead.

“We've both had a long day. You should get some rest.” He got up and headed away to a corner where he had some blankets stuffed away. “Here are some extras.”

Cheryl took them but looked toward the rocks again. “Why do they pile up? Does it make it warmer?”

“No, when the heat comes it rushes the snow. It will melt quickly, but the rocks go up and then down to act as a dam.” Guyver gave her some of the blankets. “This will help keep you warm. These are motawk hides. It can survive in the cold and heat. If you ever travel, you need something like it.” He gestured back further toward the cave. “I have a Sentu for traveling, but I am still raising her. She won't be big enough to hold someone for at least another year.”

“A whole new world to learn.” Cheryl cleared her throat. “Guyver. Do you have a bath around here? I'm probably just awful to even look at anymore.” Her hair fell in her face and she moved it back.

“Yeah, that's included in the cave package. Tomorrow I'll show you. For right now, you're fine. Considering zombies, dragons, and living in a world with no time you look pretty good.”

“I was much prettier on Earth.” She closed her eyes. For just a second, she wanted to imagine her simple life back.

“I think you're still just as pretty.” He looked away as he said it. “Cheryl. Do you want to rest beside me tonight?”

“I don't need extra heat. This is fine.”

“Sure.” He moved away and grabbed his own bedding. “I will see you in the morning.”
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“Guyver!”

Guyver looked over and saw his friend, Mindrad. He nodded toward him as he approached.

“You got a woman?” Mindrad answered, his face lit up. “I heard tell you got a woman.”

“Yeah. Someone I knew,” Guyver said calmly. He didn’t want to elaborate greatly in detail.

“Oh, you lucky.” Mindrad beat his chest. “Comfort of a woman, and a family soon.”

“I don’t think that’s the case.” Guyver cleared his throat. “We’re um . . .”

“Friends?” Mindrad said it too quickly for comfort. “Friends, are you just friends?”

“No, of course not,” Guyver lied. “We just had a rocky past, but everything is fine now.”

“Then children soon?”

No. Guyver watched others stroll over toward them. “Yeah, soon.” 

“You sure you just not friend of woman?” One of the others said.

Guyver had come out to get some dinner for them, but his neighbors were getting nosier. Man owned woman in that world, but if they thought he wasn’t doing his ‘duties’, they would fight for command of her. The world was aggressive, but he didn’t want Cheryl to know just how aggressive. He even tried to coax her to not come in front as much. 

Which she was choosing to do right now. “Is that the food?” Cheryl called to him as she gestured to the pack on his back.

Guyver looked back toward the others before looking back toward her. “Of course, honey. A big meal for tonight.”

“Honey?” Cheryl curled her lip slightly. “Did you call me honey?”

Not now. Guyver was lucky that no one could understand Cheryl, but Cheryl could understand Guyver at the same time the others could. It placed him in an awkward situation. He handed her the bag. “Go prepare the food, woman.”

Cheryl scoffed. “What did you just say to me?”

Cheryl’s hurt feelings, or making the others easier so they didn’t try anything stupid? Guyver had to make a choice. “I said put it away, woman, don’t make me repeat myself.”

Oh yeah. Yep, he was catching hell soon for that. Her eyes glared at him hard before she turned and headed back down. 

“Woman not listening as well,” Mindrad said, taking notice of the situation. “Why is she not listening to you on first command?”

“She did,” Guyver lied again. “The second time was, um, she was telling me that she was preparing for tonight.” Would they buy that though? She glared hard at him.

“I don’t know,” one of the men said. “I have doubts. Those were cold eyes she gave you.”

Guyver noticed all the glances being thrown his way. Oh shit. He didn’t know what to say. “She is an angry lover.,” Guyver lied. “With that look, I may not even get to supper.”

“Oh!” Everyone seemed to catch his innuendo. 

“I would love one like that.” Mildred beat his chest once more. “Take care, Guyver. I will trade almost any property for that.”

Hell no. Guyver headed back inside, knowing he would be catching it soon.

“An angry lover?” She was right at the entrance. “Lover?”

“Cheryl, it’s not what you think-” 

“Are you posturing, showing how much of a man you are?” Cheryl turned his back toward him. “If I wasn’t trapped in a damn cave, I’d . . .”

“I have to.” Guyver gestured outside. “If they know we are just friends, you have no idea what would happen. I keep you because they think you were already mine. No one puts up a fight for that out of respect.”

“Cave man, just less primitive.” Cheryl rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that sentence is nowhere near accurate.” She held over the bag. “So this is dinner too? What is it, did you go out and shoot it?”

Calm down, new world to her. “No, I bought it. It’s called convenience food, already killed. You are new here, I don’t want to chance leaving you alone too long to hunt.” 

“This citizen fought off zombies, I can take care of myself.” Her voice was still bitter. “I took care of a brother by myself when my parents were killed. I’ve gone through different dimensions and even lost my brother forever in the process. I think I can handle a few men skulking around.”

“This isn’t a time for pride.” Guyver grabbed the bag and emptied out the dead animal. “I know that you’re new here, you’ve lost your brother forever, and you hate it. I’m sorry, but in that sentence the only thing important is you are new here. I have been here two years, and my experience is what is saving you.”

“Saving me?” Cheryl pushed on his arm. “You call this saved? Being trapped in a cave all day in a freaking hot and cold dimension being saved!”

“It could be a lot worse.” Guyver didn’t want to expand on that, but she had to get it through her head. “If you come out, you have to follow my command quickly. You need to be less angry. To them, I am the leader of this relationship, and yes, there must be a relationship.”

“Oh no, there is not.” Cheryl moved away. “Just because you helped me in the past doesn’t mean you automatically get me.”

“Cheryl!” Guyver smacked his head. It was a lot easier dealing with her when she was fearful for her life with zombies, or talking tranquilly outside her Kansas home. “There is no relationship, but you have to pretend outside of here unless you want someone to take you away. It’s not just random men, there is a law. If I am keeping a woman as a ‘friend’, it would be wasteful.”

Cheryl didn’t say anything at first. “Sorry, Guyver.” She groaned. “I’m just not thinking straight, and you do kind of like me.“

Guyver didn’t respond at first. His actions last night were clear to her. He had liked her. She was beautiful in her own down to earth way. Running for their lives didn’t help the intensity. Dominic’s words about knowing his name too, he knew what that meant.

He didn’t just like her, they were supposed to be together. The lovers that should have stopped the end of Earth. It didn’t turn out that way, but he still felt a pull to her.

Cheryl, on the other hand, seemed to rebel against the idea. They never talked about it, leaving it in the air in favor of running for their lives to a new home. Concentrating on what was important at the moment, surviving.

When he lost her for two years, and while he lived in that dimension, his loneliness increased. He couldn’t even take on a girlfriend to try and deal with the pain. You either owned a woman or you didn’t. When she came back, he felt his heart overjoyed again, but she still had those eyes.

Those same eyes warning him to back off. Even now. 

It looked like Dominic had it wrong. Cheryl had no feelings in return. “South.”

“What?” Cheryl croaked. “South?”

“Men here are more primitive. If we head south, women have more rights.” 

“South. How are we supposed to do that with the weather outside?” Cheryl asked. 

“Nomadic licensing. I will have to give up home, and we would rent caves along our way.” Guyver hated the idea, it was risky, but Cheryl was not going to be happy there. Care for him or not, he still cared for her. “It won’t be easy, Cheryl. Getting out there, maybe we’d accidentally find the portal to paradise.”

“Oh, don’t even.” Cheryl gave him a warning look. She didn’t want to get hopes up anymore. “How far south?”

Far. Farther than he wanted to admit. “If we get caught between dangerous weather and we have no shelter, we could die.”

“You’re already set up here,” she mentioned, looking at him directly in the eyes. “You’d risk our lives to get us south?”

“It’s a hard world we live in, I can’t change that. And this is it, I’ll be honest with you.” Guyver gestured around. “Our chances of finding that portal is incredibly thin.”

“I know.”

“That makes this home. These walls are our walls.” Guyver leaned his hand against the rocks. “The move would be hard. You can either do as I say outside these walls, or we can find friendlier walls at a cost.”

Cheryl looked toward the ground. She could hear it in his voice, he didn’t want to go. For two years he made a life there. He had friends. There was probably a bonus to the fact people knew him around there. Being treated with more respect would be nicer. Being able to leave the cave alone would be great.

Less primitive. More equal. What would it cost though? They risked everything to get to a friendlier dimension where they wouldn’t die. A new home. This place wasn’t threatening, as long as she followed his lead.

She wanted to move south, but at the same time, she would be asking him to risk his life once more and this time? It would be only for her happiness. “I can stay.”

“You don’t like it here.”

“I won’t make you risk yourself for nothing but my happiness.” Cheryl blinked at the thought. A man risking everything just for her. No benefit to him at all. “I won’t uproot you. It’s only on the outside.” She shrugged. “Who wants to stay out in that weather long anyhow?”

“Nights then.” Guyver approached her. “At night, the temperature is the most reasonable. Every night, I’ll take you outside for a little while.”

Fair. For her new world, that was about as fair as it could get.

“Do you like to hunt?” Guyver asked her. “You were handy with that gun.”

“I’ve done it once or twice.” She couldn’t help a small smirk.

“Then, if you want to try, you can hunt with me? We’ll get more food faster, and you could get out of the house.”

“Going out and killing a poor, defenseless animal for food?” Her voice had an excitement in her voice that her words did not match up with at all. “It’s been some time since I’ve gone hunting. I used to.”

“With your dad?”

“Mom. Dad abhorred the thought,” Cheryl chuckled. “He was about the sweetest man you could ever know. Unless you pissed him off. That was really hard, but if someone did, then he really lost his hinges. My mom was a devil when she was mad, but my dad could melt hell itself.”

“Let’s go right now, I’ll barter for another weapon.”

That was quick. Cheryl looked toward him. “Now? Why now?”

“Because that’s the happiest I’ve seen you in some time,” Guyver said. “I don’t want you to lose that look.”

Oh. Cheryl felt her cheeks get warm, she couldn’t help herself. She tried to think of something to say, her mind was stuck. “Gun ammo out here?”

“It’s not gunpowder. Purple sticks, grinded up.” Guyver smiled at her. Could he see her blushing? She turned her face away, trying to hide the heat on her cheeks.

“I got us some quick dinner.” They were not the biggest catches, but to get the great big prey for a meal, Guyver had to go out further than he liked. Today Cheryl was inside, finishing up a few chores. Almost every day she went out to shoot with him, but she had developed a cold and it was best to stay inside on the cold days. 

Cheryl was as good a hunter as him, if not better. Since he didn’t know if he could get as much kill without her, he bartered for some convenient food. 

He spotted her, hunched over the blue fire. Her hands were spread out over it. “Your favorite.” The little stuff was always her favorite. She grabbed the knife next to her and grabbed the critter. “I also got you something else.” Guyver pulled out a flower. A special flower that he paid a lot for. It was worth it though, if it got him the result he wanted.

Blue and icy, it sparkled like her eyes. She dropped the critter and reached for the flower. She pushed her nose into it, delighting in the smell. “It’s like a frozen blueberry smell.” Her face lit up as she looked at him. “A flower. You bought me a flower?”

“I figured you might be missing things like flowers.”

“It must have been expensive.”

“You better believe it,” he chuckled. “It won’t live that long, so enjoy it while you can.”

“You bartered something big for me.” Yet, she wouldn’t complain. It was a gorgeous flower. There was only one flower available on that planet. Only one that could stand the extreme hot and cold. Once it stayed in moderate temperatures for more than a few hours, it would die. Their cave home was moderate.

“Do you want to go up for a little while?” he asked. “I just came from outside. It’s freezing of course, but a small walk won’t kill you. It’s tolerable.”

“No, I’d like a small walk.” Getting out was something that wasn’t as easy for her to do as him. Not only that, but she had to have him chaperone her. If she left his side, she was considered available to other men. The trail out of their cave wasn’t always easy, he helped her along the rocks until they finally made it outside. 

She heard a native call to Guyver. It would be so nice to have those translating goggles like he had, but it was just a pipe dream. The oggles and yoggles, it would never make sense to her. She couldn’t even tell if he was yelling at Guyver or greeting him. The wind wasn’t pushing as hard against them though, another plus. “Lovely weather right now.”

“Yeah, for the time and place, it’s nice.” Guyver held his hand in hers. 

She looked down at his hand but didn’t back away from it. She kept her hand around his, knowing that gesture would lead them to a new place. Guyver had liked her for some time, but she was too concerned about Dominic and her world ending. Over the last three months though, she felt something between the both of them. A part of her felt like she should tell him about her mixed feelings, but what if it made him want to move faster?

She was only starting to send out feelers. Light feelers, and he didn’t seem to mind. It’s not like a deadly winter and summer planet was the perfect place for romance to blossom anyhow. Another world, another time. If she could get out of there and to somewhere nicer again, then maybe she would go farther. Things were just too risky there.

What if they moved too fast and had a baby? They couldn’t bring it into another dimension safely, could they? It wasn’t a question she could outright ask him. 

“Help!”

Cheryl looked back and saw a woman being held in a group of men. She tugged on Guyver. “She spoke our language.” She began to move toward the desperate woman but Guyver stopped her.

“We can’t help.”

“She’s from Earth, we can’t just leave her.”

“We can’t help.” Guyver held onto her hands tightly. “I would have to give you up in return and that isn’t an option, Cheryl.”

Cheryl glared at him before looking back at the other woman. “She’s younger. Nineteen maybe? You could quietly get us back to the cave and offer me to one of the friends you trust.” She had thought it was a good idea, until she said it out loud. Her mind and heart was buzzing though, they had to do something! “Guyver?”

“I have no say so on where you would go if I reject you, and that is not an option.” Guyver tried to continue on their walk. “This is not something I will do.”

“You’d have a better start in this life.” Cheryl gestured toward the woman. “You didn’t experience the end of the world with her. You weren’t stuck here for two years because of her. You could get on with everything without dwelling on the past.”

Guyver’s eyebrow raised. “Is that what you really think? I need someone else to forget what happened to us on Earth? Or is that what you want, a new start with someone else.” He fidgeted. “You want to get away from me to forget the feelings, don’t you?”

“I didn’t say that.” Cheryl tried to backtrack. “I meant for you.”

“Cheryl Deeks.”

Oh, he did that on purpose. “Closin.”

“It’s a name for a different world, does it matter what your previous last name was?” Guyver’s voice was on edge. “You and I both know what should have happened, and what did. If I throw you to someone else, do you really think it’ll be any easier?”

“I didn’t say that for me,” Cheryl repeated. 

“You might as well have.” Guyver itched the back of his neck. “I have no say so anyhow. You think if I give you away they’d give me her? Seriously?” If a voice could actually glare, it would right now. “I had second thoughts about this before. You aren’t as . . .receptive in this arrangement. Never have been.”

“No one would be receptive.”

“Much more now.”

Cheryl took a step back. He was right, she had grown closer to him but it was just because they were closer. “Destiny doesn’t rule me.”

“I know. Well.” Guyver began to walk again. “More people are coming this way, don’t say anything that will make it sound like you are commanding me instead.”

“Don’t get bitter with me. I never said anything about-“

“Because it’s just useless, right?” he interrupted her. “Earth is gone, and it’s our fault. Right? So, why even try?” He didn’t add any more words. He didn’t need too.

As they headed back to the cave, Cheryl wanted to crawl up in a corner away from Guyver. The gesture to free him had backfired and he was giving her the coldest shoulder now. The night would be moderately cold in a blanket by herself. It always was. It had to be. Every night Guyver always asked if she wanted to sleep closer to him, for more body heat. More comfort. She had always turned him down. Tonight was the first night he hadn’t even bothered. He went to his bed and hunkered down for the night.

“I didn’t mean . . .” No, she should not even be talking. She didn’t deserve to talk, what was she doing. “I don’t deserve you, Guyver. I let everything down.”

Guyver turned to look at her. “You can’t be bitter about the past if you want a future somewhere. I mean, I know what you’ve been thinking. I’ve had two years extra to think about it.”

“I lost my parents,” Cheryl choked. “I lost my brother. I lost my planet. I’m not very good at holding onto things. I’m just a country bumpkin, and I don’t even know what you see in me.”

“Neither you in me, but it’s there.” Guyver whispered softly. “It’s always been there. I’ve been nursing it and you’ve been rebelling against it, but it doesn’t matter. You don’t choose who you want, Cheryl. The heart does. That mysterious stupid thing.” He gulped. “Even if I do feel responsible for not taking action soon enough with you, for not realizing what I needed to do sooner? I can’t let that spoil our future.”

“I feel selfish.” Cheryl shook her head. “My world was destroyed because we weren’t fast enough!”

“We’re not bullets, Cheryl,” Guyver reminded her. “I met you on the day the world ended. The only thing I even had time to do was make sure I get you back to DIM.” He chuckled. “Dominic gave me a great excuse to get you there.”

“You were trying to get Dominic and me to go to Dim so you could get Dominic,” Cheryl corrected him. “Right?”

“It was a two way bonus.” Guyver sighed as he sat up in his bedding. “I had a fascination for the girl who slammed my foot in the door. Call me crazy.”

That comment made Cheryl laugh. “You are crazy.”

“Crazy enough to still care,” he mentioned almost offhand. “Do you want to sleep next to me tonight?”

He asked. Cheryl took a few seconds longer to think about it. “Just sleep, I’m not saying or doing anything else.”

“Just sleep.”

Cheryl grabbed her things and laid them next to Guyver. He was right, the body heat was warmer. It was cozy next to him. 

He rubbed her back but she didn’t seem to mind this time.

“A home isn’t a home without someone to love. It’s not the cold that kept me from calling this home.” Guyver’s voice soft yet warm against her ear like the radiating heat from a warm fire. “It’s not having you.”

Cheryl kept her eyes closed for a time, just enjoying the feeling of being against him. No zombies. No cold. No consequences.
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Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. Cheryl moved away from lying naked beneath their joined covers. Guyver’s face was filled with bliss, but it was quickly turning.

“But . . .” She couldn’t even bear to look at him. She turned.

“There’s just something wrong. Maybe, I don’t know, Guyver. What if there is a way out, but we have a baby or something?” Stupid! Why didn’t she think about it before? “I’m sorry.”

“Oh shit.”

He just realized it too. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think.”

“No, no it was me,” Guyver said as he came back over toward her. “Cheryl, you didn’t do anything wrong. We were caught up in the moment, and I was so thrilled that you finally . . .you felt the same.” He cleared his throat. “You are right though. I would never take a baby into a dimension hole, who knows what could happen?”

“This was a good mistake,” Cheryl said. “It was good, but it was a mistake. As long as we are here-“

“Nothing but friends.” Guyver took her hand in his. “I won’t push until we are both ready for more. I promise.” He gave her a light kiss on the forehead.
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For the next three months, they slept beside each other but nothing else happened. Nope. For now, they had become . . .sort of . . .friends. Sort of. They were friends who knew they were more than friends but didn’t exactly say that they were more than friends. Okay, there was one night. The first night she finally slept beside him. 

After that, things should have changed, but she was too scared to do it again. Their new actions could have dire consequences if they ever were able to leave. Guyver understood that and each of them tried to pretend that nothing happened that night.

Guyver was probably getting tired of the role, but Cheryl was too scared of the possibilities. She wanted more, not to be cemented to that world. She didn’t want to be cemented to anything or anyone.

Plus, Guyver was the only man she could understand. The only human she could communicate with. How did she know these weren’t feelings caused simply from the close proximity of them? What if she escaped and realized it wasn’t what she thought it had been?

There were several reasons not to pass the friend line again, but the more she was around him, the more the reasoning blurred. Having held hands for him for a minute, she let go again. “We should probably get back. The longer we walk, the longer the walk back.”

“Yeah. I hope you enjoyed just getting out with me.”

“Yes, it was good.”

“You could ask anytime, Cheryl. Night or day, just let me know.”

He would too, and she knew that. He nearly always did. “Let’s go back to the cave.” The cave home. The word home was more of a word for shelter. It wasn’t a real home. This wasn’t a real home to her. Somewhere out there though, there was a real home.

Somewhere.
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“Cheryl?” He looked around the cave but didn’t see her.

“I’m right here.”

Guyver was startled as he looked next to him. How could he have missed that? He just couldn’t hand it to her though without knowing something. “Where’d the new threads come from?”

“What?” Cheryl looked down at herself. She was in a light blue satin dress. Spinning around herself, she seemed just as confused. “That’s weird. I-I don’t know.” She felt it on her fingers. “It’s familiar though. Really familiar.” Blue. She used to wear blue. Light blue, dark blue. “Lots of blue . . .clouds . . .”

“Cheryl?” Guyver called to her again. “You seem different, are you okay?”

“Blue . . .clouds . . .” Her head looked like it was spinning, she was losing her balance. “Blue clouds. Dimension. Umbrellas. Umbrella clouds. . .the blue origin dimension.”

“Cheryl!” Guyver caught her before she hit the ground. Now what was happening? They had spent three months together, learning how to really live in that cold dimension. No longer alone, Guyver had fooled himself into believing the worst was over. Cheryl showing up in something that couldn’t be made in that dimension and talking about blue clouds before fainting?

Couldn’t they ever be free to just find a home? “Cheryl?”

She opened her eyes and looked at him, confusion no longer there. “Share. My father always called me Share.” 

He helped her up and held her in his arms. “Share? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. I’m okay.” 

Her eyes didn’t look like she was completely okay. Something was different, it was wrong. “Cheryl, where did the clothes come from?”

“I missed them.” She then did something completely unexpected. Something that Guyver had never seen much of, and never that big.

She smiled. Her face was filled with joy. “It’s impossible, I was never supposed to remember.” She pushed Guyver away enough to move on her own. She danced around in a circle. 

She remembered! She was never supposed to be allowed to remember. Her mother, Jewelsy. Her father, Mister Umbrella in the Sky. The most whimsical man she had ever met. “He called me Share because he had to share me with the world.” In a way, it was a sad name. She looked over toward Guyver. “I’m not just a girl from Kansas.” She lifted her feet off the floor, floating herself off the ground. Something so natural to her, she used to do it every day. “I am a selective seer and I was not born in your dimension.”

The look on Guyver’s face was priceless, she couldn’t help a small laugh. She grabbed his hand and spun him into a circle. Freedom.

“You were from another dimension?” Guyver asked. “When? How?”

“My parents dialed back my age. I’m a little older than you think,” Cheryl chuckled as she laid horizontally in the air. “Over seventy by now probably. Oh time didn’t matter much to a selective seer.” 

“Okay. Could you, um, come back to the ground and explain better?” Guyver asked her. “Were you from Dark Water?”

“Oh no, not even close.” She swung her arms around him, turning him in a circle, causing him to almost lose his balance. “No, I’m from another dimension. It is a dimension within a dimension. I can see and interact with the residents in the next dimension, but they cannot see me. In fact, I doubt anyone in this dimension will be able to see me besides you. My kind were called ‘imaginary friends’.”

“Imaginary friends?”

“Yes. Parents never believed in us, so they won’t be able to see us.” Cheryl spread her arms back out to the room. “We are leaving here. There is no way a selective seer can stay in this place. The Superiors will come and get me, you’ll see.”

“Oh. Can I come?”

Cheryl’s smile began to fade. “Well, I live in the clouds. I don’t think that you can live in the clouds.”

“Oh.” Guyver scratched his head. “Yeah, I guess you’d have to be able to float.” He shook his head. “Why was your age dialed back? What were you doing in Kansas for that long?”

“I had to leave. My parents never told me why, just that I had to.” She lowered her head. “It must have been for Dominic, to take care of him. But, he is off on his own and I cannot follow.” She smiled again. “Guyver, my parents can’t be dead, that’s too simple. I bet father could only stay so long, he was born one. The rules would be different. It’s not easy to kill a selective seer. If he was, then he’d still be given life! I can see him again. My mother and my father. I can go home again.”

“Hm.” Guyver nodded. “You’re still free to stay with me as long as you want until you are rescued.”

“Oh, don’t be like that.” She patted his hand. “I am sure the Superiors will also send you somewhere that you can start a new home. A good home. Maybe you could come back to the world next to mine that we associate with?”

“Yeah, why not?” He shrugged. “I am taking this pretty amiable, right?”

“It’s unexpected news.” Cheryl shifted her weight back to the ground. “I am sorry for all the hugging, I couldn’t help myself. Remembering brought me such joy.”

“I’m happy that you’re happy.” Guyver spun his finger around in a circle. “Want to show off the dress one more time?”

Cheryl did just that and stopped in front of him.

“You’re happy. You are happier than I have ever seen you,” Guyver said. “Must be a nice world you are from.”

“Oh, it’s the best!” She said excitedly, but watched his eyes. Ever since the ending of their world, they had been together. 

He was the last human of that dimension. Before she remembered, they thought they were the last, but now it was just him. “I am still Cheryl,” she said softly. “I still remember the tragedy that befell us. I remember losing my brother. I remember staying by your side fighting through the zombies, and I remember all of our days hunting.”

“You’re not quite the same. You’re . . .happy.” Guyver patted her shoulder. “I am honored to have helped you get through everything, and I was happy to call you my . . . friend.”

But he wanted more. He always had and she knew that. Something always held her back though. The end of the world? She should have been leaping into his arms, getting the last bit of love out of the planet, but she didn’t. A tiny part that felt they weren’t quite the same hung on. Even that night when she finally caved to her own desires, she didn’t do it again, and now she knew why. 

At one point they belonged together, their destiny had lied in each other. However, their destiny changed when they lost their planet. She belonged in the clouds, and he belonged on the ground. He was hanging with her to make sure she survived, and for his own survival. Afterwards they may have had some moments, but that time would be over soon. 

At least that was what she would say to herself whenever she found herself become lonely again. She looked upwards in the cave.

The Superiors didn’t often take long with a decision. 

“Could still be awhile, are you going to skin these?” Guyver said, trying to give her the food again. “Could be hours or days. Weeks, who knows? Can’t stop living this life because you are dreaming of your next life.”

“It’s not like that.” Her joy couldn’t be contained about remembering home, but it had hurt him too. She could hear it, a thick grungy voice trying not to yell out what he really wanted to say. “I miss my home, but I will miss other things too. I will miss you.”

“Yeah, well.” Guyver shrugged. “I am sure you’ll find someone else to hang with.”

“Yeah, new friends are good. You will make new friends too.”

“Yeah.” He handed her the critters again. “New friends.”

“But I will enjoy my old friend for tonight, and until the moment arrives.” The moment. Things moved so fast or slow with Superiors. Would they even talk to her before whisking her away back home? Her mother Jewelsy was tough against them, there was no way she’d be left behind for long. She watched Guyver sit next to the blue fire and wondered. He could not come, he was human. Yet . . . that part of her that had kept him at arms length was beginning to wonder now. What would have happened?

“Are you going to miss me at all?”

“I will.”

“Are you going to miss me as a friend or more?”

Oh no. She wanted to pretend that she could leave nonchalantly. “Um, I . . .”

“Look, I know you are leaving.” Guyver turned his eyes toward her. “I know that our situation is weird. We are stuck with each other, and things happen when people get stuck with each other. I know there was something more too, but I . . .”

“Guyver, don’t.” Cheryl shook her head. “We’ve been with each other since our world was destroyed. You are right, things happen when people get stuck, so I can’t tell you the truth. I mean, I can’t, I don’t know the truth. It was all too intense.”

“I know.”

“All the time. Even that night, it shouldn’t have happened.”

“I know.” Guyver lifted his head toward hers. “If we had had a day where I wasn’t confronting you about your town disappearing, or fighting zombies, or surviving the hot and cold of this planet? If we could just have had one normal day together with no regret?”

DIMENSION: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION

“I . . .” That was as far as she got as she looked around her.

Clouds. Familiar clouds, laid out in a familiar structure. She was home.

And Guyver was left behind. “Hello?” She couldn’t leave Guyver behind in that world! “Hello, I need help!” She watched as a Superior stood beside her.

“You were never supposed to remember. Something big has messed with you. Nevertheless, selective seers only live in this dimension.”

“My friend, Guyver. You can’t leave him,” she begged.

“He is not a selective seer.”

“No, but he deserves to be out of that dimension. Please?”

The Superior sighed. “Fine but only because I remember your mother well.” Cheryl cracked a small smile. “It’s done.”

Cheryl looked below her. “Where is he?”

“In another dimension.”

“But, the next one? The one we see into?”

“No more favors. This was your last place of residence.”

“But I don’t . . .” Cheryl looked around herself. She could not feel anyone. “Where are my parents? Jewelsy and Mister Umbrella in the Sky?”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” Cheryl raised her eyebrow. “What does ‘oh’ mean?”

“You are here alone, that is all that you need to know.”

“Are they dead?”

“No.”

“Then where are they?”

“You are here alone, that is all you need to know,” he repeated once again before fading away.

Alone. She was at home but alone. Her family was not there, and there was no one else. A life living and dancing around in the clouds . . .with no one special.

No one special at all.

“Madame Reed!” Cheryl yelled as she flew straight towards her father’s superior. “Madame Reed, where are they?”

“Oh, little Share, hello.” Madame Reed coughed. “Surprising.”

“Where are they?” Cheryl said again. “They have to be somewhere.”

“They are.” Madame Reed licked her lips. “They have been reincarnated.”

“What?” Reincarnated? “What do you mean, how?”

“It was a cat kind of thing I was told.” Madame Reed patted her shoulder. “They may never come back. It was something done to save a dimension.”

“Everything happens to save a dimension. Everyone is taken away to save dimensions. Dimensions, dimensions, dimensions!” Cheryl shouted. A guest of wind fell toward Madame Reed, almost knocking her down. “I am free to live in the clouds, completely alone.”

“Most selective seers will never even know their parents. The only reason you are so attached is because of your mother.”

“Who was a damn fine mother!” Cheryl shouted, once again kicking up wind. This time it knocked Madame Reed over.

“Land sakes, even Jewelsy never got that angry with me!” She stood up in a huff, knocking some of the clouding off her body. “Control yourself. You just need to get into the swing of things. Look around, sense for a child that needs you.”

“I can’t sense that. I have nothing to sense.” Cheryl grabbed her chest. “There is nothing but pain and sorrow. Darkness, so much darkness. I can’t concentrate.” She moved down into the clouds, burying herself. She was free, away from the zombies and from the extreme cold and heat. She should finally be happy.

“Oh dear. Dear, come now? Up.” Madame Reed lifted her chin up. “As you know I was instructing your father in the ways of being a proper selective seeing ‘imaginary friend’. I was trying to teach your mother too, and we did okay with you. Although you are old enough, you should be assigned a different superior.”

“I don’t want that.” Cheryl flopped her back against the clouds. “I just can’t stop feeling miserable. Everything inside of me is . . .” 

“Missing someone? Someone that’s not your parents?”

How did she know? Cheryl stood back up. “I was with someone for a time. I suppose I miss him some.”

“Suppose? Cheryl, has all your power been returned to you yet? Even I can feel it.” Madame Reed groaned. “That is not a simple ‘I suppose’. Yet, something else dear, your temper is increasing exponentially. Great anger and great sadness.”

Cheryl groaned. “I didn’t know whether I did or not, and I didn’t want to know. He can’t be a selective seer.” She groaned and flipped over again. “How can I be with someone who has to live on the ground? There’s no selective seer in him or his relation. He had no magic, nothing like that. Even as a human I knew to stay away.” She picked at some of the cloud in front of her. 

“Your father sensed darkness around your mother,” Madame Reed answered. “He sensed the Boogeyman, and he was so close because he was her soul mate. However, he still managed to function just fine.” She gestured to her. “Look at you, blowing me down with your wind power. Going from anger to sadness.” She crossed her arms. “Do not worry about being alone anymore.”

Cheryl tilted her head up to look at her. “Why?”

“Because you obviously didn’t come alone. I know that behavior. Selective seers are some of the worst offenders of it. Your mother could barely go five minutes without cussing about something when she was having you.” Madame Reed smiled. “Congrats I suppose?”

No. Cheryl closed her eyes. Once, it was only once. “I want to talk to my mom.”

“Gone, Cheryl, both of them. To another world. No memories are ever returned after crossing into reincarnation. You know that.” She patted her arm. “You’ll be a good mom. If it’s a boy, what would you call it?”

Madame Reed was trying to take her mind off of the situation by giving her something to think about. “I don’t know.”

“What about a girl?”

“I always liked the name . . .Erikata. Unusually beautiful, just like dad liked.” Cheryl covered her face. “It was one time!”

“A moment of weakness is all it takes sometimes I hear.” Madame Reed tried to help her up, but Cheryl wasn’t moving. “Cheryl, come. Cheryl?” Her crying was only growing worse. “Hon, children are easy for us. You don’t even need to raise them, few do. Let it roam free if you like.” That didn’t help though, and there was a strange red light coming from around her. What was that? “Cheryl, are you okay? Speak to me!”

“It’s not that.” Her voice was softer than ever. “I feel empty. So, so empty.” She didn’t even bother wiping her tears. “This is not my home anymore. This is not where my child should be at.”

“That human instinct from being born human, it strikes again.” Madame Reed helped her up, this time without taking no as answer. She tried to stand Cheryl up, but she was still bobbing around.

“Why am I always so depressed? I was the same way here towards the end. Always. Always, I can’t smile.” Cheryl kept her eyes closed. “I need reincarnated.”

“No, that is not a choice. That is not what your parents would have wanted,” she warned her.

“I can’t be born human and live this way anymore. I can’t, I need . . .” She snapped her fingers. “I need a new beginning.”

“You are with child!”

“Then after it’s born. Send it to Guyver, he deserves her. A world with her, he should get that. Not me.” Her head turned around oddly. She could sense it was a girl. “When?”

“You switching from human to selective seer, it may be making the birthing process trickier.” 

“Birthing?” Strange. She felt like she’d had overdone it at someone’s party and would need a designated driver to leave. Knock, knock, anybody home?

“Yes, it will be born soon.” Madame Reed held her. She was going into the second phase of birthing, but this was a bad situation. She had just verbally said she wanted to be reincarnated after it was born.

Humans. Such feeling creatures, but such lonely creatures without others. Regular selective seers did not have these problems, but Mister Umbrella in the Sky just had to have her. She however, needed someone else. Even Cheryl had realized in the end, this was not her home. It was no home for a halfling, not without her other half. If this Guyver had been completely human though, he could not ever come to the clouds. He could never walk among them. “Oh, Jewelsy, your daughter.” Julie Mars had tried so hard to make sure Cheryl did not lose her child. It was the reason they had to leave home, for her. Reincarnation after having the child. “I implore you to forget her wish,” Madame Reed commanded to the clouds. “She is with child and alone, her mind is not her own. Her parents tried desperately to not separate her from her child. This is not what she would want!” 

If the Superiors heard her, there was a chance they would grant her wish. She was only a superior, they had no reason to listen to her. She was an unimportant tenth in command to them. She was the only thing stopping them from making a dreadful mistake though. The mistake that had been predicted to come true.

“It was her wish. It was predicted to be her wish.”

No. If there was the slightest chance Jewelsy did somehow find her way back, she would throw such a tantrum no one could contain it. “Her friend, send her to her friend before she gives birth. Make her human again. She could change her mind later, if it truly is what she wanted. If not, you have nothing to lose.”

Watching her vanish out of her arms, she had no idea which wish they would grant. Hopefully, it was hers.

DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: POSITION: CITADEL
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“Hey lady, are you okay?”

“Uh?” She opened her eyes as she stared at someone. “Who are you?”

“Wow, lady. Ma’am? Woman? I am sorry, I’m new here.” He pulled her up to meet him and shook her hand. “I’m Frank. You?”

“Frank. No. Guyyyyvvver,” she said, sounding it out like a violin. “Guyver. I know that name, don’t I?”

“I guess maybe? It’s a funny name.” He laughed a familiar laugh, but almost heckling. “What are you doing here?”

“Where is here?”

“Woman. Ma’am.” Frank looked behind him a second before looking back at her. “Don’t you remember anything? Did you knock your head on something?”

“I’m sorry, I . . .Cheryl?” She remembered the name Cheryl. 

“Is that your name? It’s kind of pretty. Not really kind of, it’s pretty.” Frank seemed bashful a bit. “Anything else coming back?”

No. She shook her head and looked around. It appeared to be some kind of school.

“Strange. Okay, can I escort you to my dorm room? Strictly for non-courting assistance, I just want to help.” He wrapped his shoulder around her and took her all the way into another room. “Sorry about the shoulder wrapping gesture, but I don’t want people to assume we are being naughty and that we are strictly courting each other.” Once inside, he locked the door. “Okay, the coast is clear.” Frank looked back at her. “Now, Cheryl, can you find your identification? Until your memory rolls back around, it should help.”

“Hm.” She took off the backpack she was wearing and flung it onto his bed. Would there be something in there? She pulled out an identification card that looked like her, but the name didn’t seem familiar at all.

“Kate. Your name isn’t Cheryl, it’s Kate.” Frank chuckled about that. “I bet Cheryl is like your mom’s name. That’s a start.” He gestured back to the backpack. “Can you find a schedule? That might jog your memory. At least show where you need to be and where you live.”

Kate gestured to the backpack but Frank shook his head no.

“It is not my property, I could be in big trouble if I look in a lady’s backpack.” He gestured toward it again. “Ladies first.”

Kate pulled everything out of the backpack. There was a schedule, a pair of keys, complete with information about her parents and where she lived. Strangely. A schedule and the keys she could see, but why was her entire family history in a backpack?

“Why is your whole family history in your backpack?” Frank asked. He shrugged. “Sorry, I am sorry. I know it’s not polite to ask questions but you did lose your memory. I just wanted to help.”

There was something strangely familiar about Frank. Kate couldn’t put her finger on what it was at first, until it all flooded back. “Guyver.”

“That name again? Where is it?” Frank asked as he checked the papers. “Sorry for the questioning again.”

“Guyver!” Cheryl felt so much relief that she reached over and hugged him. He was a bit younger than he was on Earth. “Guyver.”

“Uh?” He gently pushed her away, taking her hands in his. “I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m not ready for courting right now.”

Courting? Did someone like Guyver actually say courting? “Don’t you remember me?” Cheryl asked. “Cheryl. Cheryl Closin.”

“I thought your name was Kate.”

Nothing. He had no memory of her. No memory of their time in Kansas or with the zombies. No memory of the cold and hot dimension they were trapped in for three months. Like her parents had done with her, his mind had been wiped out for a fresh start. “Who are your parents?”

Frank just stared at her in awe. “I thought I was forward with questions. That’s a bit presumptuous, ma’am.”

Ma’am? Cheryl looked at herself. She had also been about twenty or so now, so why in the world was he calling her ma’am? “Did you just call me ma’am?”

“You prefer Lady Kate? Oh.” He hit his head. “I am so sorry, Lady Kate, I forgot your name along with the greeting. How immature of me, I am deeply sorry about that. I meant no offense! I’m not often around many ladies in my classes.”

“Lady Kate is fine,” Cheryl said, facing the facts. Even though she knew her feelings for Guyver, he was now someone else. The broad shoulders he once had were no longer that broad. He was skinny, an average guy. His attitude was not half as rough. “Guyver, I mean, Frank. I don’t mean to be presumptuous; I am but a bit curious.” Maybe that whole sentence of apology would get her the answer she sought. “Can you tell me about your parents? Do you have the same parents who had you?”

Frank didn’t want to be very open. “There was an accident when I was young. I was taken in by another kind couple whom showered me with adoration. They are my parents.”

“How young?”

“I was coming out of the bedding units, so too young to remember.” Frank shrugged his shoulders. 

Too young to remember. It was like Guyver’s entire life was wiped out. “Oh.” She missed two years with him in the summer and winter dimension, but she had lost more than a decade with him there. “It’s good. It’s good that someone took you in.”

“Good that someone took me in?” Frank touched his forehead while shaking it. “Where did you come from? I was a child, a prized possession not easy to obtain. No one took me in, I went to the highest bidding couple that wanted me. The only thing better was a natural child, but not by much.”

“Oh.” This world was different. It was not the summer and winter, and it wasn’t covered in zombies. Guyver lived it, and understood it. For once, Cheryl was all alone in learning about her new world. Her companion was gone.

“Lady Kate?” Frank said softly. “You don’t seem to remember much. Do you have amnesia?”

Might as well, she could not tell him the truth. “I don’t know what happened, Frank. Just bits and pieces I guess.”

“Then come with me, I’ll take you to the doctor’s office.” He reached for her hand softly, patting it. “You can follow me.” He didn’t hold her hand though. There wouldn’t be any of that in this new world, Cheryl could already tell.

She followed him to the nurse’s office. He told the secretary what was wrong, but he headed away. Gone.

She never knew how much she appreciated his help, until his help was no longer there. The nurse examined her as well as a doctor. Their accent was harder to understand than Frank’s had been. It was an odd dialect similar to the one that she lived in when she met him. It must not have been very far removed, a closer dimension to it.

She was escorted to the room that was supposed to be her dorm. Steeling herself for an unprepared future in a world she knew nothing about, she opened her door and looked around.

There were no pictures of her supposed family in it. Conveniences like a bed and a refrigerator, but nothing much more.

“Your room is kind of dead.”

Her heart skipped a beat as she heard his voice. Cheryl turned around and saw him, right there.

“I remembered seeing your room number,” he said, “and I just wanted to see how you were doing.”

“Great. Just great,” Cheryl said quickly. She tried to be open but not too open. Even if he lived another life, he was still Guyver. He still had to check up on her. “Thank you. I still have no real memory. They said I should just go to my classes, and it’ll come back one day.”

“That bites, I can’t imagine not remembering who I am,” Frank said. “Bites? I meant that’s terrible. What a funny word for the occassion. But frankly, I hated to leave you like that. I know I don’t know you, but I was going to be late for class and I didn’t know if it would be too forward to skip a class for a single lady.”

He came back. Frank was still the Guyver she knew. Deep down, even in this different world, he hadn’t fundamentally changed. “Thank you. I wish you could have stayed, but I understand why you couldn’t. Studies always come first.”

“Yes. Yes, they do.” His smile was half awkward. “You’re taking biotech?”

“We could study together though?” she suggested. “Without remembering who I even am, concentrating on studies doesn’t make me feel as good.”

“I don’t take biotech. I’m more undecided, general classes.” Frank rubbed his head. “I suppose I could help you with your work though?”

“Uh, yeah. Yeah, I’d really like that, Frank.” Cheryl looked down at her stomach. She had been pregnant before, but she’d been overwhelmed. She could barely remember it, it was more like a dream. Didn’t she say something about it? No, no this wasn’t reincarnation or she wouldn’t have suddenly remembered. So, then, was it still in there?

“What’s wrong, Lady Kate?” Frank asked touching her shoulder briefly before removing his hand. “Um, study partner Lady Kate.”

She couldn’t deal with it yet. She needed time to figure out what was happening, and she could never tell Frank the truth. Then again, how was she supposed to have a baby and not tell him the truth? 

“Could I see you tomorrow for study after five?”

Then again, it was a new world. Baby steps. “After five.”
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“Yeah, that’s a good number,” Frank said as he gestured to Kate’s tablet. They had been study partners for a week, but he wasn’t doing as well as he should. For his future, he really should have told Kate that they couldn’t study together anymore. Being there on the couch with her every night, their tablets side by side, it was affecting him. Whenever he wanted to though he’d look at her eyes and his voice would fail him. 

He knew what needed to be done, but it wasn’t something he’d imagined he’d want to do during his schooling. These were the years that would count, that would show him where in the Citadel he was going to live. How he’d be treated. Yet, he couldn’t get it out of his mind. Lady Kate had never mentioned another, but what if she didn’t feel the same? “Lady Kate.”

She glanced over at him, her eyes casting the strange tomboyish words she wanted to say. Not to call her Lady Kate. It was rude though, and he was not as close to her as he could be to, well, not say that. Not yet.

“I know that you still don’t have your memories yet.” Honestly, what was he thinking? She had no memories, why was he even considering the action? “Lady Kate, do you think there was anyone else in your mind that was your courter?” He blurted it out. He couldn’t take it back.

Kate had stopped typing and looked back at him. “I don’t know. I can’t guarantee anything, Frank. But I . . .wouldn’t be opposed to the thought.”

“I mean, I think it would be a good idea to have a courter for you.” Oh sure, like that was better? Now he sounded like he was owing her a favor. “I don’t mean I’d do it as a favor, I just think that we’d be a decent match.”

––––––––
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Kate looked back toward him. His wording was muffled, but she knew what he meant. In that world, there was no dating. Women and men were not given as much freedom as early. At twenty, they entered advanced schooling which was like college. During that time, or after that time, they would find a courter. Someone they wanted to be with. Marriage didn’t happen overnight though, they would take time to get to know each other. 

And children? It didn’t happen until people reached their thirties in most cases, which wasn’t going to shine a good light on Kate. Luckily, lying was easy. Everyone took everything at face value. Lies were rare. There was little crime. Even something as simple as burglary could land them in a place called a Gutter. It was a nasty part of the world where people like her wouldn’t live through the night. 

She flipped her hair back a little. What she was going to do would be risky, but the man she knew was still in there, and they had waited long enough. “You want to be my courter?”

“I think it would be a good idea. Everyone should have someone.” Frank looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Would you like for me to court you?”

“I don’t know, but I’d like to kiss.”

She heard his studying tablet fall to the ground. Hopefully it had thick enough rubber.

“A-a kiss? But that’s shared with family after contracts and-“

“I don’t know them. I run through classes with no memory of who I really am and no one cares. I have a home address to a home that no one seems to call from. All I know is that there is a man who helps me every day and I want to share something special with him.” She winked. “Is that so bad?”

“No. It’s not illegal or anything.” Frank felt around himself. Maybe for a pen? Who knew. “Now?”

Yes, now. She reached for him not wanting to play the coy one. She shared a deep kiss, grabbing his tie when he almost fell off of his side of the couch. She couldn’t help a small chuckle, but the situation suddenly became very serious.

She saw it in his eyes. They were wider, too wide. It wasn’t a look of being stunned by a kiss. It was something else. “ . . .Cheryl?”

Never had he called her that since he found out her name was Kate. Not only that, but he didn’t put Lady in front of it. It only meant one thing. “Guyver?”

Frank covered his face and got up off the couch. Pacing. “I-it’s like a dream. You were there and I was there. There was ice and zombies and whirlwind clouds.” He looked back toward her. “I see it. It’s got to be a dream though because I’ve always been here. Right?”

He remembered. The Superiors had granted her a little serenity after all. “Guyver, it wasn’t a dream. You were given a whole new life in a new dimension, but this is such a tough dimension. It was probably the easiest to make you very young.”

“It was a dream, it had to be a dream.” Frank scratched his head. “I am Frank Phylo, I was born here. These visions, they are just tricks of the Rim or something.”

The Rim. Besides babying children longer, there was something else that world had that made it different. People who had paranormal powers. They lived farther away in a place no one talked about. Their life, their rules, and their culture were unknown to most people. Even she had problems finding out about it.

This wasn’t good though. They just went from a first kiss in that dimension, to tripping Frank out. “I’m not evil, Frank. You remember.”

“I don’t. I don’t, I don’t!” He grabbed his jacket and headed to the door. “I just got to go for a little while, Cheryl. I mean Lady Kate.” He grabbed the handle, but she stopped him.

“Wait. I know it’s weird, I do, I went through this before. I was taken into a whole other world I used to remember.” She tried to touch his sweating forehead. “I need your help more than ever, Guyver. I know it feels strange and all you want to do is run away from me, but please don’t? I really, really need you.” She leaned her head against his chest. “I was pregnant, and I might still be. If you leave, I am in so much trouble in this world.”

Frank didn’t say anything at first. “It’s . . .” He looked across his shoulders. “I’m a lot different than before. I can’t do the things I did before.”

“I know. I’m not asking for the exact you back. I don’t care what you look like or how you acted. It wasn’t about that.” She tried to hold on. “Just, don’t leave?”

“I remember once, it was just once.” Frank swallowed. “You decided it was too risky and friends was all we should be.” His voice was low. “But you stuck beside me at nights, so I . . .I wouldn’t push anymore.”

Cheryl looked toward him, meeting her eyes with his. “Do you remember when you asked me about if we had a normal day together? Nothing different, Guyver. Whether we were fighting zombies or surviving the desert heat and ice cold temperatures, I cared either way. When I returned home, that was when I knew it. As a selective seer I feel so much more than the average human, and it was all tearing me apart. I am so sorry that I didn’t trust in myself better.”

“You lost your little brother,” he reminded her. “You lost your world. We were surviving. Love wasn’t going to be on the front of your mind, and I understood that.” He wrapped his arms tightly around her. “Even in another life, I just couldn’t seem to leave you behind.”

Oh, his arms around her. It had felt like so long since he’d embraced her like that. “I don’t regret anything, except not trusting my heart sooner.”

“Then you are really going to have to trust me now.” He sighed as he let her go. Instead, he held her hands within his and got down on one knee. He didn’t even need to say the words, she just knew. “I would have courted you first if I didn’t know about the baby. I promise, we can go as slow as you need, but officially, I need to keep you safe.” Frank stood back up. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He always kept her safe. He was there to lean on when she lost her world and Dominic. He stayed with her through the zombies. He lived and helped her throughout the Winter and Summer dimension. “I may not be ready for marriage, but I understand the rules of this world. However.” She smiled at him as she gave him a small kiss. “I have no problem being courted by you, Frank Phylo.”

Frank was still surprised by the gesture, but Guyver’s past was still his, and he soon took action in return. 

Kate and Frank Phylo were married before they finished their schooling. Their first daughter, Erikata, had not had all the resources that a prized luxury of a baby should receive in the world. Kate and Frank though knew the basics and they survived just fine with her.

After Kate and Frank finished their schooling and Erikata was growing up, they wanted one more. One that came from a mutual understanding of love. They had named their second daughter, Zoe.

Kate and Frank tried never to refer to each other as Cheryl and Guyver. In a way, it felt like a different life. They both had found a home. No, the world they settled into, it was far from perfect. It didn’t have Kate’s brother. It didn’t have anything that Frank could belong to like DIM. It was a world where everyone wore plastic smiles and hid the evil inside for fear of being sent to the Gutter. No, their home was simply each other.

A simple life. Kate had always thought that she wanted something greater in life than the prairies of her old Kansas town. Something wonderful and exciting, but all she had needed was someone to help share that simple life.

That was all she needed to find her place called home.
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For Love of Mister Cotton Tail Part 2: DIMENSION: HEART, EGG
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Candy wiped down the counters, watching the door. She stayed on the veggie side today, wondering when Cotton would come in already. She heard the front door open, but didn’t see anyone. She figured it was a patron of Sweet Meats that quickly realized they were on the wrong side. Hardly anyone wanted to eat on the veggie side. 

Then, she felt a familiar furry feeling beside her leg. Looking down she saw Big Bunny. “Big Bunny?” How in the world did he get there? “You silly boy, what are you doing all the way out here?” He must have followed her to work. Maybe he had caught a ride in her purse? Well, either way, it was too dangerous for her rabbit to be out at Sweet Meats. When she went down to pick him up though, something happened.

* * *
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Big Bunny quickly hopped away with her disoriented and falling asleep. He needed to keep her asleep. Seeing him in his human form would complicate things and he didn’t want her to see him change into Cotton. Still, he felt bad about how he had to accomplish his goal and soothed her while she slept. “Its okay, Candy. I would never hurt you.” He patted her left ear softly, they were now as large as his own rabbit form’s had been. He quickly headed out the front door and placed her in his truck.

Shutting the door, he quickly took off. He had already used his magic to make sure she didn’t wake up. What he said was more for his benefit considering she’d never hear it. “I know that wasn’t what you were expecting. Telling you what I have to isn’t going to be easy.”

Candy lied unconscious in her own dreamland. Her fur was a soft white with streaks of blonde, and she had the cutest cotton tail he’d ever seen. Her ears flopped over like his, the tell-tell trait of a cottontail and lop eared rabbit.

Cotton kept his eyes on the road though. “Most times I can change forms, but that day you saved me, it was one of them that I couldn’t. I had spent too much of my power. I know I should have left afterwards, but you were kind to me. I did make a good pet too, didn’t I? I did share that I could talk, it wasn’t completely dishonest, was it?” He stopped though when he saw it had started to snow. Weather used to be more predictable. Those days though, snow even happened in the dead of spring. It made things worse on his family.

Today the snow was really getting out of control. He could already see it piling up on the sides. It would be cold where they were going. He headed out of town up into Bunny Hills. He drove to the top before opening the door. He changed back into his original appearance as a rabbit and took the sleeping spell off of Candy.

Candy backed up even further, tumbling down below the front seat under the dashboard.

“Candy.” Candy tried to hop back up on the front seat, but she only managed to hop a little on her back paws. Cotton jumped down to her and gestured toward the opened door.  “Don’t run away, this is temporary. When it’s finished, you’ll still have a big choice up in the air.” Cotton jumped down first. He knew the car was a little high but Candy would need to jump at some point. It’s what rabbits did. “Come on, Candy.”

Candy made a small squeak and jumped down. “You drove a car, Big Bunny?”

“Yes.” He hopped away slightly, trying to get her to follow. “I have to warn you, my family and our business is unique. Come on.”

Candy didn’t budge though. “My Big Bunny? Drove a truck?”

Cotton hopped over to her. “I’m more than a bunny. I know everything about you.”

“That’s because I shared everything with my bunny.” She tried to move back, but hopping backward wasn’t easy. “You said you talked, but you never said that you could drive too. How did you drive?”

“Candy, I’ll explain later.” Candy was still far from cheerful, but Cotton couldn’t stay out there that long. It was freezing. “Come on. It’s high time I show you my home.”

* * *
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Her Big Bunny. Her talking Big Bunny had turned her into a bunny rabbit. It was strange enough dealing with her sweet big guy when she knew he could talk and communicate with her. But this?

Okay. She had to keep her head on her shoulders, follow Big Bunny, and get through this. She hopped over to a hole along with him. A deep, dark hole. He hopped in like it was nothing.

Yeah, no, sure. Who didn’t live in a hole in the ground? Okay, she wouldn’t whine. She hopped in slowly, hoping nothing came out to try and bite her. They traveled down into the hole farther until she saw light at the end of the tunnel.

When she came out, she was stunned. It was a room full of rabbits working on a conveyor belt. Out popped radishes, celery, carrots, and veggies of every kind.

“This way.” Big Bunny poked at her butt with his nose. She looked back at him unkindly. He may be used to that, but no one poked her butt like that. “Come on, don’t be timid.”

“I’m not.”

Big Bunny just hopped past her. “This way, Candy. I will take you somewhere more comfortable.”

Big Bunny led her straight through some large pathways. “This is home so far. It’s warmer down here, but there’s not much sun. You can go to the surface, but the special amenities you are used to aren’t here.”

Yes, including bathrooms or being human. She figured that out quickly. Candy scratched her head. “It’s different.” Real different. “Okay, you live down a rabbit’s hole and conduct some sort of veggie business?”

“Sort of.” 

“Candy!”

Candy heard her name and watched a woman hop over to her. “Candy of legend!”

Candy of legend? Candy looked over at Big Bunny. “What does she mean?”

“Oh, it is an old saying. Our purpose here is unclear,” Big Bunny said. “A sweet person named Candy is supposed to help us find our purpose again to save everything.”

“Is that why you stayed and kidnapped me?”

“Kidnap is such a strong term,” Big Bunny said scratching his neck. 

“Yes.”

“Mom,” Big Bunny said to the woman. 

“Not complete though,” his mother added. Her foreign accent and incorrect grammar was heavy, but Candy couldn’t place it. “Found Candy in accident. Once we put names together, we figured out.”

Unbelievable. Not only was Candy stuck in the hardest month of her life, she was expected to save some other business.

“It is another option,” Big Bunny reminded her. “Instead of Sweet Meats, you could do something else with your life.”

There was nothing else beside Sweet Meats. She would help her Big Bunny with whatever his business was, but after this, he would be on his own. 

She was a pro at business, had several sessions with the best there had been, and had top notch teachers hand-picked for her.

She would save Big Bunny. Herself though? It would be a fifty-fifty chance.

Still, it was better than having to release him out in the wild again.
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Boogeyman's World Part 11: DIMENSION: BOOGEYMAN’S LAIR
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Dominic lifted his head as he saw Apocalypse Girl. Her face was anything but happy to see him.

“Since you saved me from Boogeyman’s grasp, I shall do you this favor.” She looked above her. “I wish for Boogeyman not to interfere with me during my time here.” She drew her attention back to Dominic. “Now you have no way to threaten me. You should not dare try because I am here only since you did save me. This is the honorable way so you should know. Crossing my enemy without him knowing it leads to lies and misdealings in the future.”

Dominic approached her. “What have you done?”

“I met your sister and I sent her into a cold world in which she may never get out,” she blurted toward him. “I placed a casting spell preventing you or I from reaching them.”

Dominic stayed silent a moment. A sister. “I had a sister?”

“Apocalypse Girl! You do not tell him memories!”

“Her name was Cheryl,” Apocalypse Girl stated, ignoring Boogeyman. “They fell into my dimension.” She gestured toward herself. “My people's dimension! At the ending, right before it died. I have seen it and I cannot change it. You should feel lucky I did not kill her for such insolence.”

“I have a sister.” Dominic met her angry look with his own. He had family, and she . . .“I had a sister and you sent her away? You sent her away?!”

“See? I knew you would be upset.”

“I can never see my family again, is that what you said about the dimension you just brushed her into?” Dominic shouted. “I have no memories, and now I know I have no family I can ever even meet. How could you? I even saved you from being here anymore, and this is how you repay me?”

“My dimension must die, forever and always, because of her. One life traded for countless billions.” Apocalypse Girl lifted the hood on her cloak back over her head. 

“And who else did you hurt?” Dominic questioned. “Did you hurt a 'him'? Someone that you will be endlessly sorry for? Because right now you should already feel endlessly sorry!”

“Her destined lover? I could not separate them.”

“That's what you do after all. Hurt the destined lovers.” Dominic drew his hands into fists. His own sister was a destined lover. One day, he could have found his way to her, before Apocalypse Girl. “Were you responsible for the chorus of leaves prophecy that got the first chosen killed?”

“I do what I have to do.”

“You cold, selfish girl.”

“Then that is that. That is your last favor from me.” Apocalypse Girl began to fade. “We are always turned to enemies in the end.”

“We wouldn't be if you didn't do that!” Dominic yelled at her as she faded away. “We’ll see if that’s the end of that.” He held both his arms out and began to chant harsh tones.

“Stop!” Apocalypse Girl stopped fading and she ran right to him, but it was too late. “How did you even―?”

“Know how to summon him? You told me.” Dominic’s glare was cold. Even if he remembered his sister, he could never see her again. All because he had spared Apocalypse Girl. 

“This stops now!” Boogeyman bellowed. Dominic watched as he manifested himself into a figure in a dark cloak. It was too late though. Dominic called for the master of wishes, taking Apocalypse Girl’s way to travel. 

“You are stranded again, but don’t expect I will help you this time.” Dominic crossed his arms. The scrolls showed him how to summon the master of wishes, but it warned his skill level could not handle it. He even tried, but failed. However, he could take the power for himself, an exchange. Whatever he wished, it could now be his. “I wish to return to Sera and warn her of the apocalypse!”

However, nothing happened. Apocalypse Girl no longer had the power, but the master of wishes did not listen.

“Deep in my lair, never. Never!” Boogeyman reached out to Dominic.

“I wish for Boogeyman to cause me no harm.” Remembering Apocalypse Girl’s words, Boogeyman stopped reaching for him.

“Stalemate my enemy.” Apocalypse Girl’s eyes showed a moment of red before they went back to normal. “I cannot leave, but neither can you. We are once again prisoners.”

There had to be a way to leave. Maybe not directly, but indirectly. “I wish to find a way to something that will let me reach Sera.”
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In Reflection Part 1: DIMENSION: IN REFLECTION
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The next moment, Dominic felt freedom. The freedom that he felt only in dreams. Looking around himself, he didn’t quite understand where he was at. It was watery, but he stayed dry. The walls around him rippled like they were made of water. Remembering what Cupid said, he had an inkling of where he had been taken to. He had lost the master of wishes, but he was sent to something that could work.

“Who are you?”

Dominic turned as he heard a new voice. Light yet serious. He gestured to himself. “I am Apocalypse Boy.”

“You are filth!” A strange nude woman wearing nothing but clothes of moving water approached him. “I am a water spirit, but I do not guide people like you.”

Filth? Dominic wrinkled his nose. “I’ve been stuck with the Boogeyman for three and a half years, I wouldn’t come out smelling like a cherry.”

She took a step back. “That long?” She gasped and held her hand to her heart. “Your eyes are red and vicious. Your teeth are gnarled, and your hair is wild. You cannot be here on my path, someone with so much nightmare ability could not find the way.”

Red? Dominic blinked. His eyes had turned red? He looked down at his clothes. Pure rags. At one time, they were beautiful. Mister Umbrella gave him a wonderful outfit, but it looked like it had been through hell and back. Tattered and worn, it barely covered his essentials anymore. In dreams, he always looked fresh and polished. In real life, he was surrounded in darkness and alone. His appearance was not on his mind.

He reached his hand to his head. His hair was oily and thick. He could have squeezed it and had fluid drop out. He regretted his words now. Biting his lip he looked at his arms. So crusted, so dark, and so dirty. “I . . .” He swallowed. “I must need a bath.”

The watery woman came up to him closer. “Your eyes are changing color again.” She brought her hand out to him, almost fearful, but laid her hand on his head. She shivered and pulled it away. “You kid not. You have lived years in the nightmare world.”

How strange. When Dominic first met Boogeyman he didn’t know what to do. He was never mean and always forgiving. As time went by he became bolder, and now he realized he’d been changing. “I’m not bad.”

“I see.” She removed her hand from his head. “You are not, but you must be cleansed, inside and out. Living inside Boogeyman’s realm, it would affect anyone psychologically.”

“So I am not who I even used to be?” Dominic gulped. “I never knew who I was, and now I don’t even act like myself?”

“The deep anger will subside, but you will truly never become the person you were before the nightmare world.” She clapped her fingers and swirled her hands. “Every day there you have grown worse. The last year the anger inside must have more than tripled. I will do my best to bring you your peace of mind back. I cannot give you your memories, he is more powerful than I.” She swirled her hands to the left, then right, and then up.

Dominic watched as water rushed toward him from all sides. The force was so powerful it turned him around like he was stuck in a tornado. Water touched every piece of him as it rose him into the air. It went up his nose, into his eyes, and through his ears. The water continued its vicious dance around him. He screamed as it invaded him deeper.

He could feel it swirling in his lungs and in his mouth. It came in and out of every orifice almost simultaneously, like water going through a straw. It pounded in his body ferociously.

Then, something changed. The water was still just as strong but there was no more pain. He felt his spirit reawakening. The water felt like the sun on a summer morning. Indescribably good. Before he had a chance to smile at the sensation, it departed from him.

The force no longer holding him up brought him to the ground. His hand reached out to the floor and his knees bent to keep him from collapsing.

Dominic looked down at his clothes. They sparkled like they were brand new. No longer dirty nor tattered, it was like Mister Umbrella in the Sky had just given them to him all over again.

Dominic raised his head. He felt the water from his hair slap the back of his neck as it poured down one more time, escaping down his back.

“Now, you are fit.” The water woman smiled. “I mean, to take my pathway!” She touched her chest. “I didn’t mean anything else, Apocalypse Man.”

“It’s boy,” Dominic corrected her.

“Hon’, when was the last time you looked in a mirror?” She snapped her fingers and the water trailing along the wall became still. Dominic turned and faced one. 

That wasn’t the face of a thirteen year old boy anymore. He was broad shouldered and surprisingly muscular for a sixteen year old. “How do I have that much muscle? I just worked in dreams.”

“I imagine you worked in dreams hard.” She came over to the back of him. “To even take a step takes great strength. You had to exert yourself every day. You could not see yourself covered in that darkness and filth, but that is you. That is the Apocalypse Man. Or teen? Certainly not boy though.”

Dominic straightened his collar. “Traveler. Apocalypse Traveler, that’s what people can call me from now on.”

“Well, Apocalypse Traveler, it’s time for you to be on your way.” She pointed to one of the walls and the water rippled away, creating a hole. “Where is your destination?”

The only place he’d been wanting to get to since he was thirteen. “Sera in the Lost and Found.”

“Ooh.” She pursed her lips together. “Even as strong as you are, I do not know if you can pierce Lost and Found. You may have to settle for mimicking until you get better.”

“What is mimicking?”

“Your actions will be her actions. No matter what she does, you will mimic her. As you get better, you can eventually talk to her.” She waved her hand towards him. “You may travel the path of reflection now. You will not always see her, but every time there is a reflection, contact will be made. Good luck, Apocalypse Traveler.”

“What about after her?” Dominic had to ask. He did not want to ever go back to Boogeyman again.

“Your path is fate. It will find you.”

That explanation was no explanation, but it would have to do. Heading out past the watery walls, he headed into a strange green pasture. As he walked, he realized he couldn’t stop.

He was on the reflection path now and he’d have no control of himself until he got stronger.
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Wonderland Mafia Part 6: DIMENSION: WONDERLAND
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“I don't care whether they are 'new' to the system or not,” Five said as he walked around with his cane. “They owe money. They owed last week and the week before that. No, tell them that I don't care if their entire storage facility burnt down. When I say it's due, it's due!” He slammed his cane on the ground. “Honestly, if they can't pay, then cancel our services. How hard is that? No, no, we want to beg and plead for as long as we can.” He harrumphed and tossed another video onto the stack he had been watching. He heard Shay finally start to stir. “Waking up yet?”

She groaned and sat up the small amount she could in the cuffs. In front of her were several formats of entertainment. NGN, DVD's, even tapes. She moved her head as she heard familiar words from a scene she had been a part of. 

Five undid her cuffs and went over to the couch. “I found your name in these credits, Fankella, but there are no scenes with you actually in them. You’re listed under extra too.” He patted the seat next to him gently. “You're a stunt actor.”

Not wanting to make her new owner mad she came over to the couch. “Yes.”

“Mm. No wonder you wanted to be bought by Preston. Must have been a dream come true,” he chuckled. 

Another person judging her. “I did what I thought was best.”

“I protect businesses in illegal ways and charge them heavily for services.” He patted her lap gently a moment before sticking both hands back to his cane. “One does what one has to, to survive in Wonderland.”

Huh. For the first time someone wasn't judging her the same way for her decision. “One does.”

“You can breathe easy now, you'll be back to him in no time.” He reached into his pocket and gave her a piece of paper. “No painful checking species identification. We just got your early pregnancy results. Negative.”

“Negative?” Oh, what a relief!

“HUMANA must have tried but failed, nothing new with that crew. I'm sure Jones Arch will be rebuilding it back up soon. You are free to go once Preston comes to pick you up. I am not holding someone under contract if they aren't carrying an original.”

“Thank you.” Shay nodded several times, not knowing what else to say. He had her for three days. Anything he wanted, and he did nothing. He was even giving her back up to Preston. “Thank you so much, Mister . . .” Should she call him by Five or not? She had no last name to him and Wonderland Mafia leader didn't sound right.

“One must be careful with the dealings they make though,” he said in a warning tone. “Preston may seem like a paradise compared to where you came from, but keep your eyes open. You never know what's hiding inside someone.”

Shay wondered what that meant, but decided it was best not to press. The less she knew about Preston, the happier they had been. “Did you talk to him?”

“I pinged him. He seemed undisturbed.”

“Yeah, that's Preston.”

“What are you doing?” A familiar voice came from above the couch, swirling his striped tail. Cheshire. “Don't give her back, take her to the wilds. This was the favor that I asked of you.”

Five looked back toward him. “Cheshire, get out. I already told you once.” Five tried to poke him with his cane. “You'd just mess up again, shove me in some other place. This is for the best, she will be with Preston and I will be able to continue taking care of my kind.”

“That's not good enough.” Cheshire's tail frizzed. “You and her going into the wilds is more important.”

“More important than what?”

“Everything. Every dimension. Every love. Every character. Every moment within every history!” he hissed. 

“Uh huh.” Five sniffed. “Like I would believe you again.”

“So Cheshire isn't just in my head.” Shay moaned in relief as she covered her face.

“No, he isn't, although he acts like it. Not many magic beings around here anymore. Don't feel bad about thinking that he was a figment of your imagination.” Five tried to shoosh him away again. “Preston will be here soon. You know what will happen if someone sees you, Cheshire.” 

The cat finally disappeared as there was a knock on the door. Five answered it. Shay stood to the side of him, seeing that the person was not Preston. She recognized him though, he was Preston's boss.

“Matter settled? Not pregnant?” Preston's boss asked as he held up a monitor.

“I am not,” Shay answered. “I simply got mixed up in some kind of confused trouble, sir. I am still loyal to Preston Carrington.”

“So you know him?” Five asked shouldering her. “You sure?”

“I am Preston Carrington's boss, and I was part of this little arrangement. Come, Shay Austin, we are going on a little trip.” Preston's boss shook Five's hand. “Thank you for watching her during this time.” He handed him a fifty cred card. Five didn't say anything about the offensive amount, simply nodded toward Shay. 

Shay nodded to him once before moving beside Preston's boss. He didn't say another word, simply walked away with her. 

Five closed the door and made his way back to the couch. 

“Go after them,” Cheshire spoke invisibly next to him right in his ear. “Go.”

“Why should I go after them?” Five made himself more comfortable on the couch. “I still have three businesses that haven't paid yet.”

“Don't you get it? You dodged the bullet, wonderful, I knew you would.” Cheshire's fur stood on end. “She will not be so lucky over and over.”

“Over and over what?” 

“HUMANA wanted her, but their goal wasn't accomplished. Don't you think there will be repercussions?”

“She's not my concern.” His words were harsh, but his voice held doubt. For one, Preston had renamed her Honey Darling. If his boss was part of the arrangement, he wouldn't use her original name either. Two, he didn't bother to ask about her other clothes. She was dressed like an original. “It was all a mistake, he wouldn't hurt her. She's his, I can't do anything. He wouldn't do anything. Why would he do anything?”

“Go to the wilds, Five. He's taking her there. Your chance to go home is getting thinner.”

Five rubbed the temple of his forehead with both hands. 

His monitor pinged again. The number was from a different monitor stating he'd be there in an hour. So, Preston didn't even know about his boss picking her up.

“You saw that look in his eye,” Cheshire said on the other side of his ear. “He does not mean those words. You know his bottom line, its shining back in those eyes.”

Five groaned once before looking straight at the cat. He didn't have a choice, Cheshire knew and so did he that something was wrong. “Where does she need to go in the wilds?”

“Deep in the heart.”

“I thought so,” Five answered. He gestured his finger towards Cheshire. “If I do this, and you do get me home, then what? I can't leave everyone here. I want someone to replace me. Someone needs to be in charge. Someone powerful.” He stared right at Cheshire. “Someone magical.”

Cheshire purred with a slight moan. “I'm flattered but the Wonderland Mafia isn't for me.”

“Following Preston's boss isn't for me.”

Cheshire swished his tail twice. “I will make sure that your kind are well taken care of and continue to prosper for at least fifty years. Good enough?”

“Good enough.” Five got up off the couch. He headed to Six's and retrieved her clothes without any words. When he came back, he headed toward his closet. He took off his suit and small hat. He put down his cane after grabbing the emblem off of it. He grabbed his old patched up outfit and his old hat and vest for strolling. He grabbed his ascot and umbrella. On the umbrella, he placed the emblem back where it originally belonged. Patting his hat and holding his umbrella tightly, he headed out the door with the dress.

The wilds was not a place for Five. The wilds was the home of Hatter.

***
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Shay walked through the wilds behind Preston's boss. She didn't know what this little trip was about. A part of her felt concerned, a large part but he did have some say over her too. Without his blessing, Preston couldn't have even made the contract. Being led out there though, she was getting deeper into trouble. If she ran, would he catch her? Would Preston care? “Sir, how much longer?”

“Not much.”

“Where are we going?”

“Separate places.” As he said that she swore she saw something glint in his hand. “Honey Darling, you were good company for my employee. You acted as a good contract girl would, but things change in life as in business. Sacrifices must be made and I don't feel you work with Preston Carrington anymore.”

Shay took a step back as he turned around with the knife in his hand. “I-it was a mistake. I wasn't a part of anything. Why would I have any reason to throw so much away for some silly group?”

“No, I don't think you are a part of it. Yes, if it had never happened, I would have allowed you to live and stay with him but you are under contract and others cannot go snooping through his business. It is confidential. Don't feel bad, he wanted you alive. He said he wanted to work it out, but I work for a higher authority that doesn't believe that's going to be the case.” The knife glinted. “Once your body turns up, all suspicion would be gone.” Preston's boss approached her slowly. “Then all it leaves was why did you die, but no one ever cares for the human vermin that much. They wouldn't even think it's you since you are wearing original clothing. Simply someone bumped off.” He gestured his hand to her. “Now come here and let's keep it clean. Less mess equals less pain.”

“Do you really think she'll just stay still and let you kill her?”

Who was that? Shay looked around. Up ahead, she saw a shadow of someone leaning against a tree. She took one step back. That hat, and that wayward odd coat. It was Five and he was wearing a similar outfit as to when she met him at the restaurant. This time though, he was holding an umbrella instead of a cane with an ascot wrapped around his neck. “Trouble?”

“This is no concern to the WM,” Preston's boss said. “You handle your business and I will handle mine.”

Five moved closer to Preston's boss, lifting his umbrella to his shoulder unopened. “Why'd you come after her instead of Preston? Hm? You were going to pin her death on us, weren't you?”

“It wouldn't matter, you have a bad enough reputation,” he admitted. “The worse your name gets, the better things get for you.”

“Right, so let me take over for you pig.”

“Like you can talk, Mad Hatter.”

Mad Hatter? Shay turned to look at him again. He was the one Cheshire was talking about? The leader was the Mad Hatter?

“I prefer Hatter. Little ones let their imagination get the best of them,” Hatter said. 

Preston's boss gestured over toward Shay. “She is already causing trouble. A much easier way to get the job done. He'll wait too long or cower out, but as proved by Cheshire, death doesn't always happen.”

Preston's boss didn't bother looking at her as he oinked. He was looking at Five. “The companionship worked fine, but this isn't working out anymore.”

“Then leave her to me,” Hatter said again. “Best not to be out here. Human vermin or not, death of anything around you wouldn't be good either. You are quote unquote his 'boss'. Still, someone will find out. Others will follow the trail from the pig to him. So, five hundred creds and I'll take care of her.” In his other hand he held up her dress. “Once she takes off the original clothing. Being slayed as Honey Darling the contractee instead of an original looks better on me. I don't deal with my own kind. That and Preston has dealt with me in a prudish way lately.”

“Yes, a good point for revenge. Everyone would be in the clear, and it would help your reputation.” Preston's boss oinked in agreement as he put the knife away. “I don't have my creds here, but I will send them to you in the next few days. Try to keep the blood minimal. Don't dance in it like you did Alice's.” He walked away from her with a tilt of his head politely like he didn't just sentence her to death.

As soon as he walked off, she ran as fast as she could. The leader of the Wonderland Mafia was going to kill her! She at least had a chance to run with the other guy, he wasn't in the best shape, but someone like Five? She tried to run fast, but there were fallen trees that were large that stopped her. Before she got a chance to climb over, she felt her wrist getting caught. 

“Calm down, Shay Austin. You'll ruin the game.” Five tossed her the dress while pulling a weapon out of his suit. “Now, change while running. If you aren't changed next time I catch you, I'll kill you.”

“You are mad!”

“I've been called that in the past.”

He let go of her and she took off with the clothes. This was a game to him, but she would be dead if caught again in the original's clothing. Wanting to prolong her life, whether it was true or not, she started to lose her top. The bottom and the shoes were trickier, but she got it done. Swinging her dress over her, she realized she instinctively dropped her shoes.

Running barefoot wasn't going to get her as far.

Hatter wasn't surprised to see Cheshire appear in front of him as he bent down to pick up a shoe. “Good day again, Cheshire.”

“This is not what I meant by taking her into the wilds.”

“We are here, aren't we?” Hatter dusted off the next shoe she dropped as he picked up some slight speed. Nothing that would get her caught that fast. “I need to throw the pig off, you know he'd be nosing around to see if I finished the job.”

“Fine, as long as you get to the wilds.” Cheshire disappeared and reappeared on his shoulder, placing a watch on his forearm. “Special monitor to find Alice.”

“Alice?” The Cheshire disappeared before he would answer. So, the girl was still alive. How was that possible? He trotted along, picking up some speed. He had to guess she must have been dressed by now. She had thought her life depended on it.

Seeing her trying to crawl over a fallen trunk, he saw his chance. He sped up and grabbed her wrist. Her scream made him want to cover his ears. “Great, you got dressed.”

“Please don't kill me, I haven't done anything.”

“If I planned on it, wouldn't you be dead by now?”

"Just stay away from me,” she cried out as Hatter let her wrist go. She stumbled along the trunk, backing away. 

“I'm not going to kill you, Shay Austin, calm down.”

“I heard you with Preston's boss,” she countered, still backing away. "You're out of a fairytale, how can I trust you?"

"Fair enough then, I'll start." Hatter cleared his throat. "I got trapped in a time loop. Ever been in one? Nasty business and it can take time to get out of it. I was trapped in tea time at 6:00 PM every day until Cheshire helped us out in return for a favor." He gestured around. "Apparently, I am supposed to be guiding you. Once that is completed, I can finally go back to my real time. I would never kill my only way home. I wouldn't kill you even if you were in my way. I'm not that cruel.”

“You need to work on your lies. You probably bust fingers to get people to pay you,” Shay accused him. “Don't you silence those that don't pay you?”

“That wouldn't be the best for business. Fingers getting busted, tentacles, a flipper, that has happened,” he admitted. “However, that's because they are abusing the privilege of protection. They can cancel it if they don't want it. But honestly, what kind of business would not want our protection? I had to call off one that wanted to take out Preston for bill collecting,” he chuckled. “That would have been funny. You remember that? You were quite shy at the time.”

“I obeyed.” Shay held her breath. “The fairytale though . . .?” Shay asked. “Are you obsessed with tea or parties?"

"Do you see any tea? During tea time, you drink tea. It's not tea time." 

"But you do wear weird hats," Shay said. “You sell hats, but you don't own any."

The Hatter looked at her oddly again. "What do you mean? I don't sell hats, I run the Wonderland Mafia. Before that, I also didn't sell hats.” He placed his hand above his head. “It used to be fashionable and it is still my favorite hat. Sorry if it's not to your taste, but I quite like it, thank you."

"Sorry," Shay apologized. Hardly any of the fairytales were matching up, no matter the version. "I was relying on story, it's all I knew."

Hatter rubbed his face for a second. "I know about Alice's stories. Why do you think I go by Five and dress differently? That story, both versions, are partly responsible for what has happened to this world and why my kind had to become what they are." He looked back toward Shay. “There is a secret out there in the heart that Cheshire felt is important enough to yank me out of my time for. We must find it.”

“Yank you out of your time?”

“Yeah, I was dragged out of a time loop to here. Cheshire just got the date wrong on when I came back.” The last part had a low growl in his voice. “So, Shay Austin, I can't exactly let you die. Plus, this supposed fake pregnancy scare from HUMANA? They are crazy, but they don't decide those things on a whim.” Hatter wrinkled his nose. "You must know something."

“No more than you,” Cheshire's voice said from a nearby branch. He let his body fall while he kept hang of the branch with his tail. “Shay, you must go with Hatter and find Alice. If you want to know exactly why HUMANA wanted you so bad, and you know that you do. It was not a random occurrence. Also, when everyone else finds out? They will come to hunt and kill you. You have something very special about you that you'll discover. Alas, Alice also lacks knowledge of several other factors. Don't trust everything she says.” He looked at Hatter and chuckled. “Try not to laugh too hard. I kept explanations simple and those simple facts are now causing trouble. Yet, more trouble remained that she didn't know of, so I have to interfere. Now, I have other places to go. Good luck. If you need me, call me. But only if you really need me, please. I am not a genie here to grant favors.”

"Of course not or I wouldn't be here right now," Hatter said as Cheshire disappeared again. "Fine, finding Alice." When he clicked the second button, two dots appeared, black and red. "If we are the black dot, then we should try left a little."

What in the world did that cat even say? Simple facts causing trouble, but more trouble so what? Shay felt absolutely clueless. “Did you understand him?”

“Understanding Cheshire is optional,” Hatter said as he looked back at her. “Just in case the pig is still following, you had better run. His kind don't like to leave things unfinished. Go yell and run for as long and fast as you can. If he doubts I am doing the job, he'll do it later or hire someone else.”

Shay heard him and knew the risk. The Cheshire trusted him, but he had just chased her down. Was he the good Mad Hatter from her planet's version of the story, or was he still the demented one? The pig did say he had danced in Alice's blood. He could be trying to trick her. She rushed off as quickly as possible, not wanting to take any chances. 

Hatter wasn't acting like he was pretending either, his speed was even faster than before. If he had actually wanted her dead, she would be. She ran until she was out of breath. Leaning on a tree, she saw Hatter jump right beside her.

“Good. You took that as seriously as you should have.” Hatter adjusted his hat. “Come along now, we can walk.”

Obviously not something she was ready to trust yet, but she didn't run off again. “Thank you, sir.”

“Sir?” Hatter looked back toward her. “Oh, instinctive to call everyone either sir or dear? Well, I prefer Hatter. Usually Five, but if things turn out well, it might be Hatter forever again. Oh, wouldn't that be nice.” He hit the top of his hat playfully. “Come, we need to reach the heart.”

“The heart of what?”

“The wilds. We are going into the middle of where Wonderland once stood. It's going to be life risking and few would ever try it. I am only one of a handful of people that could do it. You'd just get yourself killed.”

Hatter didn't say anything more as he led the way through the woods. It was dark and many strange creatures were around. The wind whistled and gargling sounds were heard around it. Shay didn't want to know what was making those sounds. Traveling through the swamp, they were getting closer.

"Stop." Hatter stopped in the middle of the water. He looked back, gesturing for her to come forward closer. Shay took a few steps closer. "Seriously, get up here now." 

Shay moved closer, but moved more to the right of him. He banged on the watch. 

"Alice?" he called out softly. "This is the location."

"Yes, it was right behind you."

Shay and Hatter both turned around, staring at a girl standing in the swamp.

"What is all this about?" Hatter asked, getting straight to what he wanted.

"I am not here, this is only the base of communication for me. I am not on Wonderland.”

"I have been waiting some time for this, little girl." Hatter approached closer. "Why did you make up stories about me? I became an icon of an idiot."

"I was seven and my imagination got away from me," Alice said. "Memories change and situations seem different when you're only a child."

"What about me?" Shay spoke up as she came closer.

Alice turned her attention away from Hatter to Shay. "Shay Austin. You are about to go on a very important adventure. If you fail, you'll die. It must be this way though. Your world is being copyrighted.”

"Copyrighted? What do you mean?" Shay asked.

"Wonderland has been making legal notices to own humans. Everyone will be dragged here, with no choice in the matter.” Alice repeated. "But, once you have your baby on Wonderland, the struggle is over."

"Um?" Shay blinked twice. "What did you say?"

"You are pregnant," Alice said. 

Shay shook her head. "I can't be. It's literally impossible."

"Trust me. You are one of the rare ones, I made sure of that." Alice smiled, almost in a proud manner. "You are pregnant."

"But―" Shay glanced again at Hatter who looked away but placed his finger on his mouth quickly. She should just go with the lie? When Hatter did look over at Alice, he had a look that was half concern and half . . .comical?

Alice wiped a tear from her eye. "I am sorry that I must cry, and that this happened. I still feel a certain affection to things." She sniffled. "It is what it is, Shay Austin. I had HUMANA interrupt the gutting several times before we could no longer gain access inside. You just happened to be the one chosen." 

"I just happened to be the one?" Shay looked above her, the wild vinery above barely let the moonlight filter down. Maybe she could play a better actress now. "Why?"

"I will be in touch just don't lose this monitor. Keep following it, day by day. You will go deeper into the forest than few have tread in decades. I will meet with you at several points until you finally reach me. I am sorry again, but it's no longer safe in the Industry area. You were supposed to come to me through HUMANA. I see Cheshire had a backup plan. Hiding something, he always hides something." Her voice was bitter. "Yanking Hatter out of the past. He can't spend that much power without . . ." She drew her hands into fists. “Good luck, Shay Austin. Don't believe everything you hear either. If you aren't pregnant yet, you will be.” Then, as suddenly as Alice appeared, she fizzled out.

Shay tried to keep the fear out of her voice. Maybe she should find a way to talk to Preston, let him know it wasn't her fault. It was some HUMANA experiment gone wrong. “Did Preston want me killed?”

"No. He pinged back on a different monitor he was supposed to pick you up in an hour.”

“I thought so.” Shay glanced toward Hatter. Now was the time to start deciding on whether he was good or bad. "Hatter, could I borrow your monitor?"

“No.”

He didn't even have to think hard, did he? "Then could you ping Preston for me?" Once he found out what happened, what would he do? That was his boss, but he didn't seem like it. Something was different about the whole situation; a boss doesn't take time off to kill an employee's contractee. They also don't sneak around stealing monitors which he must have done. 

By the end of the week, Preston could have a contract with someone else. Her chance for a happy life would be gone, all because of HUMANA. All because she couldn't convince Hatter to let her talk. If they talked, if he understood, maybe he wouldn't stop the contract? Because this was . . .nothing made sense. Why? "Hatter?" He glanced at her slightly. "Please? I still have the contract."

"Contract." Hatter groaned, almost bored. He moved the monitor toward her face. She typed in the code. Shay wanted to know if Preston answered back, but decided to let him get to it. She continued to look at him as he started to walk away from the swamp. She followed until they reached the land again. A ping was heard on his monitor, and Shay watched intently as Hatter looked back at the monitor. 

As Hatter continued to walk, Shay stopped moving. He had to tell her what Preston had been saying. "Hatter, if you could take two seconds to tell me what he said―"

"Are you always this annoying?" Hatter interrupted her. "You are as annoying as Alice had been. You were more delightful company when you believed I was going to own or kill you."

"I didn't ask to be taken to Alice," Shay corrected him, "and excuse me for being upset, but I didn't ask for your help. Besides, my whole life has become ruined. Not exactly something I was expecting a few days ago. I did ask about a simple ping, and I would stop bothering you so much if you just tell me what Preston said. It's annoying to you but it's my life to me!" She tightened her fists. "Not that you care. Cheshire told you that you are supposed to be some guide, but I have no idea how that could happen when I can barely get you to ping Preston. So, just give me the monitor. I'll figure it out myself."

"Figure it out yourself?" Hatter moved toward her, closer. "Think you can survive, out in the darkness, that deep? Know what to do, how to survive, which ways to ignore? Do you know what to do when you've never been in an area? Food, water, how about shelter?" He sighed, looking up. "I can't leave. Besides, I still owe Cheshire."

"Okay, fine," Shay gave in. "For your own skin, you have to help me. Don't get that confused with me asking for your help. I'd rather go back to Preston than trudging around in here."

"But you need help, nevertheless, whether you say so or not." Hatter held his hand over his hat. "You're not the only one dealing with a messed up day. Now, just be quiet and let me think about which way to go." 

"Follow the monitor."

"Straight is not always the safest path," Hatter warned. "I may seem like a bumbling person out of a fairytale to you, but I'm quite adapt to this environment."

"Adapt to running?" Shay sneered. "Can you fight too? Because I can run, but you don't look like much of a fighter."

"Oh, we are not going to get along, are we?"

"I just found out I was pregnant yesterday, taken from my friend's house by force, handcuffed, told I'm not pregnant, told I will be pregnant if I'm not, and almost killed by a pig. To top it all off I was forced to run and get dressed by someone I thought was going to kill me!" Shay yelled. "Hell yes, we are not going to get along."

"I am not unsympathetic to your plight." Hatter adjusted his ascot. "I simply have my own matters right now. You aren't bearing a child, that was checked out. Be happy there's no chance it will end up a pig." She felt annoyed, clearly, but the truth was not registering yet. He didn't have time to play around in the land of denial and suspense, she would have to be on her guard too. They were not going into friendly territory. "I will tell you if your master contacts me back and drops your contract. Feel better?"

"No!" Shay yelled at him. "It's not master, it's Preston Carrington."

Hatter winked. "Gotcha."

"You are the biggest piece of work I've seen." Shay passed him roughly, almost knocking him aside. 

"The pissy attitude of pregnancy kicks in quite quickly. Makes one wonder about the validity of it?" Hatter caught back up to her. "Just kidding, you are not pregnant, don't listen to her."

"I don’t want to listen to her or you. Screw you and get away from me." Shay moved several feet away from him as they walked. 

"Oh, you are simply directing your anger at me, instead of at who deserves it." Hatter leaned on his umbrella, stopping. "I am guessing from this attitude you feel as if your master won't want you soon. You will soon belong, I suspect, to someone you don't even know. Could you tell me, are you inherited along with your contract? Sellable to others who would take used goods? Would Preston sell you to me full time?"

"Stop being cruel!" Shay yelled again. "What's your problem?"

"It's hard, but you have to do it." Hatter watched her. At some point, it would hit.

"Do what? I don't have to do anything you say. Just, leave me alone." Shay started to go her own way again.

"Not that way," Hatter warned as he followed her. "It's tough, but it will be tougher if you do not follow me."

"Leave me alone." Shay kept trying to move. "Whine to Cheshire to get me another guide, and go back to your time!"

Unbelievable. Why was she doing this? Hatter scratched his head. What a strange creature these humans were. When such an awful thing happened in Wonderland, it did little good to let them keep going into denial. Some residents were even prone to forget about the incident and it would be repressed, leaving them traumatized and not knowing why.

A different approach would be needed. Hatter caught up with her. "I am sorry that you are having a hard time, but I am trying to help you see the truth."

"Truth?" Shay scoffed as she trudged on. "What truth?"

"That you are nothing but property." Hatter tried to touch her shoulder, but she shrugged him off. 

"Just. Stop. Talking." Shay refused to listen. 

"That's it." Hatter held his umbrella out, stopping her in her tracks. He swung in front of her. "HUMANA intends to make you some kind of mother. Your master is not going to want to deal with HUMANA in his life, and he will sell you. Meanwhile, others want you dead. You are stuck with me, someone you have no trust in, trying to survive." He tapped his umbrella twice on the ground. "Repeat. Others are trying to use me against my will."

Shay sighed, but gave in. "Others are trying to use me against my will."

"Say it again."

"Others are trying to use me against my will."

"My master may sell me because of it."

"No," Shay refused. "Preston is not my―"

"My master may sell me, and I don't know what will happen to me."

Shay closed her eyes. "No."

"You have to say it," Hatter warned her. "Living in denial is useless, you eventually get through it. I need you to be completely here, not somewhere else. We are not approaching a lovely cloud kingdom. Wrong moves can kill you. Now, say it."

Shay flared her nose once, but continued. "My master may sell me, and I don't know . . .what will happen to me."

"There is a chance I may die out here because of someone meddling with my life."

"There is a chance I may die out here because of someone meddling with my life."

"Again."

"There is a chance I may die out here, because of . . ." 

There it was. Hatter watched as Shay dropped her head, trying to keep him from seeing her tears. She grabbed her stomach and leaned on a tree. He gave her some time to retch up the truth, before approaching her. 

"People are going to kill me. Kids, they were impossible. It was impossible, I shouldn't be fertile. There's really no way that Preston would fight his boss for me. There's no way. . ." Shay retched more upon the tree. 

Hatter caught her before she gave way. "It's okay. Come on." He tried to help her walk. "A good night's sleep and we will begin tomorrow." Poor woman. Why in the world did she get selected by HUMANA for experimentation? And why was it so important he had to be the one to lead her to the wilds? What was in there that could possibly help? 
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Hatter turned when he heard Shay scream. "Shay?"

He could see her figure screaming on the ground. He ran back to her, trying to touch her, but she jerked away.

"Don't touch me, don't touch me!" Her voice was hot like she was being attacked. Hatter tried to help her again, but as soon as it happened, it was over. She fell into his arms, with no words or movements. 

"What was that?" Hatter tried to wipe her forehead with his ascot scarf. "Shay? Shay Austin?" She looked toward him and moved away like she was on fire. 

"What are you doing so close?" Shay asked suspiciously.

Hatter's mouth half lifted in a quirk. "Are you serious? Why did you flip out?"

"Flip out? Oh." Shay felt her forehead. "It's nothing, happens every night."

"You were screaming like someone was hurting you and that happens every night?" Hatter tried to approach her again. "Was that the three o' clock fright?"

"Yes. It happens whether I'm asleep or awake." Shay shrugged. "Everyone brought to Wonderland has it. I don't remember it, no one does. We just wake up sweaty." She looked towards her hand. "Trembling with rapid heartbeat."

"Everyone must suffer at three o' clock. So many screams at night." Hatter closed his open mouth. Horrid. Even as far as he lived from actors, he still heard faint echos. Thank goodness he would never live this long.  Nothing was the same, not even out here. The safe spots he used to remember were no longer safe. What would it be like when they entered the heart of the forest?
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"Can we slow down possibly?" Shay said, as politely as she could. "A tidbit?"

Hatter stopped and looked back at her. "Oh, yeah." He sighed deeply, taking in some air. "Sorry."

Sorry. Was that a first? Shay continued, but Hatter slowed down enough that they walked side by side. It wasn't something Shay was comfortable with, but if he would have done something by now, it would have happened already. Besides, Cheshire brought her to him. Yes, to help her survive. Thinking about it didn't help. Shay couldn't have been more unprepared. Ever since she arrived in Wonderland at fifteen, she knew it was impossible to have kids. It was a basic fact it wasn't allowed, and it couldn't happen. Her life was supposed to involve either a contract, or death eventually in a show. Motherhood? She'd be killed by that pig, or get impregnated by HUMANA if she were caught again. She tripped on a rock and almost stumbled. She quickly grabbed the tree, however, she noticed that her hands were shaking again. The trip must have scared her. It wouldn't have been so bad, a scrape at most. She moved her hand away and tried to continue, but Hatter had stopped. "What?"

Hatter had figured the trembling was from the cold, or maybe she was jittery about becoming a mother if she were caught. But all of today, her hands continued to tremble. She didn't even know it. "Do you know about raising children? You seem awfully nervous still."

"I've seen them. I used to live on Earth for fifteen years. I know enough," Shay said. "I just don't know what to do when it's illegal and everyone wants to kill it or make you have one."

"Keep going, that's what you do." Hatter looked back and nodded at her. "It wouldn't be the first time. Never had it happen to me, but it did happen to an old friend. DNA centers, simply awful. So you're not alone. Back then, it was for the Queen of Hearts army. No one ever knew."

"Hatter?" Shay asked from behind as she caught up to his side again. "What do you mean by DNA center?"

"Oh, they were awful. The Queen used choice DNA, mostly from her soldiers, to create more guards. She was very quick to judge death on someone. The legends about 'off with their heads' was absolutely true, but she needed to refill each spot." Hatter grabbed a vine and pulled it out of the way. "That's why it was a good idea to live far away. No one messes with someone minding their business and drinking tea." 

"Can you tell me more?" Shay urged him. "I just want to know why this had to happen."

"Not much to tell," Hatter said. "That's all I know."

"But, rights to Earth. Getting rights to Earth. Earth is a living and free planet." Shay's voice became bitter. "How could they get rights?"

"Everything is always up for rights, just like you. Planet, people, it has always been that way." Hatter looked back at her and laughed. “You know that Alice is missing some big pieces. I'm surprised Cheshire never told her. It's not about planets, it's about dimensions. One measly planet is nothing, a single universe is something, but rights to dimensions? That's where it gets interesting. Still, serves her right though for making me into some Mad Hatter.” 

“Dimensions?”

“Yes.” He took another step and paused. "After we talk to Alice again, I think we should discuss going to a caterpillar."

Shay chuckled. "The caterpillar, right." She softly scratched his cheek. "Smoking a hookah on a mushroom?"

"No. Back to your dimension, and back to your original planet." Hatter heard her stop and gasp. “Cheshire said take you somewhere safe. I think your own origin would be best."

"My planet? Dimension?" Shay's voice was so high, it almost squealed. "Are you kidding me? I've been here fifteen years!"

"In the Industry area," Hatter said. "Real Wonderland, it will be untouched. Way in the back, there are several caterpillars I bet aren't sealed off. Why worry about them when no one comes out here anymore?"

"Home." Shay fidgeted with her fingers. "Fifteen years away. If I went back home, after everyone thought I was dead . . ." 

She continued on silently.
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"We're here." Hatter looked around. "We're on top of the red dot, she must be here."

"Here." 

Shay looked up toward a tree. Alice was standing with the same blue dress and apron on as the night before. "Do you know who the father would be?"

"Yes," Alice said. “Soon, you'll know."

"Great, but it would be nicer to have a choice!" Shay yelled, venting her frustration. "How could you decide any of this for me? I don't care if Earth was on the line, you have no right to decide my future. No one does."

"True." Alice sniffled. "I have emotions, but I still have a duty. If I were just a girl, I could never do that. But I am not only a girl. I see the greater good."

"You're a weak creature that had a taste of real power," Hatter accused her. "I don't believe for two seconds you are anything more than old memories of that little girl. I bet you aren't even the original one, you are just a copy of her memories that turned sour. Am I right?" Hatter pointed at her. "Tell Shay what her role is, so we can move on to the next step."

"Still rude," Alice lightly scratched her cheek. "I am not stupid, although I am sure the Mad Hatter thinks so. He belittles humans as less intelligent creatures. It's hypocrisy at its finest."

"Hypocrisy?" Hatter moved over beside Shay beside the tree. "What do you mean?"

"Didn't you know?" Alice asked. "You are not related to a gnome. You are not a genetic defect of an elf. Your mother and father fell here accidentally, and then had you." Alice smiled, almost sinisterly. "Hypocrite."

The hologram disappeared before she heard Hatter's reply.

Shay stared ahead at the heart of the forest. She was sitting on the ground, her hand on the furry grass beside her. It wasn't grass, but the alien vegetation purred so she continued stroking it. Hatter was unwinding the sleeping gear. He tossed a blanket her way with a pillow. He grabbed a second pillow and walked over.

Shay spread the blanket out. Going so far, he seemed to be prepared. She could feel the tension between them as he lied down next to her. She thought they would remain silent, and stare at what they could see of the moon through the trees. Instead she felt something hit her in the middle of her blanket.

Shay stared at the moon. 

Hatter snuggled the back of his head against the pillow. "She should have answered you back. Instead she tells me I'm really a human and I'm not from Wonderland after all. Then fade away, just great!" He yelled and shoved his head in the pillow. "She's absolutely kooky. Why do we even need to bother with her?"

"She is about as great as the oysters," Shay said softly. “It isn't what I pictured.”

"She had better not be lying." Hatter swallowed, his adams apple moving up and down. 

Shay tried to hide her sigh. In the last two days, he had shown that he wasn't as 'mad' as people made him out to be. Today, she had even learned he might be human, simply raised in Wonderland. She closed her eyes, willing herself not to think about it-

What about the DNA center? If it existed . . .could he be the one they wanted to use? Dang, she said it. Out loud in her mind, she admitted it. Cheshire brought him specifically out of time to aide her. 

But, if it had been him, Alice simply could have said the supposed father was supposed to be Hatter. Both predicted parents, together at the same time, it made sense. So why didn't she say it? Cheshire could have just wanted someone, anyone that knew their way around. Why did they want it to be Hatter? No, sleep. Sleep, sleep. 

Besides, there were still more important things. Like the fact they were going into the heart of the forest tomorrow. It was more than that though, much more. The heart was sinisterly dark. It was a death trap for anyone who didn't understand it. 

Tomorrow. Shay gulped once. Hatter knew what he was doing. Still, the heart was nothing to mess around in, and there was a strong vibe to want to go back. 
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"I don't think I have to reiterate how dangerous this part is." Hatter looked back toward Shay. "No more falling behind, stay right beside me." He held his hand out to hers, taking it firmly. "In my time, this place was dangerous. I am sure now it's even worse. According to the monitor, the black dot is off screen. We won't be seeing Alice tonight."

Shay nodded, clasping his hand tightly. This wouldn't be a one day trek, and she suspected that. "I'm ready." She carefully walked down a staircase of skulls. The skulls were melted together, but the heads were hard to walk over easily.

"Don't step on a shattered skull, you may tumble. Grab onto the vine on the side." Hatter helped her grab onto a vine on her side, while he grabbed one for himself with his other hand. 

The skull staircase twisted down into a spiral. Shay held on tighter to Hatter as the light from above began to disappear. The darkness made it harder to see the skulls in front of her for stepping. Shay had to slow down when all the light was gone. She felt around for vines as she could, and carefully found the skulls. 

"Careful," Hatter warned her. "We will be hitting a new light source soon."

As they reached the bottom stairs of skulls, light protruded from a candle. As they came closer, light from the outside was seen in a distance.

"Okay, stop." Hatter stretched the hand he was holding onto with against her, blocking any more movement. "This part isn't easy. I'll move up first." Hatter took a few steps, and Shay held her breath. The skulls were used for the staircase, but everything else was below. They had to walk across a pit of bones. They weren't prepared or rounded, they were jagged and cut. One wrong move and it could injure the foot. "Okay." He reached his hand out to Shay. "Be very quiet as you walk, and watch your step. There is a Liggen family that made this pit in my time. Most likely it's young still survive. We don't want to accidentally disturb them."

Shay walked across the bones, choosing hard, large bones from species she didn't want to recognize. When she reached Hatter he walked further again, and then she was pulled slowly to him. The door to the outside was not far now.

Almost to the door, Shay had a difficult decision. A smaller group of bones, or a rib cage that wasn't flipped upside down. The ribcage could snap, or the group of smaller bones might crunch. She looked toward Hatter. He had taken the ribcage, but could it take two people standing on it? Deciding the ribcage was best, Shay made her decision. Unfortunately, it was wrong. A loud crack was heard. Her foot fell into the ribcage, causing more than just a sound problem.

Shay tried to hold in her scream, and Hatter worked as fast as he could. Pulling the ribcage bone that had ripped into her leg, he managed to get her free. He picked her up in his arms and ran across the last few bones. 

Shay looked over Hatter's shoulder as he continued to run. Her mouth fell open and her eyes couldn't wrap her mind around it. From the door, she saw no giant monster. It was a hand. A big, dark lavender warted hand. It spanned the length of the doorway. 

Hatter didn't quit running several more feet until he stopped. He laid Shay down. She could see the wound. Gross. That was never seen in fairytales.

"Well, it missed your bone at least," Hatter said as he moved his hand gently around it. "It cut into the leg, but no permanent damage."

"It stings." Shay wanted to yell, but after seeing the Liggin's mere hand, she kept it back.

Hatter pulled out his gear. Inside he had a large roll of cloth. He ripped off a part and wrapped it around her leg. 

She could be infected with thousands of things, and they couldn't go to a hospital. "What now?"

"You can walk on it, it has only ripped the flesh." Hatter helped her up. "Just take it slow."

"What about infection?" Shay asked, trying to keep calm. "A ribcage, in the middle of the heart of the forest?"

"I brought cloth soaked in antcid. Antcid takes care of everything out here, you'll be fine." Hatter grabbed her hand again. "We need to keep moving."

They did, but that experience didn't make Shay want to move any faster. Simply entering the heart and she had already injured herself. The wound hurt too, but the Antcid helped ease the pain at least.

They turned left, and kept going. Beside them, Shay heard a river, not far off. Water sounded like it would be good. "Hatter, do you have a purifier?"

Hatter pulled out something and handed it to her. "A couple of drinks, we may need to save it."

Shay took a couple drinks and gave it back. "What's wrong with the water ahead?" 

Hatter looked back at her, and grabbed a rock beside him. He pitched it far to the right. There was a plop and then a fizzle. "It's acid, pure acid. We can't even cross it safely."

"Do we have to cross?" Shay asked. "Then, how?"

"Oh, we'll cross," Hatter said, "just not so safely. Keep walking, it's along here."

When Shay reached where they needed to be, her eyes were filled with horror. This was nowhere anyone would want to be. A hundred feet below the cliff she was looking down, there was green water, boiling and steaming. Parts of unidentifiable creatures floated within it. The stench was unimaginable, worst than eggs in a trashcan for a week. She had second thoughts that she might be in a large belly instead of staring at a river.

She watched Hatter approach a pole. Across it was rope. As he knocked on the pole, he looked back at her, and she knew exactly what he meant. The rope hooked across the river, to a pole on the other side. "No way, I can't." She wasn't strong enough to hold onto a rope over acid! 

Hatter climbed the pole and hung onto the rope. He pulled his feet up on it. "Come on, it's not as bad as it looks. There's no other way."

Shay tried to climb the pole. With all her work in stunt roles she had built some strength but was it enough? She grabbed onto the rope and looped her feet over. So far, not bad, but if she fell it would be the ground. A few more feet, and she would be away from the cliff. "Okay, I can do this," she whispered softly to herself.

Hatter slowly began to move backwards. "Don't slip, I can't stress that. I'll try to catch you if you fall, but honestly, I don't think chances are good either of us would survive if I did that."

Shay moved forward keeping her eyes on Hatter. If she didn't think about the life ending acid below her, it would be okay. Then again, what was this rope made of? Would the steam not affect it? No, no, she had to stop that thinking. She watched Hatter's eyes. He had attached his hat to his back, she hadn't noticed that at first. Now that she was dangling one step from death, she had time to take in all the little details. It was better to concentrate on than the alternative. She learned that a long time ago.

For one show, she had to climb a rope over water, much like she was now. The difference was it wasn't as high, and there was no acid. Oh, to have that role again. Hatter's hair stood up slightly, but it was tossed in a cute style. A lighter brown, always hidden under his hat. His eyes were blue, a cheery blue a girl could drown in. 

Whoa. Her thoughts were going to odd places. This was Hatter. The weird 6:00 PM teapot character. Going over deadly acid. Still, his eyes felt safe.

When they were close to the end, Hatter got down first. He helped Shay down, holding her by her waist.

"I am glad you could hold on," Hatter said. "Come on, let's go." He pulled at his hat and it attached from the loop. He covered up his hair again with his hat. "What?"

"Nothing. Just, thanks so far." Lame. "The heart is even worse than I thought."

"We're just getting started," Hatter reminded her as he took her hand again. "It's about to get harder too."

"Why?" Shay almost groaned. "What's next?"

"The end of how far I usually go," Hatter admitted. "Even I have never wanted to venture far into this area. Now we are going into real wild territory."

"Oh, I see." Shay was first to climb over a large rock. Holding both arms out, she tried to hang onto the texture for a grip. Hatter helped her by holding up her waist as she pulled up. Once at the top, she turned around and gave Hatter a hand to help him up. 

The left side of Hatter's mouth tugged up as he climbed. "Don't worry though, exploration is a past time of mine. Well, that and tea. I do miss it so."

Shay moved back on the rock to give him space to climb on top. Hatter began to climb down from the rock. 

Shay almost smiled. "Thanks for being here, Hatter. I really wouldn't have made it across the threshold if you weren't here."

Hatter looked away a second, before turning toward her again. "Oh. Of course." He scratched the top of his hat. "Let's go."

Thanked him. She thanked him? He naturally took charge but he wasn't used to receiving thanks. At first glance, Shay seemed the same as Alice. Seeking help with an extraordinary sense of entitlement, but that hadn't been the case at all. The fact she actually made it across that rope with little fuss was testament to it. She seemed able to take care of herself out there. Her appearance had deceived him. Ever since he had met her she was quiet, looking away,  and keeping to herself. She had been breathing hard, out of air, and didn't understand anything. She looked at him like he might possibly kill her the first day, wouldn't even walk side by side.

He understood the paranoia. Hatter never could decide which was worse. His life sealed forever as a goof who liked tea or the mad killer. According to Wonderland, the Mad Hatter had been helpful with no sign of evil tendencies. Then, according to the fairytale, he killed Alice in cold blood, stole her dress and danced around in her remains. 

He grabbed her hand again. "Hold tight."

She had been easing up around him, but after the acid water scene, it was harder to accept her thanks. She had been staring into his eyes, probably seeking for something to concentrate on. While she had been looking at him, gravity had been working on her. Her dress was tattered and torn, in need of changing. Her hair was falling backward to the ground while her position exposed a great amount of cleavage.

Staring back into her eyes was the safest thing he could do with her looking like that. Which reminded him. He didn't have much, but he knew she would need a change. No matter what anyone wore the woods would tear it to shreds. He gathered her clothes before as she took them off one by one, but it was the last outfit he would have before he had to eventually share his other one.

The old Wonderland, home in his time, didn't have such wishy washy clothes. Everything was hard, made to survive. "Stop here a second." He pulled out his gear. She would wear the other piece out in no time. Originals didn't have many clothes, it would be best to keep it, just in case. He had no idea what he would be encountering. He grabbed his second set of precious clothes from his time. They were built for ruggedness, branches and hard terrain wouldn't tear them to pieces. The patched areas weren't from wear, but extra protection. Even his hats had a purpose.

He pulled them out and gave them to her. "You need to change before we go much further. Your dress is getting torn to pieces, and it will eventually tangle you up." She had looked at the clothing oddly at first. "Judge it not. It may seem odd to you, but it has reason.”

Shay took the clothes and pulled out the wrap around vest. Hatter gave her some quick pointers on getting the wardrobe on. Six would have shown her how to where the other outfit, which was similar. He tried to model the suits of the originals after his own old wear, but there were some key differences. After giving her a brief explanation, he received a nod.

"Where? This isn't exactly a safe place."

Hatter turned around. There was no such thing as a safe place around there. He wouldn't look, unless he heard a sound. He couldn't let modesty get her killed. As he heard her say okay, he turned back around.

The outfit was snug, but not too tight. It was hard not to glance up and down. She had everything except the hat. "Decent, but you forgot." He grabbed his second flat hat and with a jerk, popped it up. "Here."

"I don't really need a hat," Shay insisted.

"Why not, against your fashion statement? I said everything has a reason." It didn't matter what she would use as an excuse, she was wearing it. "Two hats are better than one."

***
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By nighttime, Hatter and Shay were covered in slime from their heads to their toes. They had to cross a swamp that had liquid draining from the top of the trees. Hatter sniffed himself, quickly backing his nose away. He was glad he had saved the other outfit, the slime would have eaten through the other clothing. He sloshed away some of the slime and looked at the monitor. They were getting close enough to Alice's signal to see it on the map. "One more day, but we need to get sleep."

"I reek," Shay complained. "How can we sleep like this?" She pulled her hands to her shoulder and rubbed them, looking around. "How can we even sleep, Hatter? There is no telling what's out there."

"We need to sleep," Hatter reminded her. "Being tired could kill us if we need to run." He moved over to an empty area in a cliff. With its manmade surface, it was apparent something used to live there. Something smaller than him, but he could fit with Shay. Glancing around, he saw some vines hanging nearby. "Get in this hole."

"You don't think something will smell this slime on us?" Shay asked. "It could lead them right to us."

"On the contrary, Shay, we are food to them with our regular smell." Hatter gave himself another whiff. He was potent and nasty. "Nothing would want to eat us right now." He let Shay come in and helped her adjust. There wasn't much room, she would have to be sleeping to the side. "Other way or you'll crush your face and nose when I get in." Hatter moved the vines over, and picked a few of the shorter ones to cover. They would have to wash their clothes and bedding tomorrow, but there was no way they were sleeping without them tonight. He moved into the hole beside her, pulling the blanket up more. The vines were covering most of the hole. "This should be safe for the night."

Laying his head down, he stared into her eyes. There was nowhere else to look, they were snuggled in tight. "A normal woman would not get through this so well," he said to her. "You're doing better at this then you should. Perhaps you were in the right business before Preston."

"I wanted to leave to escape the stunt work but it seems to be saving my life," Shay admitted. "This is no place for a damsel in distress, that's for sure." She chuckled sweetly. "I guess we should try and get some rest."

"Yes, we need to travel again before the sun rises too high," Hatter agreed. "We'll get some more food too. We need more than my instant mush."

"Don't worry," Shay assured him. "I've been through rougher." She closed her eyes, willing to go to bed instead of talk now. Which was smart, they needed rest. He simply closed his eyes as well. 

A part of him lingered on the wilderness around him. It was the heart, but it was closer to home than Industry could ever be. One day, to be home. To be Hatter and never referred to as a number again.

What a dream that would be.
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For Love of Mister Cotton Tail Part 3: DIMENSION: HEART, EGG
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Candy realized that Big Bunny’s situation was extremely different as he opened the door to the next room.

Chicks. Hens. Ducks. All of them about the size of her bunny. All around them were eggs. Several hundreds of thousands of eggs. They were normal sized eggs, but there was such a massive amount of them. “What is with all the eggs?”

“When a hen likes a rooster . . .” Big Bunny waved a hand through the air. 

“Okay, but why so many eggs?”

“My kind does not like eggs.”

“Vegan? I thought unfertilized eggs were okay.” 

Big Bunny chuckled. “Candy, if you have not guessed yet, we are vegan, but we aren’t really Vegan. We are not from your world.” He gestured to her. “But, you are connected to us. The regular people with no power were born in this dimension. What you call Sweet, Vegan and Spice users were not meant to be here. Your great ancestors are our great ancestors, and you simply mixed.”

“You mean, magic users were not originally from here?” Candy asked. “Then what was I?”

Big Bunny gestured to the chicks coming over to cuddle. “ The saying ‘as sweet as a baby chick,’ is half right. You’d be a hen. Maybe a duck.”

“Vegans are rabbits,” his mother added, “and Spices are-”

“Wolves.” Big Bunny growled. “I hate Spice.”

“No son, love all.”

“Sure, it’s why my great grandparents had rescued the pure Spice over?”

“They not risk their life, be civil.”

Hen. Candy would be a hen. “I would be a hen?”

“Like human is all so important?” A hen nearby her squawked. 

“Be nice,” Big Bunny said to the hen. “Candy is what your great descendants will be like.”

The hen didn’t say anything else.

Neither did Candy.

* * *
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“We don’t know what world we came from originally. Other worlds gave my ancestor’s names,” Big Bunny began. “The most familiar was Easter Bunny.”

“Easter Bunny?”

“Yes. It doesn’t matter what he was called though, my ancestors all did their part. We hand out baskets to good children. We travel from dimension to dimension, doing this simple deed.” He looked back toward her. “It worked fine here when we came, at first, but then things got rocky. Our special baskets became ho-hum gifts people called fruit baskets.  It doesn’t matter what kind of magic we have paired with it.”

“Husband gone, six years,” his mother said, trying to communicate to Candy again. “World cruel. No hire without certify.”

“Oh, I know that firsthand.” Candy nodded, understanding enough of her broken language. 

“We mostly live on veggies, so it wasn’t that hard to adapt,” Big Bunny said, “but life could be so much better if we had our purpose back.”

A fruit basket. They were known for a fruit basket. Candy rubbed her head, wondering how a fruit basket could ever seem magical. “How was it magical?”

“We have powers to distribute easily.” He waved his hand and blue sparkles came from it. “Children would wake up and see a special basket just for them.”

“This was your business? Nonprofit, or was there some profit? How do you fund it?”

“With our bare hands. With our bare magic.”

“Okay, then obvious question.” Candy threw her hands up in the air. “Why?”

“Well . . .” He Paused. “Candy, our kind, we have been moved around several different dimensions. Our original world held many more like us. This world is not our first try.”

“For what?”

“Magic. Do you not get it?” Big Bunny asked.  “The mystery of magic makes the dimensions tick. Every time more magic is lost, more must be made up for it. It was my ancient great grandfather that chose special baskets for good children. Because children? They believe in the impossible.”

“So you have been to multiple dimensions?” 

“Yes, to try and save them.”

“Magic and faith stop apocalypse,” his mother added as glittery waves of magic sprang from her hands in the form of a rainbow. “We try.”

“So magic bunnies want me to save their business, that is nonprofit, to save my dimension from an apocalypse?” Candy really tried not to laugh. “Big Bunny, have you seen any signs at all that the end is coming? Fire? Brimstone?”

“We pick a special time to distribute baskets because it is the last time to become affected.” He sighed. “Have you noticed snow outside? It’s Spring.”

Candy had noticed of course. “It is not a big deal.”

“How much did it snow when you were a little girl?”

“Only in Winter.”

“And now?”

“So you mean the snow is the sign?”

“We have seen so much worse,” he said taking Candy’s hand. “It may seem ridiculous to you, but to us, it is important. If we do not figure out how to add the mystery of magic back to this world? It will be gone. This may be the last magic basket day. We may have to leave before it’s too late.”

“But this world does have magic.”

“You have formulas. You have restaurants. Your magic does not act like magic anymore. There is no mystery to solve. Candy, your ancestors were designed to use that magic in a different way. The way you use it now, it will not stop anything.”

“Children must believe,” Big Bunny’s mother said. No matter what adults say to explain. Children must believe in unexplained. Do you understand?”

It was a hard thing to understand. Magic baskets saved everything? “My ancestors were like you, but you have moved through different dimensions. So, are you coming back around to this dimension?”

“Some of us settle in a dimension, and don’t leave. Yes, we are circling around. It has gotten that bad, Candy. Selfishly, we want to at least try to save our descendants.”

Because no one else can. A part of Candy wanted to laugh at the impossible notion. However, she had raised a rabbit who talked. She watched a hen cluck at her. She met Big Bunny’s mom who hopped better than walked.

So . . . “Take me to your production line.” It didn’t change her plans. She wanted to help Big Bunny and she would.

* * *
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Candy stared at the basket in front of her. Nothing seemed magical about it. Regular fruit was not going to seem magical. Candy grabbed one of the berries. She would not have the ability long, but if she got them on the right foot, they could figure out a solution next year. 

She breathed and rolled until the berry had changed into what would taste like a delicious piece of candy. She placed it back into the basket. “Children are the secret? Children love candy.”

“Candy?” Big Bunny did not sound so sure. “Candy rots teeth.”

“Not my candy,” she reminded him. “You said we were from the same line. Maybe this is why we have it.”

“I have never been fond of candy.”

“You’re a rabbit, you want veggies. But I do not know many children that would turn down candy.”

“Might be right.” His mother shook her head. 

“It is not bad for them,” Candy reminded Big Bunny. “No more than the veggies are. Not with my magic.” She poked at the basket. “Are all of these brown? You could really use color, children love colors.”

“We don’t have a tie-dye basket machine.”

“Well you need color.” Candy continued to change the fruit into sweet fruit.

“Should we put a note that says children can eat as much as they want?” Big Bunny asked.

“Oh no, never. Children crave bad stuff. Tell them it is good for them, and they might not like it as much. Psychology.” Candy looked around again but Big Bunny’s mother was gone. She was alone with him. “Did I say something wrong?”

“You are changing everything, but we must trust you. I think mother is having a harder time with your new thoughts.” Big Bunny shrugged. “You have weird thoughts.”

They were only weird to a rabbit. “I am trying to help.”

“Legend foretold that Candy would make vast changes.” He rolled his eyes. “I thought it was just your name.”

“You know,” Candy said, “our world had a prophecy too. So many were named Candy though. I don’t know if I am the right one.” She looked over at Big Bunny. “But I have to take care of you. Apocalypse or not, you are my Big Bunny.”

“I know.” He didn’t sound thrilled with her statement. “I am still just your pet bunny.”

* * *
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The eggs. The fruit. How did they keep them? So many eggs. Fruit during the snow? They obviously couldn’t go to the store, they had no money. “Big Bunny?” He looked back at Candy. “You never explained about the eggs. None of them smelled.”

“Oh, didn’t you know? Vegan power. We keep fruit and vegetables fresh. The hens and ducks have the power to keep their eggs fresh forever. That way, if there is a chick, it stands the most likely chance of survival without sitting on it all day.”

“Hm. I like my power better,” Candy smiled at him. “Not that it helps you personally. Speaking of personal, I have my own problems at home.”

“I know, Darren. I did not forget. We are heading on our way out right now.” Big Bunny looked back at her. “Will you come again?”

“Maybe, but I have to go back home for now.” It was easier said than done. The snow covered the hole. Big Bunny dug with his little paws, and even Candy helped. 

“The snow is too intense.”

“How can there be a blizzard in the middle of spring?”

“You already know the answer,” Big Bunny reminded her. “You are stuck here until morning. After that, I will take you back.”

“Is there enough room?”

“Sure. As there has always been room for me in your bed, I can share mine.”

* * *
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Candy had expected his room to be a small room big enough for a rabbit, but it was large. It wasn’t a bed like hers, but gigantic bedding made of multiple pillows and large blankets. “This is your room?”

“Yes. I thought the snow might make things hard to make it back home.” He raised his eyes toward her. “You accepted me when you found out I talked. Will you still accept me through all this?”

“Your pet status is in serious question.” Once again, he didn’t like the words though. “Changing things with Darren. Changing things with you.“

“I am still the one that makes you feel better. I’m the one you talk to when life gets rough,” Big Bunny reminded her. “I’m the one who curled up next to the bed with you.” He made a strange sound from his throat. “Not that wolf.”

“Oh, do we have to go there?” She did not want to have that discussion. “I will work it out with Darren.”

“If this worked, you could just stay here.” Big Bunny touched her head and patted it. “No messing with the wolf anymore.”

“What do you mean if it worked?”

“If the baskets work, you could work here using your magic every year.”

“But my magic is limited.” Did he not get that at all? “I don’t know how it happens with you, but I know how it happens with my kind. I have to get that kiss out of me.”

“I have bunny smooched you several times,” he reminded her. “I am Vegan. You’ve never had problems with your magic before.”

“I never had a problem with my taste before either. You are different, great for you. I am not and things are different.” Candy just wanted to go to sleep. Curl up and just go to sleep.

“How?”

“It’s so elementary for my kind.” Candy crawled into bed. “I have to give myself to the wolf to undo the damage.” There, that was one way to put it. Unfortunately, Big Bunny didn’t let that stand. He lifted the sheets off of her.

“Excuse me? What do you mean you have to give yourself to the wolf?” His eyes. Now he had those real red rabbit eyes. For just a few seconds before they moved to emerald green. “Candy, you had better talk to me. You didn’t talk to me last night either and you always do.”

Candy tried to pull the covers back up, but he stopped her again. He wasn’t going to give in. “I’m not like you. My magic is different. Two heavy Sweets and Vegans mix wrong, and I could die. Vegan and Sweet only mix in one way.” She slowly met her eyes. “I can’t ask it of that strange guy, so the wolf will have to work. I’ll figure out how to make him marry me later.”

“What?!”

Candy felt him get under the blankets. He petted her head much like she did him and gave his a smooch on the top of her forehead.

“That is wrong. No way are you going to be with a wolf.”

“Damn it, Big Bunny, what do you want from me?” She tried to make him stop petting her head, but she couldn’t. She had to admit, she enjoyed it. Still.  “The wolf is how I’m going to have to make it.”

“You were going to leverage everything for marriage. Without it, he’ll make you a  concubine to Posh.”

That would be the logical choice.

“No way. You haven’t worked this long to go out like that. I don’t care if you hate my home and want Sweet Meats. Fine, but you won’t end up that way. I swear it, Candy Sweet.” 

* * *
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Cotton adjusted his bowtie before he knocked on the door. He should not be happy about the situation but there was a lighter skip to his step. Candy did not know that her bunny was Cotton. If she did, she would probably freak out. So far, Candy had kept herself in control well, but this might be too much for his little magic user. She needed to see another side of him. Something besides the ‘pet’ she confided and held. If she had feelings for him as Cotton, then maybe she would not go after the wolf. She would stay with him. Not as an owner, but as something more.

He’d had feelings for Candy almost the moment his nose twitched in her direction. All she had was a need to help his adorable butt out. Even with the magic baskets, she was helping him because he was her pet. There was a good chance she didn’t even believe in the apocalypse, she was just doing her duty as a good owner. Making sure he was taken care of after everything fell for her.

Well, it didn’t matter how underhanded it may feel, the ends justified the means. Cotton was now an option, there was more than Darren. 

And there was no way that wolf was laying a paw on Candy.

Cotton held the white lilies in his arms presentably as he knocked on the door.

Candy answered with her hair a mess. It made no difference to him, but as soon as she saw who it had been, she closed the door and shouted she’d be a minute.

It was closer to five minutes before she answered it. “Cotton.”

“Candy.” He giggled. “Hey, Cotton Candy. There’s a strange coincidence.” He held the flowers out to her. “You are right, I needed a good night’s sleep to think about it.” He couldn’t outwardly propose, that would never be right. “My mom used to say that sometimes love found itself in strange ways. I don’t know you, but that doesn’t mean I should take you and then leave you. It also doesn’t mean that I should just leave you.”

Candy took the flowers. “What do you mean?”

“I have no one special in my life, Candy. Each night I will come over and we will get to know each other. If I feel like there is a connection, I will marry you.” Cotton wished he could frame that look on her face. “Divorce, if it didn’t work, is possible. Second chances though, that’s not.”

“Marriage. Really?” She didn’t even bother asking what he did for a living. “Cotton, I-I don’t know what to say. Do you want to come in?”

Tempting but Cotton knew his place. “Tonight I’ll come over around seven. I have to go to work right now. Just keep me in mind.”

“Oh, wait.” Candy reached out her hand to touch his arm. “I never got around to asking your last name.”

“Tai-uh . . .” He went with a human name of Cotton Tail, but that would be too close. “Lor. Taiuhlor. It’s foreign, so everyone just calls me Cotton.” Close call.

“Okay. I-I’ll see you tonight, Cotton.”

***
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“Big Bunny, here, let me see you.” Candy adjusted his the big orange bow she put on him. “Please be good. He could be a potential second chance.”

He was Big Bunny for six months and she never flinched an eye. He is in his human form one day and he already had her if he wanted. He tried not to sound jealous of himself, but getting gussied up in an orange bow all for Cotton? “How do you know he’s better than Darren? You don’t know anything about him. He could be a serial killer.”

Candy let go of the orange bow. “If he wanted to kill me he wouldn’t propose marriage, he’d just take out Darren so I couldn’t save myself. Besides, he seemed sweet, and I did go on a ‘sort of’ date. It’s not like I have much choice, Big Bunny.”

“I have a way out too.” 

“Becoming a rabbit and making magic baskets to stop the almighty apocalypse?” Candy laughed it off. “Being a rabbit would really take some getting used to.”

It wasn’t even a possibility to her. There were actually many places underground where he could be human, but he couldn’t risk taking her while she didn’t know he was Cotton. “Of course, who could ever live like a rabbit?”

“Oh, I didn’t mean it like that. I could,” Candy said meeting her eyes to his. “I could learn if it was necessary. I just don’t think I really belong down there though.”

Big Bunny felt her adjust his bow again. As soon as she turned, he snuck out the back window. Being prepared, he got Cotton’s clothes on and headed to her front door. 

As Cotton, he knocked. He rewarded Candy with a large smile and a box of chocolates. She was supposed to be having trouble with tasting sweet now, so it was a special box made terribly rancid tasting. In his human form, he should only have affected Candy by two or three days so a little extra insurance was needed. If she wanted to taste test something, this would be it. A brand new box of what appeared to be her favorite chocolates. She already thought after that date he was a little light in the head, so forgetting she couldn’t have candy would be expected. 

She took the chocolates and invited him in. “My tastebuds can’t have these yet.” She set them on the counter. “I made spaghetti. Oh, with vegan stuff. I made it out of cucumbers and things.” She moved around the counter and brought it toward him. “I hope you like it.”

“I bet I will.” Cotton took the plate. He’d already got into it more than once when Candy wasn’t looking in his rabbit form. She truly kept it completely vegan, he had been impressed. She ate much less than him as he gave her his madeup story of his home and family life.

She in turn told him about her mother, her relationship with her father, yadda yadda. It was nothing he had not heard as her number one confidante before. Surprisingly though, her bunny was talked about more than anything.

Was he really the only positive thing going on in her life? She talked about how most days all she wanted to do was come home to her pet rabbit and lie beside him. She skipped the talking since she wouldn’t tell a stranger about that. Let Cotton into her life and maybe marriage. Let him know her bunny could talk though was a no-no.

As they spoke, Cotton began to rethink things. Maybe . . .

Was Candy’s ancestral blood still running through her thick enough that she could love him, even as Big Bunny? “You talk a lot about that bunny of yours.”

“I don’t have much else going for me right now,” Candy insisted. “I just . . .” She shrugged.

“Normal people don’t like their pets that much.” Cotton  had to test himself. “If you come to live with me, would this bunny follow along?”

One phrase. Just that one simple phrase was all it really took to see the truth. In his other form, he didn’t see it. She used the word pet. She called him a pet name. He got a collar. But here she was, with someone she believed could take her away from the bad world coming, and . . .

“My bunny is part of me.”

Cotton pushed harder. “It’s a pet. I can stand a cat, maybe a dog. Bunnies are kind of pushing it though, don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t. Are you allergic to them?”

“No.”

“Then if you marry me, it’s settled.”

Cotton tried hard, really hard not to smile as he clinked glasses with her. “Okay. For you, you could bring him. Where is he though?”

“He didn’t seem fond of getting to meet you. He’s quite protective of me.”

“He’s a freaking bunny.”

“Doesn’t matter.” She moved away a moment to find him, but Cotton already knew it was a lost cause. Not wanting her to believe that Big Bunny left, he pretended that he saw something with an orange bow pass by him. 

The rest of the night, Candy stirred conversations more toward Cotton. He changed the names of a lot of things, but told her some things about himself. His dad dying when he was younger. How it made the family business even harder. He told her about his friend Matt and how they met. He even told her why they went to Sweet Meats in the first place.

That caused a strange reaction. “Poured has been madly in love with Stephen since she was fourteen. They are engaged to be married. There is no way she’d flirt with anyone, ever.”

Huh. That was strange. Then why did Matt think he had a chance? Cotton placed it in the back of his mind for now. Before he left, he shook Candy’s hand and said goodbye.
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After he left, Candy headed to the fridge. Now that Cotton was taken care of, and work, she needed to focus on the next thing. She took out some eggs and set them aside as she boiled water. She had just placed the eggs into the boiling water as she saw familiar paws come around the corner. “There you are. You didn’t come out to see Cotton at all.”

“He looked like a jerk.” 

Her bunny would say that. Candy smiled, strolled over to him and picked him up. “Eggs?”

“You hate me.”

“How about a special spaghetti made with carrots?”

“You love me.”

Candy sat him next to the counter to a second dish she had been preparing in secret. Even better than the computer, a spaghetti dish made with finally cut strips of carrots. His absolute favorite. She watched him almost shove his nose into it as she got him a plate and dished it up. “Here you go.” She moved back toward the eggs and took them out one at a time. With Big Bunny consumed with his meal, she set to work getting out some tools she brought from Sweet Meats.

It hit her today while she was working how she could make those little gift baskets stand out. She wasn’t surprised when Big Bunny asked what she was doing. “It’s called killing two birds with one stone. The eggs take up so much room because they stay fresh. You have thousands of them down there. Meanwhile, I decorate a special egg for every table that comes to Sweet Meats. It’s sort of our way to say thanks for stopping by.” She took a brush, dipped it in pink ink and set the egg in an egg stand. Carefully she started to draw lines across it. “It’s unique decoration. Multitudes of these in a basket, and you have something special.”

“Boiled eggs?” Big Bunny didn’t sound half as enthused as he sucked up his carrot spaghetti. 

“The older eggs I would assume are the furthest away from the hens. They’ll never hatch. They are perfect.” She watched his eyes of uncertainty again. “You need to trust me. Candy is a good start, but kids need something special too. Boiled eggs are tough, but oh so yummy.”

“Candy and decorated boiled eggs.” He tried to hide his groan, but Candy heard it regardless. “Even boiled, they’ll bump all around. You’ll need some kind of stuffing.”

“A good point. Nothing too heavy though.” Candy looked around herself. “Cotton?”

“What about him?”

“No, I mean cotton as a filling.” Candy headed to her room where she had a little fake basket. She dumped it. It mostly had some sewing needles and minor things she could easily replace. She brought it out and looked around. “I don’t know if I have cotton.”

Big Bunny munched happily on his large plate of carrot spaghetti, but placed his paws on it. “Here you go.” He pushed down on it. “Even better. Everyone should get carrot spaghetti or cucumber spaghetti. Great if the kid doesn’t like sweets, they can eat the grass. Er, spaghetti.”

Okay, okay. Candy gave into the request. It was soft and the candy and eggs would be supported without moving around so much. “We have to make sure the inside is lined in each basket.

“Great! Because this shredded carrot is something we can make easily on our conveyor belt.” Big Bunny hopped over toward her, standing on his haunches and nestling her chin. “Candy, you’ve been amazing. Will you come back tonight again with me?”

“Yes, but there is still something missing.” Candy looked at the basket. The eggs were great. The candy worked. The only thing missing was something saying who it was from. “Talking bunnies have to be the most magical thing I’ve ever seen, and I’m no child.” Candy touched the basket. “You should let them know. Kids know magic, but intellectual bunnies? What did you say they used to call your great ancestor?”

“Many different things. One of them that stuck the most was Easter Bunny.”

“Then the Easter Bunny. Big Bunny, that should be your brand. The talking bunny who hops around delivering baskets to good boys and girls.” Candy smiled, it was coming together better now.

Big Bunny tilted his head, making his floppy ear flop over his left eye. “How do I do that? Leave a note?”

“No, leave a calling card. Leave a mystery inside the basket somehow.”

“Hmm. Hey, last time we were at the store, they had chocolate animals.” Big Bunny hopped up and down. “The biggest piece of candy, make it similar. Maybe chicks too if we can find any.”

“And wolves?” Candy said it just to rile him up. He acted like he wanted to represent everything, but she doubted wolves would be in the package. “Bunnies and chicks. Let’s go stock up.”

Big Bunny headed toward his usual basket. He couldn’t normally go into a store, but Candy had always taken him anyhow in a giant picnic basket with a cover that opened on both sides. Come to think of it? Candy looked around her apartment. She had all kinds of things for Big Bunny. “Big Bunny?”

Big Bunny shoved his nose out of the basket. It twitched. “Yep?”

Candy picked up the basket. “Do you think I am obsessed with you?” He stuck his head most of the way out of the basket. “I’ve got bedding near every window. I sleep with you at night. I don’t give you regular food, I prepare every meal you eat.” She fidgeted her fingers. “Cotton thought I was obsessed. Am I crazy?”

“See? You are already having problems. Ditch him and come with me.” Big Bunny winked at her and hid himself back in his basket. “Store. Grab as many as you can and let’s head back to the hole. I’ll give you the directions this time.”

“Good because you kidnapping me in a truck didn’t sit well,” Candy said as she headed out the door. 

She cared for her bunny. She wasn’t obsessed. She wasn’t. 
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Candy was so tempted to buy every animal. They even had a giraffe in their chocolate collection. She packed all the rabbits in on the other side of the picnic basket, along with some chicks. She saw the wolves, but knew better. There was something about wolves that Big Bunny truly hated.

“Candy.”

Oh no. Darren Manner walked over toward her. She hid the last piece of chocolate away. “Darren.”

“Your mom told me you kissed a Vegan.” Darren wrapped his arm around her. Candy heard a low growl from her basket. She patted the top to make him hush up. “So?”

“Yes, Posh pushed me. You saw it.” Candy pushed him aside. “Remember, your new fiancé?”

“Oh, that. Well, I don’t know. A ring is a ring.” Darren followed her to the register. “I still really like you more, and I’d like to help out with your Sweet problem.”

“I’m sure.”

“Are you really going to be with a Vegan?” Darren chuckled at her. “I can overcome it. I am Spice, and that is way more powerful than Vegan.”

Once again, Candy patted her growling basket. “Cotton has treated me fine. He’s even offered to marry me if we hit it off first.”

“What?” Darren’s smile wiped clean off his face. “Your momma didn’t tell me that.”

“Momma doesn’t know everything.” Candy took the pieces of chocolate out of the basket and set them on the counter. “He may be Vegan, but he is much sweeter than you.”

Darren grabbed his chest like she stabbed his heart. “Ouch. But hey, I bet he can’t give you the riches I can. I was willing to settle for forty percent. You would be going for ten percent of Sweet Meats to over sixty percent.”

“I share with my mom and my sister, it’s twenty percent each.”

“Still better than what he could give you.” Darren held his hands up. “Fine, I will tell you what. I’ve tasted Posh, fair is fair. Go get your Vegan boy. Then come back, I’ll marry you first, and then we’ll finally taste each other. Agreed?” Darren laid his hand way too close to the basket. He brought it up right away. “Ow!”

“Silly, Darren.” Candy picked up her groceries and stuffed them in the basket. “Baskets don’t bite.” She walked off before anyone else said a word.
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“This was better.” Candy adjusted her rabbit ear as she made her way back down Bunny Hill’s hole. “See? You should have asked me last time instead of kidnapping me.”

“I was afraid you might reject me if you saw me as―”

Candy watched Big Bunny but he stopped. “What? Transform into a human? It shouldn’t be that big of a surprise, I suppose.”

“I didn’t say human. Just, something.”

Candy had expected to head down and see the same veggie conveyor belts working, but the other rabbits were nowhere to be seen. As she got closer through the holes, she could see why.

Somehow, they had duplicated her candy. Hundreds of baskets were being lined with special candies held by each bunny down one conveyor belt. “The hens?” She guessed.

“No, everyone has different powers. That is the result of my mother’s main power,” Big Bunny answered. “That is why we bought all the bars. She can duplicate each to their full extent.”

Along the wall there were already hundreds more baskets. “How many children are in the city?”

“We don’t do just the city.” Big Bunny winked at her as he touched her floppy ear. “We do the world.”

The world? The world?! “How?” She gestured toward the twenty rabbits around them. “You need a much bigger workforce.”

“That isn’t all the bunnies here,” Big Bunny said. “Not even one percent. Rabbits multiply like . . .well, rabbits. You haven’t even touched a full one percent of our little society here.”

Wow. Candy looked behind him as his mother came back around. He talked with her a little, and then his mother wrapped her arms around Candy.

“Carrot grass good, Candy of legend!”

Of course, he must have mentioned the carrot and cucumber sliced spaghetti. Carrot grass, good name for it. Candy felt her head being patted by his mother before she finally let go.

All night long, Candy helped boil eggs, and brushes were actually found for her size (okay, a little larger) to decorate them. Lying them in along with the baskets, others picked up on what she had done too. The cucumber and carrot shredding was easy to mimic with their old conveyor belts.

“Great job.” Big Bunny hopped over by her. “I’m proud of you, Candy.”

Candy tried to hide the strange blush. Her fur was white but she was afraid she might be turning red. For some reason, Big Bunny made her feel funnier the longer she was around him in that form. Rabbit to rabbit, it must have been something to do with that. Surely she didn’t really see him as anything more than her sweet pet. 

Surely. “I would have been a hen.” She looked toward Big Bunny. “If I had been a creature, right?”

“Maybe. Maybe a duck. Who knows?” Big Bunny moved closer to her. She felt his warm, soft furry lip tickle against her floppy ear. “Although, I think you make a fine rabbit.” 

A fine rabbit. She doubted rabbits should be getting that warm beneath their fur or it’d catch on fire.

“Are you okay, Candy?”

“Fine.” How warped was she? Cotton was right. She was obsessed with her rabbit. She might even be . . . “I-I really need to get out of here soon.”

“Sure, we can go home if you are ready.”

We. Yes. When she was human and he was just the cute little rabbit, she was much better off. 
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Wonderland Mafia Part 7: DIMENSION: WONDERLAND
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Shay glanced at Hatter's monitor. This was the spot.

"Over here." Alice's voice sounded a smaller distance away. Shay and Hatter both moved some branches out of the way, and saw her. She was standing beside some kind of distortion wave in midair.

"Is that a caterpillar?" Shay looked toward Hatter who didn’t answer back. Whatever is was, it looked like a hole back home. Shay approached it slowly. After fifteen long years, home was just a jump away. 

"Before you jump for joy, you must remember some key things," Alice warned her. "You must never come back to Wonderland. Ever."

"Wait." Shay held up her hand. "You never told me who you wanted the father to be. I mean, might be." Oops. Slip.

"Who I wanted? I thought you were pregnant?”

“Oh.” Hatter rolled his eyes. “The charade is over, I had Shay tested. She isn't pregnant, nor does she want to be. Just scoot over and let her go home in peace.”

“She's not?”

“No.”

“Are you positive?”

“Yes, just move.”

Alice hit her head. "Well, then I suggest you run!" she yelled as her figure began to wave and roaring was heard behind her.

Hatter grabbed Shay's hand and they began to run. 

"How, but that was―!"

"It's all hologram, someone must have found Alice and started intercepting using her frame image," Hatter said. "Just keep running!" Growls and roars were heard behind, along with several branches snapping. Shay could have sworn she heard falling trees. If they got them, there would be no escape. 

"I hate to do this, but we need to get out!" Hatter pulled Shay to the right. It was a different direction than they had come from. They shortly reached a cliff. When Shay looked down, she almost stumbled backwards. They were ten times higher than they were over the acid water. A full river and the forest could be seen below, appearing as small as children's toys.

Hatter pulled at a vine hard, putting all his weight on it. "Come on, quick. Hold onto me, not the vine."

Shay looked back hearing the stampede coming closer. She watched Hatter pull both their hats off and place them on a loop on his bottoms. "Is this the only way?" If the vine wasn't strong enough, it could snap and that would be it. If it wasn't long enough, they wouldn't reach the other side. If they stayed, they would be ripped to pieces. She grabbed onto him and the vine, reality wouldn't allow her the luxury of choice.

Watching someone play jungle boy was more fun than being one. As Hatter and Shay ran off the cliff and jumped, gravity pulled against them. Holding on tight, Shay fought gravity to keep holding on. They soared over the river, but the vine wasn't going to reach. Expecting to swing back, Shay closed her eyes and screamed as she felt Hatter let go of the vine. 

Instead of hitting the ground, the impact rush was slow. Opening her eyes, she saw his umbrella, helping them onto the other side. 

It wasn't a gentle ride by any means. Shay and Hatter hit the ground and rolled. Their bodies ached, and were probably bruised. As they looked toward the direction they came from, they saw how close it had been.

The forest had been smashed to bits. Alien monsters the size of giants batted at the trees across from them in frustration.

Shay didn't move. Nothing could follow them over. Hatter didn't rest long though and grabbed her hand. "A minute longer?"
Hatter closed his umbrella with a quick swing of his right hand. "No one said evil can't fly." That simple reminder from Hatter motivated to move her aching body once more. "Don't go too fast," Hatter warned her as he placed his umbrella away. "I have no idea where we are and we can't go back the way we came." He kicked a rock. "We need to find another way out to another caterpillar to your exact dimension."

"Alice," Shay said softly. "Gone."

"Probably." Hatter unattached their hats from his side and he placed his back on as well as hers. He took a quick glance around.

Shay joined him. Darkness. Neither one knew the area. What would they do? Shay was about to start forward, but Hatter placed his hand out in front of her. She looked toward him in surprise until she heard it too. A snapped stick.

"Honey Darling, don't be scared."

The last person in the world Shay expected to hear. Ever. All the way in the heart, away from any kind of civilization? No, she must be hearing things, he wouldn't. He couldn't.

Preston came out of the darkness, checking his monitor. "Right on schedule, dear." He took one look at her. "I suppose you would not be so spiffy after days out here."

“No way.” There was no way this imposter was Preston. 

"Honey Darling, are you talking to me?" Preston held up the contract. "I am still your contractor." 

"How did you get way out here?" Hatter accused him. He pulled Shay over closer, holding her hand tighter.

"There is more than one way to travel through treacherous terrain." Preston dusted himself off. "I should have stayed for the appointment. You never would have run nor gone through all this fuss. Very sorry, Honey Darling. We can go home shortly after a visit."

"Back to that Industry?" Hatter took a step back, bringing her with him. "You know that your pig tried to kill her.”

"Misunderstanding that has been taken care of." Preston walked over toward Shay. "There is nothing to fear. I have even done some research on some primitive cribs. They are kept more as collectibles, expensive but precious. Don't you think?"

Shay blinked once. "I'm not pregnant. I would be human, with a baby. Isn't that some kind of threat?"

"Ah, you were a large threat perhaps, but my Queen of Hearts knows more than she shares. No, as soon as I talked to her, I found the surprise. There is a reason she wanted me to choose you over the others, besides the direct approach." Preston breathed on his glasses. "You do understand that you are no longer considered human anymore?"

"What do you mean I'm not human?" Shay asked.

"You are a willing slave. Your human DNA matters not officially, you are considered a contract girl. Less than human. Our child will be as well. Dear, there is a reason I have more respect given to me than the average human vermin brought here." He placed his glasses back on. "I am Constantine Rait."

"Who is Constantine Rait?" Shay asked once more. This time, Hatter spoke.

"The White Rabbit." Hatter glared at Preston. "He worked for the queen a century ago." He lifted his eyebrow toward him. "So, what is this? The Queen is still around and loved you so much she made you younger with a longer lifespan, White Rabbit?" 

"I prefer Preston Carrington. Times have changed, it sounds more professional these days." Preston tried to grab Shay's hand. "We are having a baby. My queen has dictated as such.” 

"You're not human? B-but..." Shay's lip trembled.

"Don't be silly. DNA wise, I am as human as you, stumbled much earlier than Alice. I simply saw the need and place I needed to be. A bungling extra like Alice I was not. Beside the Queen of Hearts? Truly, that was where I stood." 

“Why a baby?”

“HUMANA will get off our backs. Also, my queen says the baby will be a gift. Be courteous when we meet her." He bowed sensibly to Hatter. "Thank you for taking care of her, Honey Darling could not have survived without you. I have no idea how you appeared in this time, but in appreciation, I shall let you come with us." Preston began to leave into the trees.

"But . . ." Shay looked toward the ground, to the back of Preston, and then toward Hatter. His head hung low. "Hatter?"

"He's the White Rabbit. He's got holes all over Wonderland. He’s been making them for centuries." Hatter's voice was low, almost depressed. "We better go. I know the White Rabbit better than I want to. That's him."

Shay agreed, but she didn't want to believe it. Why not though? Everything resolved itself. She could go back to her lovely home, she was no longer in danger, and she could have a child in a healthy living environment. A child, yeah, a child. With Preston. The White Rabbit. 

She followed Hatter out into the darkness. Preston waited beside some vines and a rock.

"I apologize for the accommodations, Honey Darling. I do not often need to travel this way." He scooted the rock out of the way and a small door remained. He reached into his pocket and unlocked it. "Let's hurry, I am behind schedule as it is. This so-called adventure has made me miss days of work. Not always forgivable."

The White Rabbit. Shay took Preston's hand and started to proceed down the whole. She had made a contract with the White Rabbit? He was Torah's brother though. He would be centuries old, even older than Alice. How? "Preston, I don't understand. Torah is―"

"―my very great grandniece," Preston quickly said. "Having family to keep me company was supposed to keep me humane over time. It was fate she was abducted, and her grandmother before her. Honestly, I can tell no difference. Since she is becoming older as well, I suppose they decided a son or daughter would do for companionship."

"So what, they couldn't even bother telling you about it?" Hatter's voice was as angry as Shay wanted hers to be. "Just up and let's get her pregnant? I've gone through days in the heart, for what?"

"A nice surprise? No need for me to know unless I asked. I do not pretend to understand the Queen of Hearts. I simply do as I am told. I only rank a little higher than regular human vermin on Wonderland." Preston walked through the tunnels with ease. "We shall be arriving at the acid water soon, and then we will jump to another door."

"How did you appear to Alice?" Shay walked beside Preston timidly as she asked her question. "The tale said she followed you to Wonderland."

"No, no. She was abducted, same as everyone else. The only problem had been she had seen me entering into one of my door holes. She tried to follow me down each hole I went through. Quite annoying, I ended up taking her to the heart so she would finally die and I could get back to her majesty. A double bonus."

"You willingly took her there?" Shay didn't know what to say. The heart was no place for such a young girl. "She could have died."

"Oh no, that cursed Cheshire helped her out. Made me feel a fool in front of the queen when she came back. No mere human should see the queen. Like rats in a beautiful castle, they are unwanted." Preston glanced at her. "Not you of course, Honey Darling. You help with chores and you are company. Now you will even bear the next White Rabbit for the queen."

"That she doesn’t even get to decide about." Hatter's voice was guttural. Vicious. 

"She is mine under contract and no longer any business of yours. You will be compensated for your help," Preston insisted. "Not by much, it will be out of my own creds. I am not that worthy. What say you, Honey Darling? Fifty creds? Would you like to donate some of yours to the funny Mad Hatter? It was your life on the line, not mine."

Fifty creds. She was worth fifty creds again. Shay wanted to crawl into a hole alone and never come out. Now she understood why Preston wanted to feel human. Why he wanted to have an Earth like home, yet he could never reach her on an emotional level. Wonderland had changed him. He was some immortal slave, created and made to work for the queen. Was it willing at first? Was it his duty or die? Or did he strive to become this?

She couldn't even bare to look at Hatter. For a moment, she had imagined they both could have gone home. Now, only Hatter would. Alice was only a con, a ruse to get her though. Nothing she said was probably true. Hatter wasn't human, he was right. She was nuts. Still, Hatter was more decent than Preston could ever be.

The life she chose. This was the life she really chose?

Hatter walked behind the couple. He tried to keep his anger down, but there was nothing worse than risking your life for nothing. Even Alice? Her words were meaningless. Human. Being human, what a joke. There was no way he'd believe someone who thought Wonderland was interested in planets and not dimensions. But, when Shay had half believed that, that hostility between them ebbed away. He could swear she had actually seemed happy to be around him. Now that he was back to nonhuman, she'd never look at him the same way.

They continued a ways until Preston stopped next to another door. He unlocked it. They were on the other side of the acid water. "Almost there. You would be surprised how much faster you get where you are going through the holes than on the surface. Much safer too." He stopped to look at his monitor. "I will scout ahead real quick. Stay here."

Hatter waited, leaning against the door. The royal holes were a mystery, it would have been nice to know about them. He glanced toward Shay, catching her looking at him too. "Everything worked out."

Her eyes didn't dance with happiness. "I guess. At least you can go home now. A kid too, what a privilege for me. Next White Rabbit."

"Yeah, sorry it didn't work out the way you wanted it to." Hatter looked directly at her. "Alice was most likely lying about everything. She was nuts. I'm not a human." 

"I don't care," Shay said. She smiled at him. "You're wonderful, human or not, Hatter."

Why did she have to say that? It was hard enough letting the White Rabbit take her back to their comfy, cozy home. This was perfect. He got her out of trouble, and back where she belonged. He could return to Cheshire and finally go back to the time where he truly belonged.

Why did it feel more like a failure though?

"It is fine. Come, Honey Darling." Preston held his hand to her and Shay took it. Hatter slumped slightly and began to tag along until he heard something from his monitor. It wasn't clear at all. He looked at it again. Oh, not now. "What do you want?"

"That was not me. I was intercepted," Alice said.

"Of course, yeah, interception. Don't worry, everything turned out fine." His voice came out roughly on fine. "Her master was the White Rabbit. Couldn't bother telling me that? Or that Shay was no longer considered human since she was under contract? Yeah, that should have made her useless to you so why did you go after her?" He couldn't help his anger. Where was Cheshire? He wanted to go home, now.

"The White Rabbit lies, but he does not know it. Hatter, the Queen of Hearts wants Shay. You have dealt with Liggens, acid water, and several monsters. You are up against the worst monster of all. Lies. Be smart."

Hatter wanted to ignore her. She was crazy. She never got anything right. 

"Chantal rescued her from the hospital, giving her own life for a cause. You saw her. She would not do it for a trick. The queen will make Shay Austin sign her rights away. You mustn't―!"

Hatter turned the monitor off, ignoring the noise. That's all it was. Made up noise.

"Uh?" Shay was expecting when they came out, that they would be out of the heart. Maybe even farther out of the forest. Instead, in front of her she faced a magnificent castle. White with a giant red heart painted over it. "Dear?"

"Just some last minute settling. Feel honored, Honey Darling. You are about to meet the true ruler." Preston took her hand and headed forward. All three of them walked on a golden winding road. The castle slowly became nearer, its gigantic size becoming larger. As they approached, a drawbridge was dropped for them. 

Preston let go of Shay's hand and led the way through the front of the castle and bowed as he approached a woman.

Shay tried hard not to think of the fairytale because things were never the same. Alice had never painted the queen with a kind brush though, and she had definitely been lying. Her body would have made super models on Earth jealous. Her bosoms rose high in a beautiful black dress, trimmed in red. Her lips were a luscious red and her eyes sparkled a brilliant shade of blue. Her hair was not red, but blonde. She stood up from her chair, and sashayed over slowly. Even her obedient subjects had each kept one eye open as she passed by.

"My White Rabbit." Her voice was sultry as she placed her hand on Preston's head. Her eyes suddenly focused on Shay. "You. Honey Darling, Preston's contractee. You have met the troublesome Alice, haven't you?"

"Hologram," Shay admitted.

"Hologram is enough to see her lies." The queen held her hand out to one of her subjects, and they handed her a piece of paper. "There is nothing to fear in Wonderland, least of all me. After you sign this paper, you can go home with my White Rabbit. Go and have a child in peace." She petted Preston on the head again. "Raise it with the same sense of dedication, Preston. Another White Rabbit will be of benefit to Wonderland."

Shay took the piece of paper the queen gave her and read it. "I officially declare myself a slave and nonhuman?"

"Yes, and forget the fine print. Probably too small for your little eyes anyhow. This is simply to ensure that a baby will not cause any trouble to the crown," the queen said.

Crown. Shay looked around, expecting to see others. Wonderland was supposed to have top leaders, not a queen. That was only in the fairytale. She looked back at the paper. If she had already been deemed nonhuman, why did she have to sign this? “If I am already considered unfit, why do I need to sign?”

"Smart little grub, aren't you?" The queen's temper however, had not been over embellished. "Fine, it didn't take, which is a shame, but the next one will. Or the next one. Or the next one. White Rabbit, command her to sign it and then take her."

"Sign it," Preston said firmly.

"But . . ." Shay took a utensil given to her to sign the paper. "What about Earth? Take me where?"

"What about some stupid little planet? I don't care about something so minor." The queen held her head high and addressed Preston again. “I gave her to you for a reason. Keep taking her every day until she bears it. No amount of magic is going to stop me.”

What? Take her every day?!

“What is the holdup? You are a contract girl, chosen for Preston. Surely you understand the matter? No more chance of death, just go raise my next White Rabbit. Disobey me and . . .just sign." The queen grinded her teeth against each other.

Shay turned to look at Hatter for support, but he was gone. She turned around, but he was nowhere to be seen. "Where'd he go?"

"I don't care, just sign!" the queen yelled. "I am an impatient woman, I have no time for a mere human slave. Hurry it up! Preston, command her!"

It didn't feel right. Why did she have to sign this? Preston commanded her to sign, she must obey. But, why? If she was deemed nonhuman, then why? She wanted to know more. "Where are the other leaders?"

"Oh, what other leaders?" The queen reached over and grabbed her hand. "Do you really think Wonderland is ruled in some kind of democracy? It only fools the people and takes the pressure off of me. Some do come around, suspecting me. Eventually, everyone gives up. I am simply an embellished fairytale." She grabbed Shay's hand and pressed it to the paper. "There is no choice. Sign."

Hatter had already taken position. It was clear that Shay wasn't going to be treated the best, but he had no say so over it. He wandered away from the Queen of Heart's vision, but watched the sordid scene. Sign her rights away and taken every day? Like some kind of animal? 

HUMANA was lower than scum. They had messed with his kind more than once. He had little pity for the woman dying in the street, she chose her own fate. Shay had also chosen her fate when she signed. Yet . . .he pulled out his weapon and aimed it at the queen. “Shay, back of the hat!”

She fidgeted around a moment before he could tell she grasped it. The queen and Preston were both staring at him, so she took her chance and stabbed the queen's hand.

No one checks the lining in the back of a large hat for a knife. As the queen screamed, Hatter fired near them. Shay ran off toward him. There wouldn't be much time before her guards were called. He fired on one of the stained glass windows. Shay ran up beside him. 

“There's no way out.”

“There's always a way.” Hatter grabbed his umbrella in one hand and Shay in the other. He jerked the umbrella twice, hitting a small lever on the side. The top expanded its looping room and it extended its height. “Jump as far as you can!” With them both jumping, he threw the loop over the tree nearby, catching a low hanging branch. “Quickly.”

Shay scrambled up. Hatter helped himself up, adjusted his umbrella back to normal and grabbed her hand. Moving down the tree as fast as possible, they held the umbrella to make the last jump without breaking their legs.

Shay looked behind them. "The guards are still following us."

"Let them, they won't long." Hatter headed straight into the darkest woods. Who knew the true ruler actually lived in that frightening area?

"I don't understand anything anymore. HUMANA wants me pregnant. The Queen of Hearts wants me pregnant. Others want me dead." Shay shook her head. "Where are we even running to?"

"Right now, away." That's all Hatter could say. He was trying to figure it out in his mind. Alice had warned him what would happen, so that one on the monitor had been real. The one at the caterpillar, it had not been. It should have been the enemy since monsters had come out. Yet, Preston arrived shortly after with the news everything was safe.

He was as confused as Shay. Who was right and who was wrong? He watched Shay lean against a tree, trying to keep herself together. She moved some of her hair out of her face exhaustingly.

"What?" Shay gestured to her clothes. "I can't return to the Industry like this. We can't survive in the heart forever. We don't know where we are. Preston is going to follow the Queen of Hearts orders. We have no caterpillar or a way back." She rubbed her head and smacked it on the tree. "I am sorry, Hatter. This trip hasn't been anything but a pain for you. Call Cheshire. I'll personally request you be sent back to your time. This is my mess."

"No. We will figure it out." Hatter gestured to his monitor. "Alice's signal is on this side. I don't think she tricked us, I think they knew where the caterpillar was and took it from there. If we follow the signal maybe this time we'll get lucky."

"Lucky? Lucky how, what does it matter?" Shay looked around herself. "You've never even been out here."

"Because if we know who to trust, we have an inkling on who to believe. Right now, it's a gamble. There's no one to trust, at all." He looked toward her up and down. "Do you suspect me too?"

"No." Shay picked herself up off the tree. "No, you are the one constant I do believe in now."

Hatter's lips tugged up a little. "I no longer scare you a little?"

Shay almost laughed. "Only your sympathetic approach. Whacking people over the head with truth isn't a method I appreciate." She looked from her left to right. "Which way?"

Alice. They both had no choice but to believe in her. They waited beneath a tree, Hatter double checking the position. "Come on, Alice, we've had a hard enough day!"

This time, instead of the cute little girl that always appeared, a woman did. An elderly woman. Her skin was wrinkled, and she had brown spots all over her. She didn't wear a blue dress, but a nightgown. Her shoes were blue slipper shoes. Her eyes were a faded out blue, tired with eyelids almost closed. She opened her mouth to speak.

"Hologram has been lost."

The real Alice stood before them.

"Immortality, huh?" Hatter almost joked. 

"Cheshire has taken all his power back, don't mock me." Alice swung her long white hair. 

"Sour memories as a living body not working for him anymore? Not surprising. If we are judging on appearance and hostility, are you sure you're not a witch?" Hatter couldn't help himself. It had been a stressful day, and Alice did deserve it for all the ploys.

Alice's jaw dropped. "Rude. Beauty just attained you what from the Queen of Hearts?" 

"It's your fault we even ended up there." Shay wasn't going to be silent about that. "The Queen of Hearts wanted me to have a baby with Preston. Right that second. I deserve to know the whole story."

"I admit, it was an inconvenience." Alice groaned, almost in hopelessness. "I am sorry. I am of the belief that people make rash decisions easier when they are given at the last minute. When they have time to think things through, the correct action is not always taken."

"What's that have to do with anything?"

"Everything." Alice touched her forehead. "It matters not anymore. Without the caterpillar, the White Rabbit chasing you, and stuck within the heart, it's over. You cannot escape." She shrugged her shoulders. "I've tried this twice, but there isn't enough time anymore."

"Wait, what are you saying?" Shay moved closer to the hologram. "You're just giving up on me?"

"There is no other free caterpillar, they know about all the others. You would need to use the one a hundred miles from here, and that's not anywhere near your dimension. Plus, you are in a contract with the White Rabbit. His holes are everywhere. He will find you in five minutes." Alice hung her head. "I am not an eight year old peppy determined child. I'm not even a human, Hatter is right. I'm a rolled up ball of memories. I don't know what I am. I have finally dragged down even Cheshire too far. Oh, well." She shrugged. 

"What was the plan?" Hatter asked as he approached closer too. "What, besides the caterpillar?"

"Does it matter?" Alice gestured toward Hatter. "You should have gone with her in the caterpillar and watched her until the time to go home."

"Me? When did I get picked to get dragged to some other dimension?" Hatter crossed his arms. "It's illegal for me to leave Wonderland. The punishment is decapitation."

"I didn't stop any males being gutted. It would cause problems in ownership, and I wanted it as simple as possible." Alice gestured toward Hatter. "I didn't think being dead for a century, you would have minded. You were after all, supposed to be dead."

Alice finally dropped it. She started to disappear as she shook her head. "Determination only goes so far anymore. At least I tried..."

Both Hatter and Shay leaned against a tree.

"I knew it, oh I knew it.” Hatter banged his head. “DNA centers, getting sent to this time, it made perfect sense. Ridiculous though. They should thank their lucky stars it didn't work. Fatherhood, beneath my nose, I would've . . .” He groaned. “You cannot get caught by HUMANA.”

I am not getting caught by the Queen of Hearts either.” Shay stared above herself. “Stuck in the heart. Dead or taken. What do we do?”

“Perhaps try the caterpillar a hundred miles away?”

Hatter and Shay both stood up as Cheshire appeared in the tree right above them.

“You.” Hatter pointed straight at him. “You couldn't outright say 'the Queen of Hearts still rules'? It would have saved us time.”

“Ah, so now you know Alice and the Queen of Hearts. You also know about Shay's little problem?”

“Yeah.” Shay tried to grab his tail. “This is ridiculous, why am I the one that everyone wants to get pregnant? I go home to Preston, I am looking at trouble. I get caught by HUMANA―”

“―and I am looking for trouble,” Hatter finished for her. “If I had known about this, I would have taken out HUMANA myself.”

“Calm down, they don't have anything anymore,” Cheshire said as he swung around on the branch, up and down, up and down. “Shay and Hatter, oh so sweet. What trouble in fate will you meet?” He stopped swinging around and leaned against the tree, upside down against gravity. “Think of everyone you met.”

“Alice, who was off her rocker. Clearly memories you whipped up out of lonesome boredom. The queen who has clearly not changed. The White Rabbit, who is still loyal only to the queen,” Hatter answered.

“And they all want Shay and you.”

“Just me for the Queen of Hearts,” Shay said slumping against the tree. “Why am I even bothering talking to a cat anymore? We are nowhere, Hatter. We're stuck.”

“No, she'd take Hatter to kill any day if she knew Five was him.”

“Because we can what, save a human world?” Hatter tried not to laugh, but was unsuccessful. “The queen has full access to different dimensions, what does she care about a little world?”

“Bigger.”

“Bigger than a world?” Hatter crossed his arms, letting his umbrella hang through his fingers. “A dimension?”

“Bigger thinking.”

“Many dimensions,” Hatter answered.

Cheshire smiled. “Getting closer.”

“That's not it? Bigger than many dimensions?” Hatter moved away from the tree, walking and thinking. What was bigger than many dimensions? “This isn't about a single world like Alice said, but we are important.”

“Yes.”

What could it be? “The only thing that's important to the Queen of Hearts is power. Mess with her, off with the head.” Hatter made a slicing sound against his neck. 

“Her power comes from controlling people like me.” Shay moved away from the tree as well. She wandered over a few feet, staring at the next tree. “People abducted away from their friends and families, forced to live and survive in Industry with mere creds. Take us away and she wouldn't have as much power.”

“Take away the dimensions, she wouldn't have others to take from,” Hatter said rephrasing for her. “Cheshire, you said that wasn't quite it though. Wonderland has always been opened to several dimensions.”

“Yes, and when they were just nuisances that let others through exploring the world and returning back, it wasn't such a bad thing,” Cheshire pointed out. “After Alice created her story though, so many more visitors showed up. The queen saw the money that could be had, and when those visitors lost interest, she just plundered them. Found new uses.”

“The slaves of entertainment,” Shay said softly. “If we die, we are easily replaced.”

“Yes, but the magical beings wanted to fight back. Non-magical beings were easy to control.”

“Making them the perfect slaves,” Hatter answered. “Still, even that little girl Alice discovered some magic of Wonderland.”

“That's why she eliminated everything magical she could in Wonderland.” Cheshire swished his tail. “We are all only memories now. The only reason your kind survived, Hatter, is because you looked like one of the most common slaves of them all: humans.”

“Still she used Alice's story, changed it, and made everyone else out there think my kind were demented.” Hatter grabbed the brim of his hat. “I turned that to our benefit, but there are still so little of us. My kind are almost extinct.” Hatter moved back toward Cheshire. “How are Shay and I a threat to all of that?”

“Well, an interference of different dimensions meeting every once in awhile is okay, but everything is connected like . . .” Cheshire stretched his hand toward Hatter's bag and the original top flowed out like water toward him. “Like a shirt. Nice and sewn, uniform, but too much crossover?” The shirt stretched itself to the sides until every piece flew into different directions. 

“Rip apart? The dimensions will rip apart?” Hatter took his hat off and scratched his head. “She has brought millions in.”

“The fabric is already tearing. Dimensions have already been lost and trust me. You do not want to know how they get there.” Cheshire sighed. “You two are the key to it all. In some dimensions, there are couples that can cross. Their union saves their dimension from shredding, and makes the shirt last that bit longer.”

“Couples can cross?” Shay asked. “Does that have something to do with us?”

“Yes. If you two cross, then it's the end. The shirt stops stretching and . . .” All the pieces that were torn were put back together, recreating the shirt. “The dimensions that were accessed through Wonderland will be sealed off forever, and Wonderland can go back to the way it used to be.”

“And . . .” Hatter leaned against the tree. “The queen would rather destroy everything, including herself, than lose that power.”

“Exactly.”

“So if I have a baby with Preston?” Shay asked.

“The ultimate end, but that doesn't matter.” Cheshire grinned at Shay. Strangely. “You saw the queen in person. She keeps a close eye on HUMANA, which was involved with you. She clearly had access to the test herself.”

“Okay. I don't think I like where this is going.” Hatter glared at Cheshire, while Shay just approached the cat closer in curiosity.

“Why, where is this going?” Shay looked the cat up and down before speaking again. “What have you not told us?”

“Have you not seen what I can do?” Cheshire scoffed as he disappeared and reappeared on Shay's shoulder. “If I can do all this, don't you think I can manipulate a simple pair of results?”

Oh no. Oh no, he didn't! “Cheshire!”

“Yes, Hatter?”

“You . . .” 

“I am not responsible for HUMANA, that was Alice's thing. Our interests simply coincided.”

That was why. That was why Cheshire didn't say a word, so Hatter had to run an early test. It was why Shay and Hatter had to come out to the heart to see the Queen of Hearts personally. 

It was the reason that Hatter tried to grab Cheshire off Shay's shoulder to choke him. Unfortunately, Cheshire disappeared in time.

“I am not responsible.”

“You knew they were doing it, don't lie!” Hatter yelled at him. He gestured toward Shay. “All this time, you knew!” Shay's expression was half between understanding and half in denial. 

“Now, now.” Cheshire appeared with his face in the tree again. “Had the queen known and not believed, she would have outright killed poor little Shay. All is not lost, you two simply need to survive nine months. That's it.”

The word nine months was the last straw for Shay as she covered her face. It was true. Cheshire lied, deceived, and even left Alice in the full dark. 

Hatter didn't say much else, but the emblem on his umbrella was growing a radiant red she had never seen. None of the three spoke for several minutes.

Shay slouched back to the tree. “I'm pregnant.”

“With a baby that will save us from the oncoming apocalypse,” Cheshire added. He swished his tail once, but this time, Hatter used his umbrella to gain leverage. Feeling himself being pulled by his tail, Cheshire hissed in Hatter's hand. “Don't grab a cat by the tail!”

“You knew and you could have stopped it!”

Cheshire disappeared and reappeared in the tree again, this time holding his poor tail. He caressed it soothingly. “Such a bully. You used to be much nicer before you joined the Wonderland Mafia.”

Shay turned away as she caught Hatter's look a second. Now what? She was still owned by Preston, but she was carrying Hatter's baby. The key to ending everyone's misfortune brought on by the Queen of Hearts.

Simple her. Five foot four woman carrying the fate of everything inside of her. 

Cheshire came to her shoulder again. “A bit much?” He disappeared as soon as Hatter tried to grab him again. “Will you stop that? My poor little tail still hurts.”

“What do we do?” Shay finally asked.

“There is a caterpillar one hundred miles unguarded. I can take you straight there. It will take you to a kinder dimension. The inhabitants will not be unwelcoming. Three hours there and enough time will have passed that the queen gives up looking in the forest. The heart cannot be survived in for too long after all. Hatter returns back to his post, and a new original will stay by his side.” 

“Do you know how risky that is?” Hatter growled at him. “I may look different when I am in Industry, but one good look straight at my face and she'll know.”

“Shay walked around with someone for hire as her guide. A rumor that someone left hanging around,” he said slyly, “said the secret was in the heart. She doesn't know about you, Hatter, or me. I keep myself tucked away well. I have to. I'm the last real magical element around here anymore.”

“You haven't talked to anyone?”

“No one but Alice. She did get away once, but the Queen of Hearts wanted her back. She escaped her clutches with my help but the magic was gone that would help her get back home.” Cheshire faded away. “Humans have such short lives, but when expanded you end up with something like the White Rabbit. I couldn't bear to do that.”

“After she died, you wrapped up the memories you knew into something like her.” Hatter waited to see if he would reappear. “I knew that girl wasn't the same kind of annoying. Memories can't replace, Cheshire.”

“No, but when you've kept yourself hidden for a hundred years, they are at least company.” Cheshire still didn't reappear. “Memories with no direction, she was sad and bitter. Created her own little world in her mind. Created HUMANA. Nothing like the little Alice I knew.”

“Highly annoying.”

“Which I loved about her.” Cheshire finally appeared on the tree again. “There. The truth is laid out before you now. I can see into the future of other dimensions, it's what my kind have always done. Yet, I cannot see the future of this one. Oh, the bitter irony.” He disappeared again and this time stayed gone.

Shay didn't move from her spot beneath the tree. She had listened to everything, but it was all just details. It didn't change or help her any. She was pregnant and the baby's birth meant everyone lived. If it died, then everyone died. 

Everything would die.

She watched as a hand appeared in front of her. 

“Come.”

Shay looked around herself. She was no longer against a tree. Ahead of them was a strange metal contraption that waved up and down like a gigantic caterpillar. From the top, blue smoke escaped. Hatter's hand grabbed hers and helped her up.

“Come,” he repeated holding her hand tightly. He moved toward the back of the caterpillar and let go of her hand. On it was a metal steering wheel that resembled a pirate's wheel on a ship. He used his strength to turn it. He was sweating and it took several minutes before it began to budge. Once it became loose, the door opened.

Inside there was a radiating blue light coming from a whirlpool of clouds. 

“To keep residents from jumping in, centuries ago these annoyances were locked up in caterpillars.” Hatter grabbed her hand again and led her to it. “On the other side is another dimension. Three hours.”

Shay didn't say anything, but Hatter squeezed her hand tighter.

“Concentrate. I am not liking this situation any more than you,” he said. “Survival, that's what it's about. Take one day at a time, Shay Austin. We will get through this. Are you ready?”

She wasn't ready for anything. Her stomach was tied up in knots. A day at a time. Think a day at a time. First, she would hide for a short time in another dimension. Then, she would become a part of the Wonderland Mafia. Yeah, sure. One day at a time. 

DIMENSION: THE NORTH POLE

“More cocoa?”

Shay looked at the mug being offered to her, but raised her hand to object as she moved closer to the fireplace. When she jumped through the dimension hole, she didn't know what to expect. The last thing she could ever think of though was elves at the North Pole gladly giving her cocoa. When they appeared, they were taken to Santa Claus first. Hard to believe it was him at first, he was so young. He welcomed them, shook their hand, and had them wait where they were now.

Hatter didn't get too close to the fire, nor did he get offered cocoa. He wasn't in a good mood, but that was understandable. Shay didn't feel like singing Christmas songs either.

Another dimension. They couldn’t really be speaking the same language were they? Yet, Shay and Hatter understand everyone with perfect clarity. Odd. Shay watched the young Santa open the doors and come into the room. 

“Sorry about the wait, I needed to take care of my list.” He shook Shay and Hatter's hands. “The North Pole doesn't get many visitors, and the last one didn't feel us with warm news.” He ignored their eye contact directly. “You came through another dimension hole?”

Hatter nodded. “We need to spend three hours here. That's it and we can leave your home.”

“Why three hours?” Santa asked. 

Shay didn't want to touch the subject. “It's personal.”

“Oh. Well, okay.” Santa looked as another person came through the door. She was just as young as him. “Carrie, these are some visitors. Could you show them around a bit?”

“Visitors?” The woman closed the door and approached Santa. “Kris, how can you have visitors?”

You. Shay caught that word. Carrie dressed like the others, but with that sentence, it was clear to see she didn't feel like she was a part of the North Pole. Who was she?

“A dimension hole was reopened. Don't worry, it's fine.” Santa gestured her over toward Shay. “I need to get back to work, Carrie.”

“Of course you do.” Carrie looked toward Shay and held out her hand. “Carrie Childers.”

“And who exactly are you?” Hatter finally spoke.

“Oh.” Carrie gestured to herself. “I'm sort of the Mrs. Claus.”

“How can you sort of be a Mrs. Claus?” Shay asked curiously. She hadn't seemed that comfortable around Santa, and neither had he been comfortable around her.

“Is there anything in particular I can do for you?” Carrie said, avoiding the question. “The workshops? Would you like a cookie? I am learning better in that area, the Mrs. Claus before me has a vast amount of recipes for them.”

“Yes, food.” Hatter stepped up toward Carrie. “Shay is pregnant and hasn't eaten right for days.”

Shay wanted to glare at Hatter for that. Did he have to spill everything to these strangers?

“You're pregnant? I'm sorry, I didn't know.” Carrie gestured behind her. “We have several things besides cookies, many things to eat. Let's get you taken care of. Are you sure you only need three hours? Do you have a place to stay after this, adequate warmth?”

Well. It was nice to have someone being kind to her again. 

“We have a place,” Hatter remarked quickly. “Three hours is all we need.”

“Okay, yes, to the kitchen then.” Carrie led the way through several halls. “I am still learning the layout, but I know the way to the kitchen well. I've only recently moved in with Kris.”

“Kris?” Hatter asked curiously.

“Yes, Kris Kringle.” Carrie reached a large pair of doors and opened them. “Anything at all, please enjoy.”

Shay moved into the room and watched as people came out with trays of food. She sat down next to Hatter, seeing everything. 

Food. Real food. Not instant mush. Not creamed meat. It was turkey, chicken, and lasagna. 

“The elves often bring down some of their food.” Carrie sat down on the other side of Shay. “If you are a vegetarian, I can have them bring something else?”

“Oh no, no,” Shay insisted as she grabbed a plate. Her stomach was growling just looking at it. Real food. Carrie helped to serve the two of them and then left the room to let them eat alone.

Shay could barely keep herself from grabbing a chunk of real meat and tearing into it like an animal. Real meat. So sensuous, so delicious in her mouth. She didn't even look at Hatter, but he probably thought she wasn't being very ladylike. Especially since some of the juice squirted on his left hand.

He grabbed a napkin and rubbed it off. “Hungry much?”

Shay lifted her mouth away from it long enough to talk. “I've been through hell and just got sent to heaven temporarily. I'll enjoy it for all it's worth.” She went right back to eating.

“Are you sure you can't stay longer?” Carrie asked Shay as they shook hands goodbye.

“Our time is different, we've stayed long enough. Come, Shay.” Hatter tipped his hat toward Carrie before grabbing Shay's hand.

“Wouldn't it be better if I stayed here?” Shay asked him. “Time is different; it would be weeks, not months.”

“The time the baby takes would still be nine months here, but time would be much farther along,” Hatter reminded her. “Come on, it's time to go home.”

“Home.” Where would home be now? “Do you have another place for me? Where will I stay?”

“With me. I am not wasting creds paying any extra bills.” Hatter walked along the hall with her as a pair of elves opened the doors. “Our homes are nothing like yours, we do not receive them, we pay for them. I have to contact old owners, and I take care of all the utilities of each home.”

“You do? With creds?” That must be hard. How many creds would it take to do that? It wasn't Earth, creds were used for food and clothes. Things like rent on Earth couldn't be done with creds, Wonderland paid for all of that. It would take way too many.

“With what else? Besides, you know what you are carrying. You aren't leaving my side.”

Shay stared at the snow they were heading into. Soon, they would be back in Wonderland. Oh, how she wanted to turn and run, hug that Mrs. Claus and ask her if she could stay forever. It wasn't an option though. The baby was a ticking time bomb and it had to go off in Wonderland.

Hatter glanced back toward her. “Even beforehand you would have stayed with me if those tests hadn't been corrupted.”

“Handcuffed,” she reminded him bitterly.

“Now you won't be handcuffed, but you will wish that you were.” He scooted his hat up higher. “You just joined the ranks of the Wonderland Mafia. I will do my best to make sure you don't get in the way of dangerous jobs, but it is possible to get killed. What we do is dangerous and you should never take it lightly. Understand?”

“I'm carrying the only baby that could save dimensions from getting ripped apart.” Shay touched her stomach. “Maybe a less violent post?”

“We all come out together. Attacks happen on and off our property, you are safer coming with me everywhere except near Preston. The White Rabbit still owns you.” He shoved his umbrella in the ground a bit harder at that. “You sold yourself to him, I only had you temporarily, so watch yourself.”

She heard the anger in his voice. She could have ignored it, but since she was leaving her idea of heaven back to hell, she might as well get some frustration out. “I chose it because if this stupid thing didn't happen, it would have been a perfect arrangement. Don't patronize me, how was I supposed to know?”

“Because no decent woman does it.” He must have had his own frustration to work out too as he stopped. “What being, human or otherwise, would willingly enslave themselves to someone else? And Preston? Aiming for the highest, wanting the best money could buy, didn't you?”

“I didn't want to be a stunt actor anymore, it was going to kill me.”

“Well, now something else wants to kill you. Congratulations on a much worse slip up in life.”

“You are no prince charming either,” Shay seethed. “A leader of a rebel gang blackmailing businesses? Poster boy of the year you are.”

“As charming as that would be, I don't do blackmail. You will find out for yourself when we get back home.”

“To your home.”

“Yes my home stupid contract girl.”

“Stupid leader with a stupid hat.”

They both stopped talking a moment before they glanced at each other.

“That helped slightly, although not as much as I had hoped.” Hatter sighed. 

“Yeah.” Shay knew what he meant. They were both in the argument to let go of some frustration, but it was all still there. “Sorry about your hat.”

“Yes, I know.” Hatter touched his brim briefly. “Sorry for the stupid contract girl comment.” 

They both stood in front of the dimensional hole. It was time to go back home.

“Cheshire will probably zap us home. Or knowing him, five miles from it to make us walk.” Hatter held onto Shay's hand. “I am used to the bizarre and unnatural happening in Wonderland, but I assure you, I am not comfortable with this situation either.”

That at least made Shay feel a little better. 
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Unwanted Betrayal A Tragic Fate Part 1: DIMENSION: SHAZOO


[image: image]


Tiptoe, tiptoe. Angela ‘Angel’ Danube walked slowly through the ship making her way to the bathroom. She hated walking across it at night. The metal was always cold on her feet, but she had misplaced her slippers. The floor reflected back at her like glass as she walked. Outside she saw raindrops forming on the windows. She headed over, the bathroom could wait.

She put her hand on the window, feeling the cold from outside. The water droplets on the window cascaded down, joining others until they became heavy and ran all the way down from view. “Rain.”

Rain was so beautiful. It was one of the few things that Angel could notice in her environment. Everything was artificial and recycled man-made items. It had to be. The Danube's weren't allowed to be on the surface of the planet. It didn't mean it stopped her fascination though. She read books and looked at any of the magazines she could to see and imagine the feel of grass. What trees must have looked like. 

“Angel, what are you doing out here?”

Angel pulled away from the window. Her Uncle Ebb sucked on his air tank as he glared at her. “I had to use the bathroom, that's all.” She moved away from him, but he didn't stop staring.

“Where are your slippers? The ground is stone cold.”

“I misplaced them,” Angel said backing further from her Uncle Ebb. The Danube's weren't allowed on the surface anymore for a reason. Some of the more rebellious family members in the past experimented and ruled the citizens below unfairly. Many Danube's didn't even want to be involved, but the family name made them guilty by association. 

And Angel? She had been born after the decision was made. The ground was something she had never touched, not even as a baby. “I need to go.”

“You need your slippers. I will have them ordered to be outside the bathroom for you.” He pulled out his little computer and typed in some orders. He nodded and headed on his way. Angel didn't say anything else as she quickly proceeded to the bathroom.

“Ebb!”

Ebb watched as his eldest brother moved toward him. “Verne, what is it?”

“Test the rambigs tonight, I want to see how they react.”

It wasn't his duty, but when his elder brother asked for something, he did it. It didn't matter what it was, or how his condition was doing.  Yes had to be the answer. “I'll set it up for you.” He pulled his tablet back out and added in another order. He continued on his way, until he remembered Booth. That troublemaker had actually tried to shoot down their ship that week. A Danube was not going to fall from a sky simply because of a wolf. Ebb knew much more about what was going on the surface. He and his brothers still had people on the surface that sent them information, as well as the latest equipment they could get. 

As long as currency could be converted, they always would. Ebb licked his bottom lip, wondering what he should do. He could send a laser down upon that hero, but he couldn't do that without exact coordinates. He could create a clone from his DNA, it would grow up, and one day when Shazoo left it could fight him one on one. A little more manipulation to make him stronger. That would be a long time project, something they couldn't do much anymore. 

For old times sake, that sounded like a decent one. Besides a laser, he couldn't really do anything on the surface anyhow. He placed in the last order and looked at his list.

	Fetch Angel Danube her slippers and wait by bathroom 9 for her.

	Artificially inseminate wombigs on table 93 with graps and record results.

	Retrieve Booth DNA and have ready on table 92 for tomorrow morning.


A simple list done, he moved his tired old self to bed. 

The drops on the window increased so much they were now splattering against the ship like it was bucket fulls of water being thrown onto it. Lightning striked. On board there were safety precautions for when lightning interfered. It didn't roast the ship, nor did it cause any unsightly damage. However, the lightning protector was missing from one wall. Having fallen out due to carelessness of someone bumping it while looking at the rain. The result affected the orders that Ebb sent out.

Early the next morning, Ebb checked his results. Dragging his tank behind him as fast as he could, he hurried before anyone else found out what happened. 

It was awful. It shouldn't have happened. Maybe it didn't? The orders were software and clearly corrupted. There was a chance none of the robots accomplished their assigned duties. He prayed they didn't. He looked at the first thing on his list.

	Fetch wombigs and wait by bathroom 9 for Booth DNA tomorrow morning.


Booth's DNA wasn't going to fetch the wombigs so they would still be there. As he approached and saw the spiny rodents hissing and gnawing on each other's ears near the bathroom, he knew the duties were being performed. He looked back at the screen for the second order.

	Record results of slippers have ready on table 93.


He moved past table 93, glancing and hoping he didn't see the slippers. He did. His chances of survival when others found out were growing slimmer. He headed to the next room. 92.

Angel was on the table, unconscious. He moved over to check her pulse, knowing she wasn't hurt but something else happened. He looked back at the third result one more time . . .

	Retrieve Booth DNA fetch Angel Danube and artificially inseminate on table 93.


Angel opened her eyes, groggy and unclear of what happened. She had come out of the bathroom but instead of seeing a robot with her slippers, a swarm of them abducted her and brought her to the tables. The tables were not regular tables, they were the full blown labs that the Danube's used for their experiments. Scared and a little frightened she tried to scream. It was instinct, but robots of course were programmed to cease struggling quickly. She was half scared they would kill her, but they only knocked her out.

Her Uncle Ebb was staring at her, but his ghostly grim face didn't look the same. She got off the table, but felt a strange pain inside. “I don't feel so good.” Whatever drugs the robots gave her weren't doing her good. She needed to get back to her neighborhood station. Her parents were going to get worried. Her Uncle Ebb moved into her way though. “I need to get by.” He still didn't move. “Uncle Ebb? I don't know what you did, but I won't say anything.” She was lying; she'd spew everything to her father about waking up at a table. 

Her Uncle came closer. “Lightning hit but not everything was protected. The main basic ordering panel was hit.” He didn't show her any proof and that was the end of his explanation.

“Then why am I here?” Angel asked.

“Another experiment boggled. You are fine now. You feel fine?”

“I guess.”

“Good, then run home.” 

Angel didn't need to be told that. She told her father quickly and her Uncle explained that she got some kind of wombig DNA shoved into her. It didn't affect her, but her Uncle Ebb was given a strong caution to stay from her.

Angel received an even stronger caution from her parents. Especially since her Uncle seemed to be watching around the area for her. The more time passed by, the more he seemed to take an interest in her. Was it really just a simple wombig DNA test gone wrong?

***
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Moving around the town, Angel kept her nose stuck in a book. It was a children's book. Danube's always liked reading everything current and she was no different in that aspect. She touched the grass in the book. It was a touch and feel book. It was hard, a velcro kind of substance. Real grass would be organic, not something they could put in a book. It was what she had though. While walking, she bumped into someone and dropped her book.

“Angel.”

Oh no, it was her Uncle Ebb. “My parents said I need to stay away from you.” Angel moved back several steps. 

“I know you want to be cautious but it's too late for that.” Her Uncle Ebb tried to coax her forward. “I couldn't tell your parents what happened. If they found out ,well, it won't be good.”

Angel opened her mouth to scream, but her Uncle Ebb already had a syringe in her arm before she could even get one to come out.

***
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Angel rubbed her eye. She tried to focus on her surroundings; her Uncle Ebb was up to no good. She was on a table. 

“Calm down, this will only take a short amount of time.” Her Uncle Ebb was approaching her rapidly. “We've got to get rid of that mistake and then you can go back to your parents.”

“What mistake?” Angel tried to get off the table, but her vision was slow on coming back. 

“It doesn't matter, it will be like it never happened.” Her Uncle Ebb grabbed her arm. “You aren't quite knocked out enough though.”

Angel yelled for help but before she did that her father had crashed a chair against her Uncle Ebb's back.

“Angel!”

Angel felt her father's safe grasp around her. “Dad.” She hugged him tightly. She wasn't that young, not like sixteen or anything. She was eighteen, almost nineteen, but that was a scary situation. “Uncle Ebb, I don't know what he's doing to me.”

“I know.” Her father carried her away but not in the direction of home. He was carrying her even further away.

“Dad, where are we going?”

“Every Danube on this ship is now your enemy. I understand and I love you. I will tell your mother too.”

“Dad?”

He sat her down. Regaining her senses again, he gave her a slip of paper.

“These are the instructions from that night. I know, I looked into the records.” He stroked her forehead. “Baby, you are having a baby. It might even be our worst enemies.”

A baby? That was impossible, there was nothing but family on the ships. It was one of the reasons they were excluded from all society. The Danube's would burn themselves out with no one else to carry on the name. “That's impossible, dad.”

“Look at the paper, my Angel.”

Angel looked at the small slip of paper. Her father was ready as she lost her balance. “No. I-it can't be!” 

“Sh.” Her father covered her mouth. His eyes met hers filled with concern. “You're not safe here, Angel. You need to go and live on the surface.”

“I don't know anything about that world.” Angel fidgeted. 

“Find the hero Booth first.”

“I'm a Danube, he'd kill me.” 

“Try, it's only right. You've read about him, he won't kill you if you don't pose a threat.”

“No one leaves.” Angel looked around. “Dad, no one ever leaves.”

“There is a shuttle. Direct communication, it's how we get our current news.” He stroked her hair. “I've programmed it to land near Booth's area. He won't be friendly before he even meets you. I'm sorry, but that's all I can say.”

“W-we don't know for sure it's the hero,” Angel said. “It could be Booth Char. What if it's him?”

“If it is, then you can come back. I am sure we can live with that. The Danube name would even live on, maybe this time with a good purpose.” Her father led her into a room that was dark. He flicked on a light and a strange pod was inside. “Climb in. You find out which one it is, and then you'll know what to do.”

“I don't have any money.”

“I don't have any of their currency either. I'm sorry. You'll have to figure it out if you can't convince Booth.” He shut the lid down on the shuttle after she climbed in. 
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Branded Part 5: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: RIM
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I arrived to a nicer home on a large hill but I wasn’t impressed. Chla glanced at me like I should be smiling. What did I care if he had a bigger house than Dex? He pulled me inside and showed me around. He showed me the corner of the room a future baby center he could set up would be. 

“It would be top of the line,” Chla told me. “When it started to crawl, it would have a length of five beds to exercise its legs.” I still wasn’t impressed and I wasn’t going to be. Who said I even wanted a baby? Just because this guy dragged me here didn’t mean I would go ‘oh Chla, how wonderful’. “I don’t want a kid. I don’t even think I’d consider until I was at least thirty or forty.”

“That old?” He looked at me up and down. “You don’t want a baby? Why not? They are more lavish than any jewelry out there. They give you status. Plus, babies grow up into humans and they eventually create unity, a family sense.”

“Family sense?” I asked him. “You don’t need a kid for a family sense.”

“Then you just need a wife?”

His question was strange. “Do you have family?” 

“No.” He moved over toward his couch. “I was found kind of like Dex. I’ve been raised here and there. I never had anything stable.” He gestured around. “This is all mine. Only mine.”

I sat down beside him. I could see why Dex wanted me to be with him now, but this guy’s viewpoints were too different for me to handle. “Do you have a courter?”

“A courter? What’s a courter?” He asked me. 

“It’s like a...” Hm. What would be a good word for it? “The person you intend to be with for the rest of your life?”

“Fiancée?”

“No, but someone you intend to become your fiancée. You only have one at a time.”

“Oh, steady girlfriend.” Chla shrugged. “I don’t like the girls around here, they aren’t serious. They want a good time and that’s it.”

“A good time?” I asked. “I don’t understand.”

He smiled at me. “Oh, dang, and that’s why I really like you.” He grabbed my hand gently. “You wouldn’t play around on me. You’d be dedicated and we could eventually live together. If you’d just leave Dex. I might even consider not letting us have children.”

I pulled my hand away. “Yeah. That’s not how it works with me.” I scooted a cushion over. “When can I go back to Dex’s?”

“Magi wants to talk to him tonight,” Chla said. “It’s her twentieth. There may be a world of differences between you and me, but the twentieth kiss tradition with your loved one is still the same. You may be here right now, but she wants some guarantee Dex is going to come back to her.”

“Oh. Of course.” Oh great, that mean girl? With Dex? She wasn’t right for him at all. I thought he said they weren’t a couple? Oh, I should not be thinking this though, the engagement with me is simply a sham to stay out of the Gutter and get home. I still had Jerry. So, stop it. Don’t think about that. Can he court two girls here? Yes, he can, there was no law here. Oh, I need to stop feeling so upset but I really did not like that girl.

***
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Oh, what the hell? I closed the door to my house. Looking from the kitchen to the other side of the house, it was easy to see Max and Zoe were gone. Magi looked out over the couch. She was waiting for me. 

“Hey. How was work?”

“Hey,” I answered back. “Where’s Max and Zoe?”

“Fine. Safe,” she answered. She came around from the couch to my front door. She was wearing a red spaghetti strap dress. Nothing fancy or frilly, but shorter than her usual wear. “Not carrying your sword anymore? You would be if you were a hero.”

“Knife works fine.” I pulled my jacket away slightly, and covered it back up. “What are you doing here, Magi? Since Zoe isn’t here, I’m guessing you didn’t make up with her. I said you had to do that before you were allowed back here.”

Magi shrugged. As she shrugged her flimsy spaghetti strap fell on her dress. She crept up closer to me. “Why don’t you forget about her for one night? Do you know what tonight is?”

“Taco night, half off?” I joked. “No, I know. Your twentieth birthday. Happy birthday.”

“I’d prefer a different greeting to me,” she urged. 

“No.” I didn’t even need to ask.

“Dex, just hear me out,” she said. “Chla is protective and grabby, but he does like her. He can learn to deal with her.”

“No.”

“He’s lonely?”

“I don’t care. I highly doubt if I gave him Zoe, he would give her back.” I gave her the best glare I could muster. “Remember? Trying to get the branding off and getting her home?”

“Okay, that’s fair. He would probably get obsessed.” She rolled her eyes. “With her here every day, I never get to see you though. I can’t even see you at work anymore.”

“You can see me,” I corrected her, “If you can get along with Zoe. I’m not a hundred percent convinced you won’t kill her if you visit and I’m not here. Like right now, I’m not very happy. At. All.” 

“Oh, she’s with Chla. You know where he lives and he’s not going to hurt her.” She gently grabbed my hand. “A Citadel girl doesn’t fit you. I don’t like you getting all entangled in an engagement just for her. What if you can’t find a loophole?” Her eyes looked toward me. “What will you do, Dex?”

I took a deep breath. “I almost have one already.” I did, and I wanted to share that news with Zoe first, not her. “If this didn’t pan out, then I’d try again. If nothing ever worked then . . .” I shrugged. “I’d marry her I guess.”

“Just to take a brand off? You’d marry her just to take a stupid brand off? Fine, then maybe I should go do something bad so I can get branded! Then maybe you’d show me a little bit of attention!”

I rubbed my head. Not here, not this again. “Magi, we are just friends. Two dates, years ago.”

“You told me that you couldn’t be with me because you wouldn’t risk getting closer.” She crossed her arms. “You didn’t want to lose your chance at being a hero. I respected that. I didn’t push, did I?”

“No.” It came out as a groan. I was trying to be sympathetic but it was tough because right now I wanted to throw her against a wall for scaring Zoe. I know she must have scared Zoe, taking her away like that. It was one of Zoe's greatest fears.

“Now you’ve got some girl that you don’t even know engaged to you. Simply because you want to remove her branding. You could give her to Chla and he could do the same thing.” She brought her hands to my face. “We could have had something but I didn’t push. So. I just want one thing?”

I moved her hands away from my face. “Magi, I can’t.”

“There’s no law against it. I am simply asking for one favor,” Magi said. “She’s not even here and who cares if she was? The whole engagement is a sham, right? You don’t care about her. Dex?” She urged me. “One kiss won’t hurt. I only turn twenty once. It’s not even being unfaithful. Please?”

A few months ago I had actually planned on kissing Magi. I knew she had wanted it and she didn’t have her eyes set on anyone else. I may have even given her a second chance at dating, but, I just couldn’t. Even if the engagement plan was a sham, it felt like cheating. I tried to lighten the mood. “You should go out with Chla, maybe he’d help you celebrate?” That earned me a smack against the cheek. “Or not.”

“Fine! Maybe next time I come, I’ll just coat myself all over in the religious kind of clothes that little classical wench wears!” Magi didn’t say another word as she took off.

I waited several minutes and watched Max shoot through the door. He called out my name, yelling about something. “I know. Zoe will be here soon. Did you have fun today?”

“I was worried. I hate when they swish me out of here like that,” Max complained.

“Did Pearl and Ajax take you for ice cream again?” I asked. It wasn’t unusual during intense situations Pearl and her boyfriend Ajax took him out of the way for dessert.

“Yeah, but I was still worried.” He crossed his arms. “They were out of my favorite kind too.”

“I have a return package.” Chla walked in the door with Zoe right beside him. “How’d it go?”

“Don’t ask,” I answered as I approached Zoe. “You okay?”

“Perfectly fine,” Chla said for her. “So, did you talk it out?” I rubbed my cheek and he got the hint. “Sorry. Hey, you want to come over next week for a barbecue?”

Was he kidding? I looked over toward Zoe but she seemed fine with the idea. “What do you think, Zoe?”

“We’ll think it over.”

“Okay.” Chla took Zoe’s hand a second in his. “I will see you later?” She nodded and he took off.

“Fun time?” She asked. I pointed to my cheek. She came over and rubbed it. “Not a fun time, I guess. Did you eat yet?”

“No, but I’m guessing you didn’t cook.”

“I was going to try,” she said weakly. “No, I wasn’t. Real cooking is complicated.”

“You’ll learn if you stick around long enough.” I smiled as I headed to the kitchen. “Then you’ll wonder how you’ll ever live on those combinations again.” That got her going. She headed right over to me. “What?”

“Don’t just ‘what’ me, did you find something?”

“Maybe,” I answered. “Some makers will testify against wrongfully used drugs by doctors. Your old drug is by one of those companies so we might have a case. A branding has actually been fully removed in the past because of a testimony.”

“Really? When do they make a testimony?” She asked eagerly.

I moved toward the counter, getting things ready for some quick sandwiches. “It’s not a rigid process, only one person speaks on behalf of the company.” I could see her little feet bopping around. “We’ll know in two days.” I began to make sandwiches. “Oh, you can handle Max and me two more days. Can’t you?”

“You and Max? Two more days?” She groaned playfully. “Fine. Two more days.”

I couldn’t help but smile as her face lit up. She could finally return home. I have to confess to myself, I was going to miss her. She was fun and different. Who knows how much Max had learned from a girl obsessed with history? Oh, Max.

Max was never alone during the day anymore. He even stopped watching TV as much now that he had someone to talk to and interact with. This wasn’t going to set him in a good mood but he knew it would be limited. Maybe it was time to get him that pet he was always wanting?

As I looked back behind me, I spotted Max’s expression. No doubt he knew.

“You’ll be gone in two days?” Max asked Zoe. “Don’t you want to stay?”

“Max.” Zoe bent down toward him. “I’ll always remember you but I have a different family and a different life. You are stuck with me for two more days though, right?”

“Right,” Max muttered.

“You know, Max?” I handed him a sandwich. “Maybe we should start talking about that pet you wanted.”

“Snake?”

“No.”

“Spider?”

“No.”

“Cat?”

“I was thinking more like goldfish?” I sighed. “Maybe we could start with a goldfish, and see how it goes from there?”

“So like move up to different pets?” Max grinned. “Okay.”

No, wrong wording. “I don’t mean get them in order. I just meant let’s start with a goldfish and move up to the cat?”

“Feed it three times a day, and show it some attention.” Zoe accepted her sandwich. “My old kitty miss meow meow was very easy to take care of.”

“Yeah, it’s not so self taking care of here,” I warned Zoe. “He’d have to deal with litter boxes.”

“What’s a litter box?”

“You proved the point right there,” I chuckled at her.
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For Love of Mister Cotton Tail Part 4: DIMENSION: HEART, EGG
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“Good morning, Cotton.” Candy welcomed him into Sweet Meats to his usual table. They’d been seeing each other for more than two weeks now, every night and every day at Sweet Meats. Cotton didn’t say whether marriage was on the table, but boy did Momma Sweet disagree with the thought.

“Back again?” Poured came over to the table too with a snicker. “Can’t you just go on a date instead of stalk my sister at work?”

Honestly. Cotton was a thousand times better than Darren. They even did the traditional dinner and a movie. He was always a gentleman. Although, he was often too much of a gentleman, almost afraid to show her who he really had been. She’d seen it a couple of times though, and the more they saw each other, the more his true self came out. “The usual?”

“It’s about all I can afford,” Cotton teased. “Yep, five, twenty nine.”

“The most expensive way to get laid I’d ever seen,” Poured said as she left the table. Cotton and Candy both ignored her. Neither Momma Sweet, Darren or Poured were going to stop him being a customer. 

“Do you think your sister will ever like me?” Cotton asked before Candy left with the order. Candy simply shrugged. She knew if she picked Cotton, Poured and Momma would be looking at tougher times. 

Candy headed toward the back to get the water. Tonight she’d make up for it when he came over for a date. Although it was understandable that Momma and Poured were angry over Cotton choosing to try to marry her, she tried to understand Big Bunny.

From day one he hid from Cotton. He never stayed in the same room. For six months, Candy had raised Big Bunny alone, and she thought maybe he was scared Cotton would ruin everything. Maybe he was jealous Candy wouldn’t be able to show him the same amount of attention?

Or, maybe, Big Bunny being next to her as a real bunny was confusing him too. As much as she liked Cotton, she couldn’t stop thinking about Big Bunny’s idea too. There should be no way that she’d rather sit in a hole, work on a conveyor belt and make baskets every day. Yet, every time Big Bunny took her down that rabbit hole, he showed her more. He showed her deeper parts. He even showed her one of the ‘city’ dwellings where rabbits just like him had socialized and lived at. 

Candy would bet about everything she owned that she’d already seen more than there was room on Big Bunny hill. The holes kept extending downward and upward into different hills.

She also learned how they protected themselves. When everyone knew Big Bunny was coming, it was easy to come through the holes. There were actual rabbit guards and hen guards though with massive steel (yes, steel) doors. Each hole inside the dwelling was guarded heavily so no chance hunter might try to stick poison or smoke down there to make anyone come out.

Although he shared so much though, he still held secrets. So many secrets. He refused to tell her his real name. He refused to tell her if he transformed to a human or what he looked like in his other form. Not even his hair color. He vowed it was to keep their relationship simple because knowing anything else would make it to awkward to keep him as a pet.

Somehow, she was beginning to doubt that same old excuse.

Realizing she was thinking about her bunny instead of serving Cotton again, she shook her head. She had to stop being ridiculous. Before she reached his table though, Cotton was standing next to it, side by side with Darren.

“This whole charade is getting annoying,” Darren said as he poked Cotton in the chest. “Just do Candy so I can marry her already. She is going to die soon if you don’t move it.”

Candy came out and broke the two of them up. “Cotton, your drink.” She sat it down but looked over at Darren. “You have no business here.”

“I do. You risk death if this dumb yahoo doesn’t either marry you or do you. So ask him!” Darren gestured to Cotton. “Are you going to marry her or not? She doesn’t have a whole month.”

Candy wanted to slug him right then and there. She had time left. She hadn’t felt weak at all. There was time before that stupid question had to be answered.

“Candy, is it me you want?” Cotton met her eye to eye. “I don’t want you to settle. Tell me there is no one else you’d want.”

Candy turned from his eye as she saw the vision of her bunny again. Gaw, what was wrong with her?! Cotton was the greatest. She did like him, it was just . . .something. Something was wrong about him.

“Candy doesn’t completely.” Poured saw the opportunity. “She can’t look you in the eye. She must like Darren more than she lets on.”

Oh no way, that wasn’t even funny. Candy glared at Poured. She would ruin everything.

“Candy?” Cotton questioned her again. “Look me in the eyes, and tell me you’d be happy with me.”

“I would.” She said it, but not to his eyes. She tried again, but her voice faltered. “I-I would.”

“No, Candy.” Cotton stood up. “You’re a nice girl. Sweetest one ever, but your heart has to be completely mine.”

No. No, no, no! “It is though, I do care.” 

Cotton looked toward Poured and then at Candy. “Five days from now, I’ll come by your apartment, Candy. I may not have your heart, but I won’t leave you to Darren alone.” He gestured to Darren. “Her first time is mine, and most of her heart. You marry her and play straight, or she’ll take the entire company away.”

Cotton. Candy wanted to go after him, but she didn’t know what to say. Her voice failed her. Her eyes failed her. She liked Cotton, and she would have chosen him any day for marriage over Darren.

In five days, Cotton would take her and leave her to Darren. The thought pushed too hard now. Not this, not after all that time of getting to know him. She thought they had a great chance together. Why couldn’t she say she’d be happy with him? Why? She ran out the door with only one goal in mind.

* * *
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Candy sniffled as she rushed into her home. She closed the door, seeking the furry companion she always had before. “Big Bunny.” Her body slid down the door, unable to even want to get up to look for him. He had always come to her front door.

She wasn’t mistaken as he hopped over to her. He moved into her lap and she touched his big floppy ears. They always made her feel a little better, but even that wouldn’t work today.

“Candy, what is it?” he asked as he stood on his haunches and twitched his nose at her.

“Cotton. I let him go.” Candy could barely open her eyes. “He was there for me. He was risking marriage. He was polite, funny . . .but something happened. I couldn’t say he was the one who made me happy.”

“Oh no.” Big Bunny hugged her tighter. “Now what?”

“Five days. He’ll give me back my dwindling power, and then it’s off to marry Darren.” Candy gulped. “I guess Sweet Meats is just an undeniable road I have to follow.”

“No, you don’t have too.” Big Bunny thumped his foot on her lightly. “Stay with me at Bunny Hill.”

It may have seemed at first that such a request was laughable. Being with Darren and ruling the company, or living underground with rabbits and chickens? More than once she had considered it, but every time something inside said it wouldn’t be right. She wasn’t a real bunny, she was a fake bunny. The white fur with blonde streaks, the floppy ears, the light hopping around the ground. She wished with all her heart that it felt right, but it didn’t.

Big Bunny was still just Big Bunny. He wasn’t a human. Maybe he turned human, but he never once confirmed it, and her relationship was becoming unhealthy with the rabbit. Her human self was getting further away each day. 

She closed her eyes, sitting up and feeling Big Bunny slide off her lap. That was it. That was the biggest problem. It was why she couldn’t give her heart to anyone else. It was a fact that she didn’t want to face. No one did such a thing. It was wrong, flat out wrong. Talking rabbit or not, she was sick in the head. Absolutely sick, but she knew the undeniable truth.

She couldn’t completely love Cotton because somehow she had also loved her bunny.

“Candy?”

“Sweet Meats is my future.” Candy sniffled again and got up off the floor. “Sweet Meats is my future.” She heard him hopping along beside her to her bedroom but she closed the door on him. He rubbed his paw against it, but she couldn’t let him in. He couldn’t be at the foot of her bed anymore. He couldn’t be curled up near her anymore. 

“Come to Bunny Hill with me.”

“I am not a rabbit!” She yelled at him as she grabbed a pillow and threw it at the closed door. She didn’t hear his voice again after that. She stayed in her room for some time, trying to figure out when it happened. Why it happened.

When she changed into a rabbit? Sooner? Later? She had been obsessed with that rabbit ever since she saved him. Was it an unhealthy obsession that turned into love, or did it happen when he started changing her into his form?

When it got later, she opened the door. Unable to resolve her feelings, she could not let him starve. “Big Bunny, I’m sorry.” She called for him as she started to cut up some fresh carrots, but he never answered. 

When she went looking for him, all she found was an open window.

* * *
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“Cotton?” Lop-eared Matt said as he hopped over to him. “The product is almost in place. We’ll need to start getting magic distribution users on our first shipment. I just need your permission, Cotton.”

Cotton stared at the basket in front of him. It was a random basket out of thousands around them. A simple brown basket made a little extra special with a bow set in the middle. On the top were a few pieces of candy and four decorated boiled eggs. Below that was more candy that fell into the carrot spaghetti grass cushioning it. On the side, the large chocolate bunny had been duplicated as well as several smaller versions of chicks.

It wasn’t a fruit basket, it was a Candy basket. He took his paw and wiped at his face. “Ever love a rabbit that wasn’t really a rabbit, Matt?”

“Just that crush at Sweet Meats. Although, I don’t get it. I’m not thick, Cotton, she had flirted with me.” Matt hopped away missing the entire real point of the conversation.

“Yeah. I mean, these descendants, they are just too far removed.” He touched the bow at the top of the basket. A shiny orange and pink that changed according to the direction of the light. 

He had everything. Cotton had everything, and he let it slip away because of the wolf. He needed to tell Candy who he had been, but he wanted more reassurance. That fault was supposed to turn her away and toward Big Bunny, but it didn’t work out the way he had pictured it.

What doe rabbit really wanted to come live underground with a buck like him? He saw realization pass in her eyes and it freaked her out. She wasn’t ready yet. 

Nor would she be. Cotton promised on day five he’d come to her. If he didn’t, Darren would get his wolfish hands on her sooner, and she’d lose Sweet Meats. 

“Cotton, the storm is getting extra heavy,” Matt said as he came over again. “The first fleet of Easter Bunnies can’t even get out. What should we do?”

Stalled before they even started. It didn’t matter though, it was the fifth day, and he had to get back to Candy.

* * *
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“That weather is flat out crazy,” Poured said as she strolled over to Candy. “Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll still come.”

Candy barely looked at her. Ever since that day with Cotton, Poured and Momma became more reasonable again. Saying they were sorry that it didn’t work out, but at least he would be her first. Strange thing was neither of them ever recommended Darren to just take over. Marriage, yes, but never outright find another way to keep him and take Cotton’s place. That had been unlike them.

“Momma said tonight should be the night,” Poured said as she handed Candy a glass of water. “Poppa isn’t looking so well.”

Candy wouldn’t know. She hadn’t seen ‘Poppa’ Marlen in so long. She never even really saw him sick. . .no, her imagination was getting away from her. Her father and her were like strangers, and she hadn’t actually tried to see him when he was sick. Losing father would be devastating toward the business, so why would Momma be making something like that up? It was just an eerie feeling. Poured and Momma smiled too much in her direction. “Poured?”

“Yes, Candy?” Poured said as she came back over.

“I want to see father.” Candy watched Poured’s eyes.

“Why? You never cared to before? He doesn’t do much.” Poured didn’t meet her eyes to her again. “You’re just worried about Cotton. Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll show.”

Candy wasn’t half as nervous though as Poured was about him showing up. She could see it. Sweet Meats was holding something back. Everything in her life, someone was always hiding something. Couldn’t anyone be straight with her, just once?

“Psst.”

Candy looked at her feet and almost flipped. What was he doing there? “This is a highly dangerous area.” She picked up Big Bunny and set him on the table. She meticulously checked his paws, worry overcoming her. She hadn’t seen him in five days.

“Today is the big day.  A little rough start, but come. It’s your vision, you should be a part of it,” Big Bunny said.

“I have to wait for Cotton.”

“We’ll go visit him if necessary. Please, Candy?”

Those big, sad rabbit eyes. Even now, she just couldn’t say no to them. Not after being gone for so long.

Just one more time as a rabbit, that was it. Just for him. Then, no more rabbit life. She could keep the real life in focus. Sweet Meats.

Just one more time.

She drove the truck he always seemed to have. A very good reason she would just wish she would tell him if he was human. She’d watched him drive it one time completely with magic though. Steering wheel and gas pedal ran on their own. The windows were quite tinted though so no one could see it was a rabbit driving.

Did he always drive it with magic? Did he become human and drive it? A guessing game, that’s all it ever had been. As she drove though, she saw her phone ringing. Big Bunny took over with his magic on the driving as she answered. “Hello?”

“Candy, damn it! Where are you? Are you with Cotton? No one saw him come in.”

“No.”

“Then get back here! What if you miss him? Do you have any idea how bad that would be?”

Candy lifted her ear away from the phone’s shouting. “Something came up.”

“They sure are obsessed over that guy.” Big Bunny moved closer to the phone, eyeing it suspiciously. “We haven’t even been gone five minutes.”

“He’ll be back.” Candy touched her forehead. “I am hanging up now, Poured, I will be back later. It’s not the end of the world if I miss Cotton.”

“Yes it is!”

Candy groaned and hung up, but Big Bunny shook his head. “What?”

“That ‘yes it is’.”

“It is to her. She wants the twenty percent of Sweet Meats.”

“I just can’t shake the feeling it’s more.” Big Bunny wiggled his paws extra hard at the wheel. “If I form a bubble around the truck, would people see it in this blizzard?”

“Oh just let me drive.”

* * *
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Candy hopped her familiar hop toward the hole on Bunny Hill. She’d done this several times, but it felt bittersweet knowing this would be the last time. She moved down the darkness without fear and came out toward the light.

The doe and buck rabbits were all smiling right beside the hen and roosters. In the corners, bunnies and chicks were playing with each other. The baskets were filled and it was a sight beyond compare. These were no ordinary baskets someone would mistake as fruit.

They were dreamy. The colors. The unique combination of elements, and topped off professionally with a chocolate bunny. Kids would go ga ga for these magic baskets the Easter Bunnies would be bringing. “Easter Bunny baskets.” She was happy that she decided to come back. All of the work transforming this place, she had to come see it.

Big Bunny would be safe no matter what life threw at her now. Not only that, her life felt like it had a purpose these last two weeks. Sure, some of her ideas could never get through, but the ones that she believed in the most did. “Throughout the world.” 

Oh, Bunny Hill was definitely bigger.

* * *
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Hop by hop, she was doing the last part to help her bunny. Although small, each bunny had a set of houses they would hit that morning. Too small to hold the real baskets, they had strange magical packets that would be placed in an open area. When no eye was looking at them, they were supposed to change into baskets.

Candy had to admit that magic before really didn’t have much appeal anymore. But the rabbits, those Easter Bunny rabbits, they had real magic. Duplication, multiplication, transformation, transportation, etc. The list went on and many had more than one power. The children, when they saw these baskets, they were going to be mystified.

The trip to their first home was not easy. Magic did not completely work like clockwork. Unless they were in a bind, they were expected get into the house themselves. Only when it could not be contained were they supposed to hit another packet standing right next to the house. It would take them five feet to the left. Although inside the house, Candy’s first try almost had her falling off of a chair. 

There was something else strange about the baskets. Before she left, half the time, some of the eggs went missing. She knew how many had been in the baskets, so it was no surprise when she finally saw magic working against her.

Big Bunny tried to hide it, but it was no use. She moved over to a vase in the room, and searched around for the egg. Feeling it with her paw, she left it there, but shook her head. “Why are you hiding the eggs?”

“Because no kid needs a dozen eggs to eat.”

“We have been through this. They won’t eat all the eggs at once, and most will share with their family.”

“Yes, but, candy is already right there.” Big Bunny gestured to the basket. “That is your magic candy, that is fine, but twelve eggs? Eggs are eggs. No one should eat twelve eggs at once.” He gestured around himself. “Instructions were given to hide at least half of them.”

“From who?”

“My mother.” He didn’t say it with a ton of pride, and a bit of shame. However he was following her instructions, so Candy had to admit defeat. At least the children could get up and go look for the eggs. They were clearly easy to spot, and no kid would miss them for long.

* * *
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“It would not be full time.”

Candy looked back at Big Bunny as he spoke. They were on their last house. So far, the day had been fun. She didn’t return back to Sweet Meats yet, choosing to play the part of Easter Bunny with her bunny. However, she knew it would be coming to an end soon.

“It would not be full time,” Big Bunny said yet again as he hopped over to her. “Stay.”

“What do you mean full time?”

“You do not have to be a rabbit full time,” he said. “There is room down in the holes for bigger creatures. You could change back and forth.”

No, she could not. Candy closed her eyes. “I would be a human rabbit.”

“There is nothing wrong with that.”

“How could you know?” Candy hopped away. “Life would just get twisted. Can I eat meat, or will I turn vegan? Can I run Sweet Meats or do I let Momma take charge while I hop around?”

“You are happier here,” Big Bunny stated. “You are happier with me than you would ever be at Sweet Meats.”

“You hate wolves!” Candy turned around and yelled. 

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It is their way of life,” Candy said, “and I do not see you rebelling against nature.” She hopped a little closer. “Why do you hate them that much?”

“Because they are vicious killers. The wolf gene is still out there, but the pure wolves are not. That wolf gene, that makes hunters. People who want to kill us. They are wolves. With their shotguns and ammo, they are just modern day renditions. We still die to them. My father died to them.” Big Bunny went silent. “They take everything away.”

“Then I cannot stay.”

“Why?”

“Because I am giving myself to a wolf.”

“What?”

Candy tried to his smile, but it was hopeless. “Darren Manner.”

“You cannot go to Darren Manner.” His emerald green eyes turned red again. “You are waiting for Cotton.”

“For what? To hurt him even more?” Candy began to hop away. “I am tired of hurting the ones I love. Momma. Poured. Cotton. For my own selfish need. Seeing him again, it would just hurt both of us.” She stopped. “Change me back, I need to get going.”

“No.”

“You cannot stop this.” Candy’s voice broke. “I didn’t help you for the apocalypse, I helped you find a better home. I will not make you live with the wolf. Now, change me back.”

* * *
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Candy waited at the first table at Sweet Meats. Poured came over again as she had done before.

“I am glad you’re back. You don’t want to miss your Cotton,” she said. “Do you want something to eat?”

“It’s Darren.” Candy turned to look toward Poured. “I can’t deny facts, it’s the way it has always been. Darren will be coming. We’ll elope first, I talked him into it for a fifty fifty cut. Then, we’ll go from there.” Poured should have been thrilled by the news. Instead, she dropped her tray.

“You can’t do that.” Poured touched her shoulder. “You have to be with Cotton.”

“I am saving Sweet Meats either way.” What else did Poured want from her? “Watch out for Posh trying to interrupt his way over, please. I want to get this done as soon as possible.”

“But you can’t!”

“Why not?” Candy groaned as she glared at her sister. “You hated Cotton, what difference does it make?”

“An apocalyptic difference.” Momma Sweet came to Candy’s other side. “Candy, you don’t get a choice. You have to be with Cotton.”

“Apocalyptic?” Candy looked from Poured to Momma. Why would they use that term? Her mother and sister sat down and shared it. They shared everything. The dream when she was five. Tricking Cotton and Posh to come in at the right time.

“Your father isn’t even ill, I told him to take six months off at a beach resort somewhere. He knows the dream too,” her mother revealed.

“You.” Candy sat there, frozen. This whole time. Her family had been scheming for her to get taken by Cotton, but marry Darren for the company. “Your translation isn’t even right,” she said as she sat up from the chair. Then, Cotton came in. Poured and Momma tried to rush her over toward the door, but she didn’t move. He would just have to come to her.

“Candy.” Cotton bowed politely toward her. “We have some unfinished business.”

“No, we don’t.” Candy gestured to her mother and sister at her sides. “It was all an elaborate setup by them. I refuse to fall for anything more. I am getting married to Darren and that’s final. Leave.”

“Candy,” Cotton tried again. “We need to talk.”

“Leave.”

“You have to be with him!” Her mother whispered sharply in her ear. It was loud enough though that Cotton heard it. Candy didn’t care. “Candy!”

“The apocalypse is not about me and Cotton doing it, it was about helping bunnies save the world by entertaining children!” Candy yelled at the both of them. Candy looked toward Cotton, and then back at her family. “It’s because of you two that I can’t be where I really want to be.” Candy left out the door. There was nothing more Cotton could say.

* * *
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Cotton strolled over to Momma and Poured Sweet with purpose. “What prophecy? What have you been doing?”

“Everyone knows it. You should know it too, it’s just that no one knew who it would be for. Or, exactly what it means sometimes.” Momma Sweet sighed. “It’s been around since civilization began.”

“Every prophecy isn’t how it sounds,” Cotton argued. “Tell me it. Pretend I’m an idiot.”

“I think Candy is the idiot,” Poured interrupted. “Even she knows it. There’s nothing about bunnies or anything. Nothing except the name. How did she come up with helping bunnies?”

“Prophecy, now.” Cotton didn’t have time to waste. 

“Sweet Candy, Candy Sweet. Delicious power with Vegan treat.”

Candy’s name was in it, but Cotton didn’t hear anything else in it. 

“That’s just part one of the currently accepted translation. Its rhyming in parts, mostly its just mish mashed words. It’s complicated, and the translations are what most people go by in the back. Whoever came up with it was mad.” Poured moved over towards the counter and brought a large book over to Cotton. “Here you go.”

“This whole book?”

“Yep.”

That wasn’t a prophecy, it was a book. It was decorated with a religious flair and inscriptions on the sides. He opened it and flipped through the middle.

“Candy coated chocolate bunnies. Egg. Ending. Hole. Bunny Hill. Queen. Not mad. Mirror. Fall. All fall. Fire. Winter. Egg. Chocolate. Candy. Wonder. Rabbit. Hatter. Red. Hearts.” Cotton handed the book back. “Who wrote it?”

“No one knows. It’s the oldest piece of literature we have.” Poured placed it back behind the counter. “It’s like that through most of the book, but there are some sections that make sense.”

“There is a part of the book that predicts that a woman named Candy Sweet must be with a man named Cotton Tail,” Momma Sweet answered. “It could have been anyone, but at five years old my little girl had a vivid dream no child ever should. She had never even known about the book of prophecy at that age.”

“Spring is Winter, Winter is Spring. Time was getting closer,” Poured said softly. “It’s all over if she marries the wolf.”

Cotton shook his head and headed out the door. The book was definitely by someone who had written their own prophecies, but they were focusing on different sections. Whether it was Candy’s world’s prophecy, or the bunny’s prophecy didn’t matter. He just knew he couldn’t lose Candy.

* * *
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Even though it was cold outside, children were hanging by windows and by their doors, showing off their baskets.

“This is crazy,” she heard one mother note. “It’s a candy filled basket. All the kids have them.” Candy noticed the mother glance at her. “How?”

“It’s all over the TV,” another one commented “Worldwide. Baskets filled with candy and eggs hiding around the house.”

Candy couldn’t help a small smirk. Egg hiding, how ridiculous, but everyone followed Cotton’s mother. Eh, might as well call him by his real name. When her family said they were going by prophecy, she knew it was Cotton Tail. Odd name, unless you were a rabbit. She never saw him transform, but there were bigger areas in Bunny Hill that they could pass through. Something humans could move through. The fact that Big Bunny never came out when Cotton came around. A part of her, maybe an inkling, always had suspicions, but when her family revealed they did it for the prophecy, that was it.

Cotton Tail was Big Bunny. He tried so hard to save her from the wolf, but that rabbit didn’t understand. She watched another kid come running out of the house, miraculously not falling on the ice. 

The concept had been brilliant. People still didn’t know who sent it, but everyone did comment on the large chocolate bunnies. It might take some time for the branding to seep through, but people would soon associate those Easter Bunny baskets to Easter Bunnies. All those magical rabbits. For a short time, she even got to be one.

She dismissed the thought though and watched as Darren came toward her. Momma and Poured Sweet were wrong, the rabbits had the real prophecy. Candy’s world had never made sense, just loose translations. The rabbits though, they had more concrete pieces. Maybe the whole thing used to be one long ago when everyone had been the same? She didn’t know, nor did she care. Candy stopped as Darren came up to her, giving her a kiss on the cheek. “Darren.”

“I was on my way over.” He rubbed his hands together while his breath hung in the air. “You got the fifty fifty contract? Because Posh was willing sixy forty. You are beautiful, but I’ve got to make sure. My family begins cutting me off next year.”

“Suing for currency rights may have been a bit showy I suppose?” He didn’t answer back. “Fifty fifty,” Candy agreed. “Walk with me, it’s only a few more blocks.”

“Are you sure you don’t want an extravagant ceremony?” Darren asked.

“No need to, that’s just wasting money.” Candy shrugged. They both walked side by side. The snow was coming down harder, but it made no difference to her. Her mind was set.

She put the ball in Cotton’s court, whether he knew it or not.

* * *
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Cotton moved as fast as he could heading down the blocks to the court. If Candy was going to marry Darren she wouldn’t bother having a big ceremony. Signed papers, that was all it took. The weather didn’t make it any easier. The snow had become a blizzard again and the sidewalks were getting buried. He kept his eyes open though, knowing she would head to the closest place.

Candy’s family made her mad, and when they did that, she tended to become reckless and not think things through. Seeing how having a successful magic basket day didn’t do a thing for the weather, Candy’s recklessness may result in the ending. It wouldn’t be the first ending Cotton had seen, but he’d never lost anything precious in them. Not since he was young and went on his first dimension skip.

Holes. Holes in the ground, spread out all around found the dimension holes faster. If the weather didn’t fix itself, his kind would be heading out again. Candy would be left behind. “Candy!”

There in the distance hiding by a building with Darren was Candy. Cotton hurried even faster, knowing the weather would prevent her from doing anything else. “Candy, I said we need to talk and I meant it!” Cotton raced with everything he had. In this form, he couldn’t run half as fast, but he had to make it to her. “Candy.” Now bent over, catching his breath and staring at her feet, he was nearly at the finish line. “I’m sorry about what happened. We can give it another chance.”

He looked up toward her, but she didn’t have love shining back in her eyes.

“You need to stop this. You made your choice,” Candy answered. “I made my choice. There is no going back.”

“There is always time to go back.”

“Not now.”

“Nothing can make me believe that.”

“I’ve already been caught by the wolf.”

That phrase made him stop. Was he too late, did they make it to the courts? “Did you get married?”

“I got caught. I got caught a long, long time ago.” Candy shook her head. “You only assumed you were saving me if I waited five days from having Darren in control.” 

Cotton felt his mouth go dry. “The wolf had you.”

“Yes, silly rabbit.”

He looked back at her again. She knew. Somehow, she had put it together. “I’m sorry for lying. I just―”

“―it doesn’t matter. At least you know the truth. At least I know the truth.” Candy looked away. “Why my heart was so confused between two people that weren’t even people.”

“When?”

“When I found out about what Momma and Poured were up to. I had some funky suspicions but nothing I would let myself believe. Oh, but Cotton Tail, dead giveaway.” Candy placed her hand over Darren’s mouth as he complained senselessly about wanting to know what was going on. “Funny thing is, if you just would have told me, we could have saved so much time.” Her eyes met his confidently. “I already knew you couldn’t stand wolves as a bunny, but as Cotton, you couldn’t even accept a glass of water that he touched.”

He should go crawl back to his hole. Darren had already won.

“Just tell me,” Candy said. “Did you believe the same things? Was the goal just to get me to trust in you, to let you save me from the big, bad wolf so the world would be saved?”

“No.” Cotton walked up closer to her. “No. My family didn’t even plan on me getting caught in a cage. When it happened, we just went with it. I swear. It wasn’t until after we met that I figured out your role, but just as the one to help save the business. I never even looked at the book of your world.”

“Yeah, well.” Candy shrugged. “What can you do? I hope your business is successful now because we’ve crossed that threshold where I have to say goodbye to you. Our relationship can never be the same before. Big Bunny.”

“I know.” Cotton didn’t even know how to react. Darren held out his hand toward him in a friendly shake but he batted it away and glared at him. He’d never shake hands with a . . .

with a wolf? “Did it matter? That I was half and half, Candy?” He needed to know as he reached his hand out, grasping her arm gently.

She took his hand off of her arm. “Love is strange.” That was the only thing she said before she turned away from the building, grabbing Darren’s arm again. The snow was getting lighter again, enough to escape. Cotton stood there several seconds, thinking what she said through. She rejected being a rabbit. She rejected Cotton. All because the wolf already had her. He remembered the water incident clearly. It was in his nature to hate wolves, but experience just deepened it.

Candy didn’t reject him, she knew that he would reject her.

The only thing that had kept them apart was him. His lies and his blindness. He looked at his feet, wondering how people could ever see them as lucky. Not that they were rabbit feet right now, but he was one in the same. So was Candy. He liked her as a human or as a rabbit. She took care of him. She saved his life. She even tried to save his family’s business, whether she understood the true impact of it or not.

Darren may have had her once, but he wouldn’t let him win again. “Candy!” He rushed up toward her again. “I don’t care!”

Candy turned around. “What?”

“Darren Manner.” Cotton watched Posh come straight for Darren. She was waving a contract. “Seventy thirty!” Behind Posh was Momma and Poured Sweet. They snitched. Not because they cared, but because they were trying to prevent the end too.

“Seventy thirty?” Darren asked as he went toward Posh. “Who gets the seventy?”

“You, you dweeb.” Posh grabbed him and kissed him on the lips. “Knock it off, let’s go. I’m tired of this. You won, you get your seventy. Happy?”

“Eighty twenty,” Candy came back on her offer.

“No.” Cotton pulled himself to the front of her. “You don’t need him. You don’t need Sweet Meats. I don’t care. I mean, I do, but . . .I care too much for you to let you go.” He touched her cheek. “I have been a jerk not telling you everything. You haven’t done anything wrong. If I found a carcass left behind that a wolf devoured, I would still have the decency to bury it.” Was that the right way to put it? “I mean. I told you to stay before I knew you had been with Darren. I still say, stay.”

“As a rabbit.”

“Whatever you want. We can work from your apartment. Rabbit, human, I don’t care.” He preferred his rabbit form over his human, but for her, he’d change that.

“Would I have to stop eating meat?”

“Rabbit senses would say yes, but if you don’t want to become one, that’s fine. Keep the Vegan power, dump the vegan taste.” It was still so risky. That look in her eyes. All the times he had lied to her, they were coming back into them. His past actions were being judged for and against him in her decision.

“Do you really think you deserve that? After all of the lying?” Candy looked over toward Darren and Posh. Neither of them understood a thing. She drew her attention back to Cotton. “Do you have the power to forget?”

“No.” Cotton didn’t know what she’d want with that power.

“Does your friend, Matt?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” Candy gestured the other way. “Now go home. Take your spot at the window and I will see you when I get home.  If you decide not to go home, then you decide not to. It’s your choice.”

* * *
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In his rabbit form, Cotton waited by the window. He snuggled himself up tight in his bed, not knowing what would happen. The snow had increased again, but he didn’t care anymore. Candy wanted the power of forget. She didn’t say she forgave him, chose him, or despised his trickery. 

It scared him more than anything. What did she want with that power? Was he supposed to forget her, or the other way around? Did she want to forget being with Darren so she could be―

His thoughts were interrupted as he heard the door open. Instinctively he wanted to run and greet her. He stayed on his bed though, as she instructed.

She moved over toward him next to his bed by the window. “Did you find Matt?”

“I did.”

“I want to forget that you can talk. I want my Big Bunny, before things got awkward. I don’t want to remember the other rabbits, the chicks, or the hill.”

Full erase. She wanted him back as her pet and nothing else. Oh, was that hard to hear! His head ducked a little further down than usual, letting his ears completely hit the ground without care. She would still be able to take care of him. He could still see her.

Just nothing else. 

“Can you do it?” she asked him.

“Yeah. This time tomorrow, I could have it done.” His voice was broke, but he completed the sentence. He could never be anything more than a pet to Candy, but at least he’d still have her in his life. 

“You would?” 

Cotton looked over toward her. “Anything to make you happy.”

“Good. Then cancel that. I canceled the thing with Darren too. You know, marriage.”

Cotton’s ears shot up a moment before they flopped back down against him. 

“You used me. You betrayed my trust and you lied to me.” Candy shook her finger at him. “Naughty Big Bunny. If I wasn’t madly in love with you I would have kicked you to the curb. In adult form. I couldn’t do that to you as a rabbit, you’d hurt your head.”

Cotton couldn’t even wrap his mind around everything he was hearing. A second chance? 

“Now, before I tell you anything else?” Candy gestured to him one more time. “Is there anything else that you have to tell me? Any more secrets that you are hiding from me? There’s not some other lost part to a prophecy book out there somewhere?”

“There might have been. I believe your kind took it and began to worship it.” Big Bunny chuckled, finally feeling relief. “Oh, there is something though. You are safe.”

“What do you mean safe?” Candy asked as she stroked his ear. She always did that when she was conflicted. “Big Bunny?”

“Cotton Tail would work better for me now,” he said, “and I meant dying because of a Vegan kiss. I am not your typical Vegan, no other action is needed.” Before she could say anything else he added, “I didn’t know if you would love a rabbit that you only knew as a pet. I really planned on telling you.” She had nothing but trust for that issue. “You’ll have to trust me on that. I know I lied a lot, but from now on, I won’t.”

“Okay.” Candy sighed. “I lied too by the way.”

Cotton looked over toward her. “About what?”

“Getting nailed by the wolf. I’d never let Darren near me.”

“What?!” His ears shot up again before gravity brought them down along with him in her lap. 

“You pushed me to the edge of sanity, buster.” Candy crossed her arms, refusing to acknowledge him. “I had to push you to the edge to see if you would still want me. If you didn’t, then I’d have my answer and be married to Darren with Sweet Meats making me tons of money right now.” She uncrossed her arms and groaned. “Instead, Posh and Darren tied it. Momma and Poured are angry as hell I let that happen, but I’m angry at them, so . . .” She shrugged. “Life’s just as messed up as ever.”

No more Darren Manner. Yes.

“As for you, rabbit, I don’t know what to do yet with you.” Candy lifted his ear and watched it droop. “Should I help out with the next year as a rabbit, or should I help out as the human I like to be? Especially since my father is just fine, Sweet Meats business is thriving nicely. Maybe I should do both?”

“Both would be fine, whatever you want.” Cotton rubbed up against her tummy, finally being rewarded with a scratch behind his ears. So far, so good, but she hadn’t said what he wanted to hear yet. He knew she loved him. She let Darren go. She was figuring out her future.

But did it include him as more than just a nice pet?

“I think both then. No rush this time, I can work on weekends down on Bunny Hill, and weekdays at Sweet Meats.” Candy nodded. “Yeah, I think that settles it.” She moved away from the window and headed for the fridge. “What would you like for supper? I saw you chewing on that carrot grass when we were out delivering baskets.”

Cotton’s ears drooped further down again. “Oh, I don’t know,” his nose twitched. “I was thinking maybe some of the carrot grass with a side of-am I just a pet or not?

Candy looked away from the refrigerator back at him. “If I am human and you are my cuddly rabbit, you are my pet. When we are the same, we’ll just see next time what happens.”

That’s all he needed to know as he took action. He watched as Candy danced around, trying to get out of her oversized clothes. “There, we are both rabbits. So?”

* * *
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Candy trotted away from her clothes, now back in her white fur with blonde streaks. She twitched her nose. Then started licking her paws and washing her face. Cotton wasn’t going to just transform her into forgiveness. She watched him hop over towards her with a single untransformed basket. He laid it in front of her and transformed it.

“I made this for you.”

Candy looked at the basket. It didn’t have candy in it or a chocolate bunny. There were eggs, but they weren’t real. “What are the fake eggs?”

“Something I tinkered with on the old conveyor belts.” Cotton gestured to the two fake eggs. “You twist in the middle and they open. I wanted you to have it if you didn’t throw me out.”

Candy climbed into the basket and tried to hold the fake eggs with her paws. She held the bottom and the middle twisted easy. Inside were two tiny strange gold bands. “What are these?”

“We call them pinkerlings.”

Pinkerlings? She picked one up and looked at it. What were they supposed to do?

“Your kind have something similar. It’s in the other egg.”

Candy moved herself to the second egg. She held the bottom with her body and twisted it with her front paws again. The whole top fell out of her hands and onto the carrot grass as she looked inside.

The human equivalent.

Two engagement ring bands.

***
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It was the first time Candy had been cuddled up at her window with Cotton in her rabbit form. Watching the snow get lighter, they still wanted to cuddle up next to each other. Tucking her head below his, she thought for a moment over the last two crazy weeks she had. It was all worth it though. She wiggled her own cotton tail, still feeling the pinkerling around it. A magical band that never fell off.  “Do you think the snow will stop soon?”

“I am sure by tonight it will. True Spring has already started for us.” Cotton nuzzled her gently with his nose.  Nothing else was said between the two rabbits.

Year by year, Spring took over its rightful place. The word Easter Bunny was known on every child’s lips as if there had always been such a thing. People picked up preparing for it as they did other holidays. They even colored their own eggs, just in case the rabbits didn’t leave enough.

The supply of Easter Bunnies to keep the special day going each year only increased. Even Candy and Cotton added their own children to the mix. They all tended to be Vegans. Except for Butterscotch.

Like Candy, she had Sweet power, which just went to show everyone:

Even vegans could be Sweet.
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Branded Part Six: PARANORMALITY: DIMENSION: RIM
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“You should have told me much sooner!” I yelled into the phone right before I hung up. I can’t believe this. Dean Resin was out, and not only that, the last person to see him was the leader of the Rim. What was the leader of the Rim doing talking to him? “Do you know what crimes Dean Resin committed? Where was he last seen? The Gutter?” He must have gone to make sure I didn’t get Zoe in time. Well, he didn’t win that one. He would never get Zoe again.

Still, this was bugging me out. Why was the leader of the Rim talking to someone like Dean Resin? Unless . . .Zoe. 

Oh, I am so stupid! This wasn’t just revenge on me, this really was about Zoe. 

But, why? She wanted to be a neoarchaeologist to prove the insane theory that all humans would become paranormal. Was that it maybe? Her ability? It wasn’t much, but if she did her research right and she was born to a completely normal family with no paranormal blood...

I hung up the phone, trying to think. I had to catch Dean and take him out for good. He was not hurting Zoe again. 

I went back toward the house. Dean was out there somewhere, searching for Zoe, and he wouldn’t get her. As I went back in, Max and Zoe were both relaxing on the couch still. I didn’t want to scare her, but she deserved to know someone was coming after her, and it wasn’t because of me. I don’t warrant visits from the leader of the Rim. I sat down between them.

“Everything okay?” Zoe asked me as she looked at my smile. “I can’t tell if you’re happy or scared now. There shouldn’t be anything that could make you look like that.” She was already nervous. “Nothing about me, right? I am still going home?”

“Dean’s out,” I blurted. “He was talking to the Rim leader right before he mysteriously escaped. Zoe, I don’t think it was just revenge for the past.” I looked at her, head on. “Can you do more than levitate pencils now?”

She fidgeted. “Once,” she admitted. “I didn’t do it in front of any windows. It was self contained, and I really mean that I only did it once. I just felt it inside.”

“Felt what inside?” I asked her.

Zoe rubbed her teeth. “I can try with something metal.”

I moved to my room and brought out my sword. If she could do what I think she could, my sword would be all the proof needed. I didn’t use it as much, a simple knife was often sufficient, but I was experienced. A sword would be easier to shove power through. “This is a steel sword.” I stood it in front of her. “Try not to zap the floor.”

“You think she can?” Max asked.

Honestly, who knew? All I knew was that the leader of the Rim may have been the one wanting her dead all along.

Zoe gently grabbed the handle. “I’ve never done it through something this big.” She closed her eyes and electricity started to shoot down the sword.

Oh, hell. It was true. Born from a completely normal family, and she was paranormal. If anyone did find out? “Okay, that’s good.” I removed the sword from her grip. This world would be torn apart, no wonder the Rim leader wanted her dead. Of course, maybe it didn’t matter? If he found out that she was marrying into a paranormal family. Would he let her go?

Villains were hard to work with but politicians had a lining. I would call my superior and tell him to call the leader. Not to tell him I had Zoe, but that she was never going to go back to the Citadel and become an archaeologist. Yes, that would keep her safe.

Wait. What am I saying? My whole goal was to get her home. All she wants is to go home. This is dangerous though, I could get the politician off her back if she stayed here. She would be in trouble out there, trying to expose the truth. It would be revealed in time, slowly, and she didn’t need to be out there doing that. Baby steps in the directions humanity needed to take. “Zoe, the Rim leader might be wanting you dead.” 

“The Rim leader? I thought you said it was Dean Resin?” She looked so confused. “What do you mean?”

“I told you once before, you could topple everything.” I rubbed my shoulder and looked back at Max. This was it, I had to break the news. She would not be safe going back yet, it would be a longer wait. Before I could do it though, Yeven called me back a second time. I didn’t want to answer it, but it could always be another emergency. “Dex.”

“You shouldn’t have hung up on me like that. That’s not all of the news.”

I rubbed my head. “What more could there possibly be?”

“Dex. Listen, I need you to calm down. If you think this is messed up news, you haven’t heard anything yet.”

I moved my hand away from my head. I didn’t have any good vibes with a statement like that. Dean was out. Zoe was in danger and had to stay here. That wasn’t the most messed up news? I took a moment to take a deep breath. What if something happened to her family? “Is everyone okay?”

“Dex. I can’t say this on the phone, it’s too big. You head on back here. Get here. Now.”

I knew that tone. It was a tone that conveyed no matter how good I was that he’d fire me if I disobeyed him without a second thought. Moving right past Max and Zoe, I headed out. 

I didn’t even know the news, but I could guess. Zoe’s family.

***
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I held my hands in front of me as I sat, waiting for the news from Yeven. Her mother. Her father? It could be her sister. “Who is it?”

Yeven sat behind his desk, his eyes trained on me. “Who is affected?”

Oh. My prediction was wrong. “No one in her family is hurt?”

“I can’t fully say that,” Yeven answered. 

Why did he have to toy with me? “Just say it. I still have to tell Zoe.” This wouldn’t be easy. “Did she lose them all or were they kidnapped?”

“Dex, stop guessing for two seconds,” Yeven answered me. “You need to stay calm. Her mom is fine, her sister is fine, and her dad is fine to my knowledge.”

Her immediate family was fine. I felt relieved, but I couldn’t let my guard down yet. If it wasn’t her family then what was the urgency? I remained quiet. I stopped fidgeting and waited for him to continue. He wouldn’t say even a word until I completely calmed down. The room stayed quiet, only the sound of his secretary next door sharpening a pencil could be heard.

He waited for several seconds more as the pencil grinding continued to be heard. The gnawing of it was only replaced with a second pencil. Afterwards, it was dead quiet and only the sound of the clock ticking behind made its presence known until the moment came. A moment that changed everything. “She is pregnant with your son.”
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Unwanted Betrayal a Tragic Fate Part 2: DIMENSION: SHAZOO
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Odd. Booth covered up the small miniature body near his house. It was the strangest thing, almost like a doll. He believed it to be some kind of toy but upon closer inspection realized it had once been alive. His paw patted the dirt softly. “And dad said nothing happens around here.” His dad and mom had gone wild walking shortly after he turned fourteen. They lived out in the wild, chasing their own food and living like real wolves did. That wasn’t really Booth’s thing. He took over the family line of saving people. It was in his blood, like his father, he felt proud to accomplish such a service. Their land was not a place with order, it had to be demanded. 

He enjoyed demanding it, but it wasn’t long before he understood why his dad decided to retire as a wildwalker. With his dad married, at least his problems had been more confined. Booth had become the famous hero, and as such, he had some difficulties with the fame. It was enough that he refused to live in the city. His home was on a cliff, miles away from civilization. At the end of the day, he enjoyed running there and getting away from everyone.

“Mister Booth?”

Then again, he couldn’t stay completely secluded. Booth jumped down and walked the makeshift steps of boulders down his cliff. “I prefer not to have others visit me here.” He couldn’t keep the growl out of his voice. Who dared to intrude on his den? “This is my sanctuary.”

“I need to speak with you. I-it’s important.” She tried to climb up the steps but not in a wolf form. She must be one of the regular humans or she had not hit maturity yet. His nose detected otherwise. “I don’t know how to say this, but I-I need your help.”

Apparently, she was afraid. That much was clear from her scent too. Booth came down closer. “I don’t help unless you are in the city and its working hours.”

“It’s not that, it’s personal.” She gulped and held her hands out to him, and then pulled them back. “I might be pregnant.”

“And I might be the father.” Oh, great, another one of these cases. Why is it because he protected the city everyone assumed he was made of money? He didn’t care about money. The fame? Having a kid and saying it was his, that might lead to fame. Which would lead to a comfy job, which would equal a life of luxury. Great dream for someone to have except it was lying. All the women did that.

He’d never been with anyone. Still, it was one of the few enforced rules. If he was the dad, he would have to help. It was the only thing keeping unattached wolves from messing around because urges to be with a mate were strong. He bounded back to his den, grabbed a piece of paper with his mouth, and bounded back down. 

He spit it out toward her. “Fill out the form and take it to the nearest place of convenience. If it’s true, I’ll help, but just to let you know.” He held his eyes on her. “I am not a loophole and I am not a charity. Over a hundred wolves have tried to lay claim that I have touched them, and none of them have succeeded.” He growled. “You won’t either.”

“A hundred?”

“Yes, so don’t waste my time.” Booth started to head back up the cliff. The first time a woman claimed it, he thought maybe she was just confused. He even soothed her and provided a little financial support. Worst mistake of his life, it opened him for trouble like a wound on a deer. Everyone was ready to tear into him. For kids and legal entanglements. Try to save someone on a bus by throwing a car in the way? Pay for the legalities and emotional issues of losing a damn car. No joke, he had to. Every time he saved someone, if someone’s property was used and damaged, he paid for it. Big trouble that led to damaged holes in buildings? His fault. The charge came from his own pocket. Forget the fact he was saving lives, he was everyone’s favorite to sue!

Get a chance, sue him. Got saved but broke an arm? Sue him. A thief even openly robbed someone, he tripped them and they sued him for a broken leg. It was another reason his dad retired and left. Being a hero meant damage to the city or to its civilians. A hero’s job was to protect, but no one protected the hero. Choosing between saving someone or losing more money and respect wasn’t something they should have to decide, but he made that decision every day to continue.

Did he make money? Yeah. Enough most would consider him rich? Yep, but the way the last four years had gone, he wouldn’t be surprised one day if the city decided not to ever hand him a paycheck at all. 

“Sorry. This isn’t one of those hundred cases.”

Booth turned to look at her a moment longer. She seemed sincere, but he knew himself better than a woman’s eyes. He’d never touched anyone. His dad, when he first met his mom, made that mistake. His mother resented him for a time before Booth was born, believing he had hurt her. Memory of the event before maturity fades after intercourse and didn’t return for a time until she was completely matured. 

It was the one thing his dad drilled into him every day. Booth never even took a girlfriend, afraid their instincts might put him in a similar situation. He watched out for that, so there was no way a woman’s eyes could know better than him.

Maybe she was having money trouble. Maybe not. Her life wasn’t his business, and that cub wouldn’t be his.

“I just need help. I’ll take a test.” She licked her lips. “Please, I have no money. This is the only place I know. I’m far from civilization. I have no home anymore.”

A needy case. Booth came back down toward her. She went about getting help in the wrong way. Although angry, he could see why she tried such a hard shot. He couldn’t leave a citizen in dire peril. “Don’t lie, it will get you further. If you want my help, then admit you lied.”

She didn’t answer back right away like she was having second thoughts. “I need to find Booth Char.”

Booth Char? He growled. Booth Char was an evil wolf, one of the worst he ever butted heads with. Paw to paw, he held almost as much power as Booth. The name Booth wasn’t uncommon, it was a name for strength. He had been named after a grandfather he never knew. He had no idea who named Booth Char, but he could care less. “Why do I need to find Booth Char for you?”

“Because he could be the father too.”

Reaching hard, wasn’t she? If it weren’t for the fact she might actually be pregnant, he’d be dropping her in a psych ward. Booth Char touched no one. He was his nemesis, and she almost dug her own grave mentioning his name! Burying his claws into the thick stone, he flattened his ears and showed his teeth toward her. He approached her little by little. She scooted back, and he was rewarded with frightened eyes. “Leave.”

“But I―”

“Leave!”

Angel ran as fast as she could. Her father said she had to convince Booth, but how? He was a wild animal! His eyes ever since she found him at his den were anything but friendly. The GPS of the escape pod had known his location, the Danube’s were brilliant after all. This was not a welcome greeting though. She thought maybe she could get by if she mentioned Booth Char, but that just made him go nuts and want to bite her. His fangs bared, saliva dripping, how could she stay and fight for him to listen?

She slowed down after a time, resting on a tree. She stroked her stomach, not knowing what to do next. She had no home. No money to live in Shazoo. She was not a wolf and wasn’t made to survive in the wild. What would she do? She let her body slide down the tree as she closed her eyes. “I’m dead, I’m so dead. No one will help me. No food, no money.” She looked at her stomach. “Hard to believe anything’s even in there. Won’t have a chance though, if I don’t even have a chance.” She gulped. “Why did this have to happen?”

“I am sorry.”

Angel watched a wolf come from behind a nearby tree. She quickly moved away from her tree, ready to run.

“Do not run. I understand you.” The she wolf approached her slowly. “I heard your yelps of fear. Lost your mate? You don’t have no one to take care of you?”

Oh no. “I’m not a wolf,” Angel said quickly.

“But a wolf was the father?”

Close enough. Angel watched the wolf offer her back to ride upon. “You don’t even know me.”

“No, but I want to help.”

A day at a time. If Booth wouldn’t believe her, she would need to find a way to survive. Her family and home were gone. If anyone found out she was a Danube and pregnant, she wouldn’t have a chance in hell of survival. For now, this was the best option.

***
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“Carol, are we out of mustard?” Angel called as she looked in the fridge. She had lived with Carol for three months now. She was a kindhearted wolf person who kept her promise. Angel couldn’t get a job, but Carol never pushed the issue. She kept light-hearted conversation and never brought up the dad. Angel made sure of it as she told the biggest whopping lies of her life.

Her first priority was to her baby. She had lied that the father was dead and he took care of her. Her family all perished in a brawl, leaving her with no identification. Carol recommended testing her blood for proof, but Angel went with ‘after the birth’. Too much stress right now.

Carol agreed, so Angel did what she could. She trimmed the outside of her den home so that it looked the greatest in the neighborhood. She took care of important plants Carol always wanted decorating the front. They were tough to take care of, needing a watering five times a day, and ten in the heat. When others walked past their front yard, they were always filled with surprise or envy at them.

Angel had more than a little help than just the watering. As a Danube, her intelligence in certain levels was quite high, and coming up with a more soluble soil to hold in the moisture longer wasn’t tough. It still took time and effort, but it was easier to manage. She also made solutions for them to grow healthier and sturdier against the weather.

Almost any wolf who wanted their den home attractive had some kind of plants, but it was their home that had the most exotic and well taken care of pieces. From pink passionate rosebud collars to the illustrious fern blue sea dwellers. 

Carol also took care of the house. It only took a few solutions to keep the dust away where it wasn’t needed. Since Carol had a half wolf half human home, parts of it were natural dirt and grass, so she needed to be careful with the solutions too. For the natural part, she made more organic solutions that kept away bugs. She took care of mildew, mold, all of the basic problems Carols house had.

In return, she could stay as long as she wanted. Carol probably figured her expertise was worth the extra cost, so it was a mutual benefit. Especially when others came around and asked how much it would be to take care of their den homes. Well, at least she did have jobs if Carol demanded it of her one day.

The one thing Angel did always have a problem with though was the simplest of tasks. Coming up with a solution for cleaning was easy, but finding mustard in the fridge was tough. Moving some things around, she started to empty out some of the expired contents into the trash. She found the mustard in the back and also dropped it in the trash. “Out of mustard.”

“I’ll pick some back up when I get back.” Carol came out in her human form. She was putting on earrings as she soared past. “I have a date. Don’t stay up.”

Angel shrugged as she watched the door close and headed for the applesauce. It wasn’t the mustard craving she wanted, but maybe some applesauce would do the trick. Tasting it, she decided against it. Not pungent enough. She grabbed some lemon juice and squeezed it in the applesauce. She tasted it again. Eh, a little better. She closed the refrigerator door and sat down to eat.

She didn’t have a belly yet but the neighborhood knew she was pregnant anyway. It was the excuse Carol gave the others when they tried to buy her services. Honestly, not a very good excuse, but Carol didn’t want to share her. Every once in awhile someone would bring over a present for it, saying their little cubs outgrew it some time ago. She had a stack of clothes already for her little one when it arrived.

She didn’t much care if Booth was the father or not. If it was Booth Char, then she might care after it was born. Booth Char could get her back home where it was safe to walk around as a Danube. The baby would be well taken care of up there, and her family could be with it. If the father was Booth though? She didn’t know, he clearly didn’t want anything to do with her. He thought it was fake though, just a ruse. Would it be fair to raise it without him emotionally understanding it was his? He turned her away. He frightened her. But was that reason enough?

In any case, she was fine was Carol. She had a steady job at the store. Nothing big but she didn’t need an extravagant job for the small den home they had. Carol had to crawl through more sections than she wanted, which left her mostly with the kitchen and a big bedroom to spend her time in. The more room a den home had to move as a human in, the more it cost. She was lucky that she had a room with that kind of space so she wouldn’t complain.

Carol was great company too, they became decent friends. A part of her really wanted to confess the truth, but even if one person overheard, it could be disastrous. Danube’s had a wretched past and she would not survive the revenge taken against her because of her family’s name.

So for now, it would remain a secret. If Booth Char was the father, before she left, she would confess the truth. If it was Booth though? Oh, who knew. He was the hero of Shazoo, and if the Shazoo family ever left and the Danube’s came down from the sky, he would be their number one enemy.

Depressing thought. She tried to cheer herself up by thinking about names again. Boys and girls names. Funny though, a lot of names that she kept thinking of weren’t common and she didn’t know how they popped in her head. Cheryl. Guyver. Dean seemed like a nice one, but it felt like it could be a good or bad name. Shay for a girl would be pretty. Gaw, even the number Five kept popping in her head as a name. She grabbed some paper and wrote more suitable names down.

Jeni, Lebor. Something simple. Then she found herself writing strange names again. Carrie. Kris. Myra. Cotton. “Ugh!” She scooted the paper away as she wrote the name Hatter. Hatter honestly, why would she come up with such a name? It was from that one fairytale she read in her old classic books on her spaceship. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Gabriella seemed to be the only suitable name that actually popped in her head. Still, was it the right name?

At least she had more time to think about it. Now, it was time to find something for dessert. Today was a day to treat herself. She had just turned nineteen.
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Illusions: A Tragic Fate Part 4: DIMENSION: LOST AND FOUND
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“Hang on, Sera,” Dean said as he helped her across a rock. The elf was always so kind to her. They had been traveling two days, and for the choices she had been given, he had clearly been the right one. Since just looking at her caused men to fall in love, Dean had his hands full whenever they got brave with her. Which was more often than she had wished.

To other men, she was their everlasting love, about to sail out of their lives as she passed. For that reason, many of them put up a fight. Dean never complained in helping her though. “Thanks, Dean,” she mentioned as he helped her across another rock. The very definition of brave. Even his name, Dean, what a rough name. Such a sweet elf though. Nothing like she imagined could have ever existed. There was only one problem with him.

He didn’t believe she was human. She tried to convince him several times of her true form, but he simply smiled and shrugged it off. The spell worked so well on him that he still could not see through to the truth.

Not until that day. 

“Easy, Sera,” Dean warned as he gave her a hand down to the next rock. “This one is a bit of a―” He didn’t finish as he was head butted by another creature. Sera screamed for help as she felt another creature grab her and start to run. “Dean!”

“Sera!” He yelled as he fought off the creature. Its long antennas were arm wrestling him for dominance, but he had ripped one off, causing it to scream in pain. He quickly took off in hot pursuit of her. “Sera, I’m coming!”

The creature however was clumsy, its antennas touched the ground as it ran, eventually causing it to trip. As it fell, she took the chance to get away, but it reached out one more time in desperation and pulled her amulet so hard it ripped off.

Quickly grabbing it, she placed it back on. If she lost the amulet, no one would be able to see her, and she’d never get home. Sera took off running back toward Dean’s direction, but realized he had watched her from a nearby cliff. She waved, proud that she got away by herself. Okay, so it was by its clumsiness, but she must deserve some credit.

Dean didn’t look proud though. Not one bit. “What’s wrong?” she asked toward his way, but felt something grab at her feet again. She reached out, but Dean didn’t move. “Dean?” She kicked her legs hard trying to keep it away, but it kept dragging her. “Dean!”

Finally, he moved. He came over in one quick swipe and defeated the creature. Afterward though, he didn’t help her up. The dead creature he had slain still had its hands wrapped around her feet though. Once again, Dean didn’t help. Instead he began to walk away.

Sera didn’t bother yelling; clearly it wasn’t going to help. She kicked and pulled her own legs until the massive warty hands finally let her go. As she got up, she ran to catch up with him. “Dean, what is it?”

He didn’t say anything at first. His tongue was pressing against the inside of his cheek, causing it to stick out. 

“Dean?” Sera tried again. She touched his arm but he flinched and jerked away. “What is it?”

He glanced at her, only a moment, and it held a look of being betrayed. “What matter of creature are you?”

“I’ve told you,” Sera said, “I am human. I have told you this many times.”

“Well, why on Lost and Found have I been helping a disgusting, lowly human?” He looked at her up and down. “You are no high elf. You’re just an average thing.”

Thing? Did he just call her a thing? “How could you say that?” Sera fought back her tears. Being called a thing was so low. “I am Sera. I have told you that I am human.”

“I thought you were confused.” He glanced at her again, judging her. “You are no elf.”

So, the illusion had somehow broken on him. He saw her true form, and she could see where she truly stood in his eyes. “I am not a six foot blonde beauty with a skinny waste and clear skin, but I am not a thing!” She whopped him with the side of her magnificent shape changing dress and stormed away. How could he be so cruel? She wasn’t a gorgeous one to look at, but how could he be so insensitive? It wasn’t her fault that he could not listen.”

She looked back and realized he had not even bothered to follow her. Of course not, she was just a thing to him. Dealing with the masses of guys going after her was not fun, but for her time there, she forgot that her looks didn’t match up to the attractive people. Especially when she had someone always looking at her with adoration.

“Dean is clearly not going to want to escort a thing home, so now what?” She looked around herself. Night was a few hours away, but she couldn’t survive the cold without his heat. She would need shelter. She would have to find her way back to her home on her own, or find someone that could help. Preferably a woman although they tended to hiss at her. Must have been another side effect of―Looking up, Sera saw herself surrounded. There were twenty creatures of various kinds looking at her like their long lost love. Tongues were wagging, fangs were dripping, tails were wagging, tentacles were waving, all for her. With no Dean to help. 

At first, they fought against each other. She tried to get away while they were preoccupied, but they kept their eyes on her and didn’t let her leave. Okay, maybe she should have given him one more try? “Dean?” she squeaked. There was no answer. Ten of them had killed each other, and one of them tried to nab her, but it got killed. They fought and cussed, demanding the others surrender in the name of true love. 

“No way,” a man said as he hissed at the others. One of the decent fighters, he was almost human except for fangs and red teeth. “I say we share.”

“I won’t share!”

“My species will share.”

“So will mine.”

Things were looking even worse. Sera tried to move again, but one of them wrapped their arms around her. 

“We share. Love for all,” he whispered in her ear as he grabbed her dress.

Sera winced, knowing if she didn’t figure a way out, her future was going to be loving a group of strange red eyed creatures. They were closer to human looking than others, but it didn’t make her feel any better. She was about to be some loving concubine.

“Let her go.”

Her eyes instantly opened at the sound of the voice. She looked behind her, just a small ways on a cliff. 

Dean.
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He should have won first place for biggest a-hole in Lost and Found. How could he be so stupid? Yes, Sera wasn’t a high elf and it brought his spirits down, but she was still in the same trouble. He had let her wander away a bit, dealing with his own feelings, when he heard her. How could he get so self absorbed he could forget about her? The illusion was still casted upon many, and now she had been won by seven crimson devils. Fighting off advances as they happened had been easier, but now she had suitors that had claimed her as theirs. They would be fighting together, and it wouldn’t be an easy battle. In fact, he was only a lowly elf and there was a high chance they would kill him. So, something else must be done. “You truly do not want her. She is casting a magic spell upon all of you. She is a warty witch trying to bear herself children and catch a husband.”

They hissed in disbelief.

Dean looked at his fingers. “All right, I was trying to be the good guy. Good luck to the next Mister Nanchester.”

“Nanchester?” One of them spoke. “You mean Miss Maid Nanchester? The one with the ten inch long toes?”

Dean nodded, turned and headed away. It was a bluff, but damn, Nanchester was ugly. There was absolutely no comparison to anyone as ugly as that woman. Even her teeth were covered in green slime. He turned back and pointed to his teeth. “Make sure you scrub extra clean, I hear that stuff in her mouth is contagious.”

He watched them scatter and knew he had won without even a single blow. Sera did not come back over yet. “I am sorry,” he said taking the first step toward her and to forgiveness. “I did not mean to refer to you as a thing. It’s just that, humans are not . . .” He waved his hands in the air. “Well thought of.” Neither were the cruel idiots honorable, smart, or have any kind of belief or civility. Barbarians to the core, yet Sera had been one of them. She had been amiable to him for several days, never belittling him or showing him contempt. So while most of the race was incomprehensibly awful, he now knew one that had broken the mold. “I am sorry I called you a thing, Sera. I did not mean it in a bad way, I just couldn’t believe you were one of those . . .” Different word, search for a different word besides thing that wasn’t negative. “Creatures? Objects? Thingamajiggery jiggers?” That wasn’t quite a thing.

“Well, I am a human. The word is human.” Sera came over toward him. “I thought you left me because of what I had been. I had tried to tell you, honestly. What did you expect of me?” Sera asked.

“To be a high elf that was confused.” He had to be honest with her. “I thought that while helping you, you would see how useful I was as a fighter and finally invite me to be yours. Apparently, that isn’t going to happen. Even if you were, I doubt I’d care to now. I was under your spell.” Yes, clearly honest. “This means that our journey has ended.” He crossed his arms. “I will find you a suitable place to call home though, I promise.”

“What do you mean?” she asked. “We can’t be that far away from home.”

“Sera. You could describe your dimension to me for days on end, and I would be no closer to knowing which way your home had been.”

“Earth.”

“Which is everywhere and nowhere. Named differently in one dimension, non existing in another. Freudialis? Also popular, but also not in every dimension, and not the rich healthy planet it is in each dimension. Neither is Congrual, 231a, or Spickerspackleanskeefalfasifde to name but a few.” 

Sera would never be able to repeat the last planet he said with a hundred years of practice. “It can’t be far. It can’t.”

“That amulet let’s you speak to me and others. That amulet is the only reason you are even seen, humans aren’t allowed here.” Dean walked around her. “I see you as the high elf I always did, but for one shining moment, I saw the real you. That took the curse off of me. You can’t help it though, without that amulet, you become invisible to all.”

“How did I get here, Dean?” Sera asked as she held his arm. “Please, be honest. If no human can be here, how did I get here? Why am I here?”

“Are you honestly certain that you fell through your sister’s bed?” Her expression showed surprise that he remembered that fact. He was under a spell, not an idiot. Although similar, not quite the same thing. “Then a reason even bigger than the nature of Lost and Found must have sent you here. For such things, I would keep an ear and eye out. Whatever sucked you in, may suck you back out.” He shrugged. “Then again, Lost and Found could be your home for some time until that happens. I could always find a similar dimension to yours.”

“I want my life. My family. My job,” Sera stated. “Those won’t be in other dimensions. Dean. I want to find my home.”

Dean beat his tongue between his lips, definitely trying hard to think of a solution. Sera was a decent woman, she deserved to live in the dimension that had been home. However, he had no idea where it was, or if the event that triggered her stay would also take her home. Lost and Found had strange things happen, but events with opposite reactions could occur. It wasn’t within the realm of impossibility.

She would be safer and happier in another dimension though. Free to take off the amulet, she could start a new life somewhere else. It was not what she wanted though. He had been the one who promised to escort her home. Spell or not, a promise was a promise. Even if he had to make a home, he would keep that promise. “Continue your journey with me, I suppose. I am a wanderer by nature, so if you want to continue to wander with me, you may. I do not guarantee we will find your home, but I will keep you safe.”

She nodded. “Thank you, Dean. Considering the options, I think it’s best to do that.” She would have said more as they passed over a bridge, but she stopped. Her reflection was not her reflection. She yanked on Dean’s hand. “Dean? Dean!”

Dean looked down at her reflection. “Well, all is not lost.” He crossed his arms on the side of the bridge and winked at her. “Looks like you’ve got yourself a spirit guide.”

“A what?”

“A spirit guide. Legendary folk who help guide those who lose their way.” Dean waved at it humorously. “Eventually he may speak to you and share the right path to us”

“He knows the way home?” Sera cupped her hands and yelled to the water. “Excuse me, sir? Which way is home?”

“They don’t speak very often,” Dean answered her. “Not at first. Keep your eye on him, one day he’ll say something.”

Sera watched the fellow. She raised her hand up, and he did too. She touched her nose and he did too. He replicated every move she could do. At least she now had some hope. “I am open to talking when you’re ready,” she said with a little hope before she headed down the bridge. She glanced out of her eye and watched the strange teen in her reflection walk along the bridge below her.
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His eyes. They were so cold and red. Apocalypse Girl had hid her shiver by placing her cloak hood back over her head. Dominic had changed. Yes, she was angry, and in his eyes she deserved it. They were supposed to be enemies, and his sister literally killed her universe. Those eyes though.

She needed to stop thinking about him. She did not even know him. Yes, at one time they were close acquaintances for a time longer than she wanted to dwell on. They used to wake up next to each other, and talk to each other every day. He was a . . . “No, I do not make friends. We were acquaintances.”

“Don’t get comfy, you smell no better than Apocalypse Boy,” Boogeyman warned her. “I will throw you out soon, and it will not be to a more pleasant place.”

“You are simply angry that you lost your company,” Apocalypse Girl shot back.

“You are simply confused because you do not understand why Dominic bothers you so.”

“He does not bother me.” She took the hood off of her head. “I knew this would come, so I should not be attached. I do not make friends, my people taught me that was weakness. Not strength. I cannot falter to these . . .emotions.” She stood up and moved around. “It was meant to be. We were always destined to be enemies.”

“You were destined to be enemies when he was called Apocalypse Man. It did not say you would remain that way.”

Apocalypse Girl turned her head to look toward the top, imagining where he could be. “You grew fond of him.”

“My world changes people.”

She knew that. The way Apocalypse Boy looked when she visited him. It was simply awful, like a wild primate ready for an attack. He would get better the longer he was away from the nightmare world. Herself though, she was now alone. The summons to escape Boogeyman were not easy, hence why she waited with Apocalypse Boy instead in the past. However, she would not be able to stay very long. Boogeyman had no sensitive bone for her. No one had a sensitive bone for her.

No one but Dominic. He once had a soft spot for her. She shook her head, this was not helping! Enemy. He was her enemy, and nothing would change that.

“There is always a way.”

No, no she couldn’t listen to him. She tried to keep his seductive whispers away from her mind. He was trying to kill her while pretending to help her. 

She owed it to Dominic. He saved her life. She covered her face, Boogeyman was in her head. “I will not listen, it’s suicide. I cannot control him, and he would kill me.”

“He saved you, and your anger lost him. Your only friend.”

“Silence!” She shouted at him. She grabbed her head. Emotions rolled through her. “My people would say this is weak. I am being weak-minded. I dealt out the punishment accurately.”

“Your people are and forever will be gone. Your universe does not exist. You are to blame as much as them.”

“I am to blame as much as them.” Apocalypse Girl touched her chest. He was right. They were stuck in there, but she was the one who rescued them. They made her do it, but she didn’t know. Yet, they didn’t know. So if she didn’t know and they didn’t know, then who was to blame? She gulped, feeling her throat wickedly burn. Star-cross lovers didn’ t know their children could cause the end, and she was their warning. They were innocent. This situation, what had made it different?

She took it personally. They were not to blame anymore than star-crossed lovers. She was the one to blame. “My people would be disappointed. I have not punished well enough.” 

“Then you know what to do.”

Apocalypse Girl closed her eyes. She was to blame for the death of her universe. She was the one who had to pay the price. A black smoky fog came towards her. Balancing on it, slightly creating a shine across the top as if it had been hit by sunlight, was a mirror. 

She waved her hand in front of it and saw Apocalypse Boy. He no longer looked like the wild primate of before. He was clean. He was healthy. He was Dominic. “I will get her back.”

Dominic from the mirror looked around. She knew he could hear her, Boogeyman made sure of it. “I must punish accurately. My closeness to the situation made me judge wrong. I am sorry that my eyes were blinded. My people will be ashamed and I shall take the punishment that I must endure. On my life, I will do my best so that you shall see your relation again.” She waved her hand in front of it and his image disappeared. There was only one way to make up for her mistake.

She had to summon a god.

DIMENSION: CASTLES OF THE SEAS

Falling. She couldn’t even breathe as she watched it coming toward her. Closing her eyes, she braced herself for the fall. The smell of salt and fish invaded her nose. She felt the sharp impact of the water hit as she fell into the briny depths. 

Once she could regain control of her body against gravity, she began to swim up to the shore, bursting out of the ocean. Her hair was wet and matted, but that was the last thing to worry about. Summoning a god was not done in jest. She felt the ocean come alive, waves crashing around. There was little chance she would be accepted. Dolphins circled around her. Each of them had watery light waves bouncing off of them. They broke the surface and squealed, flipping in the air.

Apocalypse Girl felt a large weight come over her foot. She knew that she was not worthy of a god’s help, but it was fitting. She let her people die. Her universe die. The only thing she had left was one friend, and he was gone. Not even something as insignificant or simple as a ‘friend’ belonged to her. She let herself get dragged down and didn’t bother kicking. The water stung her eyes, but it was all deserved.

Apocalypse Boy would be the victor. Only one could ever win anyway, and she was so tired of breaking up couples. A small smile actually came to her lips.

No more separating lovers. No more lies, no more extravagant plans. She would be joining her people. As peace came over her though, she felt a jerk against her stomach. Something had grabbed her from behind.

The next thing she knew, she felt the air around her. She coughed instinctively, her body needing to get all of the water out. She opened her eyes, though hurting and blurry, she made out a woman. Blinking, she eventually made out a crown on her head, and noticed that there were no legs, only a tail.

A mermaid had saved her. “Y-you . . .” Apocalypse Girl tried to stand up, getting her arms straight on the ground to prop up her body. “Do you understand what you’ve done?”

The mermaid was quiet, but nodded her head. “I will be punished for my insolence, but I could not let an innocent woman die.”

Innocent? She wasn’t innocent. “I am Apocalypse Girl. I destroy lovers. I am not innocent, and I should have perished for my people.”

“Well now you can’t because―”

Apocalypse Girl did not get a chance to hear the rest as the mermaid was dragged away by an unseen force. All that was left was her fingers against the sand. All Apocalypse Girl had wanted was to make it fair and she just ruined an entire family line.

She would never be able to stop hurting anyone, even in what should have been her death. Standing up she knocked the sand off. She held her hands together, calling for the master of wishes. He could not be summoned for travel anymore, but he had allowed her to use his powers over two years. She could only hope for one more favor.

She could not save the mermaid from her mistake, but she could give another a chance. She felt the blood start to pour from between her fingers. Her body was weak and could no longer stand at all. Falling unconscious she fell to the sand knowing she at least did one thing right if she died.

She switched a destroyed life for a destined lover.
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Apocalypse Girl felt herself moving from the beach. At first she thought she was being pulled down like the mermaid, but she found herself rolling along a second sandy area. When she stopped rolling, she heard the sound of a violin playing. 

As she stood, she looked at herself. Her dressing had changed from her green cloak outfit to a light blue and short dress. Shorter than her taste liked. She turned around to see who was playing the violin. At a desk, on the same sandy beach she found herself was an office chair facing away. As the music stopped, the chair turned around.

It was a guy about her age with blonde hair. Hair, eye, and skin color made little difference to her. He was wearing a muscle shirt and an odd grin on his face, but his eyes said something different.

Mischievous. Cunning. Conniving. Apocalypse Girl did not approach him as he called to her.

“No need to be frightened, just thought I’d help you out of a jam, baby.” He winked at her. “Welcome to my little place. Like it?” He set the violin next to the desk. 

“Who are you?” Apocalypse Girl requested. “You are not a star crossed lover, I know nothing of you. How do you know of me or where I had been at?”

“Let’s just say that even your momma dearest can’t use that looking-glass to see me.” He stood up from his chair. “I go by all kinds of names, been doing this apocalypse gig for a long time.” He walked steadily toward her, but Apocalypse Girl did not move away. She got strange sensations from him, but still did not move. “The most fun were Satan, Devil and Lucifer. I’m not that old, but what a compliment, right?”

Okay that remark caused her to take a slight step back.

“I’m the second Apocalypse Boy,” he answered her. “Except I don’t really go by that name, nor do I give a flying shit about what happens to anyone.” He shrugged. “They are more fun to mess with than help.”

“There is no such thing as two Apocalypse Boys.”

“According to you.” 

He approached her closer again, slow yet steady like a predator coming in on its prey. Apocalypse Girl did not know if she should hold her ground or move backward. No one should have known about her. No one should have the power to take her away to some other place. Few had that power, and none of them were boys her age. “My people would have mentioned a second.”

“Mm? Really, I doubt it. I think the one thing they would want is to make damn sure you didn’t associate with the quote unquote Apocalypse Boy. Or, boys?” He chuckled as he flipped backwards over to his desk, landing back in his chair. He bent down, grabbed the violin and it’s bow than threw it at her.

Apocalypse Girl stayed still and caught the violin and the bow in each hand.

“You must be a real smart one,” he said to her. “I bet you know mathematics, history of other travelers, and everything else beneath that hot sweaty sun on your planet.” He gestured to the violin.

Apocalypse Girl took the violin and tucked it correctly beneath her chin, playing softly with the bow.

“Musical. Keeping the brain as sharp as ever.” He tapped the desk. “Taught you everything, except the one thing every girl needs.”

“I can defend myself.” Apocalypse Girl dropped the bow and violin that was in her hand. “You do not prepare for my position without some fighting skill.”

“Aww, that’s cute.” He puckered his lips and winked. “Not what I was thinking of.”

That was a strange reaction from her enemy. This guy clearly was an enemy, or a jester of magic who didn’t understand his place.

“So I heard you and the other guy kind of had a spat, huh?” He clicked his tongue. “Who knew he’d be so upset about a sister he didn’t know about being sent away to never see him again throughout all of time and space. Hard to read guys sometimes, isn’t it?”

“I do not know. You are hard to read, but your phrasing makes it sound as if you are a girl,” she challenged him. “A shapeshifter?”

“I already told you who I was,” he answered. “I guess I didn’t really give you a name though, did I Apocalypse Cutie?”

Such phrasing! She bent her knees back into a fighting position. “I am no such thing, I am Apocalypse Girl. How dare you say such a phrase to me you insignificant irrelevant specimen!”

“Ooh, mama, you do got some fire.” He got up, not scared off by her words at all. If I’m not another Apocalypse Boy then I must be a liar. Liars I bet are ‘inferior’ to ‘your people’, aren’t they? Oh, I mean weren’t they.” He sniffed. “Sorry, your people are past tense.”

“Stop taking up my time. I demand to know what is going on,” she said boldly. “Why have you summoned me here?”

“I don’t know, to save you? I hate to see a sweet sixteen year old like you go by the wayside just ‘cause you weren’t god summoning material.” He took another step forward.

His words. They were so different. Those were the words of flirting, and of lovers. Not words for her. Why did he enjoy confusing her so? Saving her. Apocalypse Cutie. She wanted to do some unsavory things to the bottom portion of his body that would cause him to curl up in great pain when she first heard them. She was still considering it, but he must have had access to great power to bring her there. “Are you going to try and kill me, or are we going to talk all day?”

“Kill? I don’t want to kill you. Never in a million years, Apocalypse Cutie.”

“It is Apocalypse Girl!” She shouted again at him. “I demand some respect.”

“I demand some payment for saving you. Just because some mermaid comes out to give you a second chance didn’t mean that god wouldn’t yank you right back down.”

“I did not ask to be saved.” Nor did she have anything to exchange for such a deed.

“Hey, I don’t need a whole lot.” He puckered his lips at her. “Just a little kiss.”

A kiss? Why in the world did he need a kiss? Apocalypse Girl grabbed her head. She needed to think straight about these facts. An unknown boy saved her from the water god and using power he only demanded something as primitive as a kiss. Why would he want a kiss? He could have flipped over and fought her for it. Why would such an action be so important?

He said he was a second Apocalypse Boy, but her people never said anything about that. They only told her to stay away from him. He would become her enemy when he was called Apocalypse Man. 

Apocalypse Boy.

Apocalypse Man.

“Oh, I see some realization hitting your eyes a little too soon.” He moved his feet forward faster, but she was too quick.

She was not taking mere steps back, she began to run. “I will not be killed by the hands of you!” She ran faster and faster, but he was right behind her. There was no way it could be a simple kiss, or that someone could even have known about the water god or Dominic’s sister without having firsthand knowledge. “Are you the one?” She shouted back.

“They all squealed like pigs in a mighty slaughter I bet! Give up, you already used up most of your life force doing that mermaid a favor! Not to mention almost getting drowned by a god, you’re a tough broad, aren’t you?”

The chances. Dominic’s sister. He had wanted Dominic to hate her and come to her aid, but why? For once, she did not know. She did not understand what was going on. All she had was the instinctive thought that if she was caught, the fight against the apocalypse would be over. It was insane, her thinking, but this guy was insane. Her adrenaline pumping, not understanding, she just didn’t know what to do! This rude being was right about her power, she could not go on much longer. There was nothing left. “Dominic!”

She shouted his name. He’d never hear. She was escaping for her life, and she didn’t even know why she shouted his name. He could not do anything, even if he had not hated her. But she could sense deep in her heart, if something didn’t happen, this was the end.

This was the end of everything.
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“Apocalypse Traveler.”

Dominic heard the water spirit’s voice but didn’t know how to answer back. He was there as a figure that Sera had talked to, hoping he could help her find her way home, but he still couldn’t move even a finger. He was her reflection and every movement was so strong. Dreams were nothing compared to the pure might of not doing what Sera did. If she scratched her nose, he scratched his nose. If she talked to him, he’d talk right back. His mouth couldn’t be heard though, it was just his mouth and lips that matched her word to word.

“Apocalypse Traveler, your friend is dying.”

He had no friends. If she meant Apocalypse Girl, then . . .g-good. She . . .she should. Right? He was no match to anything that would harm her, it was suicide. He couldn’t even move. She destroyed his chance to ever see his sister again, he shouldn’t care if she lived or died. She was rude and conceited. She thought everything was about her. The only good quality is that she was honest, but even that was in a brutal fashion. It was how she had been taught, how she lived. By being perfect for her people.

Which she lost. Apocalypse Girl lost her entire universe. His sister caused it, but she could have done something else. She could have returned her to Dominic, and maybe he’d remember her. He’d help take care of her. At the time he was with Boogeyman though.

Then again, Apocalypse Girl did lose her entire universe. To her, it was the only reason to even live, for her people. She wouldn’t be looking to reward his sister for destroying her life.

Anger. Dominic couldn’t imagine how much the knowledge of losing everything must have felt. With Boogeyman, Dominic felt the anger flood him more every day. It was hard to control. When he was younger, he had never bothered to stand up to Boogeyman. He even begged for favors. As he got older, he had cussed that jerk out and demanded favors. He had been someone different before. A quiet, sweet kid that was just trying to help others while finding his way back home.

Now what was he? A reflection that couldn’t even move to help Sera. If someone attacked her, he couldn’t lift a finger to help. Literally. Since he left Boogeyman, he had regained more peace but that naïve innocence? That could never return, he could never see reality for what it was again. Not without knowing it was all a lie. Some people had destined lovers and were lucky. It was random luck with the rest of the world, they had no say so in the end. 

Even the destined lovers. Tumbla and Stephanie. One killed and one so distraught he had been zombified. What kind of destiny was that for them? Life sucked. He thought back to Santa and his new Mrs. Claus. Forced together, he knew it wasn’t the right time, but he had to tell them anyway. He ruined everything for them too.

There wasn’t much out there to prove to him the dimensions were just and wonderful. He tried not to let it bother him. He had a part to play in it. He was the warner to the destined lovers, and that was it.

When he met Apocalypse Girl though? Dominic felt his mouth turn to a strange grin. Someone like him. Stuck in the same spot where she couldn’t return home, yet she talked such a brave game.

She ruined his chances of finding his family, but she lost her entire universe.

It was a tough call. It was easy when he was with Boogeyman. That world was so dark, he couldn’t even reason the other side. Logically, she was angry and lashed out in the way she knew. Logically, he was angry back. 

He remembered her words. He couldn’t move but he knew it was her talking. He tried to ignore it, she didn’t deserve anything else. They were destined to be enemies. How could he fight destiny?

“DOMINIC!”

Huh? Dominic moved his head slightly, noticing he was beginning to break even more from the reflection hold. That was Apocalypse Girl.

She was dying, and calling out to him. She would never call him for help, ever. At least, not when he knew her. It wasn’t something she did, she wouldn’t do it unless it was of the utmost importance. 

There was only one thing more important than herself too. Her mission.

It had to do with the apocalypse. “Water spirit?” Dominic spoke for the first time. Instead of her though, Sera noticed him speaking.

“Are you talking to me?” she asked hesitantly. “Or is that what you are? That would make more sense, I guess.” She crept closer to the bank where his reflection appeared. “Can you help me get home? Please? I don’t think Dean will ever get me home, and I doubt he wants me tagging along for life. Please? A direction?”

Dominic looked straight at Sera. It was the first time he had the power to talk to her. He had to tell her what she needed to know, and he had to see Apocalypse Girl. “I can’t get you home. You were not brought to Lost and Found to go home. You were brought there for another reason.”

“Another reason?” Her voice was a little choky, but she tried to hide it. She covered her mouth for a second. “Okay, after I fulfill whatever the reason is, then can I go home?”

Torn. Dominic wanted to stay and give her time to process everything he had to. He didn’t have to leave her unexpectedly, or when the surprise made her wake up. Dean was asleep, napping on the grass with his hat on his face. At the same time though, a confident Apocalypse Girl actually called out his name. He needed to go. “I don’t know,” Dominic confessed, “but I suspect not. You were not allowed to come into Lost and Found, but something dragged you in. I don’t know how it would drag you back out. Fate though is twisted, your destined lover is here.” He gestured as far to the right as he could, so that in his reflection, she could tell who he was pointing too. “You need to fall in love and have a baby with him. It will stop the oncoming apocalypse to both of your worlds, if your world is not already gone.” There was always a possibility.

She didn’t say anything back, and he knew he couldn’t wait much longer. “Water spirit?” he called out again. “I need to help her.”

“No one can help.” Sera fidgeted with her medallion. “All I have is some stupid medallion that keeps me visible. Nothing else. It curses people to see me with some unimaginable beauty and I hate it. This is really my life? I have to be like this forever?” She looked over toward Dean. “With him?”

The medallion. Apocalypse Girl, the future one he had met, she had mentioned one. Could that be it? Dominic reached toward her, but he was only in reflection. “May I borrow it?”

“I’ll just be invisible to everyone.”

“I will be right back, I promise. I would not ask if it was so little a favor.”

“I can never go back home.”

“I will try to find whatever I can to help you!” Dominic said in frustration. “I will get it back to you as soon as I can. Please?”

Sera looked over toward Dean again. She got up and headed toward him. Oh, hopefully she didn’t go telling him, that didn’t make things easier when they both knew. She bent down and shook him gently. “Dean? The spirit guide says he needs the medallion for a little while. What do you think?”

Dean yawned and took his hat off his face. “Go ahead, there’s nothing around today. Spirit guides know best, never question them. Just stay around me because I won’t be able to see you. When you get it back, we’ll be back on our way.”

Sera nodded and took the medallion off. As it dropped in the water, it had dropped into the reflection. Dominic grabbed it and felt himself being taken away.

He found himself back in the room of waters. It twirled around him as the water spirit came out.

“Changed your mind about the girl?” she asked him. She had a funny grin on her face. “I thought you didn’t care.”

“She is calling for help. She would not call for help unless it was important. More than her life important. Apocalyptically important.” He nodded toward her. “Send me to her.”

“In a moment.” She gestured down at his clothes the running water around him had changed. “Showing up in a soaking wet cloak isn’t as becoming.”

Dominic looked at his shirt. It was a black muscle shirt, and the pants had turned into jeans. Why did she waste time changing his clothes? The look wasn’t something he had tried before, but he wasn’t going to waste more time complaining about it. “Okay, just take me to her.”

Water circled around him once more before he disappeared.
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Meeting Armageddon Part 2: DIMENSION: ARMAGEDDON’S SOLACE
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Dominic landed gently, holding his hands out in front to brace the fall. He heard the terrifying scream of only one person. “Apocalypse Girl.” He ran toward the sound as fast as he could. Chasing her was someone he’d never seen. “Leave her alone!”

“Huh?” The guy stopped a second and looked at Dominic. “What the―? You’re supposed to hate her, why did you come?”

Oh yeah, this guy was someone important all right. “Why are you chasing her?”

“It seemed like a good idea at the time? I saved her from a god, and I just want the tiniest kiss in return,” he said. “Nothing big, you wasted your time. Leave.”

“He has put way too much thought into this!”Apocalypse Girl screamed ahead. “All for one tiny, meaningless kiss.”

She was right. How did he even manage to save her from a god? “Who is he?”

“I don’t know. My people never said anything,” she shouted back.

“Your people are gone, so start thinking for yourself.” Dominic tried to keep his anger under control. This was not the place. “Who are you, stranger?”

“I’m Apocalypse Boy number two. Purpose, slightly different.” He sneered. “She threw your sister somewhere you’ll never meet her again, are you just going to ignore that and come in here like some brave knight, Apocalypse Boy?”

“I don’t go by that anymore. I am Apocalypse Traveler. Age is irrelevant,” Dominic stated. “You knowing about my sister isn’t.” His eyes were full of lies and deceit. He wore a charming smile, but beneath it was pure evil intentions.

“Oh, irrelevant. Her favorite terminology. You two were close, huh?” He waved it off. “Friends above family honor?”

Goading him, Dominic didn’t fall for it. 

“Fine, it doesn’t matter.” He gestured toward Dominic. “Apocalypse Traveler, you are just a guy with no magic. If you try and stop me from getting that Apocalypse Cutie, well, you are digging your own grave. Walk away politely and I’ll consider sending you somewhere safe.”

Dominic held onto the medallion. He had to hope it was the one he needed. He felt warmth coming into his hands from it, feeling a sense of new power. “When I was younger, I used to bow down all the time. Things change though, and I’ll be damned if I bow down to your will. What do you want with her?”

“Just a tiny kiss. Nothing major.” His eyes said differently. “You have no idea what you have, you had better leave well enough alone. I can beat you any day.”

“Then try today.” Dominic moved back only slightly. He had no idea how to fight, but he had to.

“All of this for a girl who basically killed any connection to seeing your sister again?”

Why did he keep harping on that? Dominic held his eyes in a tight focus on him. “You’ve mentioned that too many times. Too convenient.” Yep, he saw that waver in his eyes. “You’re the one responsible!”

“I never threw her in another dimension.”

“You made them go to Apocalypse Girls’ universe so she would fetch them.” He didn’t even need to answer back. The powerful surge was growing. It was all orchestrated from the start. He knew Apocalypse Girl’s anger, and he knew how Dominic would have reacted. It was an elaborate setup.

“Nevertheless, she was the one who threw them in,” he stated. He nodded his head. “I commend you on figuring it out, but I am busy trying to destroy all of existence here.”

He was finally telling the truth. Dominic pushed. “You are no second Apocalypse Boy, who are you?”

He had a smug grin on his face. “People call me Jasper, but you can call me Armageddon. I’m in the same line of work, just a little different.”

“I don’t care what you’re supposed to be doing, you shouldn’t be messing around with us.” Dominic held the medallion tighter. 

“Look, I don’t have time for games, I’ve got a woman to attend too!” He outstretched his hand and a large creature with no real shape except smoke with glowing red eyes soared above him. A massive size, at least fifty feel tall, it snarled at Dominic.

As it dove for him, Dominic ducked his head, but the creature was stopped. Sensing the power in the medallion had changed direction, he looked above him. There on his side was a blue dragon with golden eyes. Just as large, and just as vicious.

“Damn, I knew I should have taken you out earlier,” Armageddon growled. “Fine, power against power.”

“Fine by me.” Dominic watched Armageddon’s hands. He was shifting his own medallion to the right, and the creature above him moved to the right. Their hands were like the steering wheels to the power.

Armageddon brought his hand crashing down, but Dominic held his hand in a blocking position, punching with his other right. “You blocked and defended at the same time?” He grinded his teeth. “You didn’t even know how to fight! Where did you learn how to fight?”

“It looks like you don’t know everything.” Dominic would have to thank Santa Claus for his early Christmas present one day. A book on fighting. He wasn’t keen to use it at first, but as time went by, he learned the importance of being prepared. Even Kris Kringle knew his life wasn’t going to be easy. Whether it was enough to fight against Armageddon though was a different matter. So far, he was holding his own. Their creatures crossed, winding smoky tails around each other and breathing powerful magic from their jaws. They tore at each other, trying to get power over the other. Finally, there was a victor as Dominic’s mighty creature bit hard on the other’s neck.

The smoke dissipated and Armageddon looked in wonder at Dominic. “That’s your first magic fight. I have had many, I should have won. You!” He gestured straight at Dominic. “You are not of human origin. The chosen ones must be human, what are you?”

“I am Dominic, the Apocalypse Traveler, and this is over.” Dominic held his medallion. “Go away.” He watched as Armageddon left, his attitude and him leaving in a puff of smoke. He walked forward as he watched Apocalypse Girl come toward him.

“How did you end up here?” she asked curiously.

“I heard you.”

“I didn’t use anyone’s magic here.” She sidestepped him. “I tried. I am sorry, but I failed. I cannot get you back to your sister after all.”

Dominic bit the inside of his cheek. “What were you doing around a god?”

“I was going to offer allegiance for his power, and then use it to save your sister.”

“You cannot control a god’s power, that is walking into a deathtrap!”

“I had to try. I did not punish accurately.” Apocalypse Girl sniffed. “They are not to blame, I had been. I was the one who took them. I am the one who should pay the price.”

She summoned a god for his sister? After her whole universe was lost? “Sounds like something you’d never do. Are you just trying to trick me?”

“Believe me or not, it matters not. I have performed my part in an inferior manner, and I was correcting a mistake. Humans, we make mistakes.” She held her hands together. “I asked the master of wishes for one more favor. I should have died, I was expecting to die. I should have died twice today.” She lifted her hand. From the blue dress, blood was seen on her arm. “Time is slow today, I suppose.”

That bleeding. Dominic reached over and touched her arm. It was covered in open wounds, splits were all along the upper part of her arms.

“I am sorry, but I sent you a new destined lover. A mermaid saved me, and that would be punishable by death. I switched her daughter’s destiny out, so that he couldn’t kill her.” She nodded at no one in particular, looking ahead with eyes glossed over. “I dealt the correct action with her.”

Dominic moved closer to her wounds. “Destined lover switching. I remember when I was young and that happened.” He looked toward her. “It’s like pulling a weapon against yourself. These wounds are deep, Apocalypse Girl.” His nostrils flared as he held her arm tighter. He didn’t mean to, but his emotions ran high. 

“I had to save the mermaid.” Her eyes were still unfocused as she leaned her head to the side. “I have failed my people in every possible way. This punishment is just.”

He looked over toward her other arm, now also riddled with blood. “Summoning a god, changing a destined lover and then running from Armageddon on pure adrenaline? You’re going to―”

He caught her in time before she fell. 

“It is just. I have failed everything.” Her eyes were a blurry mess and she closed them. Dominic could see the tears falling. “This is just.”

“This is not just.” Dominic held onto her, bringing her closer. “What you did with my sister, I was angry. I know you did it because you were angry. You tried to make up for it when you realized it, and I know that. I . . .I forgive you.” He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t care what anything says, I am not your enemy and I never could be.” He held the medallion in his hand as he rocked her in his arms. “You are my only friend, Apocalypse Girl. Please give yourself another chance. Your people are gone, but for all I know, so could mine. Don’t do it for them, do it for everyone else. We have so many dimensions out there depending on us.”

“That’s easy for you.” She waved her hand, as if trying to touch something. Her vision was clearly leaving her. “You find lovers and have the reward of knowing they will be blissfully happy. I rip couples up, soul mates that deserved to love. Even if they don’t break apart, the woman would take a barren serum, and I would watch tears fall from their eyes, every time. I am hated and despised by all. Death, it will be a new beginning.”

“No.” Dominic brushed the top of her hair. “No, Vanessa. You’re not hated by all.”

“Vanessa.” Her head crumpled down further against him. “The inferior name that you gave me forcefully. I welcome it now.”

“No, please stop that.” Dominic tried to bring her head up higher. “It’s not you that’s evil. You are doing what you have to, to save everything from the apocalypse, I know that. I knew that then and I know it now. No matter how many hate you, I don’t! You deserve to be here and to go on.”

“The next Apocalypse Girl will be chosen to replace me soon. They all have strange abilities before selection.” She struggled to talk. “She will be twelve, so just tell her what you told me, so that it will be easier.”

“No! You are an Apocalypse Traveler, just like me. We aren’t boys or girls. We are travelers, doing what we must. You can’t leave, there are unfinished questions out there. Armageddon, that guy. I don’t know his role, and I don’t know why he wanted you. Don’t you want to find out?” He was hoping for a response, but there was none. He looked upward. “Water spirit, return me.”
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In Reflection Part 3: DIMENSION: THE REFLECTION PATH
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Dominic picked her up, feeling her body limp, almost lifeless. He brought her over to the water spirit. “Help her?”

She looked toward the girl. “Was not she your enemy?”

“No. Not anymore.” He readjusted her, trying to keep her higher. The lower he left her, the more it felt like she was going six feet under.

The spirit touched her forehead. “She is ready to give up. The adventure has been long and harsh on her. Her true spirit cannot take it anymore. I cannot save someone who believes so little in themselves.”

Dominic took a deep breath. “Vanessa, you have to listen.” He bounced her slightly in his arms. “You didn’t deal with this right. Yes, my sister was in your dimension and you took her, causing the end. You were manipulated though, there is a third hand. An orchestration behind your back. If you want to dish out justice right, then dish it out against Armageddon.”

She groaned in response. “Didn’t. Right.”

“A tiny spark.” The Water spirit looked toward Dominic. “Apocalypse Traveler, her need to live is only to attain proper justice. Not for her own self worth.”

“It still counts?” Dominic reasoned. “She wants to live.”

“A shift has been made. She is dying, another has been selected. Even I can feel it. What purpose would she have if I brought her back? There are not two Apocalypse Girls at a time.”

“Okay, I get that. She mentioned something about that too.” He sighed. “She isn’t a girl anymore.” He blushed as he looked at her. “She’s not just a little girl, she isn’t Apocalypse Girl. The new one gets the role, but she deserves something else.”

“A new home?” The water spirit recommended. She shook her head. “Even if you said yes, I can tell that is not what you want. You want her back as your companion.”

“Helping me kills her,” Dominic said with a small gulp.

“She will not be Apocalypse Girl anymore. She could help you in your travels. It’s unheard of, but knowing you, you do tend to break out all the stops.” She gestured toward his medallion. “Even bending a few time permission rules? How else did you know to grab that medallion?”

“She could help?” Dominic ignored the other questions. “She could help me find the destined lovers? If we can do that, yes.” He looked down at her again. “Vanessa? You could help couples instead of hurt couples. Wouldn’t that be better?” This time there was no response. “Vanessa?”

“Time is running out quickly for her. Set her down on the ground and back away, Apocalypse Traveler.” The water spirit moved her hands around making the water from the walls circle her. “This will take longer, and be more painful. Her entire life has been lived by rules that are not morally her own. After this cleansing, she will be confused, and even the simplest of decisions will be difficult for her to choose. Will you watch out for her and be patient while she heals her conscious wounds?”

Dominic nodded. “Yes, I promise.” 
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The Cleansing: DIMENSION: THE REFLECTION PATH
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“No, you stupid child! You have to save universes, a B is not acceptable.”

“You cannot have that; you need to be in top condition to save everyone.”

“I do not care how tired you are, the universes are dying while you sleep!”

She was risen into the air, no longer feeling Dominic’s embrace. Instead she felt liquid running at her all around like a wild burst of water hoses being sprayed on her. It moved into every orifice, and it caused her to remember her childhood. Things that she shouldn’t have done, that she had done before she attained the perfect state for traveling.

“Do not scream against the whip, the torture you bear will be significantly higher. Your pain is singular. Pain makes you weak, you hide pain. Become immortal in people’s eyes and you win.”

She could feel it moving in her lungs and in her mouth as vivid images of discipline against her came back. She was perfect now, she did not deserve to remember this! Then, she was not perfect. She was inferior, mentally not accessing the missing facts of Armageddon or Dominic’s sister. She deserved the whip now, and felt it in the rushing water. Each piece lashing out more against her skin.

Then, the torture stopped. The water was strong against her, but it caused no more pain. She felt . . .she felt . . .what was it? A feeling that she did not have to follow anyone’s rules. That she was . . .maybe something more than an instrument. She felt herself being lied back down on a floor as the water left her.

When she opened her eyes, Dominic was there. “Apocalypse . . .Boy?”

“I prefer traveler or Dominic.” He reached his hand toward her, helping her up. “You should too, Vanessa.”

“Vanessa. The . . .umm inferior?” She closed her eyes. Why was Vanessa inferior? It sounded nice. She liked the v, like in violin, and then it came down with smoother vowels. “Vanessa.”

“Yeah. I let people call me Apocalypse Traveler, but I still go by Dominic.” He actually chuckled. “You’re going to be okay, but you’re not on the same path anymore. There’s a new Apocalypse Girl.”

“Yes, I’m . . .” She fidgeted her fingers. “Relieved? Sad? Not sad. Happy? Happy sad.” She scratched her head. “I feel happy that I am free, but sad that someone must do what I did.” Why was it so hard to think about these things? They should be easy. “A happy sadness or a sad happiness.”

“We can go with that.” He nudged her shoulder. “It’s okay, you’ve been cleansed. It might take some time to adjust. Don’t worry though, you’ve got a new job. You can help me find destined lovers. You still have a use. It’s not always easy to make them see reason.”

Her head was tilted as she gazed at him. “Destined lovers. Finding them is important. I could help find them.” Her voice was slurred. “I could help not find them. I could find another option. I could find another home.”

“Oh.” Dominic moved away slightly. “Yeah, of course. We could find a nice dimension to settle you into if you want.”

“Settle into if I want. To settle into another dimension if I want.” She blinked. “If I want.” She scratched her head again. “I could saved destined lovers if I want.”

“Yes, either one.” Dominic’s voice seemed to cheer back up with her phrase. “It’s your choice, it’s your life.”

“You do not need to make that decision now,” the water spirit interrupted. “Take time, learn about who you are, and you will know the right path. For now, go ahead and stay with Dominic. You are welcome on the reflection path.”

“Oh. Thanks.” She grabbed Dominic’s hand. “I must help the mermaid. She will need more help than I can give with a few words. I can sense her now, she’s . . .yes, her daughter. She is banished. She can never swim, but there’s more.” She winced her eyes. “She is in trouble, does something mermaids cannot do. She will need help to escape, physical help.”

“We are reflections,” Dominic said to her. “It’s not easy even moving. How can we help?”

“I did it once, for a different matter. Another one must be found, her destined. When he is first born, a prophecy will be lied down to his parents. He will help her, until they come to love each other.” She nodded. “I must help the banished mermaid.”

“I have to get back to Sera.” Dominic swung the medallion. “This is powerful, but it isn’t mine. She is a destined lover that needs it in order for others to see her.”

“She does not need it all.” The water spirit stretched her hands out and water hit the medallion with a force that split it. A small part dropped to the ground. “Medallions are powerful, broken or not. Only a tiny fragment is needed for either of you.”

Dominic picked up a piece of the shards. Most of the pieces looked like they would cut, but there were a few that broke without tougher ends. He grabbed two and held them in his hands. The water spirit handed him a tie. Threading one piece back on the original necklace, he saved it for Sera. The other piece he looped it around his neck. It would be a good idea to keep it around. “Thank you, water spirit.”

“A name?” Vanessa looked toward the water spirit. “Names help. Names help with identification. You are more than a water spirit, do you have a name?”

The spirit smiled. “You will be all right, Vanessa. They call me Lucinda.”

“Lucinda?” Dominic fidgeted with the shattered medallion pieces. “I never even asked, I am sorry.”

“Quests to help save the world take a back seat to more trivial matters. I understood.” She gestured toward the door and it opened up. “Go see your destined lovers again, and I will help Vanessa find her way to the mermaids.”

“But . . .” Dominic gestured toward her. “She’s a little . . .”

“She is there enough to me. Vanessa, are you ready to see the mermaid folk?” Vanessa nodded. The water spirit looked back toward Dominic. “I will see you later, Apocalypse Traveler.”

Dominic nodded and looked back at Vanessa. “The water spirit will know where I am at.” She watched him leave through the waters. Vanessa looked back toward Lucinda.

“Now, where is it that you need to go, and what assistance do you need?”
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A Kinder Fate: DIMENSION: WATER GOD
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Wanda held her egg so tightly, rocking herself along the vibrations of the ocean. Two days ago, she had lost her husband and three other eggs to a band of sea wendigo dogs. There was no time to save anyone, his massive jaws were just right there. He was so much bigger, the entire family had fit in his jaws.

The only reason she had escaped was because his teeth snapped shut only a few feet from her. Holding the only egg that had survived on the almost gone nest, she grabbed it and ran. She would now have to find a new home, but for now, she was wandering the sea floor.

“Wanda.”

Wanda heard her voice and saw a strange light come from above. There was a woman, a woman with legs, floating in the ocean. No life preserving piece to her. “Who are you and how do you know my name?”

“Your son will be named Glace,” she said as she stayed exactly where she had been. “He will be the destined lover of Princess Myra.”

“Princess Myra? The queen is not even pregnant,” Wanda reasoned. “My son has nothing, not even a father to help raise him. We’ve barely survived so far in this foreign ocean we’ve been casted into! How could he be destined such a fate?”

“It’s foretold. Go to the North and find a strange swirling hole in the back of a cave. The cave is covered in green and pink coral only at the entrance. It will show him the way to Princess Myra after she is born.”

“When the queen has a child, it will be banished. It can never be a mermaid, the water god decreed it so.” Wanda looked down at her egg. It would be hatching soon. “Would some spell change that? Could she come home and we could return back to the Castles of the Seas?”

“I cannot tell you, just that your son will love and be loved in the future. For now, he will need to watch over her. She will face more than banishment.”

“Then what else?” Before the woman told her, she disappeared.

Her son was destined to love the banished princess. It would either be the happiest destiny he could ask for, or she should have left him to be eaten by the sea dog for a kinder fate.
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Branded Part 7: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION:RIM
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I waited with Max. Dex had been concerned about the Rim leader but then he took off without a word on where he was going. It wasn’t unusual, but I felt more concerned by his expression. Like someone died or was hurt. No one in my family had been hurt, had they?

Both of us jumped and ran to the door when we heard it. I took a step back, it was a stranger I had never seen before. Max was alarmed, but not scared.

“Yeven.” Max looked over at me and gestured to the stranger. “This is Dex’s boss.”

“Yes. Sorry for the intrusion.” He nodded toward me. “I am Yeven.” He rubbed his hands together and looked at Max. “You must be getting hungry. How would you two like to go out to a fancy restaurant? My treat?”

I didn’t even know this man and he was stopping by to take us out?

“Something’s wrong with Dex.” Max didn’t take any time to think about it. “Is it worse than that gig two years ago where he was trapped in a dungeon and didn’t have a key?”

“You two are Dex’s first priority.” Yeven licked his bottom lip. “He has been given some tough news, and he just needs more time than usual. Pack up, you two are spending the day with me.

I looked toward Max again, but he did what he said without a word. Dex had something keeping him from coming home. His eyes, they were so frantic when he left. Did someone he know die? I know Dex cares to get me back to my family, but I couldn’t see them being in trouble affecting him enough to leave Max and I behind. There was something that kept him from coming back. Could it be a last minute job that was too difficult to tell Max about?

***
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“Max, dip some of your chocolate in that peanut butter,” Yeven said as he took a bite out of his own fries. “It’s good, try it.”

The place that Yeven took us to wasn’t as fancy as I thought ‘fancy’ would mean. It did have a nice waiter service, and they did serve food. I guess it was just my Citadel instinct kicking around again. I would have told it to take a hike, but soon I would be home again. If the thing with Dex had been about me, he would have come home to tell me first, not drag it out.

Max stuck his tongue out at Yeven. “Peanut butter and chocolate tasting good together? That’s a total myth.”

“Some myths and fairytales are taken more seriously than I wish.” Yeven rubbed his cheek. “Maybe out there somewhere chocolate does go with peanut butter. Strawberries with onions. You never know, Max.”

“Yeah right. I’d try strawberry with onions before I tried peanut butter with chocolate.” Max chuckled and looked over at me. “What about you? How was your food, Zoe?”

I looked back at my food. It was sourer than I preferred. I got used to some of the hamburgers Dex fixed, but this one was covered in a white sauce. “It’s different.”

“Oh, sorry.” Max glanced back at Yeven. “That’s her polite way of saying it’s disgusting.”

“Max,” I scolded him but Yeven just chuckled.

“It’s okay. Not everyone likes everything.” Yeven snapped his fingers and a waiter appeared. “Could you make her another hamburger? One without sauce on top of it?”

The waiter looked toward Zoe. She could feel him sizing her up like everyone else did. Her brand wasn’t showing, but she still didn’t adapt to their ways of dress. “For such an exotically dressed woman, of course, sir.” He grabbed her plate and took the hamburger back.

Funny. Some guys seemed to like the way she dressed while girls wanted to scratch her eyes out. 

“You should really think about adapting a style between the Rim and the Citadel,” Yeven said as he ate another fry. 

It shouldn’t matter, I would be leaving soon. Yeven should have known that. Maybe Dex didn’t tell him? “I’m going back home soon, after a testimony from a company.” That look though. I looked back down at my plate, wanting to forget that look. It was something I didn’t want to see. I would make it back home. I would, Dex was gone because of something else. Not me. He found my way back.

I wasn’t ready to face any other fact yet. I wanted to live in blissful ignorance as long as I could, but Yeven’s eyes dashed most of my hopes except for the most stubborn.

After dinner, Yeven dropped us off back home. Max and I played the game to distract ourselves from whatever was happening with Dex. Max was worried about Dex’s safety. I was worried about that, as well as selfishly worried that he found himself in a bind concerning my home. Killing monsters though, it helped make the time pass. 

At nine o’ clock, Yeven looked at his watch and sent Max to bed. With him gone, I stopped the game and stayed quiet on the couch. Would Yeven tell me what was wrong now that Max was in bed? “Do you really have no idea when Dex will be back?”

Yeven didn’t speak up at first. “Midnight. Go get some rest, I’ll get you up when he comes.”

“I’d rather wait up,” I said. His look said differently. He knew what was wrong and he still wouldn’t share it. He wanted me rested up though? 

“You should get rest. I promise, I’ll get you when it’s time.” Yeven gestured toward my room. I sighed, knowing I wasn’t going to get any further than Max had. Getting up, I headed to my room and closed the door. Before I pulled out my pajamas though, I heard a knock at the door. I opened it and saw Yeven.

“Just get rest, don’t get into your pajamas yet. I don’t know where or what Dex’s plans are.”

Dex might take me out at midnight? Okay, my nerves were now set on high. “Max?”

“I’ll be here with him if Dex leaves. Now go get rest.”

That was easy for him to say. Dex was probably going to break some hard news to me. Maybe . . . maybe there was something about my family. My mom or my dad? My sister? I couldn’t help it as I thought of my mom. She could be stressful at times, but she always wanted the best for me. She always said life wasn’t easy for her, so she tried to give me the best. It never made much sense though, my mom had easy schooling. Easy advanced schooling. She found the love of her life in my father. 

My dad. What if he tried something? He was sweet, but he didn’t trust everyone. He had the same kind of life, tough. Heh, if they even knew the definition of my ‘tough’, they’d think differently. He wanted me to end up with someone different too. The first time he even saw Dex, he really didn’t like him. He looked tough and my dad hated guys like that. On the outside, my dad dressed and acted coy, a bit naïve, but it was all show. Posturing, the same thing he hated about tough guys. Oh, when my dad got mad. There was always a burn in his eyes that I never understood.

Erikata. My sister was just beginning her life, nothing could happen to her. It wouldn’t be fair.

I couldn’t bear to lose any of them, and now I couldn’t stop thinking about them. I laid on my bed as my eyes drifted closed. I made them drift closed though, trying to make time pass by faster. Not knowing was killing me. Then at the same time, I wanted time to stop. Right now, everyone in my family was okay that I knew of, and I didn’t want to know if something happened to them.

***
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I heard the door slightly open. I saw Dex. His eyes were red. Not in anger, but like the tired lines that someone gets when they need rest. He just gestured to me with his finger to come his way. Not even a word was spoken. We passed Yeven speechlessly and headed out the front door. He stopped me and lifted me into his arms.

He wanted to talk away from Max, I could tell. Family, no. Please not my family! I kept my eyes closed. Less out of fear of the flight, and more of the fact I didn’t want to hear about my family. When we stopped, I still didn’t open my eyes yet. I didn’t move for a minute and Dex didn’t encourage me to move. He was making me decide it on my own.

After about three minutes, I knew I needed to move. I opened my eyes and backed up. 

It was a cliff. A small cliff filled with wild grass. The grass had been kept low though, like it was tended to because this was someone’s favorite spot. There was no way up I could see, so I guess it was where Dex went when he needed to get away. 

I felt like crying and I didn’t even know the problem yet. My whole body screamed that it was going to be about my family. Why else would he take me away somewhere far away? This was no vacation. At the very least, I could expect him saying that something fell through and I couldn’t get home. At worse, my mind couldn’t stop thinking of dreadful things.

“Zoe.” His voice sounded sore, maybe dry. I looked toward him. The wind blew beneath us as silence fell again.

“My family?” I finally asked. I needed to know. I didn’t want to know but I needed to know.

He shook his head. “Not about that.”

I felt relief wash over me, they were okay! My dad and my mom, they were okay. I didn’t know what the problem was then. Not going home? It was my last fear. Not one I wanted to hear either, but at least no one in my family was hurt. Dex wasn’t talking yet though. “The Rim leader, is it about him?”

He still didn’t want to talk. He strolled over slowly with his head down. “Zoe, I . . .this isn’t easy. This is the hardest thing I have ever had to do before.” His head shot up and his eyes met squarely with mine. He opened his mouth like he was ready to speak, but he still didn’t say anything. Instead he looked at the sky and grabbed the hair on his head. “Aah, I don’t know how to do this!” He rubbed his face anxiously. “Okay, Zoe. Your family is fine, you don’t need to worry about that. This is about your family though.” He spread his arms out in a great big strike out way. “There is no way that normal people can become paranormal.”

“I am,” I said. “You know I am.” I didn’t zap the sword from static electricity.

Dex rubbed his mouth. “Your parents weren’t normal. In fact, they left the Citadel.”

My mouth flew open, but he covered it again.

“They packed up and left. Each of them left of their own will to the Rim.” He uncovered my mouth again. 

“Packed up and left?” My family left. Just left to the Rim? “Are they okay?”

“Official confession in the Rim meant the Citadel could not take action.”

Left. Left? I wasn’t someone normal that had learned the paranormal ways. I was paranormal. My family was paranormal and they left me? “But if they weren’t normal, why would they risk the Citadel? My sister and I? How could they fake everything?”

Dex shrugged. I sat on the ground, contemplating the news. It was suicide if someone found out they were paranormal, it wasn’t worth the risk. Why did they stay? Why didn’t they tell me? “So if the company testimony removes my brand, I won’t go back to the Citadel unless I go with Jerry. But then, I wouldn’t see my family. Oh, wait, the authorities now know were all paranormal.” That meant Jerry wasn’t even an option anymore.

“Zoe,  there’s more.” Dex moved closer, but he was hesitant to sit on the ground next to me. He moved his body’s center of gravity back and forth, not being able to stand still. “I talked to them personally. They can see you, but they can’t.”

Uh. Excuse me? I looked toward Dex, expecting some smile on his face like a badly timed joke. “I am in the Rim, they are in the Rim. How long have they been in the Rim?”

“Shortly after you left.”

My family moved to the Rim, confessed their paranormal status, but didn’t bother to find me? It made no sense! “You hid me so well they couldn’t find me. Couldn’t they have asked around your headquarters? Confessed to someone? They already confessed to being paranormal.”

“Zoe, I already told you that your family was fine.”

“Then where are they?” I asked. “When can I see them?”

“Zoe!” He shouted at me uncharacteristically. He grabbed his head and spun around. “No one will see you. Not until after.”

After? I didn’t move at first but he wasn’t turning around again. I got up and stood closer to him. “Dex?”

“You aren’t from this planet, Zoe. You aren’t from this dimension.” Dex swung around. “Your family is not paranormal the way you think. They’ve been hiding, but some people have known the truth. Even now, that confession is nothing compared to what they told me. There were some that knew all the truth, but they didn’t mess with them because they didn’t want to ruin their chances.”

“Chances? Of what?”

“Stopping an apocalypse.”

Come on. A smile of some kind. He couldn’t be serious. “Apocalypse? Like the end of the world?”

He bit his lip. “It doesn’t matter what it is they believed, they did what they believed.” His eyes came straight to mine. I felt his stare so powerful it felt like they were penetrating my own thoughts. “When paranormals were first around, it wasn’t just the fact we were different that segregation took place. They feared us because we were prophesized. They even separated themselves from anything they thought might be a trigger, including technology.”

“That’s just make believe. People don’t really believe that just because paranormals came around it’s the end of everything. It’s natural selection.”

“Zoe, stop belittling everything. Please.” He took my hand in his. “You’ve got to understand. It doesn’t matter what they thought or believed, it is going to affect you. So please, don’t start the ‘natural selection’ talk, okay? Because this isn’t easy. History isn’t my subject, it’s yours.”

I nodded looking at his hand.

“You know about the prophecies?”

I knew all about them. “Yes. A man who sees in shades of blue would be with a hidden woman of a different dimension. That was what scholars agreed on, although there are varied hypotheses on the matter.”

“That one is fine.” I watched his adam’s apple move up and down on his throat. “Do you know how?”

“Yeah, a child will be born bringing dimensions together or hell would be unleashed. It was also translated the other way, that the child would bring hell if born.” He didn’t move. I kept looking at him. He still didn’t move. “What?”

“I’m not invisible like Max, but I see the same way as him. Not all the time, but two out of every seven days I see in shades of only blue.” He gestured to me. “Your family hid their status. You were born here, but were you made here?”

I raised my eyebrow at him. “What do you mean made?”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. Whether this whole end of the world is happening or it’s just some sicko’s mind.” He grabbed my hand and fidgeted with my fingers. “The headache medicine, it was just a decoy. Their true purpose. You. You’re supposed to be the hidden woman of another dimension, and I am the man who sees shades of blue.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Yes, you do.” He moved his face closer to mine. “You said it yourself. A man who sees in shades of blue would be with a hidden woman of a different dimension. A child will be born bringing dimensions together or hell would be unleashed.”

A child. Mortified wasn’t a strong enough word. I took a step back. “You mean someone is trying to get us together?!”

He shook his head like I still didn’t get it. “Open your eyes, Zoe. I was a hero. You know a lot about the Rim. Maybe not everything, but you learn fast. What is the one thing that is different for heroes than other people?”

“You aren’t a hero anymore.”

“I was once. Zoe? What’s different about me than other paranormals?” He asked, almost pleading that I knew that answer.

“You have strict restrictions on what you can and can’t do. You have to follow several rules.”

“Including marriage and family.”

“Yes, including those.” 

“So if we can’t have family or marriage . . .” He held his hands out, trying to lead me to the answer.

“They have several DNA samples to make sure the genes go on, but it’s hardly been used. Heroes seem to be increasing over time, not decreasing.” He just stared at me. Almost willing me to rethink about what I said. “D . . .D-dex?” I couldn’t. No.

“Max will be fine for a little while. I needed time to myself, and I’m sorry. This cliff is secluded, if you want―”

I couldn’t stop it. It just came. I screamed, not even needing him to finish. Not wanting him to finish. Someone thought we were both the mythical two to stop the end of days. We were selected and he wouldn’t just make me think about the history of how heroes went on for nothing.

I was already pregnant.

I pulled at the grass on the ground. It wasn’t fair! Not in this day and age, who had a baby at my age? No one! I didn’t even have any advanced schooling. If I ever wanted a kid, it was supposed to be in my thirties and it would take a sufficient sum of money to afford everything it needed. Babies weren’t just popped out, they were expensive. A luxury item. I was a branded woman with Dex who couldn’t even afford a decent apartment.

I wept on the ground, willing reality to change around me. 

“Zoe.” He tried to come near me. “Not everyone agrees with that prophecy, the other is strong too which is why people have come after you. Dean is evil, and I don’t know if it was the leader of the Rim or―”

I didn’t care. I didn’t want to hear anymore. I pushed him away and cried on the grass. I heard a low whoosh and knew he left me alone to deal with my feelings. This was why he was gone all day.

He was going to be a father. I was going to be a mother. People wanted me dead. I was branded and pregnant with no money. Dex could barely afford what he could. There was no returning to the Citadel, no Jerry, and my parents were probably not an option either. Dex was protective enough of his younger brother and I remembered his words. No one would see me until after.

He meant after the baby was born.

Why me? I was the youngest, why not Erikata? If it were a dimension thing, surely it should be her they suspect. She’s older than me! It wasn’t fair to think that way, but damn it! Why? Why me? How could I do this? I pulled myself back up, trying to pull myself together. 

Historically, women used to have babies with no care. Their chances of dying or something wrong with a baby’s health were increased, but it could be done. Doctors were so expensive, I didn’t know how they could be an option. I could handle milk. Looking at my breasts, I knew the answer to that. Until it started solid foods, I would do something that women way back in the twentieth century did called breastfeeding. There wouldn’t be any help in anything else though. Dex could never afford anything that would help. There would be no pills for it to sleep at night and wake in the morning. There would be no shots that could be given to make it calm down if it got fussy. No machine for constant temperature, no constant mover bassinet, no crawler apparatus, nothing. It was up to me.

Everything was up to me.

I did it. I told her the truth. There was no way around it, but I dreaded this part. I didn’t even get to the how we could afford it part because  I couldn’t. Her, me and Dex. I was already skimming lower. Not everyone knew about it, only the higher ups, so I couldn’t get my career back. Yeven tried to bat for me, but it was no win without giving crucial details that were confidential. He managed to get me free visits to the doctor, but that was it. Everything else was up to us, and I couldn’t even buy the essentials.

Zoe deserved better for her and that baby than my little house. I know she hated the idea of going to Chla, but I had no choice. I would still see it, I promised myself I would. I didn’t want to desert it, but a baby was so lavish. Even a retirement fund couldn’t cut the price! If we all didn’t eat or drink for a month, I still couldn’t make it. 

The thought killed me. If Chla had her though, I could be a hero again and that extra money could go to the baby. It could live a life closer to what it deserved. Looking around, I could see all the damage I took out on this place. Trees knocked down, holes in the ground, I was a tornado that tore everything up.

I knew she needed time to absorb it all, but the fact I couldn’t keep her, it had to be said. I flew back over and landed gently beside her. “Zoe.” She lifted her head from the ground part but her eyes couldn’t meet mine. I couldn’t even see them, her hair was over her face. “I can’t afford you.” I gulped and was about to go into the Chla spill, but she surprised me.

“Of course you can.” She pushed herself to her feet and crossed her arms. “Don’t you know anything at all about how they did it without fancy gadgets? The babies tended to have a more increased bond too since embracing was greatly increased without machines.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and wiped a tear away. “It will just be harder work.”

“I can’t,” I told her again. “What about the liquid life? I can’t afford more than a week of what it needs to eat.”

“I have breasts.” 

Okay. Interesting subject change. “Yes?”

“Women take pills to keep their breasts from changing during pregnancy. I will carry milk for the baby as soon as it is born.” She gestured to her front. 

Milk? “So you . . .” She wasn’t kidding. “You make your own liquid life?”

“Yes, the process was called breastfeeding. I will be able to feed it every day as long as it needs fed.” She twiddled her fingers. “Sometimes it is tough. If I can’t get it to eat, we could consider other options.”

“Oh.” Well, it could have food with no monthly suckup. “The shots, the pills, the machines―”

“Are luxuries for what is deemed a luxury.” She tried to hide her sniffle. “People have taken care of babies since they have existed. They did not have any machines, it was hard work, and we persevered.” She held up her hand. “Shots are mood enhancers because they have bad moods. Cheering something up is always possible. Sleeping during the day and staying up at night are controlled by pills, but I could adjust myself to its schedule.”

“But constant temperature, crawl walkers, bedding units―”

“It will need a crib. A simple place to lie its head down at night.” She held her hands out. “There are slats all around that are not too big or not too wide around it. Basic sheets is all it needs. When it learns to crawl, it will be out in the open instead of a crawling unit.” She spread her arms out. “I will watch it to make sure it doesn’t step or hurt itself by exploring beyond its means. Constant temperature is just another luxury. We can warm it up and cool it down with embrace, strolls outside, whatever it takes.”

Wow. I never thought of that before. I guess, I never stopped to think about how they did it in the past. Could I actually be able to afford it? “Clothes. If it’s not inside a bed unit, what about clean up? They aren’t sanitary.”

“I will need some cloth in certain shapes. I will need lots of them, they would be called diapers and cover their behinds. As soon as they are dirty, it is changed out and cleaned again.” She made a circle in the air. “Enough diapers, and there will be no worries. Other things like spit up we can take care of ourselves.”

“Fever and sickness?” She had an answer for everything, but how could she touch that? “Without all those things, isn’t it easier to lose them?”

“They can still be lost, even today,” she admitted. “I don’t know what’s going on inside of me.”

“Yeven got me doctor visits. The higher ups, they don’t want anyone knowing how or why it happened.” I moved closer to her. “People are going to want to kill you, Zoe. They are right, it can’t look suspicious. I’m supposed to have a secret stash of money that I decided to use if anyone asked.” I licked my lips. “That’s all I can do.”

“That’s enough.” She nodded but still didn’t meet my eyes. “Will I have help during birth too, or just initial exams?”

“I don’t know, is it needed?”

“Childbirth, in the past, it was truly painful.” She bit her lip. “It was one of the most painful things a human could experience. Even life threatening.”

“I’ll get you help then. If I know now, I will get it under the table somehow. I-I won’t leave you like that.”

“Don’t leave me at all.” Her eyes finally met mine. “I know what you are thinking. Don’t send me to Chla, please.”

“He has no debt, and he could give it everything it needs.”

“It needs family, not extravagant machines.” Zoe covered her face. “I can’t have my family; all I have is you and Max. I guess I’m selfish but I don’t want to get to know anyone else right now. I’m stressed out enough!”

“I guess I am selfish too.” I had it planned out, but Zoe countered everything I said. She had solutions I never thought of because of what she knew from history. A baby could be born without machines to care for it. We would see it more than when we took it out of the bedding unit or the crawling center. “Mover bassinet?”

“Just change the direction you lie its head,” Zoe said quicker than I could even imagine. “I can do it. Don’t make me learn another home, Dex. I just lost mine for good, and all I know is you and Max!”

Zoe had every base covered. It would be unorthodox the way we raised it. People did have them before technology though. People in the Gutter had them, it was where Max and I had been from. It wasn’t impossible. The most primitive needs would need to be taken care of, but she was up for it. 

And to keep my new family together, so was I.
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Illusions: A Tragic Fate Part 5: DIMENSION: LOST AND FOUND
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Dean woke up, expecting to not see his mystic beauty Sera. After all, she said she’d given the medallion away to her spirit guide for a time. Not the greatest plan, but they often had strange powers he heard. With luck, maybe her favor would get her home. He dusted his cap off and was about to call to her but there was no need.

She was sitting beside the water. Her hands were to her side, sitting casually. Naked. In her true form.

Completely naked.

He diverted his eyes, knowing he was getting more of a show than when she first lost the medallion. She had landed front side down and quickly scrambled for the medallion. It was a few seconds and she had disappeared longer than she was seen. Presently though, she was sitting, covered up with nothing, everything beaming at him. He felt his cheeks redden, knowing he had to say something. “Sera?” His voice uncharacteristically went up on that last part.

Sera stood up and walked over to him. Still not covering anything up. She even sat beside him. “I am here. I didn’t leave.”

Oh, did he know that.

“Do you think I made the right choice?” She looked straight at him and he tried to keep his eyes on hers, not on other parts. “A strange person in my reflection that is supposed to be my guide asked for the medallion and I don’t know. What if he doesn’t bring it back? It seemed vastly important to him, but what do you think?”

“Sera?”

“Yes?”

“I can see you.” Dean blurted it out, taking his eyes away from hers. He heard her scramble around for a blanket to cover herself with.

“Are you serious?!”

Knowing she was covered, he looked back. “Uh huh.”

“But how?” Her cheeks were glowing red. “How long?”

Dean shrugged. “I woke up and realized it.”

“I strolled all the way over here naked to you?”

Dean shrugged again. What should he say? “Nothing to be ashamed of.” That earned him a smack on his arm. Apparently it was the wrong thing to say. “I mean for a human woman.” That just earned him another smack on the arm. Well, what did she want to hear?

Her hands covered her face while the blanket covered the rest. It was a two person blanket so it covered more than just essentials. “Can you just see because the spell was broken on you, or can the whole world see me?”

Good question. Dean imagined it was just him, but it could be otherwise. The medallion could have changed her somehow. Maybe Lost and Found was going through a strange shift where humans could be seen? It could be a shift that had enabled her to come in the first place. “I can’t say for sure.”

They would have to go find someone to test that theory. 
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Branded Part 8: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: RIM
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Zoe went straight to her room. I wasn’t surprised, but now I had something else to do. I knocked on Max’s door. I knew it was late, but I didn’t want to tell him over breakfast with Zoe right there. Max came out of his covers quickly bounding to his feet. “Hey, Max. I need to talk to you.”

Max came right over. He was in his pajamas but he also had shoes on his feet. “Dex? You’ve been gone all day. What’s wrong?”

“Well.” I took a moment to swallow as I bent down on one leg. “Max, Zoe isn’t leaving us.”

“The testimony was cancelled?”

“No, Max.” I put my hand on my shoulder. “This isn’t easy to explain, so bear with me. When people love each other, they have kids. You know that sometimes people who don’t love each other also have kids.”

“Yeah, they have free sex,” Max said with no hesitation. 

Oh, I didn’t even want to know who told him about that. Probably Pearl and Ajax, they were carefree with their mouth sometimes. I would have a talk with those two later. “Sometimes that doesn’t happen either. The process can be duplicated with science if people have the right . . .ingredients.” Max just rolled his eyes at me. “Zoe is pregnant.”

Max instantly stopped that. He was about to yell in surprise but I covered his mouth. “This is hard enough to deal with Max. I don’t care if you want to yell oh no or congratulations. Okay?” I removed my hand.

“Zoe? Zoe is a Citadel girl though, they don’t have kids so young.” Max sat back down on his bed. “Who’s the dad, that Jerry guy?”

“Promise me you won’t try and scream again?” After seeing him nod his head yes I gestured toward myself. I quickly had to hide his surprise again. 

“You? You and Zoe?” Max scratched his head. “But . . .but-but?” He didn’t finish the sentence, but I knew what he wanted to ask.

“Science, kid, that’s all you need to know. The headache medicine was just a distraction the entire time.” I moved over toward the bed next to Max. “Things are going to get extra tough. Zoe has some ideas so that she doesn’t have to go to Chla, but it’s going to be tight for awhile.”

“Yeah, I get it.” Max didn’t say much right away. “Sorry, Dex.”

“Yeah.” I held my hands together. “I don’t want you bugging Zoe about every little thing tomorrow. Just ask me what you need to know.”

“You’re not sending her to Chla?”

“I’m going to try not to.” I really was going to try. The idea of my own flesh and blood being taken away to be raised by someone else? It didn’t set right with me, but I couldn’t predict the future. 

“Why?”

There was a good question. “Prophecy. Lame prophecy that makes paranormals and normals so against each other.” I shrugged. “They thought Zoe was the hidden woman and I was the guy who saw in shades of blue. I didn’t even know anyone knew that.”

“That’s awful!” Max got up off the bed and spread out his hands. “That’s absolutely wrong, Dex. You hardly even see in shades of blue, and you don’t share that fact with anyone.”

“Few people know, but people still know,” I reminded him.

“Yeah but I see it more.” Max sat back down. “It could have been further in the future. It could have been me. Or the one after me. Or the next one after me. Or anyone else that sees like that.”

“Zoe’s folks are special. I guess it just lined up.” I placed my hands on his head. “You absolutely cannot tell anybody about Zoe. When we go out, we’re changing her name. I don’t want anyone to know about Zoe because that prophecy went two ways.”

“Yeah, I remember.” Max looked over on the other side of the bed. “I’m sorry. I-I really didn’t want her to go, Dex.”

“It’s not your fault at all, Max. I know you liked her. You not wanting to let go, it has nothing to do with this.”

“So I am having a little cousin?” Max asked. “I wonder if it’ll be a boy or girl.”

“I don’t know.” My main concern wasn’t the gender. My concern was keeping Zoe alive. Once it was born, she’d be safe again. Until then, I didn’t want anyone to know about Zoe at all. Not even my friends. Nobody was going to know about Zoe. That meant her parents too. If they actually came to headquarters and asked, there was no way they were seeing her. Not until after. I patted Max’s head and turned off the light. It was time for all of us to get some sleep.

Tomorrow, things were going to be different.
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In Reflection Part 4: DIMENSION: THE REFLECTION PATH
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“How did it go?” Lucinda asked Vanessa as she came back. She only looked toward the ground, wrinkling an eyebrow. “Dominic is waiting. Since you are fine, his emotional will power no longer beats the reflection. He will need help.”

Vanessa nodded, but only slightly. “Lucinda, I have to go. I can’t join him, not yet.”

Lucinda touched her head. “You’re troubled. What is it?”

“I didn’t know Dominic’s sister until I met her.” Vanessa adjusted her dress. “I did. I do know . . .I do not wish to cause Dominic more pain. I can’t sense it anymore, but I did something wrong. I need you to send me some place, to see if I can correct the mistake.”

Lucinda sighed, clearly not wanting to be used again. “One more time, and then you are off to Dominic. He did save your life and all he wants is some company.”

“Which is why I have to do this. I like his company . . .and I like the name he gave me. A friend is him. An enemy is him, or was him. I do want an enemy friend.” Vanessa hit her head. Words still, they were confusing. “Please?”

DIMENSION: ZOE’S DIMENSION

Vanessa held onto the four post bed as she stared at Max. “Max?” The child stirred, but only slightly. “Max, I wish to speak to you about your problem being seen by others.”

Max opened his eyes and backed out of bed quickly. He was about to yell to his older brother. Dex was not someone she wished to tangle with, so she held her finger to her mouth. “I cannot give you any information if you yell.”

“W-what?” Max uttered. “Who are you?”

Vanessa looked at her clothes. She missed her green cloak, the blue dress Armageddon had placed her in did nothing for the mysterious look that sometimes helped the matter. “My name was Apocalypse Girl, but now it’s Vanessa. I need to share something important with you before it’s too late. You are young, but when you get older, you have a destined fate.” She gestured toward him. “All those with destined fates tend to be a little different.”

“Destined fate?” Max looked at his pajamas and back at her. “A-are you one of those weirdos responsible for what happened to Zoe and Dex?”

Her hand she began to reach toward him with was instantly pulled back. She was no longer Apocalypse Girl. She did not know how far the plan had been processed through. “When I was a different person. Is Zoe hurt?”

Max gulped. “I’m not telling you. You stay away from Zoe and my brother.”

Vanessa half-smiled. “I see. Zoe is already pregnant, I understand. I did not come in time.” She gulped. “Max, I did write that prophecy over a century ago. I wanted to stop destined lovers, so I mixed it up. Some people should not have children, and I was doing my part. Prophecy mixing can be the easiest way to do that without getting others killed.”

“Prophecies kill the most people. Maybe not physically, but many die because of those beliefs,” Max uttered. “It’s a different way to pull a trigger.”

“It was my . . .it used to be . . .” Oh, he would never understand. Vanessa bit her lip and took a step back. “Your brother and Zoe liked each other, they have a strong connection. They are soul mates, but they weren’t the right ones. You were, and a woman you will meet when you turn eighteen. Well, should have met.” Ruined. “I am sorry. I don’t have the power to see your future anymore, you may never even meet her now.”

Max scratched his head. “You’re kind of weird.”

She had heard that more than once. “You better get back to sleep.”

“What do you mean? I never woke up.” Max groaned and strolled back to his bed. “This whole night is going to be hard to sleep in. With Zoe and Dex. I-I don’t know what we’ll do.” He crawled back in bed with a light sniffle. “I don’t want to lose her to Chla.”

He thought it was a crazy dream. Considering she was too late, it was best that way. The next time, it should be Dominic. The thought of having to tell him though, it didn’t set well. Her stomach churned at the thought. She had a friend and didn’t want to lose him. She didn’t deserve a whole lot since she wasn’t superior. Or did she? Because she wasn’t perfect, did she actually deserve to have more? Another question she would need to learn.
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“Yeah, I don’t think so. We should get out of here,” Cheryl whispered to me as we walked around. I agreed, but the place could have been filled with more puffy clouds like home and I’d say the same thing. Losing my entire family in one day, I admit, I kind of clung to my daughter as she grew up.

At first, I was more normal, but as she grew up, I became even more protective. While my husband Mister Umbrella in the Sky and I stayed young and resilient, Cheryl grew older. I always knew that at fifty, I would have to lose her. When I was younger, I didn’t quite understand. Heck, I wasn’t even fifty. It felt like a lifetime with here.

Then twenty approached for Cheryl. Thirty. It felt like yesterday she was forty, doing backflips across the clouds. Time for us selective seers, it didn’t seem to truly matter. I now understand what it was that my husband tried to help me understand the day she was born.

We spoiled her rotten. She played with other kids as their imaginary friend with us, but didn’t perform the duties. Just other kids to play with, night and day. She loved being on the clouds, and when she was younger, she wanted to soar around with her father’s umbrella nearly every day. 

However, my husband was right about being born human interfering with her. Her careless whims of delight subsided around twenty into thirty. The last couple of years, she mostly stayed on the clouds, staring at oblivion. I could tell Cheryl was getting lonely. I had thought about having other children, but a day didn’t go by that I didn’t remember that I might lose them too. What else was this apocalypse going to ask of me? I didn’t want to lose anyone else.

“I think it will be adequate, my dear Share,” Mister Umbrella said as he walked with his umbrella closed on the ground. “This world is not going to match our own.”

“There’s nothing here,” Cheryl complained as she picked up her feet. “Dad, it’s all just wild stuff.”

“Well that’s not true.” My husband gestured to the trees where we heard a batch of wolves growling. “I hear more folk that way.”

Gaw. “They’re wolves, babe,” I reminded him. “Still wild.”

“Oh.” He tilted his hat toward the wolves. “Hello dear sirs, oh, and madam. Terrribly rude, sorry. Could you help us find out more about your land?”

I grabbed his hand and Cheryl’s. Ridiculous idiot! First day as a human and he was going to get himself killed.

“What you see is what you see.”

I stopped and turned around. The wolves spoke? “Werewolf.”

“Human,” the werewolf commented back. “Do not fear us. Once the man with the hat was kind, I doubted we wanted to kill you for a midnight snack.”

“That’s a relief,” Cheryl interrupted. “There are werewolves at least and they know who we are?” she said with a little enthusiasm. “Are there other humans here?” The answer was easy to see as a few shapeshifted into humans. “I guess so.”

“It still doesn’t feel right,” I said to my husband as he leaned on his umbrella. “We can’t just leave her here. There are some nice folks, but this is not a place for her.”

“We used the hole. We are not supposed to ask.”

“I am anyway.” I held my hands in a praying position, not sure how to ask. The superiors had great power and they could have sent us away to different dimensions if they wished. They chose not to, which is why we stuck with the hole that the Apocalypse Boy had made for us. “You better listen because I am not leaving my daughter in this place full of wild werewolves!”

“Oh, Jewelsy, please, a little more gentle with the superiors? Hm.” He twirled his umbrella. “Dear Jewelsy, I do not know if they have that power. They know what is best, there must be a reason they chose here.”

“Oh, they have that power. If they don’t they better well get it, and I don’t care about ‘what’s best’. This is not best.” I clasped my hands tighter. “I left a home full of fluffy clouds and I am not settling for this! My family is going to grow up in a safe environment, do you hear me?!”

“Jewelsy, tone.”

“Can it,” I growled at him. My growl made one of the other wolves growl. There had been a low growling since I began my little tirade, but I had ignored it. Getting torn up by wolves was not going to distract me. 

The wolves backed up.

“A mother protecting her young. We should head away before she bites us,” one of them said smartly as he bounded off. The others did too.

“We do not control everything.” I finally got an answer through my head.

“Well then let us try again. I want another hole.”

Mister Umbrella groaned, trying to pull on my sleeve. “Sweetheart, please? They have the ability to send the entire family to hell. Remember?”

After he said that, another hole opened up toward us and I heard another voice in their head. 

“We can only control travel through holes. We do not know what is through them. We cannot see your futures through them You cannot stay long. When you want to stop the travel, speak it, and the deed is done.”

Okay, fine, that would work. “Let’s go.”

“But they just said they had no idea where it goes.” My husband grabbed Cheryl’s other hand. “You and I know that there are dimensions ending. We don’t want to get stuck with, you know?” He put his arms out and moaned. 

“We fade from place to place,” Jewelsy said again. “I can survive a zombie for a few seconds.”

“Jewelsy, never have I heard the Superiors giving this ability? It could be draining them.” 

“Then hurry it up!” I wouldn’t argue, it would take too long. We were going to find a decent place to settle down before I erased my Cheryl’s memories and left her on her own. A decent place.

We had to travel for some time. I didn’t want to settle down in the wrong kind of world. I had a chance to choose, and I wanted something similar to mine. If I couldn’t have the clouds, then I wanted the same kind of streets as my world. The same kind of trees. The same kind of religious options. The same kind of freedom. We ran into one I considered for a time, it was very sweet. Sweet couples walking alongside of each other. Except it was too perfect and hokey. Enough digging around and I found some weirdos actually shot each other with love arrows.

Yeah, I couldn’t beat feet fast enough to get out. There was one with water too . . .but oh I do not even want to get in what was wrong with that one! Damn, there’s some powerful beings out there. There was a medieval one, not for me. One raining snow down every day, and I don’t know. These worlds, nothing ever fit. 

Until the one where we met someone special.

DIMENSION: DOROTHY’S DIMENSION

“This is barely habitable.” I trudged through an open cornfield. Cheryl held Dominic, also nonplussed. 

“This is very habitable,” Mister Umbrella said as he tickled Dominic beneath his chin. “He seems to like it too.”

“Anything’s better than garbage,” Cheryl answered. “Where are we?”

“Who is out there?”

I watched an old woman in an old dress approach us. Her mouth gaped as she saw our odd apparel.

“A-are you from Oz?” Her wrinkled lips quirked into a smile. “Welcome to Kansas. My name is Dorothy!”

***
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“I’ve got pears but I don’t know about peaches. Dominic hates peaches.”

“Yes, but Share loves peaches and hates pears dear Jewelsy.” Jack sighed. He had to change his name to something simpler since Mister Umbrella in the Sky wouldn’t be accepted on Earth. Kansas, Earth. We lived in a small town where the Dorothy of the legendary Wizard of Oz had resided. She helped us blend in and taught us about the world. She even accepted us into her family. That kind acceptance gave us a place to get a start. Instead of staying in that time though, we asked for one more favor (Okay, well I did) from the Superiors. We went into the future a few decades later, and claimed a spot as the descendants of well, us. We were in the history books, and facts from that long ago were hard to prove. I just wanted to make sure that Cheryl and her brother Dominic had the best life possible before we had to leave. That and I really wanted TV. Gaw, nine years without any entertainment in Kansas? It would be tough.

I know, I spoiled them. I just wanted them to have the best life I could give them. I didn’t have a better life, when I was first human. I let things get me down, and if my aunt hadn’t been there, who knows what would have happened? Mister Umbrella had to pull me through hell and back to help me understand that I was worth more. I didn’t even think I’d have another child, it didn’t seem fair to have another one just to be able to stay with them in the end.

Things happen though. Life happens, and after Dominic was born, I was more than glad to have a son. He was born human of course, but one day, he’d be able to join us in the sky again. No prophecy called for him to be a destined lover. Nothing more was said for him, which meant it was only Cheryl involved.

Except that I couldn’t really believe that. As my boy grew up, I saw familiar eyes. A familiar hairline. When he was sad, I was a strange haunting expression I’d recognized. I knew my Dominic had been the Apocalypse Boy that had visited us. He had a different part to play, and he worried me even more. It was no surprise with his future that he saw things, it was something that my husband and I tried to keep hush. “Maybe peaches and pears?”

“We are a little low on funding Julie.”

I am glad I didn’t need a name change, but I still missed his sweet name of Jewelsy he used to call me. He still called Cheryl ‘Share’ many times since it sounded more like Cher, a nickname. He had a name for Dominic too when he was younger, but he tried to stick with his real name. Still, every once in awhile he would call him Dominoes.

I looked back at the list. “We could lose the watermelon.”

“You love watermelon.”

“I know.” Oh damn it, it was happening. “It’s just that we jumbled her memories and dialed her to nine . . .almost nine years ago. We are past leaving.”

“Oh.” Jack sniffed and kept driving. “Oh, I know. My life force should run out soon. Another month perhaps? I just wanted to hang on too.” He turned the corner. “I loved being a selective seer, but we can’t take Cheryl. Dominic will still be here, there’s no choice. Are you sure you don’t want to stay with them?”

I loved Cheryl, but I loved Mister Umbrella too. He had done everything he could for our family. “Kids grow up. Kids leave. I love them, but I am staying with you fore-.”

DIMENSION: MISTER UMBRELLA IN THE SKY’S DIMENSION

Dead.

“She was only trying to give her family the very best.”

“We should not have encouraged it.”

“A mother’s instinct is best. If Cheryl did not end up in the right dimension, then what? It had to be this way.”

“It should have been the next dimension. Fate knows what its doing.”

“Mother’s instinct is stronger.”

The fact remained, either way. Mister and Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky had essentially been killed in a human form.

Mrs. Umbrella had been killed before, but not Mister Umbrella. They had brought him back, left him waiting in the red hell dimension, but they knew from previous experience he would not take kindly to what had to happen to his wife. Although Mister Umbrella in the Sky had already died and had been brought back, his wife was still on Earth.

Her condition was not savable though for a human, and she could not be given the power of a selective seer again. They could only convert once. 

“They did what they could. We must let them go.”

“What about their second child? We have not been able to see him clearly. What if he also has a destined lover? And are we positive that the dimension Cheryl Umbrella in the Sky is in is the right one? The right time? It was not the one fate chose first. Mother’s instinct wanted her somewhere safe, but how do we know it was right?”

The Superiors could see into the third plane, but details were still too sketchy. Only one creature they knew of could provide the answers they needed.

“Well, of all the fun I could have had today!” Magellan the cheshire yelled as he scooted along desks covered in papers like they were snow covered hills.  He had been playing with his friend Canterbelle  until he had been whisked away into a different dimension.

“Now that shall cease!” A woman in the lot had said.

Perhaps. Magellan flicked his tail.

“We are the Superiors of this dimension,” the same woman had said to him. This is the dimension coded ARG1. We have summoned you here for help. We know that cheshires see better than anyone else into the future of different dimensions.”

Magellan would have accepted the compliment with a sly remark, except for the fact that he now saw something else. “We can see into all others except our current dimension. Which I am not in right now. Which I can now . . . see.” His tail stopped and dropped to the ground like the joy had been sucked out of it. “Cheshires cannot leave our own dimension without outside help. We have never seen the future of it. Not until today.” 

“We are not asking about your dimension.”

“She will tear it apart, piece by piece,” Magellan said, almost in a trance. “There are no destined lovers in Wonderland.”

“Cheshire cat, please. You need to look into this dimension’s future-“

“All dimensions are in trouble. Yes, and so are we.” He closed his eyes. “My son will be the last cheshire standing.”

“Look, we don’t have much time. We just need to know if-“

“She is positioned,” Magellan interrupted again. “However your war has only begun. I must speak to Mister Umbrella.”

DIMENSION: THE RED DIMENSION (Hell)

“Jewelsy? Jewelsy!” Yes, obviously I was upset! I no longer could smell the sweet cherry cookie scent of Jewelsy that I had always been able to smell. Always, anywhere, and anytime. My nose was not plugged. Her presence, stubborn and loving, it was gone. I could not see her, hear her, there was nothing. It was as if she never existed.

And that scared me tremendously. What had gone wrong? I had been watching the road. I would never be so careless as to not watch the road. True, sometimes I did become enamored with my precious Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky, but it did not mean I was stupid.

“Do you miss your Jewelsy?”

I turned and saw a strange cat figure. “I wish to be with my Jewelsy.” I would not question the creature if there was a chance he could help.

“She is almost dead,” the cat creature spoke. “Your human life was cut short in Kansas due to foul play. I know what happened and what will happen. I am a cheshire. You have been offered a chance to return back to your dimension.”

No. I just shook my head. “I can live without many things.” I tightened my fists. “I cannot go on for centuries without Jewelsy. I renounce this chance!” I yelled, hoping the Superiors heard me. 

“What if your time with her wasn’t quite over yet?”

I stared at the cat for a time. The look in his eyes. Clearly he was a creature of whimsy, yet mischief and lies were within those eyes. “Jewelsy will not survive much longer. How could you help?”

“I am not a Superior, I am a cheshire. I cannot give her a second chance, but I can keep you both together.”

Together. “As one outliving even the stars themselves?” The words I had once used to describe our affection for one another. “How?”

“I cannot move from my dimension,” the cat said, “but I can bring things to it. You’d be able to see everyone you love again.”

I wanted to scream and throw my hat up in the air. I could feel my chest pumping. However, I could still see that hidden look in his eyes. “There is a price to be paid?”

“Well, you can’t have paradise without a little hell.” The cat flicked his tail back and forth twice before continuing. “You will never be yourself again. You will never remember who you are, and neither will your wife. You’ll remake a whole new life.”

Not remember? I waited for him to go on. 

“I can take matter back that isn’t alive with me, but I cannot take energies in a living state. Your living essence, what you might consider a soul, would be released.” The cat’s tail frizzed slightly. “You would be reborn.”

R-reborn?! “We would be reborn? Together?”

“Trust me. Fate will bring you back together.” The cat creature examined his claws. “In fact, you will even see your son and daughter again. You’d even save every dimension, the ultimate heroes.” He laid his feet flat. “Wonderland is what is tearing dimensions apart. Even now, my kind could not save us. Wonderland has no destined lovers.”

“But . . .if Jewelsy and I were reborn again . . .we would belong to it? But what about the different dimensions?”

“Different dimensions are stitched or mended between with the regular destined lovers, but it will not be needed for the true pair. You and Jewelsy could shatter everything.”

Shatter everything. Cheryl would not be forced to live a hard life? Jewelsy would not be dead anymore, and I would not have to survive for so long without her. I couldn’t dream of doing that, not anymore. I bit my fingernail. We’d been through so much. Different dimensions. The hell dimension. Everything. Less than a hundred years, it was not enough for us. We still had so much time together.

Taken away from us through foul play. “Who did this?” I asked. “You said it was foul play.”

“Someone you need not know, but someone your son will come to know,” the cat said. “That is all that matters.” The cat circled around me. “Your wife is dying. The Superiors cannot help her. You will be stuck without her for centuries.”

It would not be the same. Agreeing would condemn myself to a different kind of death. I am Mister Umbrella in the Sky.  A being who, ever since I was born in the clouds, cared for and nurtured children. That environment created me.

What would another environment do to me? “Would I ever remember?”

The cat shrugged. “I’ve never brought a living entity back to my dimension before. It’s hard to know. There is even a slight chance you’d simply die instead of being reborn.”

Ah. There was the truth. I could be reborn, or plunging into death. “Jewelsy?”

“Would be out there, somewhere in time.”

I lowered my hat at that remark. “Am I to assume that you mean that we will not even be born in the same time? How would I get back to her?”

“I am a foretelling creature, not a god! I control no time. I control little dimensional ability,” he hissed at me. “You are running out of it too. When your superiors find out what I am saying, and eventually you know they will,” he muttered, “it will be too late. They will believe it’s too dangerous and zap me back. The only reason they have given such lenience is because they think I have no power to bring myself back at all.” He jerked his tail hard. “Decide.”

I knew what he meant. There was no way a Superior would allow a citizen of the dimension to be reborn into another one. The idea itself was preposterous. Turning one’s back on their own dimension to live in another.

But . . .I left mother sky once for Jewelsy. 

Against the Superior’s will, I would do it. 

Being reborn or death. Both were the only way back. Staying Mister Umbrella would send me back to the sky, but away from Jewelsy. Death would end me, as it did her. Being reborn . . . Mister Umbrella died either way. Any one of them . . . I just couldn’t go on like this. Back to the clouds, making children happy but without anyone beside me anymore. Jewelsy would not be next to me, smiling at me when she thought I wasn’t looking.

I closed my eyes and took a selfish moment for myself. I remembered Jewelsy playing ring around the clouds with Cheryl. Both of them laughing. I remembered the time we did nothing but hold each other for an entire week. Our own selfish act before Cheryl was born, knowing it’d never be just us two for many years again.

Dominic being born. Oh, how our faces lit up that day. Jewelsy was so positive she didn’t want another one, but that day we were both ecstatic. Another small one. We had not had that pleasure for over fifty years. All those little moments.

The day Jewelsy truly took on the duty of being a selective seer. Her first call. Tabitha was such a fit for her. She was a child that had a hard time finding friends. Stubborn at heart, Jewelsy and her connected well. I always knew she’d be a dynamic selective seer, and I saw the proof that day.

Just a few seconds of selfishness, but it was worth it. Those memories, they might never come back. “For Jewelsy.”

It was that fast. I felt a strange surge throughout myself. I could no longer hear, see or speak. I felt like nothing, but I felt her near me. Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky, I felt her presence nearby me.

For only a second, and then the world went dark.

Goodbye myself. Good luck to whomever I became in the future.
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“She is not dead yet.” Hatter motioned with his umbrella at Chantal. She was twitching in the street.

“It’s been some time,” Shay mentioned. “I don’t understand, why didn’t anyone pick her up. Do something?” She moved to go over there, but Hatter stopped her.

“We need to get you inside and discuss strategies. We have no time for this. I will give the order afterward to kill her.”

Cold. Out there in the wild, Hatter seemed to have a little more grace and humanity. Now that he was back home, all of the compassion seemed to fall away. Shay continued to move over toward her. It didn’t matter what he said, Chantal Rose was in torturous pain. Shay knelt down by her side.

Half of her eye was hanging out, her mouth was bleeding, and she seemed dead except for the few twitches. Was she dead? It was too cruel to leave her like this.

Hatter pulled Shay back up roughly. “I am the leader, Shay Austin. You do as I command. Eight!” He shouted. One of his henchmen came to him. He grabbed a weapon from his henchmen and aimed it at Chantal’s head.

Shay looked away as she heard the shot.

“Problem solved, now get inside.” Hatter handed the weapon back to his henchmen. “How long have I been gone, Eight?”

“Oh, Five, it’s been a whole week,” the original Eight said. “Six has been really worried. Our clientele has become iffy on their paying again, claiming you bailed.”

“I never bail. Charge fifty percent extra to anyone who doubted me.” Hatter took off his hat, grabbed Shay’s hand roughly and dragged her to their new ‘home sweet home’. “Stay here, and whatever you do, do not call me Hatter.” He took the emblem off his umbrella before shoving it deep in a closet. He grabbed his cane and his original hat. “It’s Five.” He placed the emblem back on top of the cane. “Hardly anyone here knew any differently about your pregnancy, so you still have need to be here. I will talk to the few that did know.”

Shay nodded.

“This will not be a piece of cake. We aren’t a cute band that plays songs all day while we drink tea. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Eight is second in charge, so we will go with the excuse that he is the father.”

There wasn’t even a yes or no to the argument. 

“Is that understood?” His voice became rougher toward her.  “I cannot tolerate your actions as they were out in the wilds. If I let you talk to me the same way, others will think I am weak and try to take over. Worse, my clients may think we are weak. That does not lead to good things.”

“I know.” Shay sighed. Life wasn’t going to be easy, but Five was her only lifeline. If she messed up, it was back to Preston. The baby would be killed, dimensions would be shredded to bits. There was just no other option. “Fine.”

“Not fine, yes sir. Treat me the same way you treated me before the forest. Treat me as you would treat Preston Carrington.” He almost growled. “Because if you are not convincing, your true master will come pick you up.”

“Yes. Sir.”

“Good.” He gestured to a back room. “There is another room back there. It’s nothing big. You are staying in there.”

“Fine.”

“Yes, sir,” he demanded again.

“Yes, Sir,” Shay corrected herself again. In fact, she was ready to go check out her room away from him. There was no light switch in the back, only candles. Apparently he only paid for lighting in the front. It was colder back there too. Walking around, she looked at the bed. It hadn’t been used much, so a good shaking to check for bugs would be in order.

She grabbed the pillow first and gave it a good shaking. It was fine.

When she moved the actual covers though, over twenty black crawly worms began to come out.

“Sorry.”

Shay looked back toward Five. “Sir.”

He nodded at her and came in. “I was not expecting company. It was another reason I just handcuffed you last time. Those are antworms. They can dig up into your skin and lay eggs if they get on you.”

Shay dusted her arms off right away. Ew!

“Don’t worry, if they burrowed into you, you would feel it.” He banged his cane on the ground. “I guess I have to replace it tonight. Better yet, do me a favor and stay with Six for tonight. In the morning I will have this fixed for you.”

“And Eight?” she asked him. “The supposed father, what about him?”

“What about him?”

Gee, really? “Are you going to tell him the truth at some point? Or is he going to live the rest of his life thinking he is a father?” His eyes gave nothing away. It was clear he didn’t even think how to answer that.

“If everyone knows that the child is mine, you become a weakness my enemies will expose. As long as you are only something carrying any original’s baby, you are fine.” He tapped his cane on the ground again. “I’m not father material, Eight would be more suitable.”

“Oh.” Helpful. “So even after the birth, you aren’t going to consider it yours?”

“Maybe when I am older and have to pass the line down.” He looked over toward her. “I spent a few days with you, not a lifetime. That baby is not natural. It was conceived without our permission. No one said I had to play father to it or husband to you.” He grabbed the brim of his hat. “I take care of my duties which will include you and the child. That’s all. Your importance stops at delivery of birth. The child will be one of the last few originals to be born. It also stops the destruction of everything. Guess which is more important?”

How was she even supposed to answer that? She saw Cheshire’s tail waving in a corner of the room. “Liar.”

“What?” He seemed shocked she even talked back to him.

Shay held her hands firmly into fists. She shouldn’t be saying that, shouldn’t be doing that, but something bubbled up inside of her. Something boiled inside of her when she was near him. Feelings she didn’t understand. Couldn’t understand. Yet, they were there.

And this. This terrible thug of a man who ran the terrible Wonderland Mafia . . . deep down.

“Deep down, we are both liars, Hatter.” Something. Something was happening.

“No one calls me a liar. I am the leader of the Wonderland Mafia,” Hatter warned her. “You call me Five too, out here, not Hatter. It’s dangerous.”

“Dangerous to let others know you have a kind soul, Hatter?” She asked.

“ . . . you are being quite rebellious,” Hatter warned her. 

“And you haven’t killed me yet for it,” Shay pointed out. 

Hatter held his finger toward her, up, almost like he wanted say something to her. Something cruel. Something warning her about her very life. And yet. “This is not the kind of world for the weak,” Hatter said to her. “People are killed. Abused. Enslaved every day. I just want to . . .” His mouth seemed to be fighting with his mind. “Protect you!” 

His mouth won.

“I have barely known you, and yet you already have such power over me. No one does that. No one.” He shook his head and looked toward her. “Shay doesn’t fit you.”

“And Five isn’t you,” Shay said, moving closer. “We. There’s something.”

“Something,” Hatter added. “You’re a shining . . .”

“Jewel,” Cheshire answered. “A shining Jewelsy,” he said. “I was hoping you’d figure it out in the journey. Pulling each of you out of the roles you had to play. It seems it worked.”

“Jewelsy.” That feels so familiar. That felt like . . . “Jewelsy?”

“Umbrella. There’s something about that Umbrella, there always has been. Not the cane, it’s not the cane, it’s your umbrella. You’re not a mister without an umbrella.” Shay blinked. “What does that mean?”

“I’ve never felt like myself without an umbrella,” he admitted. “I need . . .” His eyes didn’t leave her. “I need . . . why do I want to say I need my Jewelsy?”

“Mister Umbrella. It’s such a whimsical name. Whimsical.” He was whimsical. He wasn’t some mafia boss, bent on destroying and killing everyone in his way. He was whimsical.

“You see the good in him. He sees the good in you.” Cheshire’s full body appeared. “Just, say-“

“You are not a terrible mafia man, you are a whimsical idiot with an umbrella.” Oof. She didn’t mean to say that word. “But, you’re a wonderful idiot.”

Hatter just smiled at her. “I love you.”

Whomp. Right in the heart. Those were fast words! And yet. When he said it, it didn’t feel like they were that fast at all. 

Only. Right. “I love you too. Mister Umbrella.”

“Jewelsy.” Hatter stepped closer to her, and took her hand gently. “I tried to distance myself from all this, my life is not a sweet place for you. I wanted you to go to someone that would be everything you need.”

“You’re what I need. Somehow. Getting tired of not understanding this feeling!” Shay started to rub her eyes. “What is this?”

“Saving the world.”

Hatter looked toward Cheshire. “What?”

“Once upon a time, there was a man with an umbrella who helped a young woman. They fell through hell, fell in love, and created a family in the sky. In the clouds,” Cheshire said. “My dad told me, before he passed away. Wonderland needed help, but so did they. They died an unfair death, and could not return to each other. The man with the umbrella could not go on for eternity, wishing to end it all to be with his beloved wife. So, my father took what he had of his energy and helped to reincarnate them here, pulling them into Wonderland. Only their love has defied the rules, and they have actually retained a little bit of who they once were.” He winked. “Mister and Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky.”

Hearing the name out loud, both of them outwardly gasped.

“And now that you know, it’s time to-“ Cheshire couldn’t finish as they both closed up the area between each other, holding each other in a tight embrace. A desperate embrace like they were scared they would lose everything. “-to be with each other. Don’t be afraid of the future anymore.”

“But we couldn’t go together before, that’s what you said,” Hatter reminded him.

“Normally, but you just saved so much more than you know. You are saving Wonderland. The holes that reached the human slaves are closing as we speak,” Cheshire said. 

“No more people will be brought here?” Shay asked.

“No more, and dimensions are pulling others back to where they once came from.”

“The Queen of Hearts will not be happy,” Hatter said, “and this place will not be safe.”

“No. It’s the end of this kind of life for you, Hatter. I propose that perhaps . . . a fluffier environment would be better until the day of birth?” Cheshire recommended.

Somewhere fluffy? Would Hatter go for that? “What about everyone here?”

“They survived without me before, and with this cause, they will survive even better.” Hatter touched her hair tenderly. “Someplace safe, with you. That is what we need.”  He held her hand tightly. “A fluffy place. Is it flowing with this time?”

“Yes. The day of birth, you can safely come back.You can even come back occasionally if you get permission to,” Cheshire said. “But, your original dimension in your previous lives would be the best place, as I have a feeling it will be your home of choice. Now? Good luck.”

Cheshire gave them no more time. He had taken his power from Alice, it was true, but it was going to take every shred of it to yank someone out of Wonderland, and send them to their true home. But, he didn’t mind. All the cheshires could now be at rest.

Cheshire slowly closed his eyes as he saw a simple girl start bounding toward him with a familiar smile. Before it grew up. Before it was corrupted with agendas or missions or the responsibilities of growing up.

It was time to go to whatever adventure was after life with his little Alice.

DIMENSION: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION

It all came roaring back into their minds in a fury. Jewelsy crying on the step when they first met. When Mister Umbrella yanked her away with his umbrella. Changing the clothes in her room. Roping the moon. Going through hell. The day of Cheryl’s birth. Leaving for Kansas to Dorothy and . . .

“Dominic.” Hatter was the first to speak. “Jewelsy?”

Shay nodded. “Mister Umbrella.” Her smile turned sour. “You ended your life for me again, stop that.”

Mister Umbrella smiled as he stole a kiss from his wife. It had been so long. All of the things he did as Five and Hatter would leave a dent inside of him for forever, but now, he could slowly heal. As the seer he should be. 

With the wife he gave it all up for.

“Mom?”

“Cheryl?” Shay knew that voice. She turned around and saw her daughter. So much more grown up, with a man at her side. “Cheryl!” She half wanted to run to her daughter, but she didn’t want to let go of her husband yet.

But Mister Umbrella was thinking the same thing. He grabbed her hand, holding it tight as they rushed to their daughter.

The torture of it all was almost over . . . except for Dominic.
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In Reflection Part 5: DIMENSION: THE REFLECTION PATH
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No matter how hard Dominic tried, he just couldn’t seem to manage to move again. He broke through the reflection mirroring once, but now he couldn’t seem to do anything except mimic again.

Feeling a new presence, he turned and saw Vanessa. Her blue dress in the water seemed to wave back and forth freely, and it wasn’t material that should be in water. Feeling himself blush, he looked away.

He broke the mimic again with that instinctive action but he couldn’t keep breaking it like before.

Vanessa moved her hand toward his. He felt goosebumps on his arms. “Reflection trouble?”

Dominic couldn’t answer her.

“I can help, but I need to tell you something. Something I did when I was Apocalypse Girl.” She squeezed his hand tighter. “Am I still your friend?”

Of course. Dominic wished he could make some kind of eye contact to let her know that.

“I wrote a fake prophecy that has made it difficult for people to survive. These people are related to the next Apocalypse Boy.”

The next? His eyes glanced in her direction. When his body did something instinctively, he seemed to be able to break the reflection. How could she know the next?

“The key is in your mind. To you, you are in the water, but we are not. We are on a bridge looking down into it.”

Oh. A bridge. He was starting to remember the green grass and a bridge. It had started there. He was not in the water.

He looked back towards her and felt himself right back up. He took a moment to look around. Back on the bridge, safe and sound. He glanced toward her. “I am still your friend, but what do you mean by this prophecy?”

“I meant it for him.” She laid her arms along the bridge line. “I was taught before that Apocalypse Boy was my enemy. There can be only one at a time, but I wanted to save myself trouble after I defeated you.” Her voice turned hesitant at the last part. “I had no thoughts that you would defeat me.”

“You went after someone that didn’t even know anything?” Yeah, prepared. That had been her. He looked back down in the water, remembering this time he was not a part of it. “How did you know for sure who it would be?”

“All of us chosen, we have something about us. Puts us off to others. For you, you saw things others didn’t. For me, I was the daughter of . . .” She stopped right there a moment and changed direction. “He’s invisible to everyone that doesn’t have paranormal powers. The best he can do is appear like a blue ghostish flame to the normal. It wasn’t hard to find him.”

“How old is he?”

“He’s eight.”

“Well, he’s just a kid still.” Honestly, Vanessa never had any troubles with deceit, did she?

“I wrote the prophecies a century before his birth.” Vanessa sighed. “People were supposed to see him as the chosen one and force him together with a girl. He would either fall in love which would cease his chance to travel, or have a child which would do the same thing. I always put counter prophecies too. It could help to get them . . .” She licked her lips. “It was about winning. That’s all I wanted because that’s what they wanted.”

Dominic sighed and looked over toward her again. “Okay, so you messed something up like you did with Luc and Melina?” He clicked his tongue. “He’s eight, so what happened?”

“He has an older brother, and a few people knew he saw in shades of blue like him.”

Shades of blue. Dominic’s eyes widened, but she held her hand up.

“It’s common in chosen families that the mark of seeing in those colors can be hereditary. It doesn’t mean anything else. I know. I looked.” She placed her hand back down. “There was a girl there, Zoe. Her family had somehow been from another dimension. I had the woman in the prophecy stated as hidden, and since her whole family was hiding, they got the wrong idea.”

Oh this would not end well. “And?”

“This world, it’s not hard to get a hold of a man’s sperm if they are a hero and higher up. She could potentially be pregnant, and others could be trying to kill her.”

Dominic rubbed his hands up and down his face. “You mean to tell me, that a fake prophecy, has ruined two people’s lives?”

“Potentially. However, Zoe and the man Dex are compatible. They are soulmates. They live in a world where they could never meet and have a relationship without this happening.” She moved her attention back down to the water. “Still, it is no excuse.”

“Their world was not even going to be affected by the apocalypse?”

“It was, but there were no destined lovers to stop it.”

Dominic tried not to grind his teeth. “What is it you want then?” What could he possibly do to help the situation?

Vanessa looked straight at him. “You can visit him. The boy, you could warn him what will happen when he gets older.” She gestured to the medallion. “That is by and large no mere trinket around your neck. However, you could help the boy. Two pieces might be enough for him.”

“For him to what?”

“Become visible? All his life he has been invisible. He did not grow up with his brother, but as a possession. The invisible boy. We cannot change what happened, but we could make life easier. Friends or a career.”

Dominic needed to give the other medallion piece back to Sera. “Wouldn’t one work?”

“His curse is not humanly, it is divinity. You would be lucky if only two worked.”

Eight years old. Four years younger than Dominic began his journey. He lifted the medallion off his neck to look at it. Sera would have to wait just a tiny bit longer.

Branded: Part 9: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY

That morning everything was quiet. No one spoke a word at breakfast. The sound of metal scraping plate as they ate could be heard. After Dex finished, it came. Words.

“How did you sleep?” He waited for reply, like I would simply say fine, “After you finish we are heading straight to the doctor.” That was it. Even Max didn’t say anything to me that morning.

Dex carried me off and we went to a hospital in the Rim. It was low-budget, but I expected that. We waited for an hour before we got in to see the doctor. The first words were not kind but judgmental. He scolded us for doing something so recklessly. He told us tales of others that walked in, found out, and he had taken care of the problem. He said they always left in tears.

After the initial scolding, he took my blood and then made me take a cup to the bathroom. I did as I was told. Then? It was like someone said ‘she went through enough’.

“You are not pregnant.” The doctor’s words. No one could have torn the smiles off of our faces.

“You are a hundred percent sure?” Dex checked again.

“It does not always happen the first time, but it is better to believe that. Babies are a luxury, and should not be born to just anybody.” The doctor handed me a glass of water with a pill. “Just in case, be safer than sorry. That birth control will last you one month. That one is free considering your situation.” He gestured toward the front after I took the pill. “Go pay the nurse.”

We did not care about his attitude anymore. I was free! I would not go to Chla. I could see my family again. I took Dex’s hand in mine as he offered it. He could not stop smiling, even though he paid a hefty amount to the nurse. Once outside, he hugged me.

“You are not pregnant!”

“I know!” My enthusiasm was the same. “Everything will be fine now.” His smile faded a bit. “What?”

“People still want you.” He looked at the ground, then back up at me. “Zoe, it’s too dangerous. You might not be pregnant, but people still believe in that prophecy. They will come hunt you down. They will either try again, or someone else will try and kill you.” He shook his head. “You cannot leave.”

“But-“

“The leader of the Rim itself visited Dean Resin before he escaped.” He sat his hand on my shoulder. “I lost someone important to me because of him. I will not lose another.” He squeezed my shoulder a little tighter. Not enough that it hurt, but to get a point across. “I am sorry,” he said, “but you were pregnant before. It could have been stress, your new diet of actual food, or a natural loss.”

So he didn’t just drive me crazy last night for no reason. I had been pregnant. “Maybe one day I’ll be ready.” I left it at that. My own mind couldn’t wrap around that fact. “How much longer do I have to stay?”

Dex didn’t give an answer.

So I knew. Even if I was not pregnant, I would not be going back to my family anytime soon. “Are we going to delay the testimony? Will I be able to get it back later?”

He still didn’t answer right away. “This is not going to be resolved in a week or a month, Zoe.” 

“But dang-“ My stomach felt funky, and then I felt a sharp pain run through it. “Dex, I need-“

“It’s final, Zoe.” He stretched out his arms to the sides, a big signal for strikeout. “Until I find everyone involved, you are not going anywhere.”

“Dex!” I screamed as I hit the ground. The last thing I remember was feeling Dex shaking me as I stared at the grass. Why did hospitals always have such green grass?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Dominic Visits the Branded Dimension: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY
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Dominic stepped out of a long mirror with Vanessa. Moving out the door he saw a small hallways with just enough room for one person to walk through. The short hallways ended into a living room. Small yet cozy. There was a young boy an on old tattered couch that was flipping through channgels.

Vanessa looked out from a lower perspective by the door. Her fingers gripped the side below Dominic’s fingers. “That’s him. The chosen boy, Max.”

Dominic gripped both pieces of medallion. Giving him the chance to be visible was the only thing he could do for Max. Before he could do anything, a man came into the room holding an unconscious woman.

The man was sweating but couldn’t wipe any of it away. Dominic doubted it was from the travel. The woman didn’t look good.

Max moved off the couch and the man lied the woman down. “What’s wrong with Zoe, Dex?”

The man Dex didn’t answer. He got down on his knees and patted Zoe’s hand impatiently before kissing it. Were these friends or something more? Dominic had no inner sense and no premonitions. He knew nothing about what was going on. “Do you have any idea what’s happening, Vanessa?” 

“I don’t know.” Vanessa moved back a little further. They had appeared in one of the back rooms so they could not be seen, but the new situation could compromise them soon. “It looks like she might have been poisoned.”

“I don’t know, I can’t sense anything.” Dominic stuck his head out further. Both of the guys were right by the woman’s side. “I don’t know how to help.”

“We can’t sense anything,” she reminded him. “They aren’t destined lovers. To know how to help, they would have to be switched to that position.”

“She is already pregnant, and they are soulmates. Okay.”

“It’s not that easy.” Vanessa grew quiet. She pulled him into the room closer. “This world is headed straight to the end, and there is no destined couple. You aren’t switching for another couple, there is no couple. It’s like switching with Boogeyman’s son.”

“Which I would do in a heartbeat.” Dominic nodded. “He never kept his end of the bargain, why should I? I want to revoke that privilege and give it to them.”

“Dominic.” Vanessa gulped. “It is true that he did not get you to Sera, but he promised to at the end. You left him before the end.”

“He never would have. He was just this dark mass of nightmares and-“

“He helped Shasta and Spencer. Did he help anyone else?”

“Yes, I suppose. Another couple, Luc and Melina.” Dominic shrugged. “A woman is dying that I can help save, and he kept me locked up there that whole time. I will never know who I am until I face him at nineteen. Call it just desserts, she deserves it more than him.”

“Okay then, I will show you how to reverse it.” She gestured to the medallion. “You will need to use both pieces to do that, but there’s another price.” She looked out with him a bit toward Dominic. “You can’t help him. Medallions bond with blood. Once a relative tries to use it again, it won’t work.”

“Oh.” Dominic looked out toward the boy one more time. A life of never being seen as the real him, not until it was time for him to take over Dominic’s position. Then, it wouldn’t matter anymore. 

“I want to say I’m sorry about him” she said softly. “I can say I am sorry. I am not perfect. I have not been superior in some time. This was something I could have prevented, but I did not want to bother with it. I just, I didn’t want to bother with it.” She sunk back deeper into the room.

Dominic wasn’t going to criticize her, she was doing that well enough on her own. What else had she done as Apocalypse Girl that he would learn about in the future? Messing a whole family up with pregnancy, possible death, and never helping a boy she could have with the master of wishes power. He didn’t say anything and held the medallion pieces tightly before the instinctive thoughts came. “Zoe is dying, the doctor gave her something that should kill her in fifteen minutes.” He cut it close. “Chemical warfare, can it be used on the destined?”

Vanessa turned back around to face him. “No, only physical damage. She should snap out of it soon.” She crossed her arms. “Only three beings can help that boy now. The master of wishes and Boogeyman. I no longer have access to the master of wishes, and you no longer have access to Boogeyman. If I just, if I hadn’t been so . . .”

Dominic laid his hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, I understand. Who is the third entity though?”

“No one you would ever want to meet.” She looked at his muscle shirt. “Why do you wear a muscle shirt now?”

Good question. Dominic looked back down at himself again, forgetting the water spirit Lucinda had changed his clothes into that. “I don’t know. The water spirit did it.”

“She chose a shirt that exposes your arms and part of your chest? Does she have a crush on you?”

“Well?” Oh man, that couldn’t be true. Could it? He was sixteen and she was ancient probably. 

“No one puts someone in a sexy muscle shirt for no good reason. She is too old for you, you should let her know that.”

Dominic looked back down at himself again. “Sexy?”

“Well, yes. You have sex appeal just like I do.” She gestured to her own clothes. “Notice how this blue dress seems to pop my breasts more upward. Armageddon placed me in this when he was trying to get a kiss so that he could see more of my actual frame. I am lucky he did not choose to make me naked, but this dress still leaves more to be desired.”

“Um.” Vanessa seemed like her old self again. Actually, she seemed even more like the self that gave him the watch long ago. “Vanessa?”

“Yes, Dominic?”

“One day, you might meet a younger me,” he said. “You have a special watch that you give me, and a tiny scroll of everything you know. It’s important that I get that. I’ll also need an answer to a question.” He looked at her, seeing if she understood. 

She nodded. “To make up for this family I did not help when I should have. Yes, I will.”

Dominic sucked his bottom lip. She had been around dragons at the time. He had taken her to still be the Apocalypse Girl. If she wasn’t, what was she doing around dragons? He ignored the thought. Thinking about it would only make him frustrated. She was there now with him again.

That’s all that mattered. He looked back out toward the family, but the woman Zoe still did not seem to be getting better. “Vanessa, are you sure she will pull through now?”

“We came very late.” Vanessa looked out from beside him. “Much of the poison may have affected her before the protection of the chosen ones came. I do not know, Dominic.”

“I hope she does. Dex’s heart is breaking.” Dominic watched him pat Zoe’s hand, trying to talk to her soothingly.

“There is nothing more we can do. I should say we should leave, but I have much regret and sorrow. This would not have happened if I did not believe they were beneath me or my time.”

“It is hard to leave. We can’t do anything else.” Dominic looked back at her again. “Vanessa, if she doesn’t pull through, then what? I made them destined, and all destined have to make it. There is no other couple here to select.”

“If she doesn’t, you can use the medallion again.” Vanessa reached out to touch them. “I do not wish to speak more ill of the situation. I hope for a remedy.”

“I know.” Dominic nodded. “Me too, but standing around here is going to get us caught. Let’s return back to the reflection path.”

Branded: Part 10: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY

I couldn’t do anything. There was no one to fight to make this go away. She had to have been poisoned by that doctor, but even taking him out wasn’t going to bring her back. Zoe’s breathing was shallow, almost gone. I knew she was leaving.

Finding out we were having a baby was nothing compared to this. Her skin was so soft. Every bit of her felt fragile. Like china, it was like she toppled over and broke.

I heard Max whine away as blood trickled from her mouth. “Towel, Max.” I wasn’t leaving her side for even one second. He quickly came back and I wiped up the blood along her mouth. “Zoe, come on.” I didn’t know if she could even hear me, but I needed to try. “Don’t do this.”

I heard Max leave over to the other chair and sat down. His eyes were worried too. “Ronnell.”

“Not like Ronnell!” I snapped at him. She couldn’t go out like that. She was a good citizen raised in the Citadel. She didn’t deserve to be dying on a couch. It might even be more than her dying. Since that doctor poisoned her, had she been pregnant too? “Max, wet cloth.” It wouldn’t do any good, but if she had any senses left, it was the only thing I could do. She was sweating. I got it from Max once he brought it and wiped her forehead. 

Don’t leave me. If she left, I would be a hero again. I wouldn’t have to be engaged to her. My friends would all be back again like before. None of those were even worth a fraction to losing her. I patted her hand, remembering the first day I saw her. Blushing and incredibly clueless around me. She had known I was a hero until she met me again and was convinced otherwise. That dress. Her hair.

She was always in something beautiful. Never bowing down to the Rim’s style, I got her whatever clothes I could that covered up what she wanted. I didn’t care that others called her a classical wench. She even helped with dishes, and she helped take care of Max. Girls like her were one in a million.

If anything happened to her, there would be none in a million. “Zoe. Come on, Zoe, please make it through.” After a few minutes, she was still breathing. Her hands weren’t moving and her eyes didn’t open but I did hear a groan. I hope that was a good sign.

Max and I stayed by her side that day. I made an FDM for lunch for us, neither of us felt like much food. She still hung on, but she still didn’t open her eyes. What I wouldn’t give to see her eyes open again.

I only left her side long enough to help Max to bed. I just stayed in the opposite chair.

First she lived with me.

Then she was supposed to be having my baby.

Now, she was potentially dying on me. I couldn’t take her to the hospital, there was no trust there. Yeven said to try a different hospital but I couldn’t risk it. If they wanted to hurt her, they’d do it worse, or just let her sit there in a hospital bed.

At five O’ Clock, my eyes must have been bloodshot. My body needed rest, but I didn’t want to listen. If she woke up. If she just woke up for a few seconds, I would feel better. It’d be worth it.

That shot in the dark paid off. She groaned and moved slightly, wincing. “Dex?”

Her books on the table and some of the papers around the area scattered to the wind as I was by her side in an instant at a speed I never used in the house. “Zoe?”

“Oh, my side really hurts. My mouth is burning,” she crowed, her voice harsh. 

“Okay, I’ll get you ice cold water.” Finally, something I could do. I ran to the fridge, grabbed the cold water I’d prepared just in case this miracle did happen, and moved right back to her side. “Here, drink up.”

Zoe held her hands out for it and poured it down her throat. She tried to move herself up, which I was more than happy to help with. Mobile and talking, these were good signs!

“Zoe, how do you feel?” I asked. 

“Side. Oh my side.” She grabbed at it again. “What happened?”

I moved to get her an ice pack from the fridge and back again before I answered her. “Zoe. I don’t know the answer, but you took some pills right beforehand.” I cleared my throat. “I don’t know if he was telling the truth or not.”

“The doctor tried to kill me?” She felt her forehead as I put the ice pack on her side. “Thanks. It hurts right up here.” 

I felt better when she showed me where it hurt. “It’s an old couch, you’ve been lying on it unmoving since this morning. That area is usually where it hurts.” I breathed a deep sigh of relief. It looked like Zoe would be okay. “We can’t do that again.”

“I know.”

“You could have still been pregnant. You could still be pregnant. I don’t know what that doctor gave you.”

“Yeah, I know.” Her voice was bitter. “Now what?”

There was a very good question. I didn’t know. I couldn’t trust any old doctor. That one didn’t even know her real name. A low-budget area, I thought it would be safe enough. “Yeven should be able to get some kind of help. Trusting help. We’ll find out the truth, we’ll find someone trustworthy. I promise.” She drank her water and tried to lie back down. “That’s hurting your back, you can’t stay there. Let’s get you to bed.” I tried to help her up, but her body was still weak from whatever that poison had been. I picked her up in my arms and took her to her room. By the time I placed her on the pillow, she was falling asleep again.

I got Max and had him watch over her.

I was going to find out the truth from that doctor, and it wasn’t going to be anything I needed Max to see.

The Split: Part 1: DIMENSION: THE REFLECTION PATH

“Vanessa?” Dominic looked around him. Vanessa appeared shortly after him but she was still down. “What’s wrong?”

“I ruined people’s lives.”

“Yes, but you had to.”

“The new Apocalypse Girl must ruin people’s lives.”

Dominic noticed the look in her eye. Something was wrong. “Yes.”

“Is she? I was well trained, until my superiority overwhelmed me, I was on schedule. How is she?” Vanessa asked in wonder. “Had she been prepared? Is she putting her life in danger?”

“I don’t know,” Dominic admitted, “but it doesn’t matter. You aren’t the Apocalypse Girl anymore, you’re with me.”

“Why am I any more special?” Vanessa asked. She moved around with a strange flow like she was on the moon. “An innocent girl has been placed in my situation. My people died at some point, but were they responsible for the next? Or someone else? I want to meet her.”

Dominic had a gut feeling this wasn’t a good path to be on with her. “It’s over, you are helping me. Helping lovers instead of hurting them. Didn’t it feel right to help Dex and Zoe?”

“You speak formally of them because you are the one destined to help them. I am not. I am happy for them and their world but I do not feel their relief. I still did not know the ending until you said that. That is for you, not me.” Vanessa rubbed her shoulders. “The sad happiness. The happy sadness. It has not left me, and I don’t believe it will. I feel regret, pain and regret that someone else has to be the Apocalypse Girl.”

“Have you decided what you want?”

“No, oh no! Dominic struggled against the reflection even more. He should be waiting to give the necklace back to Sera, but all he wanted to do was stop the spirit guide. To stop the inevitable.

“I want to see the Apocalypse Girl,” Vanessa said.

Before Dominic could cry out, she was gone. Believe it or not, he knew Vanessa better than she knew herself. He was in tune with her more than he wanted to admit it. It wasn’t just a psychic connection like in his world or like with the different lovers. It was different. When her heart was happy, he could feel it and he needed to smile. When her heart was hurting, he could feel it and tried to smile for her.

Once she saw the Apocalypse Girl, she would put her first. It was why he saw her dealing with the dragons in the past when he met her out of synch in their timeline. A part of him always knew it, but he didn’t want to believe.

Alone. He was alone again. 

***
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Vanessa looked around herself and saw a girl on her knees, crying. She strolled over and saw no one else around. Carefully, she placed her hand on her shoulder. “Who are you?”

The girl looked back toward her, tears staining her face. “Who are you?”

Vanessa squeezed her shoulder in sympathy. “Are you Apocalypse Girl?”

“H-how did you know?”

“I used to be her.”

“Can . . .” She turned toward her and grabbed her hand. “Can you help me, please?”

Vanessa stared at the girl. Young, most likely twelve. Perhaps even younger. “Tell me about yourself.” The Apocalypse Girl told her all about how she knew sad things about couples who could not have children. She told her everything that she had known, except that she was unable to accomplish the tasks. She kept moving on, but not accomplishing her goal.

Vanessa grabbed her hand. “This is your duty. If you do not keep the star-crossed from having children, then everything ends. You must warn them. They must be stopped, or you are failing everyone.”

“I can’t!” She pulled on her arm. “I can’t, I can’t! I don’t know how to do it.”

No training. Here Vanessa was, free to help Dominic and live however she wished. She could even ask to find another home and settle into a normal life. Yet, she knew how to accomplish what the new Apocalypse Girl could not. “Do you have no training?”

“Training? W-what?” Her blue eyes almost sparkled. “H-how could I? I never even knew this was possible.”

“You must be trained.” Vanessa held her hand. She still had a purpose in the grand scheme of things. She may not be the Apocalypse Girl anymore, but she had to be a teacher. She needed to help the new one find her way. 

Except that a part of her wanted to stay with Dominic. He understood her like no other. Yet, she just couldn’t. She had taken his sister away from him forever. Even if she had risked her life, it was not enough. She needed to get him to his sister.

Until then, this was for the best. Vanessa felt the water spirit’s presence and turned around. “Can you take a message back to Dominic?” 

Dominic watched as the water spirit guide returned and knew what she had to say. Not the exact words. He knew nothing of the new Apocalypse Girl, but he knew how the conversation would end.

“She met the Apocalypse Girl,” the water spirit said. “She was huddled on the ground, crying. As they spoke, Vanessa learned that she was not prepared or informed of her travels. The new Apocalypse Girl was going by instinct, in a portal fashion from dimension to dimension but not accomplishing anything.” She bowed her head. “Vanessa has taken another path. She says she is not yet-”

“She stayed with the Apocalypse Girl.” Dominic knew. 

“The duty must be performed, and she must help teach or it is all over. I am sure you two will meet again in the future.”

“As enemies.” Dominic looked down at the medallion pieces around his neck. “We’re always enemies.”

“There is also another entity out there named Armageddon. Vanessa wants to be more prepared for his trickery.”

“I know the reasons. She doesn’t want to cause pain though. She was cleansed!” Dominic shouted. “How could she still want that?”

The water spirit lifted her head. “Friend or not, Dominic, she is the best to teach the job. She was trained, physically-”

“I know,” Dominic stopped her. He looked down at his clothes. “Can I have my cloak back?” He didn’t want to ask her why his clothes were changed like Vanessa had wanted him to. That would feel embarrassing, especially if the water guide did have to admit she liked him.

The water spirit didn’t answer at first, but then she shrugged her shoulders. “Since you ask, I shall, but it may be more useful to keep it. You never know when you will run into Vanessa again.”

Huh? “What do you mean? Why would I want to wear this for Vanessa?” Dominic stared at her a few seconds before it hit him. “Oh.” He looked back down. The water spirit was not attracted to him. She was trying to help him attract Vanessa.

Vanessa? He had known no other girl in his life for years. Scratch that, he’d not known a single woman in years. She had matured as he had. Even now, he would not be able to call her Apocalypse Girl again. “Apocalypse . . .Woman?”

“Ah. So you are catching on.”

“Uh?” Dominic shook his head. It wasn’t like that! He didn’t like girls. Did he? Well, he was almost sixteen. They were about the same age. Did he? For some time, he did get to know her. It was why her betrayal against his sister was the worst thing she could have done. He did not know his sister, and he knew that he would never know his sister. Yet, he knew Apocalypse Girl as his friend, only friend, and that betrayal burned. It burned. He was trying to lay those feelings to rest and regain a steady friendship with her. He wasn’t thinking . . .about other things. He wasn’t. Was he? “How would you know to do that?”

“You were angry at her, yet I could still sense something else behind it. To have such betrayal, and still have a way back to care? It would take more than a cleansing, it would take a deep connection. More than just psychic.” She tilted her head. “Are you saying that you still don’t understand that yet?”

“Well . . .I?” Dominic couldn’t believe that.

“You went after her when she called to you, even after everything she had done.”

“It had to be important.”

“You called for me to save her life.”

“She didn’t deserve to die, the mistake wasn’t hers.”

“She sent your sister away.”

“Because of a trick.” Dominic could feel perspiration on his forehead and wiped it away. “It was because it was a trick.”

“You wanted to keep her near you after that.”

“She was not herself.”

“You did not even want to let her go two seconds to make something right.”

“I-I was afraid she would . . .mess up?” Dominic blinked. “I didn’t want to lose my friend.”

“Are you sure that is all it is?”

Dominic wanted to say yes. She was his only friend. He didn’t want to screw anything up. He was selflessly giving her another chance. He wanted to say it all, but from the heat on his face and his racing heart, he knew it wasn’t all selflessness.

It was selfishness. He missed Vanessa’s presence in a way no one could fathom. Almost no one. “I like her.”

“It is more than that, Dominic.”

“But why? You help me so that I can help others find their destined lovers.” Dominic rubbed the sweat off his brow. “Why would you care so much?”

“Water spirits tend to have a more gentle soul.” She touched the top of his head. “To see and not be able to help at least a little seemed cruel to me. I am sorry that I had to send her away, but for the future, she has a duty to perform. As do you. One day though, you two will be freed. Believe in that.”

Freed. “And then what?”

“That will be for you two to figure out.”

“But I’m not. I mean, we’re not . . .” Dominic slapped his face. This couldn’t be. He was the warner of destined lovers. She would still be helping to destroy the star-crossed. They were in a way enemies and he could not deny that fact. Yet, could it really be? “Water spirit . . .am I? Is she?”

He did not need to finish. He did not even need to look into her face. Ever since he opened his eyes for the first time that he could remember, Vanessa had been there. Her hand in his, walking through dreams. When he lost her, that was when he slowly lost himself in the darkness. No, he didn’t need to ask.

He and Vanessa were destined lovers themselves.

Dominic felt his throat run dry as he grabbed his knees. He knew from experience the worst thing he could do was tell her. They would be bumping into each other occasionally, but somehow he had to make it count. He knew what would happen if he didn’t. The pressure was heavy, too heavy! For once, he experienced what the destined lovers felt. Not from empathy, the true bare feelings. “I-I-I . . .but I . . . we never meet. I will have to make us meet. I’ll have to force us together on accident. Somehow. Maybe.”

“It does not work that way. You know that.”

“Yeah, but unlike everyone else, I don’t live in the same dimension. I-I’ll barely see her.” Dominic rubbed his face. 

“You are meant to not be alone. That should not stress you out, it should make you happy.”

“Happy? I-if I don’t force love somehow, it’s-“

“It is already there.” The spirit guide laid her hands on his head again. “Perhaps it is not yet time for you to realize this. Do you want me to take this away?”

“No, leave my memories.” It was almost a whimper. “I’ve lost so much.”

“Just this. Only the last few minutes. Dominic, you are forgetting every lesson that I am sure you have taught others. You need more time. It is not crucial for you to hurry. After all, both your worlds are gone, are they not?”

Yes. Yes, there was nothing imminent to save.

“You are destined in the future. Forcing anything now may not be smart.”

“Okay.” Dominic took a deep breath. She was right, it wasn’t time. Not yet. “Only the last few minutes?”

“Only the last few.”

“The last few what?” Dominic asked. “What were we talking about?” He watched the water guide smile slyly. “Where is Vanessa?” More than that, something else was wrong. "Dex and Zoe. Something funny, I sense something wrong. Water spirit, I must return back."

"Apocalypse Traveler, your combined power with Vanessa had let you flow through mirrors," she said to him. "Vanessa has left. You cannot enter into their dimension in the same way."

"There is no baby. There is no couple even, they don't even know they should be together." Dominic grabbed his head. "Something more is wrong. I see a figure, and I know there is something more to her. I've never seen her before, but why do I see snow? Lots of snow. Fire and destruction, another world. Combining visions of couples with no relation to each other."

"Perhaps there is relation." The water spirit seemed more quiet than usual. "I cannot intrude on this discovery. It was meant to be."

Discovery? "What do you mean, what discovery?" The water spirit knew something that she was not telling him. "What are you hiding, Lucinda?" 

"If I could I would share, Apocalypse Traveler, yet I am not to his level. If I was, I could tell you," she said to him softly. "Revealing what he has taken would put me in peril."

Revealing what had been taken? "Boogeyman," Dominic growled instinctively. Boogeyman had something to do with that couple, and the other couple he was seeing together. Boogeyman took away his memories. 

Were they related? Had he been related to Zoe or Dex? Had he been related to the snow couple he could see?  "I need to go back."

"You cannot enter without the combined power of Vanessa."

"Why? If she isn't the Apocalypse Girl anymore, what power could she have?"

The water spirit took a second longer to answer. "She has a special . . . lineage." 

"Okay, then where is she?" Dominic looked around. Where had she gone to?

"She found the new Apocalypse Girl and she must help her," the water spirit answered. 

She left? He didn't remember that. "But . . .I need her. Just one more time?" He knew that somehow he had to get back to that couple and find out the connection.  "Please?"

The water spirit nodded a moment before disappearing. When she came back, Vanessa was beside her.

"I need your help," Dominic said. "The water spirit told me you are helping the new Apocalypse Girl, but I need one quick trip with you before you go. Please?"

"I . . ." Vanessa sniffed. "I did not wish to say goodbye to you. I wish to stay a great distance from you now, yet I have strange sensations to hug you and never let go."

Dominic smiled at the thought. He often felt the same way. "Just one more trip? It's all I ask."

"One last, I can do that for you." She grabbed his hand steadily. "I will miss you. I hate you in a way, but I will miss you terribly. I am not happy sad, I feel angry sad toward you."

Dominic nodded and closed his eyes, feeling her hand in his. "Vanessa, what is your lineage?" His question made her rush to let go. "Vanessa?"

Vanessa sniffed once more. "Is this a question that must be answered?"

"It is a question that I'd like to know the answer to," Dominic said as he tried to regrab her hand. "Please?"

"It is shameful for I have no real power. I am but a humble human, I have no gift of hers."

Hers? "Your mother?"

"That word does not apply to her. She gave birth to me, that is all. She brought me into the world but the word mother does not belong to her. I have no mother, I was raised by my people." She groaned. "Not her people."

Not her people. Dominic watched her intently. "Understood. You have someone powerful in your family, Vanessa."

"My original lineage includes someone who is wicked and has had no problem with killing her own spawn." Vanessa would not even use the word baby for her. "Without her, I would not be here. My thanks to her ends there." Vanessa coughed. "Let us make haste, I am but human and seem to be catching cold. This is the last adventure, Apocalypse Traveler. I also have changed my name into Apocalypse Mistress, since I was never named and have no more status.”

“Well . . . can I still call you Vanessa?”

“Yes, just others. I like Vanessa from you, but that is beside the importance of the point. I must help the new Apocalypse Girl. It is where I am needed."

"I . . .I understand."
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Armageddon’s Solace: DIMENSION: ARMAGEDDON’S BEACH
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Armageddon strummed his violin delicately. He had not predicted that Dominic would interrupt his battle. He must have been a little too pushy.

Oh, but all he needed to do was get her again. Saving any normal girl he probably would have gotten a thank you and a kiss of gratitude without even asking for it. That cutie though, she was anything but normal. He knew everything about her. Where she grew up. How she had been treated. Her beliefs.

Therefore a little pushiness was in order, but she was brighter than he realized, picking up the fact he was messing with Dominic’s sister.

Although, that was really only the beginning. Armageddon had messed up many more, with plans to break up others. Kris Kringle, he would be a fun one. He didn’t even need to use much magic, just had to tell some lies to Jack Frost. 

Booth was one of his finest works of art. He’d screwed that world up so bad, even if Dominic visited, he could never fix it. Speaking of art, Dominic was so obsessed trying to get through the reflection path, he was behind on helping lovers. So behind, children were already being born and worlds were collapsing.

Even his own cousin he could not remember. The scarecrow and Dorothy’s great relation should have been falling for each other, but he jacked them up beyond belief. He had a close call when the scarecrow saved her, but he immediately turned it around and made her see Lyon instead.

Not lasting of course, but enough infatuation to break that moment between them. Then everyone tagged along. The others going into another dimension didn’t bode well, but at least there was the witch.

She thought she was helping the situation by making Dorothy’s great relation jealous. Instead she was just helping him. “You are falling down on the job, Dominic.” He smiled to himself and watched as someone appeared before him.

She sauntered over toward him, an evil grin on her lips. “I got her.”

Armageddon stopped playing his violin and sat it back down on his desk. “Lovely ‘Apocalypse Girl’, you’ve got the cutie already?”

“She isn’t the same. That Apocalypse Traveler saved her, cleansed her somehow. It just made things easier. I appealed to her by getting down on my knees and begging for her help.” She laughed. “It was worthy of an award. I kept pleading that I couldn’t break up lovers. Tears and everything, Arma, you’d be proud.”

Armageddon nodded. Sya was an excellent accomplice and companion. “She has agreed to take your spot?”

Sya nodded. “Yep, but since I can’t actually pass on any powers, I asked her to be my teacher. You know, the old teach a man to fish routine. She bought it all, believing her place is to teach me as her apprentice. Meanwhile, I’ve got the new Apocalypse Girl shut up in an institution yelling at everyone she is supposed to stop lovers before they bring about their own ends. She was easy, you could always try kissing her.”

“Nice touch,” Armageddon agreed as he picked his violin back up. “The two go together though, the next one would have to be summoned and Dominic’s not going anywhere. Though Sya, keep it true for a little while. Send her to the appropriate ones. I want her to gain trust, just in case she isn’t fully confident in you. And then?” He slid his bow hard against the strings causing them to screech. “We get her.”

He may not have won that Apocalypse Cutie, but he was going to win the war.
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The Dangerous Land of Oz (Maddie May)
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***

“Okay, so don’t even look at me,” Maddie May said as she changed her dress to something more comfortable. “So I messed up and sent destined lovers into a tornado. So I got a pet dog. So shoot me.”

“The destined lovers are under no harm, and the scarecrow has won over the girl with his charm.”

“Ooh?” Well, it wasn’t a complete waste of time. “The jealous ploy must have worked.”

“Not quite as well as your intension, it should have happened sooner in this dimension.”

“What?” The looking-glass went silent so she sighed. “Looking-glass, looking glass, just hanging there. I beg thee, that last part, do share.”

“Another interference I cannot see, has kept the two separate by forgetting memory.”

“Memory.” Who could be doing that? Who would want to stop destined lovers? Yes, her daughter stopped star-crossed, but those two were far from that. So who? “Looking-glass, looking glass, tell me who. Tell me who, tell me who, tell me who, tell me who!” She didn’t even want to think about what rhymed with who, she wanted an answer.

“Someone new yet old, undiscovered and in plain sight. I have no more details for you, good night.”

She bit her fingernails harshly. There was someone out there that she didn’t know about? Who?! “It’s not good night, not even half away. Retell me about the ones I looked in on the other day.”

“Apocalypse Boy is Traveler now, free and full of power. He has not yet figured everything out, his life is lonely and sour. Your daughter is no longer Apocalypse Girl, almost at eternal rest. The Apocalypse Traveler saved her life, and had her perform his test. While happiness is for him, regret though filled her. She has left him alone, choosing the life of teacher.”

“Fine, fine.” She waved off the information. “As long as Apocalypse Boy or Traveler or whoever is still clueless. My daughter is filled with regret, I know that. Is there anything else? How is it she almost found eternal rest?” She groaned. “I want to know, please tell me why, how is it that my daughter almost did die?”

“My vision, I must say, is blind for this. But she almost died for not parting with a kiss.”

She crinkled her mouth. “Okay, huh, what? A kiss, perchance, for what?”

“All I can see is water splashing, in a god’s domain she was wishing.”

“For heaven’s sake!” She yelled. “She might kill herself before I get a chance to do it for her. How Disrespectful.” 
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Branded Part 9: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: RIM
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Frank stood beside Kate closely as they stared outside. The future was uncertain. For so many decades they had been fine in the Citadel. No one knew any better since the Superiors had helped them find their own spot. Yet, that wasn’t all of it. Not anymore. 

“Everything. It was all . . .nothing was wrong,” Kate said as she lowered her head against the window. “I thought that we’d be safe forever.”

“We were for some time.” Frank sighed and looked toward her. “Cheryl.”

Kate didn’t move her head but glanced toward him. Cheryl. He had not called her that in years. “Are you sure this was a good move? What if they execute us, or send us to the Gutter before the Superiors decide what to do?” They weren’t always the kindest of selective seers after all. “Erikata won’t even talk to me. How are we going to explain it to her?”

Frank shrugged. “She’ll learn fast.” He scratched his head. “This world keeps ‘kids’ young, but Erikata is far from young, Kate. Give her the benefit of the doubt, she’ll come around.”

“She didn’t ask for this,” Kate said as she hugged herself. “And Zoe, this stupid destiny crap!” She hit the window as hard as she could. Cussing was not allowed, but they were already on the fast track to termination, Rim or not. Breaking that rule actually helped make her feel better. “We lived in this fake world with all their fake rules and fake smiles only to end up here?” Kate hid her face again. She felt Frank bring him closer to his arms.

“Cheryl Deeks.”

“Closin,” Kate chuckled at him, a little nostalgic. “Guyver. Is this it?”

Frank blew out of his mouth slowly. “I don’t know.” He sucked his cheek in. “I told you I didn’t like that guy. Dad’s intuition.”

“Well the intuition couldn’t save her.” Kate moved her head away from the mirror. “That stupid, stupid prophecy! Ridiculous.” She banged her hand against the window. “My Zoe is out there, somewhere, with no knowledge of anything. We should have told her. We should have told them.”

“Everything was so risky. Talk out of term, gossip at their schooling?” Frank reminded her. 

“Yes, but now Zoe is out there, Guyver. Out there and not here. Possibly . . .” 

“Don’t think about that. We don’t know anything,” Frank said as he rubbed her shoulders. “Someone here thought Zoe was a part of a prophecy, that’s all we have. As much as I hated that guy Dex, I know he will take care of her for the time being.” He groaned. “He’s definitely . . .”

“Like you?” Kate looked over toward him. “Can we bargain for Erikata if no one comes in time? She was born here, couldn’t the Rim accept her?”

“Don’t talk like that. Wait for the Superiors, they will come. They can move us, we can start all over somewhere.”

“Without Zoe?” Kate crossed his arms. “We can’t leave our youngest here. It’s all or nothing.”

“It’s part or nothing.”

Kate turned around, hearing a familiar voice. A voice that must have saved her a long time ago. “Madame Reed.”

“Goodness, you humans get so old, so fast.” Madame Reed looked at the two of them. “Guyver cannot come to the clouds, he has no selective seer in his blood. We can take your daughter, but we’ll have to . . . well, essentially end her human life.”

“No, I refuse.” Kate grabbed onto Frank’s hand. “We will all go back to our world, on the surface. We will all be human.”

“All plain mortal?”

“Yes,” Kate said stubbornly.

“Are you sure? The last time you made a decision, I had to convince the Superiors it was not what you truly wanted.”

She knew that. “I was overwhelmed. From human to selective seer, it’s not easy. The emotional gap, the sudden understanding, they are two separate things. It was overwhelming,” Kate said as she looked toward Frank. “You will love it in that dimension. It’s so similar to your regular dimension. You’ll love it, and so will our family.”

“The Superiors did not send a physical presence for the sake of convenience,” Madame Reed said, her voice now raising. “Things have changed.”

“Things always change,” Frank remarked.

“Magic has intervened. Something has happened that was not supposed to. The second daughter of Cheryl ‘Share’ in the Sky, whom is the daughter of Mister Umbrella in the Sky and the daughter of Julie ‘Jewelsy’ in the Sky has had a change.”

The sheer naming that Madame Reed was using made Kate pay attention. 

“She is a destined lover. She cannot be escorted from this world without interfering.”

Kate’s mouth flung open, along with Frank’s.

“Zoe? Zoe?!” Frank yelled at Madame Reed. “No, it was not the right prophecy. We were told by you yourselves, that it was not right! A-a mix up. Dex would find who was behind it and she would be safely returned if we confessed who we were.”

“Frank, don’t yell too loud,” Kate warned him. “Madame Reed cannot get caught, she will leave us. We could lose our way home.” Kate looked back toward Madame Reed. “It was not a prophecy for Zoe. We had been informed of that years ago when I demanded contact about the matter. Even if there was, it would have been Erikata, not Zoe. Right?”

“Yes, I know your human frustration is taking a toll on your husband, and probably you,” Madame Reed said in an almost sympathetic way. “Things were fine, but somehow a shift was created. By, well, . . .” She groaned. “Your brother.”

Dominic? “D-Dominic?” Kate stuttered in disbelief. “Dominic was here? He changed my daughter’s future? She’s only nineteen, why would he do that?! To what, to who?”

“Mm, you know who, I am sure.”

“Damn,” Frank said beneath his breath. “That Dex.”

“He will take care of her,” Madame Reed said to him. “To save your family, you have to let her go. The Superiors refuse to move her now.”

“Dominic changed her to a destined lover? With that boy?” Kate closed her eyes. Okay, Zoe wouldn’t end up with a thug. Dex was a hero, and he would take good care of her. Still, this was, this would be . . .

The last time they would ever be with her. “Can they move later?” Kate asked softly.

“You know the Superiors hate this enough. Be thankful they are once again saving your life.”

Zoe. She had to lose Zoe? “Eventually?” Kate asked again. “If I plead enough?”

“It is more than that. Her destined lover, this is his home. Zoe was also raised in this dimension and born here so it is also her home. It would be unlikely she would want to leave.” Madame Reed touched her lip thoughtfully. “I suppose anything is possible.”

“I never told her anything about my world.” It was her fault. Zoe would have no idea what was on the other side. How would she even know how to contact the Superiors? The only human whoever did that besides her was Dominic. That was only because her brother was special.

Dominic. The one she had missed all those years, had just stolen her daughter away. There must have been a reason he did it, but . . . “Can I say goodbye to her?” Kate asked. “Tell her everything will be fine?”

“No. Knowing anything could interfere,” Madame Reed denied her.

“She is our damn daughter!” Frank yelled, trying to grab her. “We deserve to at least say goodbye.”

Madame Reed pulled out a gold card. “This is all I am authorized to leave behind, the standard absence policy. This is a sticky enough situation. All the parts must happen in the right order. Get your other daughter in this room and we will go.”

Zoe. She had to leave Zoe. To a boy she didn’t even know that well. A hero, yes, but what else? A total stranger. At least Jerry she had known so well while growing up. Jerry. If she had just signed that paper, her daughter would have had to be returned. “Frank.”

“Yes, Kate?” Frank said softly.

Kate’s eyes shined with tears as she felt light surround her and her family. “I wish Zoe could have had the thug after all.”

Frank embraced her closely as Erikata shrieked when she came into the room. The glowing light surrounded all three of them in a blinding light until each of them were gone.

***
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"The deed is done, Dean. I gave her something that will put her heart to rest."

"Good. No one stepped in to help her?"

"Who could? No one can battle that kind of poison."

I didn't make a sound. Dean. He was in the same room with the doctor. Right then. I was ready to annihilate them both, but I had to stay calm. 

"No fairytale Apocalypse  Boy came through to her? Or a girl, rigid and stiff?"

"What? No, I haven't heard of any of that."

"They are all that could save her." A chuckle was heard in his voice. "Dominic is falling behind."

Who was Dominic? 

"Anyhow, the prophey can never come true now. There will be no child with the one who sees in shades of blue."

I knew it! Except, it didn't make sense. Weren't they supposed to be the ones trying to cause the prophecy? 

"But I don't understand," the doctor said. "Why such a huge ruse to make them believe?"

"That is my concern, not yours."

Hiding his plan? Dean never hid his plans, he loved to boast about them. His voice too, it sounded a bit off, like he had a cold. Leaning in, I caught a glance of him.

No. Wrong, the vibe around him felt wrong. He dressed like Dean, wore his hair like Dean, but those were not Dean's eyes.

"That hero is going to come after me as soon as she is dead," the doctor noted. "I have to get out, but what if he finds me? He'll be out for blood."

"That doesn't concern me. All that does is that her parents have left in defeat. I could care less about her and the hero."

I tried to bite back a yell. This man, whomever he was, didn't even care about us. He was after Zoe's parents the entire time. The pregancy, a con. Just something to get her out. He was now trying to kill her, to cover his tracks. "There is no way you are getting away with that!"

My cover was blown. The doctor leaped into the air, but the man that didn't have Dean's eyes, didn't move.

I grabbed the doctor and him in a single swipe. The doctor yelled but the other man did not even care. 

"Dang." That was the only thing he said. "Still, I got what I wanted. Zoe's parents have left this dimension in defeat. That is all I wanted, Dex."

I stared coldly at him. "The pregnancy."

"I didn't want them taking her away. The way they must leave, a human pregnancy would be too risky." He waved his hand. "I could care even less if she lives or dies, I just needed to clean up the mess to make sure the Rim leader had nothing on me."

That smirk. That gloat. Almost Dean, but not quite. "What happens to Zoe?"

"Ah, so she does live," he almost laughed. "He visited after all."

"I don't know who you are talking about, but I don't care! What happens to Zoe?!"

"Nothing."

I turned around and saw the Rim leader with a large team behind him. 

"The parents are gone, they didn't belong here. Zoe was born here, she belongs here." The Rim leader glared at Dean. "Killing an innocent girl to destroy your involvement? I told you in jail not to retaliate."

"Hire the thug to get rid of her parents." Dex put it all together. "Scared of aliens that never did anything wrong to this planet."

"They were wrong. We do not entertain aliens here! All it takes is serving one before more will come."

"You bastard."

"There was no way to expose them, without exposing the ineffectiveness of the Citadel. Rim or Citadel, we work with each other."

"She could have died!"

"Murder is murder, which is why I refuse to be involved in this. Dean will go to prison for that crime."

"I fully wipe up my messes," Dean said, "Super clean."

That was one of his quotes, best quote actually. "You're good at posing as Dean," I remarked toward him. "Who are you?" The Rim leader seemed confused at the question I posed toward him.

"He is Dean Resin. Yes, I worked with a thug for the greater good." The Rim leader pointed to Dean and his team came in and grabbed him. "The alliance is over, and innocent blood should never be spilt. If anyone finds out about her parents, they'll assume a hoax. All traces are gone."

"Except their daughter," Dean pointed out.

"We have a plan for that too."

I went home. I went home with the choice to Zoe. I went home fully knowing that she was alive and well, not pregnant, and she had the chance to get out from beneath the branding for good. 

But it all stood on a lie. I couldn't make the choice for her. When I arrived, I told Max to leave. Zoe was still weak, lying on the couch, but she had been watching Max play. "Zoe Phylo."

Zoe turned her head toward me. "He was at a high level in the game."

"Zoe, I have something to tell you." Oh boy, this wasn't going to be easy. I helped her sit up and I sat next to her. I held her hands in mine. "Your parents are gone, they left this dimension. The whole pregnancy thing, it was a scare to make them believe they couldn't take you."

Zoe was quiet at first. "It was for sure a scare?"

"Yes. No one cared about your ability. It was all just to get your parents to leave. I'm sorry, Zoe." I explained how Dean Resin was hired by the Rim leader to do what needed to be done. I didn't bother telling her my suspicions about it not being Dean, she had enough to deal with. 

"The Rim leader wanted them to leave without the Citadel looking bad. My family is gone?"

"Yes."

"My sister?"

"Afraid so."

"But . . .my death?"

"Dean's idea," I said. "He's in jail now for attempted murder. Everything was really the Rim leader, Zoe. I'm sorry."

"I could smear his good name. I could take this to the papers, I am their daughter. I am living proof that they actually existed!"

"You could, and he knows that. He is willing to make a deal." I took a long, heavy sigh. "No more brand. You can go back home without persecution, and marry Jerry. Your life goes back on track, you just say that your family had a horrible accident."

I couldn't quite read her face. "The other option?"

"If you stay here, then the plan goes on as is to remove your brand." I rubbed my mouth. "There is no fear of a child, but you won't get back to the Citadel, only to the Rim. If you show any signs of bringing everything to light though, if you share your unique abilities with the world, I am sure that the Rim leader will kill you."

"A-are you sure?"

"If you return home, you'll be safe." I knew what she was asking. We had been jacked around with, off and on, for so long. "I have special permission to stick around for a few days before I have to leave the Citadel."

Zoe fell quiet. "One or the other."

"I don't care what you choose," I told her. "If you want the brand off the original way, it's okay."

"Then you won't ever be the hero that you want. You'll be saddled with me." She rubbed her eye. "Jerry was supposed to be my future."

"Yeah. A special rushed wedding would get the job done." Beyond rushed. Five days? They wanted her grounded, solid in the Citadel. It was the best option. It was what she originally wanted.

It just . . . it didn't feel right. He played games all day, what kind of guy would rather do that then actually contribute to the world? Zoe deserved something better than that. She wanted a friend that she could stand the rest of her life though.

I knew which way the arrows of destiny were pointing. Family or not, Zoe didn't need to tell me. "Did you want me to tell Max you are leaving, or did you want to?"

"I didn't say that . . ." she scratched her cheek. "I am making a deal with the devil who stole my whole family."

"We all deal with devils," I answered. I patted her hand. "In life, all you can do is decide which devil to work with." I lowered my head. "You fear a trick."

"And you don't?"

Not really. It was her family they wanted, and I could read people well. "I'll be around to make sure you are safe. I got that promised to me. After Jerry marries you, then you will not need me anymore. The leaders won't go through all these legal exceptions just to turn them off. It's messy. Besides, they'll have no fear. If you talk, they'll take it all away."

Zoe didn't feel like being talkative. "Why the pregnancy? Why did they want me left behind while they left?"

"The scare." I know, that didn't make sense to me either. "They wanted your family gone, not you. I don't know more than that, Zoe."

"I could be walking into a trap." She leaned back further on the couch. 

"You can . . .stay." The word stay was just a squeal from my mouth.  I knew it wasn't what she wanted. Max loved the hell out of her, but she had her own life. Besides, she knew I couldn't get the career I really wanted if she stayed. 

That was true. I would be able to afford anything I wanted soon. Money could be saved. I could give Max the world. But I . . .

I'd grown a bit fond of Zoe since she arrived. Seeing her go, it would hurt. Truthfully, it would hurt more than Max. Zoe was almost perfect. She helped around the house. She dressed nicely. She helped raise Max, but it was more than all that. It was . . . "I'll miss your smile." 

Oops. Did I say that out loud? That was not going to help! I could get over the smile. I could get over her laugh and her bright eyes. I could. She was just a friend after all. It was just that she was a very close friend whom I shared a house with, and I shared Max with. Someone I shared my life with. 

But, I knew where my future lied, and I knew where hers would go too. "Max?"

"Call him in, and I-I'll tell him," she said softly. "I hate to do this to him. I went from staying for awhile to staying with a baby forever to leaving right away. I feel like I've been yanking both of you around like puppets."

"You were being yanked just as hard. Max will miss you, but he'll understand. It might  be a little hard at first." For more than Max. "He'll be fine."

"I know, but I'll miss him too. He was great. Both of you were just great. Just really great." She scratched her cheek. "At least this was a good ending."

"Oh  yeah, the baby thing, that was tough," I admitted. "I mean, kids and all. They're a luxury and not really for someone like me. You, maybe. One day."

"I don't know. I don't, kids are . . .I . . ." She trailed off.  "Jerry  would need to focus on game design, and so would I. When we get to that level." Her eyes casted down. "At this stage, I mean, it's just not . . ."

"You don't have to try and make me understand," Dex answered. "I was there myself. It's a trip." Yeah, a kid. That would take money, time to raise, it wasn't something I could ever have. Not with my hours. Family wasn't something I could easily have. I had Max, and that was good enough. Then, Zoe, she was sort of like family. Being here, day in and day out. Taking care of Max. 

If there had been a baby, I guess, it wouldn't have been that bad.  As long as . . .I closed my eyes.. These were not thoughts I should be having. Zoe was going back to get married to Jerry, I had to squish the thoughts in my head. 

"I don't know what to do."

I wasn't expecting that answer. "You wanted to be with Jerry."

"Over years, marriage takes years." I could see the glint in her eyes. "Five days. Once he knows how desperate I need him to stay in the Citadel, he'll get everything . . .h-he wants."

That tremble. I heard it loud and clear. She was friends with him all those years, and yet she feared him? "You think he'll use it to his advantage?"

Zoe didn't answer back, only hugged herself. I could feel anger bubbling inside of me, and she hadn't even met Jerry yet. Staying with me, to her, it wasn't an option. Once he knew that, he could get anything from her. He could get her to do anything. Whenever he wanted.

I knew she would do it though. She wasn't happy in the Rim. She wanted the closest thing she could get of home. 

"We need to get going," the Rim leader said again to me as he gestured toward the flying car. I looked at it, wondering how in the world I felt about going into the sky with someone who was coldhearted enough to take my life away!

"Not yet," Dex said for her. "You ruined her entire life. She will not ride with you like nothing happened, and neither will I. Why was she left behind?"

"Dean's wishes."

"Why?"

"He has some kind of grudge against her Uncle."

Uncle? I didn't have an Uncle. I didn't have anyone but my mother, father, and sister. "My parents had no siblings."

"Your mother had a brother in another dimension. Dean has a grudge against him somehow. I didn't care as long as the aliens got out of the world. The Citadel leader agreed with me."

"A grudge? I was branded and lost everything because of a stupid grudge?"

"Just get in the car already. We do not break protocol for just anything. Brent Foster, the Citadel leader, will be waiting for you at Jerry Liggen's home. Dex Caulson will stay with you until the marriage, or until you feel safe enough for him to leave. Whichever comes first. You do not have to worry about us changing our minds, all it would do is cause commotion if you disappeared again. Our society functions because we like to keep things smooth and quiet between us."

The Rim leader tried to coax me in again, but my feet couldn't move. The reality of everything was hitting me. I was a pawn. Nothing important. A piece he could have thrown away forever in the Gutter. The only reason he was helping was because Dex had the dirt on him.

Then I felt Dex's hand grab mine. "Don't worry, Zoe. I promise, I will not leave until you are ready. This is your chance to go back to the Citadel. Don't lose it because of the risk. Risk is life."

"I know." Okay, he was right. Enemy or not, I had to accept the offer. If I wanted home back. "Max will miss you, Dex."

"He's got a good sitter. Pearl. I won't be gone long." He tried to hide a sigh. "He can't bear to say goodbye."

I knew that. Max was such a sensitive soul. I popped my head into the car before sitting down. Scooting over, Dex joined me. The Rim leader sat on the other side and we all took off.

He stood there, in his usual clothes. The smile on his face, unmistakable. He couldn't have known I was looking at him with that smile. It read 'she is back forever'. His. No compromises. I got out and tried to hide my shaking legs. I tried to give him a friendly smile. We were friends, good friends. Maybe it was just in my head that he would want to change everything. "Jerry."

"Zoe." He came right for me as I stepped out of the car and greeted him. "Jerry." I didn't know what to say next, but I didn't need to make time for random talk. He pulled the contract out of his pocket. That was a great sign, a great contract we both loved.

"New situations, new contracts." He ripped it up in front of me. "There are so many new clauses we need to make, especially since the marriage is going to be in days, not years."

What new clauses? I felt my legs tremble again. His mother and father hurried outside to greet me as well, hugging me and welcoming me to the family. Why not. My fate was already sealed.

"I have already got a down payment on the bedding unit," his father said to me proudly. 

Gaw! Even his parents were aware of how much power Jerry had. A bedding unit. "Well, that is some time away still."

"Not if you are getting married in a few days," his mother said confidently. "For your honeymoon, we have got you an incredible three week stay at the number one hotel in the Citadel." His mother chuckled. "Doubtful that you will come back without a small package inside."

"I don't appreciate how you are speaking to Zoe."

Oh no. Dex could be authoritative all he wanted, but it wasn't going to help any after he left. I was going to say something to him, until he added another part to his statement. Something I couldn't believe he actually said. He strolled over to Jerry, shook his hand and said, "Zoe might choose you, but her first choice is me. We are here to see what she wants."

I tried not to gawk, but was he serious? I couldn't choose him. He just smiled at me, and I tried to smile back. I looked back at Jerry, and his smile faded. Fast.

"You?" Jerry moved closer to Dex. "You, I know you. You used to go to school with us. Just a couple of days."

"Yes. It's the reason I couldn't leave Zoe alone." I felt him grab my hand. "She has been living with me for some time. She helps with my brother. She helps with the house. I like her, and I am a hero. I have almost convinced her to stay with me." He gestured haphazardly out toward Jerry. "She is here to see if there are lingering feelings still for you, so please do not go overboard with this 'contract' discussion. Most likely, it won't end the way you want." He added a chuckle. "Not to mention Zoe hates being pushed around. Demand something of her and we can go ahead and leave."

I just stood there, staring at him. I couldn't stay with him. He would never get the career he truly wanted.

"Oh." Jerry's voice rose up as he picked the contract back up. "Mom. Do we have tape?"

I looked from Jerry back to Dex and saw his small wink. Even I had not known about the job troubles I created until I went there. Dex was lying.

Dex was lying for me. 

"We'll be here about five days, so I hope you've made good bedding arrangements," Dex said, not missing a single beat. "Obviously from the way you acted things may need to be changed."

"Shoot," Jerry's mother muttered. "Zoe, sorry. I had no idea that you had intentions with someone else, and that Jerry was . . ." She almost glared at her son. "A distant second choice."

"We had a room to accommodate you," Jerry's father said, "and we had Zoe and Jerry sharing a room."

"Then just flip it around," Dex said with the strangest of ease. "Zoe and I have shared a bed before."

Nyuh?! Okay, I have to keep a straight face, but Citadel girls, we did not do those kinds of things. What if Dex was driving away my chance to stay in the Citadel? I would have to stay with him. 

Is . . .is that what he wanted? He wouldn't get the career he wanted with me though. Plus, we were only friends. Just . . .just friends. 

"I-I heard that you did believe that you had to marry her to take the brand off." Jerry's mother rubbed her arms. "That would make sense." She looked back toward Jerry.

I looked back toward Dex. 

I couldn't do it. I couldn't just stand there while those snobs were talking about Zoe's life like that! Her legs were trembling, her body shaked, she couldn't handle it. She was shook up enough when she found out she had been pregnant with my child. This was . . .that fear, it was so much more. Jerry ripped the contract, and his parents were just as sure as themselves. Zoe was not just a device to have children. How dare they plan some three week honeymoon! Zoe would have no choice but to-to! Ugh! It was too disgusting to imagine. I know that I surprised her, but I couldn't just let them walk all over her. "There is nothing to be ashamed of. We were engaged, we did no wrong." She was so red. Those cheeks, along with her eyes. When she blushed it only enhanced her features.

"We will respect that. Jerry will go in the spare room instead." Jerry's father wasn't happy, but he was respectful. Jerry, on the other hand, he was boiling over. His eyes wanted to rip me to shreds. I couldn't help a bit of a smug smile to direct his way. As long as they didn't know the truth about my work, this would work.

"So . . .Dex Caulson, is it?" 

I watched as Jerry's father eyed me from across the table. I knew Zoe wouldn't blow the idea of me being her courter, but it was clear no one else liked it. "Yes, sir." I tried to keep my senses straight. One fatal word could mess up the whole charade. I picked at some of the combination.

"You have been with Zoe for some time. I don't begrudge you in any way," Jerry's father began. I just kept my eyes on my plate. "But can you afford to take care of Zoe Phylo?"

"My career is secure in the Rim," I answered. "I get paid enough to take care of her and my little brother. She is absolutely fantastic with him too, and she really helps with the house. Everything about her is wonderful." I gave her a slight wink. I was caught offguard when she blushed a little. "She has lived in the Citadel all her life though so she wants to visit and make sure there isn't anything lingering."

Zoe knocked my foot beneath the table. I guess I was going too far, but I just loved the way Jerry looked when I said those things. Like he had no chance. 

He didn't even deserve a chance. He never worked a day in his life, yet he was entitled to Zoe? 

"Lingering feelings should be explored." Jerry touched Zoe's hand from across the table. "If that's what you came here for, then I have a chance, don't I?"

Keeping my face straight was tough but I let Zoe have the floor. She told him how she missed him as a friend and how uncomfortable the Rim truly was. Yet, she made sure to note that she was also happy with me. Balancing the good and bad. It was clear by nightfall Jerry would make his move. I would of course let him, after all, it was just an act. Just an act of protection against being enslaved into whatever Jerry felt he wanted in the contract.

I couldn't actually be with Zoe, and I knew that she knew that. I mean, I had to admit as I stared at her once more. If I could have chosen someone to spend the rest of my life with . . .

Yeah. Saying it even to myself wasn't going to help. Zoe was a Citadel girl, and I had a career and a little brother to think about. I doubt I would stay around for the 'I do's'. Once she was safe, I needed to get out. For the Citadel leader, and for my own peace of mind. Zoe was great, but I had gone through too much to stay around longer than needed. I went from feeling guilty about a brand, to thinking I had to marry her, and even believing she was having my baby. Now, that permanent status was gone. She was leaving.

It was good though, I should feel happy for her. Sure, her family was gone, but her life was not ruined. She had Jerry and a life in the Citadel. I had my career to look forward to. Our lives were back on schedule before all the chaos started.

Yet, something was just . . .wrong. Was I sad about not having a baby with her? Was I upset about losing a good friend? A good friend who was like a sister to Max? I don't know, but I was becoming too involved. That was dangerous.

Zoe Phylo was almost safe and sound. Feelings aside, I wished her the best.

The merriness of Jerry and Zoe united again made me head up to my room. If she kept going at the pace she had been, Zoe would be sharing a room with Jerry instead of me. Zoe's fears about the leader of the Rim seemed to vanish as she settled into her old friendship. The same old neighborhood, it must have been nostalgic for her.

"Dex Caulson."

I made a fist of my hands, going on instant alert as I heard a voice coming from the bedroom window. I went over and approached it carefully.

"Don't be scared, Dex. They call me Apocalypse Traveler." A boy, younger than me by at least three years looked through the window. "You can call me Dominic. It used to be my name in the distant past."

He was unarmed. I did not know if he had power, but it would be stupid to show any power in the Citadel if he had any. "Who are you?"

"I saved Zoe Phylo for you. She was supposed to die of that poison," Dominic said to me. "I did something to save her, something I can't really undo."

Zoe? "How do you know about that?" I would remain calm on the outside, but inside I was seething. Someone knew the location of my home?! 

"Easy, I sense that you don't want anyone knowing about the location of your home. I will never tell anyone," Dominic said. "I do not even belong to this dimension, and I will not be here long."

Dimension. "Are you him?" I asked. "You are younger than Zoe. Do you cross just across dimensions?"

"I cross against time too," he added. "What does my age have to do with that?"

Could it be? "Are you the Uncle that caused all this to happen?" He raised his eyebrows, a bit shocked at my lack of surprise. He asked me to explain more and I did. 

I instantly knew this person wouldn't reveal the location of my home, nor hurt Zoe or Max. The only one who was hurt was himself. The pain in his eyes, I couldn't even see the depths of it, nor could I explain it. He stared right through me and then finally opened his mouth.

"I am Zoe Phylo's uncle?" He swallowed, repeating what I had said. "Her mother, which was my sister . . . her family had left her behind." He grabbed his mouth. "Someone set everything up so they would leave without her." His head ducked down. "Someone seeking revenge." He lifted his head again and met me eye to eye. He rubbed his entire face like if he could rub hard enough everything would change. "I changed destined couples because of him!"

Oh. He knew the creep that stole Zoe's family. Who stole Zoe's life. What did he mean by changed destined couples? "Look, can you get her back to them?"

"I can't, not yet. I don't even know them. I have a sort of amnesia, but I know who did it." He growled like he was ready to tear something apart. "He did it. He tricked me, he did it. I knew I would meet him again, but against my own family?"

I started to move slowly to the door to retrieve Zoe. She deserved to be here to understand too.

"Don't," he said to me. "Just, don't. I've ruined her life enough. My niece. I had a niece." I could see the sorrow deep in his eyes, hiding behind the steel of anger. "I am sorry, Dex, that this happened. You should never have met Zoe. You should have had a happy life. It was your little brother that was destined for something different."

Max? "What about Max?"

"Nothing. Nothing yet, don't worry." 

Oh he could not say that, I was already worried! "What does my little brother have to do with anything?" I wanted to grab him and shake the truth out, but he didn't even move an inch. I had a feeling if he traveled across dimensions he probably knew how to take care of himself.

"Dex?" I heard Zoe's voice at the door. She knocked softly. 
"Are you okay, I here commotion in there."
"Not yet." Dominic shot back closer to the window faster than I could see. "I can't. I ruined her life and I don't even remember her mother!" He hit his own head. "I had to. She wouldn't have survived otherwise, but . . ." He looked at me, straight at me like he wanted to tell me something important. He sighed and disappeared.

"That was not successful," Vanessa said to Dominic as he showed up next to her on the ground. "You only get a few fades of power when traveling through dimensions. By the way, how did you learn about the fades?"

Dominic didn't answer. He stayed on top of Zoe's house, thinking. "Armageddon tangled in their lives for no reason except for revenge against me. He made me be the thing that separated my niece from my own sister."

"I often saw family as an important key to getting what I needed done in the past. The bond can often be tight among most." Vanessa tilted her head slightly. "Without the knowledge of the bond, does this bother you a great deal?"

"Are you kidding? Yes! It's only because of revenge a separation was caused!" Dominic rubbed his face. Sometimes Vanessa still didn't understand. "When I remember, I will be even more devastated, but not knowing isn't something I am thankful for." He looked back toward her. "I need one more fade. I think you know to whom. I will be back and then we can go back to the water spirit."

"You can, but I must go," Vanessa reminded him again. "The Apocalypse Girl is a weakling with no skill. As soon as she saw me, she grabbed me and begged for my help. I am not used to that. I pity her and I am sad for her. I cannot take her place, but I can help her. I must take her as an apprentice."

"Yes." Dominic didn't want to hear it, but what she said made sense. The new Apocalypse Girl wasn't trained for the situation at all. "What is her name?"

"Sya."

"Oh." Dominic shrugged. "I hope that you get along with her. Have girl talk sessions maybe, that would be good for you."

"What is girl talk? How is us being of the same sex going to be different than talking to others?"

Why even try to explain? Dominic looked back at the house once more. He'd have more dialogue with Dex soon, but first, he needed to see Armageddon. The one pulling the strings. He looked around himself and felt the wind blowing. A cold north wind came out of nowhere.

North. Armageddon wasn't even going to try to hide. 

***
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"Finally came to see me?"

Dominic looked toward him. Armageddon looked different, more like someone from Dex's past. Everyone always looked different when traveling through different dimensions, but he could just feel it was him. The same way he always recognized Vanessa. "Uncanny likeliness to Dex's enemy."

"Easy enough trick," Armageddon said as he approached. "Dex should thank me, I was nice enough to off his arch enemy. I had to if I wanted to pretend to be him of course."

"Yeah, sure, just to get my sister out of her happy life." Dominic tried to remain calm. Anger wouldn't help the matter. "You separated my niece from my sister."

"Oh no, that was you. All you." Armageddon laughed. "Dex had it under control. He would have even pushed his ink onto her. You know what that is, don't you?"

Dominic felt and knew the feelings of Dex, but that happened so early after attaining his gift and he must have done it after he left. "Pushing ink. She touched the natural brand of where he'd been born." It was a real no-no in that world. It was essentially his paranormal birthmark. If he was caught, he would be in trouble. Yet, it may have been enough to save her. She would not have recovered outright super fast, but after a week or so she would have come out of the woods and survived. "They never knew each other before your interference," Dominic added though. "So how would you know that?"

"Little Apocalypse Boy hiding in a big boy body." Armageddon snickered. "You are still so young and naive. Do you think that I only have the powers of you? That when the future starts to change, I can't see what changes?" He chuckled. "She would have been in the hospital for three days. I knew what that Apocalypse Cutie did though, and I knew after that cleansing she would seek to make her mistake better." He shook his finger at him. "You have already interfered in the time stream, so your chance to correct it is gone. Plus, you aren't strong enough to travel this way without the Apocalypse Cutie."

"Stop calling her that." He really knew how to push buttons. 

“Just admit it.” Armageddon shrugged. “I won. You aren’t going to start a fight out here with our power dragons, are you? If you want, we can, I have no problem with it. Would you though?” He snickered. “Innocent life in the name of revenge?”

He was right and Dominic knew it. “Why? Why did you spend all of your time doing this? Why do you want Vanessa so bad, and why are you ruining my life?!” He glared at him, as if staring at him hard enough would make him confess the truth. 

Armageddon just shrugged again. “Just to say I won. You did interfere last time. It’s not easy getting women when you travel through time you know. Apocalypse Cutie is a hot little number, especially in that little blue dress I put her in.”

“Stop talking about her like that!” Dominic grabbed his medallion, stopping himself only when he remembered where he was at. “No. No, I won’t stoop to your level. No innocents in a fight.” He let go of the medallion and stood back up. “I have a duty, and it doesn’t involve you.”

“Yeah, it involves telling that cute little niece of yours she needs to be with her hero.” Armageddon whistled. “Tough life too, pregnant and so young in that world.”

“Oh no, you aren’t fooling me,” Dominic announced. “That’s not real. You already slipped up.”

“Dominic.” Armageddon cracked a half grin. “I can see the future of those two. Did you really think I just let Dex Caulson sneak up on me in the middle of a conversation?”

Oh. Dominic shook his head. “She might be pregnant, yes or no.”

“Yep. Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t trust anything you say.” Dominic sighed. “And that’s why you did it.”

“Not knowing is fun, isn’t it?” Armageddon held his hand to his ear. “Ooh, what’s that I hear? I think Zoe Phylo is about to go back to Jerry. She’ll automatically assume he’s the dad since the events are so close to each other. Dex would never know.”

Dominic wasn’t going to waste any more time. He faded away to where he knew he’d be needed.

"You are the destined couple."

Huh?! I whipped my head around. I was lying down on the bed by myself, Zoe was still up. Not much time had passed since the Uncle Dominic dream. Two dreams, back to back? I pinched my arm. It was all too real. There he was, right beside the bed again. And what did he just say? “What did you say?”

"Destined couple." Her Uncle Dominic shrugged. “She might still be pregnant too, but I don’t really know for sure. Armageddon is a lowlife punk, he planned on you finding him. He wants to leave you hanging. I can’t tell either. If you don’t know, I don’t know.”

No. I . . . "I . . .really?" I winced and wanted to smack something. When were people going to stop goofing around with me? “I can’t let her stay with Jerry if she is carrying my kid. If she isn’t though, then I screw everything up.”

"Dex? I hear muttering in there, what's going on?"

Zoe. I looked back toward her Uncle Dominic. My head was spinning. Tell her? If she was pregnant, Jerry’s family would provide everything for it. 

But that was my blood. My family. If she wasn’t, I could ruin her whole future.

"Dex Caulson. You were supposed to grow into your career, and have a simple life alone. Zoe Phylo was supposed to marry Jerry and never have children. I changed both of your fates." He looked toward the door. "I am sorry. Especially if there is a baby. I wish I could do more."

"You said . . .alone? I was supposed to be alone?" What about Max, I was with Max. "Zoe and I are supposed to now be together, and Max? There is something you aren't telling me still!" This Uncle Dominic was aggravating me! He was quickly getting the point as he moved away from the bed.

"Dex?"

"She can't hear. We are speaking in a language known to me, outsiders can't hear it. I am allowing your brain to process it. I haven't ever used this power before, but I needed you to know, and I’m not ready to meet my niece yet.” Her Uncle Dominic looked toward the door. “Have you ever seen her mother? I bet she is pretty. Nice. A decent sister.” He looked back at me. “That’s selfish though. After this, she’ll want nothing to do with me and I know it.” He looked back toward me while I was glaring with all my might at him! I was not here for his family problems, I wanted to know about Max and Zoe. He was finally getting the hint. “Max is going to be okay. He'll grow up strong I bet, but he won't be with you forever. Zoe will."

"Zoe. She wants to be in the Citadel," I reminded him.

"No, she does not want to interfere in your life."

"Max." I was torn. I was torn! Something about Max, and being with Zoe? I couldn't get it in my head. Both were important. Max. Zoe. "What is the deal with Max? I want to know!"

"Max will be seen one day," Dominic answered me. "Max, one day, will have a great purpose. He will save others, as I am now. He will save dimensions from the apocalypse. He is destined for greatness.”

"Really?" Max. Little Max. I cracked a grin so big, I couldn't help myself. He wouldn't be alone in the future. Not anymore. "And Zoe Phylo?"

"I think you know, even if you don’t know for sure about the baby." Dominic placed a sad smile on his face. "It’s a happy ending for you. Tell her that you'd rather have her than be a hero." His voice was cracking. "You two will be happy. No one will push you anymore. No one will mess around with your lives anymore. Your actions will take care of everything. There is no rush. So, don't rush. Your dimension has so much time, just enjoy life." He looked back toward the door. "Enjoy family while you have it."

I looked back toward the door, and then back at him, but he was gone. The window was left open, the wind hitting the curtain. I was glad to hear about Max's future, but Zoe and I? I guess . . . she deserved to know.

"Dex?" Zoe knocked on the door once more. I finally opened it.  "Are you okay? I kept hearing strange gibberish."

"It's fine," I answered. "Zoe. We need to talk."

"Yeah. I got it," she said to me, not meeting my eyes. "The old contract back. He seems really eager to leave it alone, if I just get it over with. Thank you so much for the help. You saved me one more time. A-are you going to stay for the wedding?"

My mouth just stopped making any saliva and became a dry desert. No, not now. 

I looked at those eyes. That smile I knew, I wouldn’t see it again, and I wasn’t seeing it now. She wasn’t happy. She got her life back, and she wasn’t happy. There was no sparkle, no glow to her. 

I’ve dealt with villains, shoplifters, muggers, and I even dealt with the likes of Dean Resin. None of them were compared to having to tell her this. "I want you to come back with me. Forget Jerry and the Citadel. Stay with me and Max." I blurted it out as fast as I could. Now, the consequences would come.

Stay? I opened my mouth but I stood there like an idiot. Stay? Dex was a friend, in order to stay, I would have to be secured. It was what the leaders wanted. "Dex. I love Max a ton, and the Rim is okay but . . ." I couldn't do that. Not to him. "You want something better. I can marry Jerry as a friend and he can have the life he wants. I can't do that with you."

"Zoe?" Jerry called from down the hall. "Are you having troubles letting him down because I can help."

"Oh, I bet you could help," Dex growled at him. "Stupid little gamer. I don't mind gamers, my brother and Zoe love games but real men, they don't base their life on them. They base them on taking care of the ones they love."

Huh? I just, what? "Dex?"

"You're just a Rim citizen," Jerry said snidely as he wrinkled his nose. "Zoe deserves better than that. It doesn't matter how much you make, you'll never have the nice life only found in the Citadel and you know it."

"Jerry!" I scolded him. Gaw, what a jerk!

"The Citadel is full of fearful and lazy 'boys and girls' that are too afraid to grow up and date let alone ask questions," Dex came back.

Stunned. My mouth just hung open. "Dex!" I can't believe he said that. "I was raised in the Citadel! Are you saying that I am just a lazy girl who is afraid to grow up?!"

Dex looked right back at me peculiarly. His eyes held a challenge. "You want to marry your friend who plays video games all day just because he's safe."

Oh! I crossed my arms. I was almost ready to throw him out, but I caught something else in his eyes. What was that?

"My room tonight, Zoe Phylo. We have to talk."

I honestly didn't know why, but I agreed to his request. That personality, it wasn’t Dex. Something was wrong.

"Dex?" I looked at him anxiously as he went toward the window. “What’s wrong.”

"Zoe." He cleared his throat and rubbed his eyes. "I am going to hit you with a lot of information. I’m sorry."

Information. Oh great, now what? "What's wrong now?" I tried not to groan, but something was always wrong. Someone had always been yanking around with us.

"Someone visited me. Someone you didn't know, and someone who didn't know you were relation." Dex took my hand gently. "Your Uncle Dominic. He was younger than you. He travels across time and different dimensions. He was the one who really saved you from the poison."

"H-how do you know it was him?"

"He knew events that he could only know if he had been at my home."

"At home?" I corrected myself quickly. "I mean, at your home?"

"Yeah." A slight chuckled escaped him, like he knew some inside joke. 

This wasn't much of a time for jokes to me. "You met my Uncle Dominic. His name's Dominic?" That name. Mother used to speak about a boy she once knew named Dominic. She spoke of him fondly, but she never said he had been an uncle. Uncle Dominic? "My Uncle Dominic."

"He said some things to me."

"Can he get my parents back?" I asked before he continued. I could tell by his look that wasn't what was discussed. "I'm sorry to interrupt, I just . . ." I wanted my family back.

"He can't. He doesn't remember them. I think this dimension knew more about him than he knew about himself." Dex scratched his cheek. "I'm sorry, Zoe, I don't think you can get back to your family but . . .you aren't alone."

"No," I choked. "Of course not, I'll be married soon to Jerry." I tried to keep the whine out of my voice. "This used to be so much easier." 

"Things were simpler before I met you," he agreed. "I was supposed to be alone and become a hero. Things change though."

What did he mean by that? "You still can be. I won't be branded anymore once Jerry marries me."

"Zoe." He seemed to be biting his lip, briefly like he wanted to say something more. "Come back with me and Max."

"If I go with you and Max, it's the same problem." Hypocrite. "Except here Jerry does like me, but over there I would be ruining your future."

"No, you don't get it." Dex squeezed my hand tighter. "I mean, it is your . . .choice. Jerry could raise it better with his family, but we could try to make it work."

Nyuhwha? “What are you talking about?”

"Your Uncle Dominic says you may or may not be pregnant. No one knows which." He twitched his nose. "I was set up to be there."

No. It couldn’t be true. Was I? 

“If you stay, you’d have better facilities for it, if it’s true.” Dex spoke low. “I don’t . . .I don’t want to let it go though, Zoe. I don’t want to let you go either. I . . .and Max. We love you. Both of us.”

Oh. I looked back at the door. Dex wasn’t giving me a choice. I could scream and rant about not getting to stay with Jerry, but the truth was I was trying to hide my grin. I wanted to stay with Dex and Max. The Citadel, it wasn’t for me anymore. It isn’t where my family was at, and it wasn’t something I needed.

I felt guilty though, almost like both of us were using this maybe baby as an excuse to leave. Dex didn’t want me to leave any more than I did, but his job? “If it’s true, I’ll take good care of it. I will breastfeed and be very natural and patient with it.” I rubbed my arms. “If nothing is there though? It will be too late.”

“I know. The leaders want you to settled, I know,” Dex admitted. “I will take responsibility for you. I could be a good husband.”

“I could work with computers, once the brand is off,” I reminded him. Yes. I could help too. “A mutual effort.”

“If there is one,” Dex said. “If not, I’ll still . . .I’ll still take care of you. Just like now.”

“Yeah. Nothing changes.”

“Nothing changes.”

We stared at each other a time, both seeming to dwell on that statement.

Nothing changes.

“Max!” I opened the door, looking around for my little brother. He wasn’t on the couch. “Max?” I looked over toward the bathroom. “Max, where are you?” Zoe’s Uncle Dominic said he’d go away, but not soon. Not soon! “Max, where are you?” He was eight years old, damn it, not yet! “Max!”

“Dex, chill!” Max shouted from his room. He glumly looked out. “So she married Jerry and you left her without telling her how you feel like an idiot?”

“Not quite,” Zoe said from the door. I watched Max run to her at a thousand miles an hour.

“It’s about time,” Max yelled as he leaped into her arms. She swung him around and laughed. “Dex took forever to tell you how he felt.”

Max! How embarrassing did he have to make it? “Zoe might be having a baby, Max, that is why she came back.” 

“Doesn’t matter what you’re still denying, as long as your back.” Max hugged Zoe again. “It’s love though. Meant to be. I felt it from the start that you’d always be here. It was obvious.”

Oy, Max.

“Did you kiss yet?” Max asked. “And who is . . .” He looked around the room. “Uncle Dominic?”

Zoe took a few extra seconds to look at me. Shortly after we went back home, I revealed Max’s future. She was taking it worse than I did. 

“No one.” Zoe held him tighter. “No one, I don’t care who this Uncle Dominic is.”

“It wasn’t his fault, Zoe.”

“I don’t care.”

“He’s the only family you have left.” No matter what Zoe thought, I saw that look in that guy’s eyes. He never meant to hurt her. One day, maybe they would meet again. Maybe one day he’d get back to her. Right now though, that wasn’t going to happen. Right now, her Uncle Dominic didn’t even matter.

All that did, was that we were together. Rich or not, we were together. I went over to Zoe and took her hand. “So would you like to go out for something to eat now?”

“Cheeseburgers?” Max interrupted. “Or by yourselves? Are you going on a date? It’s probably way past time, especially since you do have to get married soon.”

“Max.”

“I know.” Max gave me a great big hug and headed to his room. “I’ll wait for Pearl. Mention something about the dress she wears when you go.”

Once Max was safely back in his room, I looked at Zoe. “He seems to be getting the wrong idea.”

“Yeah.” Zoe shrugged. “We are getting married, he must think we’re more than friends now.”

“Yeah, cause . . .we are still friends.”

“Yep. Friends.”

“Nothing changes.”

“Will you two grow up?” Max said from behind his door. “Zoe likes you, you like Zoe. You both have for some time. Will you just admit it already or are you going to spend your marriage ceremony acting like friends? Are you going to raise Jax as friends? Get with the program, this is annoying.”

Jax? I looked toward his door. Zoe was glowing a bright red and I probably wasn’t far behind. Jax would be a good name, if it were a boy. If Zoe and I were having one.

“Who is Jax?” Zoe asked. She touched Max’s door lightly. “Can he see the future of us?”

“It depends. I mean, if we become more than friends.”

There. I did it. I finally broke the seal. There was no going back now. Max wasn’t going to let it down, so I had to do it. “Are we more?”

Zoe looked at me for several seconds. “Are we?”

“I don’t know.” 

“Neither do I.”

“Yes you are!” Max yelled through the door. “Dex, you make moves slower than snails.”

“Max, you aren’t making this easy,” I yelled back at him. I looked back at Zoe. “Okay. If I don’t say it, Max will never shut up, so here goes.” I rubbed my hands together. “I-“

“I like you too,” Zoe interrupted me, knowing what I needed to say. “I like you too.” 

We both stared at each other again while I heard Max sigh ‘finally’ in his room.

“I do too.” I took a step slowly forward. “Marriage to you.”

“And a family, if it happens.” Zoe met me eye to eye.

Natural. I don’t even know which of us kissed first, and it didn’t matter. Zoe was never leaving this family again. I knew no matter what anyone pulled to jack up our lives, Zoe wasn’t going to change. She was here to stay with us, forever.

That night, we had our first date, and we took our relationship to a whole new level. At first, Chla and Magi had trouble adapting to it. Magi never made the jump, but Chla did and so did Ajax and Pearl. Over time, my friends had grown used to Zoe.

And it was a good thing they did because Zoe was there to stay.
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Meeting with Cheryl: DIMENSION: PARANORMALITY: LOCATION: RIM
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“How is momma’s big boy this morning?” Zoe asked as she picked up Jax. She took him from his crib, ready to feed him before even Max and Dex got up.

She heard a sound at the door. Assuming it was one of Dex’s friends, she didn’t think much of it. They would step in if it was them. No one else had access to the house.

“Zoe?”

Zoe clung tighter to Jax as she heard that voice. Happy yet sad, a voice she had known all her life. She moved toward the window and saw her.

It was her mother. Her father was not there, and Erikata was gone too. Only her mother. She was dressed in a funny gown she’d never seen before. Brown and red, from head to toe. Even stranger, she was holding a funny black umbrella.

“Your grandfather,” her mother began as she closed the umbrella, “he loved umbrellas so much. Did I ever tell you your grandfather’s name?”

Zoe moved toward the door and ran to her with Jax. “Mother?”

“His name was Mister Umbrella in the Sky. Your grandmother named him when she was just a small girl. He was her imaginary friend when she was little.” Her mother laid her hand on top of Jax. “My real name was never Kate, Zoe, it was Cheryl “Share” Umbrella in the Sky. Your father and I were not born in this dimension, but we had some help that helped us blend in.” Not able to contain herself anymore, Cheryl gave her a big hug.

“Mother!” Zoe shouted as she hugged her back, being mindful of Jax.

“The Superiors would not let your father or sister come. I had to become like my mother and curse them all to hell until they let me come.” Cheryl stroked her daughters hair. “I am sorry I never told you, it was too risky in this world. I am sorry you couldn’t come with us. Now you can, of course, but I bet . . .”

Zoe looked back toward her baby, Jax. “I-I can’t. I have Dex and Jax and-“

“I know. You’d rather stay, I know.” Cheryl stared at Jax longer. “How long ago was he born?”

“Only a few months.” Zoe knew what she was asking. “I was never pregnant before. He came later.”

“Yes, that’s good. That makes me happy.” Cheryl cleared her throat. “I am sorry, once again.”

“Why did my Uncle Dominic do this?” I asked, not able to contain myself. “Was it really just revenge against him, or . . . I don’t even know him.”

“Dominic was a good boy. A good twelve year old boy when I first met your father and lost him.” Cheryl rubbed her arm. “I don’t know what happened exactly, I just know that knowing my brother, he must have had good reasons to do it.” She smiled at her. “At least you have your someone special now.”

She held Jax tighter against her. “I am going to miss you. When can I see you again?”

Her mother’s smile just faded and she shook her head. “There isn’t contact between dimensions. You either stay with Dex here, or you come with Jax now. I already knew what you would choose, I couldn’t even offer.”

Dex. Zoe could never leave her husband. Max, she could never leave her little brother. Jax, she could never separate him from his family. “Thanks for understanding.” Still, her voice was so thick, like she was about to burst out crying. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you.”

“Mom, wait!” Zoe yelled as she saw her open her umbrella. “Do you have to go now? A few minutes? Please?”

“I got the Superiors, the ones in charge of my travel, to let me visit you. That is a miracle in itself.” Cheryl looked at her umbrella. 

“Here.”

Zoe looked beside her and saw Dex, reaching his hands out to take Jax. She gave Jax to him and stole the biggest hug she could from her mother. “This isn’t fair! Can’t I ever see you again?”

“Maybe. One day, maybe, but it would be much like this,” Cheryl answered. “I love you, Zoe, but it’s time to say goodbye. Knowing that you are safe,” she looked toward Dex, “and truly loved. That’s all I wanted.” Holding her umbrella up in the sky she slowly faded away.

Dex and Zoe stood there with Jax, watching her fade away.

“I’m sorry,” Dex said to her as he gave Jax back. 

“I know.” Zoe wiped her eyes quickly before taking Jax back. “My life could have turned out even worse though. I could have died in the Gutter. I could have never met you a second time.” She nodded toward him. “I made my choice and I’ll be okay. Knowing they are safe out there . . . it’s all I need.” She looked out into the distance. “Maybe one day . . .”
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Fire God’s Will: DIMENSION: FIRE GOD
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“I . . .” Vanessa looked around herself. One moment she was going over the ways of travelling with Sya and the next, she had been thrown into another dimension. Upon arriving, she was in front of a god. The Fire God standing twenty feet tall and his eyes glowing with fire coming from his head and smoke from his mouth. Whenever he spoke, he breathed fire. “Where am I?”

“The Castles of the Fires,” he stated aloud. “You have a request. Tell it and begone!”

A request? How did he know? “I did not request anything from you, someone must have spoke on my behalf.”

“Tell it. Now.”

Okay. Vanessa gulped and kept her hands together. This was how it happened. She knew it. Having helped Dominic with his niece and knowing his sister was safe. It was because of events yet to come. 

That was the way time worked. If she did not follow her path in time, it would create a paradox. Cheryl was saved by her right here in time, and then she would go on to have her family. To say ‘nothing’ and ask to leave. She did not have that luxury. It was time to pay for her sin. “I pray to thee, Fire God of The Castles of the Fires, for help. I judged wrong and have sent innocent people to an awful place, a curse I cannot lift. The brother of one of them is a friend, and I betrayed him. He cannot see her again where she is.”

“You want me to allow you passage?”

“Or them to pass through. Dominic deserves to see his sister again.” She kept her eyes focused on him. 

“I don’t want to mess around with other dimensions, but his sister is special. Born human, but not. I will take it away and she will find their way out. For a price.”

Everything had a price to a god, this would be no exception. There was no currency, it was always something precious to that person. What could be precious to her though that she could sacrifice for him? “What would it be?”

“When I look upon thee again, I will ask for it. You will not disobey me for I just fulfilled your wish.”

An unforeseen promise. The most dangerous kind. He could ask for her life. For her soul to go to hell. He could ask for her to turn into a zombie and kill all his enemies. There was no telling what he would ask for, and the wish had been granted.

“You will stay here as my servant for three days as I think upon what I want.” He snapped for one of his servants. Vanessa felt a collar clap around her throat, connected to a long chain. “I find that deals are kept more often, if they understand who they are truly dealing with.”

“Of course Fire God of The Castles of the Fires,” she said quickly, bowing toward him. She already knew what power he had. The Fire God was similar to the Water God. He ruled over multiple dimensions. While the Water God ruled over his own domain, he also ruled over Castles of the Sands and Castles of the Seas. The Fire God ruled over Castles of the Fires, as well as Castles of Wood. Besides not owning his own exclusive domain, he was almost equal in power to the Water God. To visit either of them was to put one’s life at stake. Servitude would be considered a kindness, he could easily try and kill her like the Water God. So if he wanted her there for three days a slave, so be it. It was little price to pay for saving Dominic’s sister. Not only that, perhaps over the three days she could find her own ways to appeal to him. Something that might help her when he returned to call upon the favor.
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In Reflection Part 6: DIMENSION: THE REFLECTION PATH
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Waiting. Dominic waited for too long to count. He was used to long days and nights with Boogeyman but he never went this long without seeing the destined lover. Sera had always been by the water at some point. Some kind of reflection. Some kind of meeting point! Where was she? He needed to get the medallion piece back to her and he needed to get her to accept Dean into her heart.

Or was it vice versa? Oh, lovers, some of them were never easy. 

“Apocalypse Traveler.”

Dominic looked toward his side at Lucinda, his water spirit guide. “She never comes.”

“She may never come and time flows differently through reflection. You need to stop and think. Can you move onto other lovers?”

“I conquer one at a time,” Dominic said, “I always have, except once, but I felt her relief. I feel no relief for Sera and Dean yet.”

“Meanwhile, others could be suffering. Have you checked?”

“Time is on my side. I can interrupt whenever I want,” Dominic said, “Hundreds of years of waiting could be five seconds to the next. It doesn’t matter which dimension, as long as I don’t come too early.”

“Not if someone is interrupting things. I implore you, Apocalypse Traveler, to look elsewhere. Sera knows now.”

“I have the extra medallion piece. This is not done, I feel that.”

“Apocalypse Traveler, one moment. I feel that you should come with me for one minute.”

That didn’t make much sense, but he bowed to her. He found himself warped straight into Lucinda’s home again. 

It did not take long before his heart skipped a beat. She was right. Even though he could enter whenever he wanted, things were happening. Against him!

Above all . . .”Oh no, Kris and Carrie!” He closed his eyes. This couldn’t be happening. “Water, I see water. Dark and green murky water. The snow, there’s too much snow. What is that, is that a . . .” Dominic almost choked.  “Bad things, bad things. What is this, demon . . .uh, wedding stuff? It’s not right!” Dominic grabbed his head. “So much is going wrong, what’s going on?”

“There is much I fear. I am not you, yet even I felt a disturbance,” Lucinda said softly. “This could be the work of the other man. The one who messed with your family.”

“Armageddon.” Dominic glared at Lucinda. “While I stayed away, he was entering the different times and screwing things . . .” He gritted his teeth. He took the extra medallion off his neck and gave it to Lucinda. “You are right, but I can’t go. I have to enter Lost and Found.”

“This is not an entrance through reflection. You do not have Vanessa’s combined strength to break through a mirror. I feel these are not things that can be cured in a few sentences, Apocalypse Traveler. I do not know which way you shall go, but you will be leaving me soon. This I know.”

“Well, I need to figure this out, especially Kris and Booth! Please, there’s got to be a way. Reflection is not going to work this time,” Dominic implored her. “I need to break through.”

“You can break through a mirror once, but without Vanessa, you cannot break back in. You will have to break through and find another guide to get back here. If you wish to come back. If you can come back. There is a chance that if you do this, you will not have your memories once on the other side. You are not trained through breaking.”

Dominic nodded toward Lucinda. “I can’t just warn them, this is my fault. I have to get involved.” He leaned his head forward. “The wolf or santa is the most pressing, but I worry about Sera too.” He picked up one of the medallions. “I am curious about these. Their power, it might help save more. If just a sliver does this, we might need more. I don’t know what I’ll be up against. Vanessa once said, ‘two for divinity.’ I should have at least two.”

“To the Lost and Found? You think you are strong enough to break into Lost and Found?”

“I have to try.”

“Very well then.” Lucinda waved her arms and her walls turned into giant mirrors. “This is not the reflection. The way there will not be easy on your mind. Anything can happen which is why I did not have you do this without Vanessa. Your combined power made it easier. Even with those medallion pieces, be prepared.”

Dominic walked forward to the mirrors.

“Apocalypse Traveler, are you sure?!” Lucinda called out once. “I really mean it, anything could happen. If you are not strong enough you could be separated into a million pieces. You could become an old man, or a young child. Anything could happen.”

“I have to do this,” Dominic said. No matter what the risk, he had to do it. 
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Illusions: A Tragic Fate Part 6: DIMENSION: LOST AND FOUND
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“Dean!” Sera shouted as she pointed ahead of her. Out in the distance, there was a little boy out in the field they were traveling. Quickly running toward him, she looked at him.

Blonde hair. Eight, maybe nine years old? He looked like he was old enough to be in her classroom. She knelt down and approached him.

“Careful, Sera,” Dean warned her. “Things coming into Lost and Found aren’t always what they appear to be.”

“I know that better than anyone,” Sera chuckled as she touched the boy’s hair. “Hello?” She looked at the strange shaped teeth around his neck and recognized a warped symbol on it. “It’s part of the medallion?”

Dean bent down to check it out. “He has two around his neck.” 

“Dean, don’t,” Sera said as he took one of the kid’s neck. “It’s his.”

“You need it.” Dean gestured to her up and down. She could be seen by him and no one else now, but at the same time, she had to use blankets in a sort of toga to wrap up in front of him. “He can spare one. That other water spirit guide never brought yours back.” He glanced toward her. “Yet.”

Yet. More like he never would. “You said he was trustworthy.”

“Water spirits are, maybe he was a charlatan. Are we going to have this conversation again?” Dean groaned as he placed the necklace around her.

Once more the ground of flowers in the field inched its way up her body and she was covered up again. The illusion was back.

Feeling bad for mugging the boy’s belongings, Sera tried to wake him up. He slowly batted his eyes. He moaned slightly. “Hello there, young boy. Do you know what happened to you?”

“I . . .” He tried to stand up wearily, Sera and Dean catching each side. “I’m looking for someone, but I don’t remember who.” He looked around his surroundings. “Where am I?”

“You are in Lost and Found,” Dean said as he touched his forehead. “Warm, but not very. Light skin. No pointy ears or glowing eyes.” He took his hand off his forehead. “There’s no way.”

“He is human,” Sera said for him. “You are human, aren’t you?”

The boy touched his head. “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be? Who are you?”

“I am human too. The only other human in Lost and Found,” Sera said. She gestured toward the medallion. “That is letting you be seen to the others around here.”

“Oh.” He looked downward then back at her. “Can you help me?”

“Oh, not another one.” Dean sat on the ground unceremoniously with a thud. “Another human wanting to be shown the way home. Look, I do not know which dimension you came from.” He gestured to Sera. “I already have the impossible task of trying to find her home.” He shrugged. “Lost and Found seems to be bending if it’s allowing humans in. Something big is happening in other dimensions.”

“Like what?” Sera asked. “War? Are worlds in trouble?”

“Every dimension always has its own troubles. Nah, whatever it is, it’s big.” Dean stood back up. “Do you remember having a name?”

“I don’t know,” the boy said. “I remember names. Kris. Dex. Dean?”

“You remember someone with my name?” Dean asked. “Small world after all.” He chuckled. “It’s a joke. There is nothing small about anything. For now, you need a simple name until we know who you are.”

“Agreed.” Sera looked at the boy up and down. “Mike or Gary?”

“Mi-what? In the name of Lost and Found, what in the world are those supposed to be?”

“Human names,” Sera answered with a light groan. 

“Sounded more like a Hypcoyupus coughing and spitting.”

“Fine then.” Ooh, he could be so hard to get along with sometimes. She should have known from the moment that spirit in the water said he was her destiny that he was a fraud. How could she ever stand to be with such an . . .elf? “Okay, how about Chester?”

“Chess. Checkers.” The boy looked toward the sky in a daze. “Domi . . .noes.” He shook his head. “I guess Chester is fine. Who are you then?”

“I am Sera,” she introduced herself kindly, “and of course you know that’s-“

“Someone who needs to find you a place to stay.” Dean patted the kid’s shoulder. “I am sure Lost and Found has a place for lost kids that end up here. They have something for everyone.”

“What?” Sera could not believe what she had been hearing. “He is a human being, dropped down the same way I was, wearing one of those strange things I got.” She gestured toward the strange medallion piece around his neck. “We can’t just leave him.”

“I can’t find his home any better than I can find yours.” Dean gestured back toward Chester. “I have even less to go on except that he’s human. Honestly Sera, how am I supposed to find you lowly humans homes?”

Oooh! Sera balled up her fists but let it slide. Her glare was enough of a warning.

“I mean, you creatures of human descent.” Dean huffed. “Touchy. I am already trying to accomplish the impossible with you.”

“Which you haven’t done so far. After two weeks,” Sera mentioned offhandedly, “and crossing a desert to boot.”

“You never know what the climate is going to change to in Lost and Found, it isn’t my fault.” Dean patted the kid’s shoulder. “Honestly human, I cannot help you. Unless you have some ricochet effect that will send you back like I am hoping will happen for Sera, I don’t know what to do.”

“He should stay anyhow.” Sera looked toward the boy. His eyes were so lost. “He’s the only other human.”

Dean covered his mouth and squinted his eyes before scratching his head. “Oh!” he thonked his head. “It’s bad enough I am traveling with one of you, but now I’ve got two?”

Sera gave him her best smile. With a phrase like that, she had him.
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Chester looked from one person to the other. Sera and Dean were nice, but there was something weird about walking between the two. He gestured to both of them. “Um.”

“What is it, Chester?” Sera asked. “Do you remember something?”

No, but he had some weird vibes from them. “Are you two a couple or something?”

The whole walking thing stopped.

“A what?” Dean looked at Chester like he was freaking nuts. “She’s one of those human creatures.” He waved it off, like it was an absolutely absurd idea. “She is descended from one of the most horrid specimen things around. They have no imagination, no belief, no nothing.”

Chester cocked his head oddly. Dean’s actions and words matched, but there was something odd about the inflection inside of it. 

“Oh don’t start that again,” Sera groaned as she rolled her eyes. She touched Chester’s hand softly. “No, we are not a couple.”

“I would never punish myself in such a way,” Dean dug even more.

“Children are curious, you don’t have to go through why being human is the worst offense ever created.” Sera’s voice was gruff but she looked kindly back at Chester. “He is answering more roughly than intended, but no, we are not a couple. We are nowhere near a couple. Ever, no matter what anyone says.” Sera kept holding his hand as she started to walk, but Dean blocked her stomach.

“Hang on, what do you mean no matter what anyone says?” Dean asked curiously. 

“Nothing.”

“Then you wouldn’t have said that, human.”

“Don’t start that with me.”

“Who said anything?”

Sera rubbed her face. “No one important, only that charlatan of a guide I trusted.” She glanced back toward him. “That you said I should have trusted.”

“What?” Dean’s head cocked so far to the left, it looked like it almost fell off. “You never said that.”

“It was obviously fake.”

“If you would have said that the first time, then I would have told you not to trust him. See? You should have told me.”

“It’s awkward enough walking around with an elf.”

Constant chattering between them. Chester felt his head almost spin. He was beginning to wonder if they ever closed their mouths. 

He learned that answer that very night. 

No.

“I can’t believe you’ve still got those stinky shoes over on your feet. Those are horrible quality.”

“I am not taking them off. The ground is too rough on my feet.”

“Then at least invest in some decent shoes and not those racky antler flees.”

“Can you ever speak in a way that makes sense?”

Could they ever stop talking? Chester looked between them again. He lifted his finger to speak, but they started talking again.

For hating each other’s races, they sure did communicate a lot. In fact, besides the lowly human jab every once in a while, it seemed like they actually liked each other. The way they stole glances at each other, the way they couldn’t seem to separate for more than a few minutes, and just . . .talked. Talked and talked and talked.

“Oh dear, it’s going to be night soon and I can’t believe I am going to have two humans against me.” Dean easily had his arm wrapped around Sera, while Chester was trying to figure out what was going on. He was embracing her tightly, but he said he didn’t like her? “Why are you looking at me that way? Come here child human, you can’t survive the cold of the night without some magical heat.”

Chester moved over and laid against Dean. He had his arm wrapped around him a bit haphazardly. Enough to keep him alive, but his real attention was on Sera.

Chester was only a kid. A small kid, so he shouldn’t even be thinking about these things. He shouldn’t even care about them. Wondering about where he came from, where his family was, that should have been on the front of his mind. Yet, for some reason, he just couldn’t stop thinking about those two.

He shouldn’t be able to say it. Children knew nothing about such things, but it was like a loud clanging bell in his ears. These two were actually madly in love with each other, but because of their differences, they wouldn’t admit it. Every time one of them got a little too close or was a little too nice, the other would say something about being nice ‘for an elf’, or ‘an okay creature for the human kind.’ 

Chester sighed as he stared at the sky. It didn’t have the same kind of stars he was used to seeing, it was a whirlpool of odd colors. Behind him, he could hear Dean and Sera both snoring away. He reached for the odd piece of jewelry hanging around his neck and looked at it.

Where did it come from? Who gave it to him? 

“You look deep in thought over there,” Dean said to Chester. “What is it?”

Oh. Chester looked at him. He always spent every moment talking with Sera. “Why?”

“Making conversation?” Dean added. “Honestly human, I’m trying to be decent here.”

“You’re just preoccupied with Sera,” Chester said. “You talk to her all day long. A part of you keeps trying to push her away because of what she is, but you can’t push forever. You like her on a deeper level than you can even understand.”

Dean stared at him, his jaw wide. “Buh?” He shook his head. “You’re absolutely nuts. I mean, you’re a kid. What would you know?”

“I know, I am a kid. What would I know?” Chester looked back at his medallion. “Can we find where this is from? I’ve got a deep feeling that this is the key to finding out who I am.”

“That little medallion thing.” Dean rolled his eyes. “It’s such a pain. It makes every single guy look at Sera and believe she’s the one for them. They fall madly in love and I have to keep fighting them off. Cities are the worst, the plains are the best. Only had to fight a couple of them off today.”

“So anyone Sera meets, they think they are in love with her?” Chester asked.

“Yes.”

“You’re immune?”

“I wasn’t, but then something happened, and I’m fine now.” Dean sniffed in the air. “It’s old news, just go to sleep.”

“It’s just kind of funny,” Chester chuckled. “Everyone who doesn’t really like Sera thinks they are in love with her, but the one who really loves her-“

“Human boy, you better not finish that phrase,” Dean growled at him. “You are looking too deep into something that isn’t there. She is human. The worst thing out there to an elf.”

“Yeah, so? When you’re confronted with feelings, you automatically jump right back to that.”

“I . . .?” Dean looked over toward Sera. “She’s a human.” He looked straight ahead, not toward Sera or Dominic. “Human.”

“One day, that excuse just isn’t going to work anymore.”

“You do not speak as a human child of a young age,” Dean noted. “They would not even care about such a thing, they would be concentrating on figuring out who they are. Playing out in the prairie.” He glanced once more toward Chester. “You did not try and get away once to play. You’ve not disobeyed or shown any childlike tendencies.”

Chester shrugged. “Sorry.”

“Things in Lost and Found are not always what they appear.” Dean held onto Sera a little tighter. “You are not as young as you appear, I know that. I don’t know what your purpose is here, but you had better not be trying anything against Sera. For if you are as old as I believe you really are, you should have fallen for Sera. You have not.”

Chester shrugged again. “It’s not a trick, Dean. I just can’t help it . . .” He looked toward Dean’s eyes. “You saved her from creatures that looked like humans with red eyes. She ran away because you belittled her too much. Now you try to belittle her just enough, only enough that she doesn’t get close enough to you.”

“Cease your ranting!” Dean shouted. The shout woke up Sera though.

Sera looked toward him. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, go back to sleep.” Dean shot a look toward Chester once. Once Sera was snoring again, Dean made his thoughts known. “If my warmth was not keeping you alive, I would leave you where you stand you fortune telling demon. I know not what your purpose is, and I do not know if you are possessing an actual boy and will release him so I will not kill you unless necessary. In the morn, I will show you the way to the makers of those medallions and you are on your own. You shall not come after Sera or I again, or you shall regret it by the blade of my sword.”

Hm. Chester didn’t know what to say to that. The words, they just fell out. The visualizations, he couldn’t stop it. He didn’t mean for Dean to get mad at him. “Can we arrive there by the morning?”

“I have been traveling with Sera with no idea of where she was from. Where do you think I was walking toward?” Dean questioned him. “I don’t know, perhaps I should just leave you in the cold. If you are demon, you’d survive.”

“I’m not demon, I’m human.” Chester tried to hang onto his arm tighter. “I didn’t mean to scare you, I just see things. Things that you can’t see yet, and things that you can, but don’t want to.” Chester looked toward Sera. “You like the way her hair travels against your arm at night when you sleep. During the day, you actually like the sound of her feminine human voice, but you really like when it deepens. That’s why you prefer to pick a fight sometimes. It’s a way to hear what you really want to, while making sure that she’ll never know how you really feel.”

Before he knew what was happening, Chester felt Dean move quickly away. The cold around him seeped through, but his medallion seemed to give him some warmth. Still, he had scared Dean away. He reached out, but Dean left the area, holding tightly to Sera.

“What’s going on?” Sera mumbled as they stepped around. “Where’s Chester?”

“Not human. If he was, he would have died as soon as I let go.”

Chester heard them chattering and bickering about what happened. He even watched Dean pick her up in his arms bridal style, but she still looked back toward Chester. She couldn’t run away from Dean without dying, and he’d never let her go.

He scared Dean. Chester headed forward into the cold night bravely. He had just been a third wheel since he met them. He didn’t belong there and he wasn’t going to cry about being abandoned.

Eight and abandoned in a strange land. Dean was right, a child should be crying about this situation. Maybe he was something that was not completely human. Chester didn’t believe he was demonic, but he didn’t know much of anything. Dean had said though that he was coming that way for a reason. Maybe he believed the makers of the medallion could help Sera?

If so, maybe they could help him too. He trudged along during the night, knowing Dean wouldn’t keep going all night and let Sera not get any rest. Chester would keep going and find whatever it is he needed to find first.

Which was a good thing because he couldn’t guarantee Dean would let him live. He’d seen in his visions the elf’s fighting skill. It was nothing to laugh at.
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A mountain. Going straight had landed Chester on a trail that led into the mountains. Along the trail were strange signs in a different language he couldn’t understand. He looked and tried to make it out. It seemed like he should know it.

Then, they seemed to translate themselves.

GET FIFTY PERCENT OFF YOUR FIRST MEDALLION!

BUY ONE GET ONE AMULET FREE!

TAKE OFF 20% WHEN YOU BUY YOUR ONE STOP CARD!

Somehow, Chester doubted these were the same makers. How could something so valuable be given away so easily? He headed straight and continued, still half expecting to see dwarves hammering out steel on anvils.

Instead he turned a corner and found a large mall. Creatures were coming in and out flaunting their new accessories. Chester moved inside and looked around.

Medallions, necklaces, bracelets, rings, earrings, and even neck rings adorned every bit of the wood. There was no way this could be the place.

Chester moved over to one of the creatures behind the counter and pointed to his medallion.

“Just look around, they are all over.”

All over. Chester felt his heart sink. All night walking and this was the result? A cheap shop of jewelry that appealed to people who liked pretty things. Chester wasn’t wanting something pretty, he wanted to know who made his medallion. He gestured to it again. “The weird marks on it?”

The person behind the counter sighed and looked deeper. “That’s a uh . . .weakness maker. Yeah, I’ve got one of those.” He reached over to the wall on his tippy toes a moment and brought it down. “That?”

No way. This cheap little tourist attraction, and that was it! Chester could feel it, that was the medallion. “What’s it do exactly?”

“Nothing much. Maybe changes a creatures mind about beauty or smarts if they are weaker magical creatures. Sometimes it gives a little extra power to them.” The guy shrugged all three of his shoulders. “Not a very big deal unless you use it on a non-magical creature.”

“Why, what happens on a non-magical creature?” Chester asked.

“There’s no such thing in Lost and Found. I don’t know, but I imagine it would be something if no natural magic repelled it. You could take it to another universe and let a non-magical creature hold it I suppose? What, are you writing a research paper?”

Amazing. Chester held it tightly in his hand and strange visions were coming back to him. He closed his fingers tightly over it as his memory came completely back. “I am Apocalypse Traveler.”

“Yeah, names don’t get discounts.”

Currency. Dominic looked around knowing if he could have kept it together, Dean could have bought him one. These were small and meaningless trinkets in Lost and Found, but only because non-magical beings couldn’t get their hands on them. The dimension was tough to break into, Dominic even lost his memory doing so. It didn’t matter what the place looked like, this was the treasured place he was seeking. All around him were exactly what he needed.

How could he afford them though? Not only that, but his appearance had been changed, he was nowhere near sixteen. He couldn’t even barter to work there for a medallion. What a situation! He had a treasure trove of extreme power near him, enough to take on Armageddon if he faced him again. Yet, he had no money.

His only real solution was to talk to Dean. Now that he knew who he was, it was time to have a serious conversation with the other destined lover.
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It took some time before he spotted the elf. Sera was by his side. First floor, looking at the third rack. He couldn’t approach them easily, and if Dean could have left Sera outside, he probably would have.

“This is absolutely for you,” one of the merchants said as he handed her a glass blue chain. “It’s nothing compared to your b-beauty, but it accommodates it.”

Dean rolled his eyes and placed his hand up between Sera and the merchant. “No, thank you, just answer the question. Can you match the medallion for a different one?” He brought the medallion a little closer, making Sera bend down slightly.

“Yeah, but I am all out of those.”

“Damn.” Dean turned and he must have seen the same thing Dominic did. Men gathering in huge numbers. “See? This is why we never go anywhere nice.”

Sera chuckled at him and hit his arm. “Dean, what is it you are wanting here? Do you think getting a replica will help or something?”

“I don’t know, I thought maybe it would cancel it out,” Dean answered.

Two would cancel it out? Dominic touched his own medallion. He might only be allowed one. Except, when he looked up, Dean’s sword was only an inch from his nose.

Eep.

“What are you still doing here?” Dean growled at him. 

“I am not a demon.” Dominic stayed cool. “I needed a full medallion for myself. I tried to give it back to Sera in the water, but I couldn’t seem to find you again. I finally broke through, but then I lost myself. Even my true age did not bleed through.”

“The . . .water guide?” Sera’s mouth hung open. “You?”

Dean didn’t lower his sword right away, but seeing others creeping alongside Sera, he parked it for the moment. He may have to raise it again soon. “What do you want?”

“I need a little help. If we could talk just a second?” Dominic motioned toward the medallion piece around Sera. “No one will see her or mess with her if she takes it off.” Dean looked uncomfortable with that. “I won’t look back, and I know you won’t. Tell her to hide behind something if you want, but I need to talk to you.”

Dean chewed on his mouth. “Will this conversation get her back where she belongs?”

No. Dominic couldn’t lie. “It’s important.”

Dean groaned and holstered his sword. “Go behind the merchant table. Try not to bump him. Give me your medallion, Sera.”

Sera was already trying to cover herself, even though she didn’t have to yet. “This better be worth it.” She took off the medallion and Dean took it, turning the other way.

Dominic turned as well, putting his back even with Dean. They walked a few feet before he spoke. “Did she tell you about what I said?”

“Some,” Dean answered. “What do you need already?”

“For you to quit goofing around. Dean, she’s not meant to go home,” Dominic told him. “If she is, then she is meant to go with you as well. You would live in her world.”

Dean stopped. Instantly. “I’m an elf, I am not welcome to the human world. We were driven out.” He shook his head. “That would never work.”

“Which is why it’s time to stop.” Dominic sighed. “I don’t know how long it’s been, but I wasn’t lying last night. I knew that because I am the one who helps destined lovers. You will save your world, and hers, if you have true love.”

“Love?” Dean glanced around the room. “She’s . . .”

“Human and your elf. Is that so bad? No one guesses that she is human here,” Dominic answered. “You are in a shop world that probably has a medallion that could let her be seen, but not have every guy falling all over her.”

“No more guys rushing me to get to her.” Dean scratched his head. “The answer, right here. She could be free in this world at least. This isn’t a world she wants though, and I can’t bring her into mine. And-and . . .” Dean hit his forehead. “Why am I even listening to you? There is no proof that you are even speaking in your right mind. You could just be a psychic creature with a touch of delusion.”

“You know I’m not. Even if I were, you just admitted it would be a psychic creature.” Dominic tried not to laugh as the elf looked away. “It’s okay to like a human. It’s okay to like Sera. She feels the same way. Even as a child with no knowledge, I still saw it. All day long, you guys spoke like I wasn’t even there. You are madly in love with her.” Dominic watched him again. “Stop goofing around and get with it.”

“She wants to go home,” he answered softly. “If she ever left, I couldn’t follow.”

“Which is why it is time,” Dominic said growing impatient. “Look, you two are just one couple. I have got way more bigger problems, so just stop with the cute little excuses.” He rolled up his sleeves. “I'm stuck in a child's body, I've got couples in real danger, I don't have time for this, so just do me a favor? Buy me a medallion and make a move. Tell her that you love her and make a baby. That simple.”

Dean didn’t answer back right away. He swallowed. “You are in need of a full medallion but have no money. You just waltz in, tell me I have to be with Sera, have a child, and then demand I buy you a medallion?”

Geez. Dominic tried not to groan. “The situation is tough right now. I have been waiting on you two forever, and during that time, others have slipped away that I could have helped! Yes, you are supposed to love her and have a baby that ties the dimensions together. Meanwhile, I have so many others I need to save because I spent too much time on you two.  You owe it to me.”

Dean didn't say anything right away. He just glared at Dominic before he flipped a single coin in the air for Dominic to catch. He turned away with no more words.

It was finally done. Bad mood or not, at least it was done. Dominic paid for the medallion and held it close as he watched both of them walk away. Dean had bought Sera two pieces,  but neither of them said another word to him. It looked like Sera wanted to speak toward the end, but Dean grabbed her hand and pulled her away quickly.

It still didn't matter, Dominic sensed their future. Dean would finally tell her, and they'd get their deserved happily ever after. Dominic felt the medallion around his neck. He had lost his own way back to Lucinda, but it was time to switch to another master. He still remembered the summoning information on that scrolling for all those years.

It was time to move on. It had been time to move on but something new happened.  

“With every purchase, you get a third time charm,” a woman said, placing another medallion around his neck.

If he had known what that gesture would have done, he would have bolted out before the woman flung the free gift around his neck. He didn't realize in time that he should have run. It was after all, just a free trinket, but it was more than that.

Dominic swore he heard a laugh in the distance as he wagged his brand new tail. Everyone screamed, and it caught Dean's attention too.

Impossible. He was human. “What is this on me?” he asked, but it came out in a mighty howl. Creatures of all kinds were coming near him, trying to capture him. He tucked his legs backward, not knowing what to do. He watched surprisingly as Dean, who didn't even care to speak to him again, came to his side and helped out in defending him. As everyone backed away, he looked back at Dominic.

“I knew I was not mistaken. You are something more than a human.” Dean looked at him up and down. “You're a beast.”

“I'm not a beast,” Dominic tried to say, but it sounded like a bark. Dean grabbed his free gift third time charm off from around his neck and Dominic was normal again. No longer small and no longer a wolf. He was himself. “What was that charm, Dean?”

“No more.”

Lucinda?

“I knew this would be, I knew this would come. You can no longer travel with me, Apocalypse Traveler. You have lost your rights to travel, I am sorry.”

“What?” Dominic shouted.  “Lucinda!”

“The warners must be human, and you now are not.”

“It was just a charm, I am human,” Dominic yelled out. 

“Not anymore.” Dean gave him the third time charm safely in his hands. “Somehow, you had wolf blood in your family line. Someone should have been a powerful wolf, but fate performed the way it wishes. Two generations before you.” Dean shook his head. “Third time's a charm only works with the possibilities inside.”

Third times a charm. Dominic remembered Apocalypse Girl teaching him that. “I am not a wolf anymore.”

“You have been given the gift, even without the charm, it remains. Third times a charm has picked you.” Dean tilted his head in Dominic with a half glare. “It's always a free gift because no one wants one. The chances of someone in a family where fate looked the other way two generations ago? It's too specific, no one cares for it.”

“But . . . “ Dominic's mouth fell open. “I have to travel. I have to get out of here. Others need me.”

Dean didn't stay any longer, and Dominic knew there was no need too. He couldn't do anything anyhow. Dominic had brought the curse upon himself. The Apocalypse Boy had to be human. He heard another laugh again. It was a familiar kind of chuckle.

“Oh, looking for power. Well, careful what you wish for.”

Dominic whipped himself around and saw the mischief maker standing in front of him. “Armageddon.”

“Me.” Armageddon gestured delightfully to himself. “Hey there, Apocalypse Boy. Traveler, whatever you call yourself. It's all the same, technically, and no matter what the name there are ineffable rules that must be followed.” Armageddon disappeared and reappeared behind him. “The most notable one being that the warners of the destined lovers should be completely human. H-U-M-A-N.” Armageddon smiled. “Something happened and you apparently have a slightly different destiny. Oh well. This gig isn't for everyone.”

No. Dominic punched his hand into his own fist. It was a trap. He may have had the powerful medallion back, but now he wasn't able to follow the path he needed.

The happily ever after he had seen with Dean and Sera disappeared. There was nothing special that he could feel from anyone. It was like being left into the darkness with Boogeyman. Alone. “I can't give up, I need to succeed.”

“For your memories or to survive the apocalypse?” Armageddon joked. “Both?” He made funny noises with his tongue, cheek and throat. “Well, perhaps if you prove yourself to the divine ones that carry you that you should be the one, like your Apocalypse Girl did, you could continue to travel. Just don't look for any company. Technically, the one you know is considered unworthy now, so asking for her help isn't going to work either.”

Dominic watched as he faded away. No longer completely human. A wolf? He was a white wolf like . . . “Hero.” Booth's father. Hero was the only one though, how in the world did Dominic end up like that? He moved away from the mall and looked toward the holes. Any holes. Any of the holes that go to different dimensions. Lost and Found always had hundreds of holes. “Lucinda?” he called out. Looking for any kind of pond of water, he ran across the area. He found a small, isolated pond no bigger than his hand. “Lucinda?” he called out again. “I heard you before, you must be able to hear me. You know that I am supposed to be human. I have a mission. Please?”

“Your gift is gone,” her voice echoed from the water. “I cannot have you on my path if you are not human. You must earn it back, prove yourself worthy.”

“I have been worthy. I have been worthy against my will,” Dominic seethed at her, wanting to splash the water. “I have no memories of who I am, this is all I know. You can't just leave me!”

“I warned you that you were spending too much time on Sera,” the voice came back again. “And now, the wolf is not tiger and Christmas will be frozen to death.”

“If you don't help, then I can't help. If I can't help, then it's the end,” Dominic tried to reason with her. “Lucinda, you know that! Don't fall for Armageddon's trick.”

“It doesn't matter. You are not worthy.”

Dominic froze as he looked at the water. “I'm not worthy?”

“You were not there for the destined lovers. You were there for the medallion. It is not about the power, it is about the message. You have failed. I tried to keep you from going and you still left.”

“But I helped them,” Dominic stuttered. “Kind of.”

“In the process of fulfilling your own needs.”

Dominic stopped talking and moved away from the water. She was right. 

“A piece was all you needed. I told you that, and you did not heed my word.”

“I am not worthy.” Dominic leaned his head forward on his arms. “Please, Lucinda. I know I did wrong, and I should have listened. I was just worried. There is so much going on, and I didn't think alone I could do it. And Vanessa?” Dominic questioned her. “I heard her and she needed me. You wouldn't let me go to the her who was calling.”

“I tried to stop this, without stopping this. Fate is what it must be. I am not a god, Dominic. Letting someone travel along my path without proper reason, it could get me killed. I want to help you, but I cannot.”

“You traveled with Vanessa. She can still warn others?” Dominic asked.

“She cannot. She threw an innocent into a deadly dimension. I carried her only at your request.”

“It was my sister, and I forgave her!”

“The others didn't.”

“One mistake.”

“Which is enough when she is the daughter of the mother of Snow White.”

Dominic stopped a moment. “Which one?”

“The apple. The witch.”

Dominic touched the top of his head. She was not completely human? “She had to prove worthiness?”

“Over a decade with her training, and it is gone. Both of you are unworthy.”

“Then just tell me how to do this?” Dominic begged. “I want to find Vanessa again. I want us both to help, the way we should! I don't have the gift anymore though, you are right. I feel emptiness where I used to feel the lovers.” He held his hands tightly. “How do I prove myself when I can't feel?”

“You will see.”

Dominic nodded and held his body still. He felt shameful for his actions. He only gave a few words to Dean, and most of them were done in annoyance. He never talked right to Sera. They would find their way, but he had little to do with it. Time itself had drawn them together, not him. He may have flashed the truth toward Dean, but it meant little and it wasn't in the right caring manner he often tried to use.  When he could speak to Sera, he had stolen her medallion. He kept it and used it. He never could return it back, but instead of making up for that, he sent her toward the back and had Dean buy him another medallion.

That wasn't him. That shouldn't have been him. Then again, who was he? He never knew. He was just this thing, moving from dimension to dimension. All he had was a name. The only time he ever felt any happiness was around Vanessa. When he had someone just as lost as him inside.

Vanessa. Neither of them were purely innocent anymore. “I am ready.”

Dominic nodded and closed his eyes. Her voice held the same contempt that it did when he first came from Boogeyman's nightmare realm. Unclean. Unworthy. The calm and friendliness was gone.

Childhood was over. He made a mistake, and it was time to correct it, no matter what it took. The tiny pool expanded, but this time, there was no reflection of himself. Just a strange whirling cloud in the middle of the water. It surrounded him. After it was completely in a circle around him, Dominic lost his grip on the surface, and he fell down into the abyss of the dark swirls.
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To Escape Hell: DIMENSION: GATHERING PLACE OF GODS


[image: image]


Vanessa did not speak. She had finished her three days of slavery, but before the Fire God could announce what he would take from her, she was sent away. That wasn’t good. Her only salvation was the fact that he now too had to be somewhere out there, deep in the light. She was on her knees, on the ground. She was in the sanctuary of all gods. There was only one reason she would be there. Either her or Dominic angered the gods.

Stealing a glance toward Dominic chained and not looking surprised, she guessed it was his fault. What had he done to anger the gods? She pressed her hands together and chanted in as many languages as she could to individual god’s forgiveness. If she could provide enough mercy among just a few, perhaps she could save Dominic of whatever fate lied upon him. 

Dominic found himself bound in chains, standing before massive amounts of light. Sounds, unearthly, surrounded him. Some sounded like language, while others sounded strictly of nature. The sound of thunder and raining water was the most prevalent although there was no rain where they had been taken.

“Failure.” A voice arose. “Failure.”

Dominic watched as Vanessa fell to her knees and chanted in a strange dialect. He had never known her to beg for mercy. This was not going to be good. He held his own, trying to be brave. He wasn’t a child anymore, and he messed up. He would suffer the consequences. 

“To your side.”

He heard the ethereal voice and saw two small beings appear before him, sprawled out in the ground. One was . . . the little boy, Max. The other, he had never seen before. Considering what he’d been told he could guess. It was the next set of apocalypse children, and somehow, he’d been responsible for their death.

“And you!”

Vanessa stopped chanting but she did not look up.

“She isn’t guilty of anything,” Dominic said quickly. They would not pin his mistake on Vanessa. “I am Traveler, the one who was the Apocalypse Boy. She is not even my counter anymore, and has not been for some time. You have no grounds to punish her.”

“She is the reason for the paradox. You know things you should not because a future version had told you. Among the dragons.” 

“A paradox is serious, Traveler.” Lucinda came out of the brightness. “It would have been fine if in the future you had ended up there with her, but once you took a different path. As soon as you destroyed the lovers path, you destroyed that meeting. You destroyed so much.”

A paradox. Dominic stared at her for some time. He had a chilling suspicion this would not be a punishment he would walk away from. “Did I destroy everything? Is all of creation going to cease to exist?”

“Nothing ever ceases to exist.”

What? That’s not what he had been taught. “Everything fails, it ceases to exist. That’s what I’ve always been taught.”

“No. If we abandon everything after screwing with it, it all goes to a place of torture and shame. Most would refer to it as hell. It is where the bad goes, but the good cannot interfere in this matter. Not once the gods interfered. Therefore, when it goes, it goes to hell.”

Hell? “Everything is sent to hell.” He sent everything to hell. “When gods . . . interfere?”

“Nature has it’s own way, but, gods are gods. We tend to . . .” Lucinda sighed. “Even creating children to watch over everything is too much interference.”

This . . . this was new information. Existence didn’t need children, just the gods used children? And if the gods didn’t even bother with anything? “If you had never interfered? A time before children?”

“Then everything would still stop, but each dimension would be suited for a different fate. It was too risky.”

“No, yeah, let’s just keep interfering and sending everything to hell instead.”

“Almost but not quite. We are gods, after all. Watch your mouth, Traveler. There is no greater shame than to share such a tone against us.”

Gods. Dominic wouldn’t even say anything. Lucinda had been a god the whole time. She lied. Maybe. Gods interfere? But gods were supreme. Interfere . . . 

“History has shown us several times the more gods intervene the worse things get. We do not enjoy the art of compromising. However, if we don’t, it will all end.”

“So you could have taken over this whole thing?” Dominic asked. “You never had to make any Apocalypse Girl or Apocalypse Boy?” What were they, lazy? They could go back and do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted. “You can save everything then.”

“No. You let go of the couple controlling the Lost and Found dimension,” Lucinda reminded him. “A very key couple! While Lost and Found can’t be brought back, it will take too much power, and conjuring something with so many strings to all the different dimensions again? It is better to let it go.”

The gods wanted to take over saving the lovers. At this point, that only made Dominic angrier. Vanessa and him never had to have this kind of fate if they weren’t so afraid to compromise with each other! Even better, if they had never tampered with anything, all the dimensions wouldn’t have been cursed to hell! “You should have never taken control, and just let nature take it’s course. Either that or fix your own mistakes, not take innocent children away from their families to do your bidding!”

“Dominic!” 

He looked over toward Vanessa. She was on her knees still, but she had a killing glare set on him. “Gods . . . are not people. Whatever changes happen, it would have been better with a human. They will see nothing but the problem, not the ones below it. Even interfering, it is their nature. Gods are not gods without expressing power.”

Gods are not gods without expressing power. Without expressing power, what would they be? Dominic gulped, remembering what he said to Dean again. He flat out told him that his little love problem was nothing. That he should just tell Sara and have a baby. Get it over with. 

He doubted the gods could even be that cruel. “The worlds will be saved by the gods now, so what will happen to us?” He heard Vanessa move right back to chanting. 

“The cruelty you have expressed is beyond anything we’ve dealt with from a selected child.” Lucinda touched her forehead. “The paradox you have created. The deaths that now walk in your presence. The crime is too hideous.”

“Hideous words against one couple. I didn’t mean it, and it won’t happen again.” Still, Vanessa chanted. Still, Lucinda’s expression did not change. Dominic was just a teen, but he knew whatever happened, that wouldn’t count. Parents gave kid’s chances, but these were no parents. He didn’t just wreck a car and expect to get grounded.

But he didn’t plan on the punishment they said. No one would have planned on it.

“As punishment, you will be sent into Hell.”

It was sick. It was vile. It was one mistake! To hell?! Dominic struggled to move, but found himself frozen. “Lucinda! Hell? It was just a slip up, and I swear it won’t happen again!”

“A slip up? The dead bodies beside you of the future, were they slip ups?” Lucinda gestured toward Max and the girl beside him.

Damn. Damn! “But . . .” He saw it shining through Lucinda’s eyes and heard the uproar of the wind, the waves, and dialects no human could pronounce coming from the light. Hell wasn’t a consideration. It was set. “I-is it full of fire and brimstone?”

“That is just a fairytale,” Lucinda answered him. “Hell is so much worse.” With the snap of her fingers, a new dimension hole swirled in the room, a deep putrid red. 

“Like, what?” Dominic felt himself being pulled toward the hole. “Like what, what’s it like?” His whole body wanted to flee from that hole. “Demons poking at you with sticks? Stabbing you?”

Lucinda stared at him a few seconds more before her eyes wandered to Vanessa who now stood up. “You. You were safe.”

“Safe is irrelevant. No one is safe forever. I cannot let this happen.” Vanessa pushed her hands together and chanted one more line he couldn’t understand. “I have gathered some support for my decision.”

“It’s a stupid decision with dire consequences.” Lucinda looked toward Dominic again. “She has been chanting for forgiveness and to make up for your mistake. In exchange for benevolence, if she fails, she will go with you.”

“With me?” To hell? “No!” Dominic refused. He tried to speak to her, to reason with her, but none of his words would get through. Vanessa was stubborn.

“Your test. You will save two couples in a given amount of time. If you take too long, you fail. After saving one pair, you will be sent to the other.” Lucinda held up her hand. “Both lovers have been messed with by Armageddon and one other.” Lucinda glared at her. “Back out now and only Dominic will be punished. You will be spared, and sent to live a life with your own family.”

Vanessa actually had a funny quirk on her mouth. “Living with my mother is not something I’ve dreamed of.”

“She is not all there is. You have a sister.”

She had more family. Dominic struggled in his binds. “You have real family, Vanessa. Don’t blow it on me. Find yourself real happiness.”

“Happiness does not always equal family, that is your concept. I cannot let your soul be swallowed by the gates of damnation without risking everything I can. That would be regret and shame, not happiness.” Vanessa nodded. She reached into her pocket and gave something to Dominic.“Keep this as a momento. Lucinda, will you be merciful enough to tell me how things have changed?”

“I will give you one, but no more help. The second couple I will send you to will have problems that happened before they were conceived. Go.”

She was gone. Gone on a mission that, if she failed, would send her to hell with him. “Stupid.” Idiot. Stupid idiot! Why did she always have to do things like this? Risk her life for him? He was supposed to do that for her, not the other way around. All he could do now was believe for her. Believe in her.

At the same time though, he knew the gods did not always like to play fair. If she won, it would mean their punishment wouldn’t be pushed through. They would hate that. He had to believe in her. Yet, still.

Gods loved having power. He opened his hand to look at the momento she shoved in it.

The original scroll with all of the power and learning she had given to him when he was smaller. The moment that would not come. She had already been prepared because he’d warned her after the close death of his niece. There was also a watch similar to the one he had on his own wrist that she had given him before. He didn’t understand the watch’s meaning, but he wouldn’t belittle the scroll. He scanned it, seeing if there was anything knew she wanted him to see. Maybe something that would help them get out of this mess he had put them in.
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The Dangerous Land of Oz: DIMENSION: APOCALYPSE BOY’S DIMENSION
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Darlene came up the steps forty five minutes later. She wanted to talk to Conner about things she couldn't discuss with a weird used-to-be scarecrow guy and her grandma. She knew Scarecrow could handle himself for a short time as she grieved on Conner's shoulder.

As she came in, Scarecrow wasn't in the living room. He could be in the spare bedroom, but napping wasn't something he was interested in. He had said that sleeping last night was enough of an adventure. “Grandma? Scarecrow?”

Scarecrow came out of her grandmother's room. He was no longer wearing blue rags, but a jacket and jeans. He was cleaned up and looked like someone from her world. “Darlene.”

The way he said those words didn't bring comfort. Darlene walked over to him.

“Your grandmother left some things for you,” Scarecrow said as he gestured to her room. “They are on her bed. She said they were yours now.”

“Mine?” Darlene looked in her grandmother's bedroom. “Where is she?”

“Gone.”

“What do you mean gone?”

“She had left in her car, saying that she was in the way of us having sex.”

“Okay, stop saying that word,” Darlene warned him. “You have no idea what that is.”

“Something that we must do to save everything.”

“Not going to happen.”

“I helped get rid of a witch once.” Scarecrow flared his nostrils as he stuck his hands in his pockets. “I'm not completely useless, Darlene.”

“Whatever.” Darlene dug through the papers. They were old writings from her great Aunt Dorothy. She also had bills with money inside of them, and papers from DIM.

“She said that we can stay here as long as we pay those bills. She also said to look at the DIM papers. Oh, and um?” Scarecrow touched his head. “We had nine months to wait, so we'd better start sex soon because there is no telling when the end will come. I don't know why she said we had nine months to wait. Oh yes, and one more thing.”

“What?!” What could he possibly have to add now?

Scarecrow rubbed his head. “She will not see you again alive, and she knows it. She also renamed me Eugene. Since it was her last wish, and I suppose my name makes no sense here, I am now Eugene.”

“I won't . . .see her alive again?”

“No, it was foretold. She said to check the papers for that.”

“Grandma.” Everything. She lost her friends. She lost her town. Now, she lost her grandma. Darlene pinched her lips together, back and forth as she swayed. “Everyone's gone. Besides Conner, I have no one left.”

“We can use this place,” Eugene said as he came closer toward her. “I am not gone either. I will not leave your side.”

“Look, Eugene.” Darlene's throat was so dry. “I can't do this ‘sex’ with you. I have a boyfriend, and that would be cheating. To put it to you in some way you might understand. It'd be like. . .” She tapped her forehead trying to think. “Leaving Dorothy to go prance around with someone else.”

“I would have never left that little girl. Oz was no place for her.” Eugene touched her shoulder. “This sex is a personal thing?”

“Very.”

“Well, I don't want to intrude, but we need to do sex to save the world.” Eugene rubbed her back. “I will not take it personally. This Conner is who you have a commitment to.”

Well, commitment was a strong word, but the more the former scarecrow believed it wasn't possible to be with her? The better. Besides. The guy chose a brain over a heart. He probably didn't even know much about how to use it.

Vanessa looked around her. The skies seemed like a normal night but her senses told her something was very wrong with the world. Was it because of Sya already? She moved across a path and came to a road. A minute later, she saw a young man traveling on it across a motorcycle. Could that be the destined lover? She moved to the middle of the road and raised her hands up.

He stopped and raised his eyebrow. “Look, you need to get out of the way. My girlfriend just broke up with me, and I need to see her.”

A breakup. This would not be the correct place if she was not supposed to waste the destined lovers’ time. Perhaps he was with the wrong one, or perhaps it was his partner that was the destined lover? “I am sorry, breakups are hard. I am very experienced in making men feel better about breakups.” Okay, not perfectly true, but she needed him to stop rushing off.

“Your experienced in making men feel better?” His worry seemed to diminish and he leaned against the front of his motorcycle. “How do you make them feel better?”

“Well, I must be honest,” Vanessa spoke, not wanting to get herself into a situation. “My friend is better at it, but I am learning it. Soon, hopefully, my friend could join us and we could both be here for you.”

“A friend?” He winked at her. “Wow. Wow, this is really just . . .your friend as attractive as you?”

Attractive? Dominic attractive. Vanessa had to admit, in most dimensions, he was not bad to look at. “My friend is perhaps as attractive, but it’s experience they are most known for.”

“Hey, experience counts in these things a lot.” He revved up his motorcycle. “So when do you feel like comforting me about my breakup? Because I need a lot of comfort.”

Huh. His tone sounded off. Vanessa was beginning to doubt she did it right again. Perhaps it was more about his girlfriend then him? “Perhaps we should see your girlfriend first before we continue?”

Connor shrugged. “If you want.”

“But, would you do me a favor?” Vanessa asked as she sat on the motorcycle behind him. “Would you drop me off right before you get to her? I would like to watch her.”

“Wow, you are really something.” Connor laughed. “You bet.”
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Darlene read the same line over again as she went through the DIM papers. If she didn't fulfill this, she would be the destructor of all the dimensions. She had quietly wept as she read it.

She could have gone to college. Okay, she never really wanted to, but she could have. She could have found someone else when she got older. She could have maybe started a family when she was older, if she had ever wanted kids.

But she didn't. She didn't want to be a mommy, and kids were annoying. They wouldn't let her go out with her friends like she used to. Although, her friends and family were now in another dimension. Maybe dead. This wasn't the kind of way a baby should be brought into the world. Why? Why her? Why not the direct granddaughters of Dorothy, like her cousin Cheryl? Her grandmother still didn't bother telling her why the family had shunned her.

Cheryl was hushed up, deep into the countryside with her brother. She rarely came down except to maybe get some groceries if she couldn't get someone to deliver to her. That was her relation, and no one ever shared it.

Cheryl wasn't even that much older than her, they could have hung out as kids. Another girl to talk to if she knew she'd been family. It wasn't fair and nothing made sense. Darlene was nineteen! Sure, not a kid anymore, but not ready for the business of being a mommy. Definitely not in the business of having sex with some former scarecrow. Ugh!

Business. She would treat it like a business because that's what it had been. Only business. “I'll take care of the baby with him, but he's not getting me with it,” she said firmly. “Not everything will change, it can't. I'll find friends. I'll find something out here, but, I . . .I don't want to stay in Kansas.” Stuck with a baby in her grandmother's home? Not for her! Kansas wasn't fun all the time, but it had its moments. Its kickbacks of fun. Out in the middle of nowhere living in her grandma's home with a baby would be intolerable though. Maybe her Aunt and Uncle down in Colorado could help her out? Oh, why would they? It'd interrupt their time skiing. “Nine months isn't the end of the world.” Darlene looked beside her at the beer she had got. No more of that for nine months. “Stupid, this is so stupid.”

To save the world, she had to go screw Eugene, and she had to do everything. He wouldn't know a damn thing. A teacher of the bedroom. She slammed the book down on the recliner before dialing her boyfriend, Conner. She left just a little ‘it’s no big deal, let’s see other people’ speech and hung up.

Having sex wasn’t the hard thing, it wasn’t like she was a virgin or someone with a wholesome good girl image. It was just that, it was a scarecrow! She was teaching him to eat  and sleep yesterday and to have sex today? Eat, sleep and fuck. Humanity in mere words. She moved over toward his room, trying to keep herself looking up. The pregnancy was the shitty part but this wouldn’t be. The guy had the whole hot farm boy look, and if someone shoved a motorcycle beneath him she’d devour him like white on rice.

Oh yeah except he used to be a damn scarecrow. She squinted before she made it to the door. How could she get through this if she kept remembering that? Looking into the room, Darlene saw him sitting on his bed. “Hey.”

He looked toward her, a big bright almost dumb smile gracing his face. “Hello Darlene, are you feeling better about the sex thing?”

Not even close. This guy just didn’t get it. “I had to dump Connor.” She tried to make it sound like it was a very sad thing.

Really though, she didn’t even remember his last name. Guy had a motorcycle but he lived in another town. Every time they saw each other, it wasn’t exactly to say ‘I love you.’ Still, it was about loyalty. Although she wouldn’t doubt much he probably screwed around on her once or twice. “This sucks.” At least she had the decency to dump him before she did this.

“I am very sorry, Darlene,” the guy apologized. “Perhaps this sex thing is not as bad as it seems? Will he truly be as upset as you believe?”

“I don’t know.” Okay, that was the truth, and Darlene hated to say it. She had no idea if he felt any loyalty at all to her. It was mostly fun and games with them. “He still isn’t going to hang around though, not after I start to get huge.” Remembering the thick and bitter taste of freedom she approached the bed. “I’m no dominatrix Eugene, so you better listen if you want to sleep with me.”

“Sleep with you?”

“Yeah, sex.”

“Oh, is that all it is?” He patted the bed beside him. “I have no problem sleeping beside you.”

Damn, what had she gotten herself into? Groaning softly she sat on the bed. “Look, you’re not exactly bad looking so just shut up. I need to forget that you were a scarecrow for this to happen.”

“Oh dear.” He touched her hand lightly. “My true figure is why you are having trouble? That’s terrible news.” He shrugged and lightly touched her cheek as he looked into her eyes. “Straw and hay was what I was made of. I could not be hurt physically, but I still hurt emotionally. Now, I can do both.” He moved his finger against the side of her jaw. “I could always see that I had touched something, and I could even lift or move. Yet, I could not feel. Being human is new, but I am learning.” He let out a light moan. “Why does your skin feel so nice to my touch?” He moved his hand and looked away from her. “How is it that such raw energy goes into this hand?” He looked over at her again. “Dorothy’s hands were soft, but your body is different. So, so different.” He gestured to her chest. “You stick out in the strangest of ways and it makes parts of me tingle just looking at you.”

Well, having him touch her wouldn’t exactly be hard, he already was. Strangely, Darlene almost wanted to blush. He was so ‘new’ with his words and the experience. She took her hand and placed it on his jacket. Her grandmother gave him a nice, black leather jacket. Tied with his blonde hair, he was impressive.

Okay. Darlene put the idea of him being up on wooden polls away. Random stranger, stuck in the middle of the highway. Stranded on a motorcycle without any friend tonight. If she made her own fairytale up, she could do this. Taking his jacket off, she reached for the buttons on his shirt.

“I don’t wear clothes?” He interrupted her fantasy. “Do you not have sex with buttons? I thought clothes were proper.”

Shoot me, she thought. Fairytale fading, fast. “Listen. Do you want to save the world?” she uttered harshly. “Then shut up and let me handle this.”

“A little rude,” he pointed out. “Please don’t talk would have worked just as nice.”

Argh! Darlene grabbed her head. How was she going to make it with a guy who had only been a real man for a day? “Just don’t talk. Please.” There. There was his fucking please.

He didn’t quite listen at first. “Okay, but do you need to undress me?” He looked at her. “Do you need to get undressed too or is this only for me?”

Okay, fuck this. She was nice. She may not have been a dominatrix but he could kiss this free will goodbye. “Listen. Do not say one more word.”

“But-“

She put her hand over his mouth. “Not one more word. Now, I know your big little straw down there is getting hard. I am going to have to do things to get it harder. By the time we are done, you won’t feel anything but relaxing tingles like lying in the grass watching a fucking rainbow. But, in order for me to do this, you have to do three things.”

He seemed to want to protest, but conceded. “Okay.”

“First one. Shut up. I do not want to hear one more damn word out of your mouth or the whole blasted world can just be sent to hell.”

That phrase finally did the trick. He didn’t respond.

“Second, this is really weird as it is, so keep your eyes closed. Yeah, I have to touch you and take off your clothes. I know it’s not proper, but it is a part of it.” She didn’t want to explain that, like him, she needed to be turned on as well. Taking off clothes usually did the trick. If he took off his own and hid beneath the covers, she’d never get there. “I might, might want you to touch me.” Probably not though. It really depended on how things went. “Whatever I say goes. If you can’t take whatever I do, then it’s over. We don’t have sex.”

He closed his eyes and nodded. Good, he got the point. Darlene was in control now. Closing her eyes, she tried to keep his proper sweet voice and the facts out of her head. The guy had an incredible body, she knew it from the shape of his shirt. He may have been made of straw before, but the dimensional transformation had at least made it easier to find him attractive. It was the only pro she knew of.

Keeping her own eyes closed, she fumbled around for his shirt. Taking it off, she felt the usual warmth she had when having an encounter with a boyfriend. She did hear the slight strain in his voice. He wanted to say something, but he couldn’t. Opening her eyes, she knew what his problem was. He was already getting much harder and she hadn’t even rubbed any real body part against his. Just being near him did this to him?

Knowing she needed to work faster, she pulled his shirt back and off of him. She should have started unbuttoning his pants, but she just stared at him. It was like he lived a life in a gym. That six pack was amazing. Touching his chest, she heard him lightly again. Feeling her own needs now needing satisfied, Darlene was putting everything else out of her mind.

She had a god in the middle of her bed, and she was in full control. Her anxiety about the situation dimmed and she just felt . . .she had to give a slight evil smirk. He was just so damn proper that she couldn’t help herself. She placed his hand on her right breast and heard him make a little sound again.

Ooh damn, this was fun. Corrupting an innocent man, it was more fun than she thought it would be. Leaning up higher on him, she kissed his neck and unbuttoned her blouse. Evil ideas were popping into her head. Maybe she should tell him to open his eyes so he could see her? Maybe she should place his hands on her bare bra and take it off, letting him feel the movement against his skin before taking a thumb to stroke it across a nipple.

The funny thoughts left her head though when she heard a familiar rumble outside. Conner's motorcycle.

That noise, and the words of his shout pulled her out of the funny trance she had been in. “Damn.” Removing his hand from her chest, she fixed her shirt back up and headed out the door. Trying to fix her sweating hair, she went out and saw him. Leaning against his motorcycle.

Looks like the phone breakup wasn’t going to be as easy as she thought. Strange, she didn’t sense they were in a close relationship.

When he heard that funny noise and Darlene’s voice though, he knew it was over. He hadn’t much thought of it. He liked touching her before, and she did make him feel funny. When she started to take his shirt off though, and her bare hands were on his chest, he was having a hard time controlling himself.

She said no speaking, so he tried to stifle it. Then, she took his hand and he touched her. He touched the part on top of her. It was round, but a strange kind of soft roundness. She wore clothes, but the thing was so soft, that all he wanted to do was squeeze. He knew he shouldn’t though and kept himself under control. He had no idea what sex was, and he knew it would be personal. It was also very hard for her to do.

But oh yes, just as much as they did and it was more than just laying outside looking at a rainbow. Way, way more! His body was shouting for something. He wanted to grab her and do things like cover his mouth with hers. Kissing. He never cared about kissing things before, but he wanted to kiss Darlene. He wanted more too, his body was screaming for something.

And then that blasted, stupid, idiot yells out for her! She left. He felt so strange and needy for something. He was practically hurting for something, but he didn’t understand. Deciding that her rules had to be broken so that he wasn’t just left abandoned there to deal with the tense feelings, he got up from the bed. He didn’t bother buttoning or fixing his jacket, for sex, surely he would lose it again soon. Once that Conner went away.

When Eugene came out, another new feeling overwhelmed him. He watched Darlene hugging and kissing Connor. Hugging and kissing. Keeping the growl out of voice, he walked forward. Now he was starting to understand the personal aspect of sex, and like it or not, he did not want her doing sex with Connor. “Darlene.” He tried to keep the anger out of his voice. He had no right to that anger, Darlene already said that sex was personal.

Connor made a funny ‘tch’ sound his way and looked back at Darlene. “Look, I get it. I see him. You want to try him out.”

“It wasn’t really like that,” Darlene muttered.

“Look. There’s this girl in town and she’s got this friend that’s . . .into things,” Connor said. “What if we break up for just a week then get back together?”

What? What things? Eugene tilted his head. He felt an extra bit of happiness when he saw Darlene push away from him.

“No way. It’s not that simple, and I can’t believe you just said that.”

“You could join too, if you want. They are experienced, I’m sure they’d be up for it.” Connor waved his hand. “Although, I don’t quite know their ages, but they look old enough.”
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Darlene pushed her face into her hands. “I really know how to pick them.” She lifted her face up. “Just go, Connor. Go do whatever, but don’t come back.”

Stupid asshole! Honestly, breaking up for a week so he could screw a girl and her friend? What a piece of shit. It’s not like Eugene was something she wanted, but damn, at least she had the nerve to break up.

“But, I mean . . .” Connor was fishing for something. “Are we just going to be friends then?”

Yep. If even that. Before she could say anymore, she felt Eugene grab her right out of Connor’s arms.

“Conner!” Darlene yelled as Eugene dragged her away. A new dimension whirlpool had just opened beneath him, and she narrowly escaped. “Conner, Conner!”

“No, Darlene, it's too risky,” Eugene said as he held her close. “There is no telling where you will end up.” He looked around. “Fluctuations from my arrival are still continuing. I am sorry.”

Darlene moved over toward the house, out of Eugene's grasp. “Everyone's gone. Everyone!” Before she could think any more about the situation a gigantic dimension hole opened beneath her.

She screamed as she fell.

Vanessa approached watching the whole scene. “Into another dimension.”

“You little bitch.”

Vanessa looked over and saw Sya marching toward her. “You.” It was the Apocalypse Girl, but by that expression, she put two and two together. She was working with Armageddon.

“That’s my line. Stop messing around with my work!” She growled as she gestured to the hole. “You’re a fine piece of work, messing around and lying to her boyfriend instead! How did you get here? You were supposed to be enslaved to a god.”

“I see.” Her chance with the Fire God had been because of them. “Did I mess up one of your plans?” Vanessa smirked, she couldn’t help it. They had meant to entrap her, and all it did was help her. When plans go awry. “Did something happen while I distracted Connor?”

“You aren’t going to win this one. You can’t travel wherever you want, but I can.”

“But you are not invincible. You cannot change whatever I just did.” That made Sya fume again, almost stomping her feet. “The destined lovers had an important moment.”

“That they will not remember.”

Vanessa watched as Sya chanted over the hole they fell through. Now, she had no choice. She knew that chant. Sya had made the last ones who fell through the dimensional hole lose the last fifteen minutes of their memory. They would only have bits their brain would pierce together, only enough to explain where they ended up.

“So, it’s up to you.” Sya gestured toward Vanessa. “You can either go down a hole and hope to meet them, or you can stay up here and move on. Wait for your precious Apocalypse Traveler.”

Traveler could not help, this mission was hers alone. Vanessa caused an important moment to happen, but they would never remember unless she got close enough to reverse the curse.

“You will be there to counteract everything with your spell.”

“You’re right, it’s stupid. Give up then,” Sya chuckled. “Give up and run back to your little Dominic. Save a different world. What is one couple in the end?”

Sya would counteract everything. She would stay on top of it, but all Vanessa needed was Sya to leave their side for just a little while. Back to Armageddon. Losing directions. Just a little while. It was a risk she had to take. There was no choice but to wait for an open shot.

Vanessa looked toward their hole. This next world, she could already sense it would not be easy.

He landed safely on the ground, his palms spread, ready for the fall. Looking up, he saw the odd sky that had taken over Oz before. He also saw the wild fires running throughout it, and seeing the specks of yellow on the road, he knew he'd made it back home.

He examined his hands. “Still not a scarecrow.” The magic of Oz, it could not even recreate him as he had been. What malevolence was taking over his world? He watched as his hands sparkled with a gold glitter twirling around lightly. “Just enough.” A scarecrow, he could be himself again. He saw the magic in his hands.

He also saw the bike up ahead that fell with him. Badly damaged, it was an inanimate object that couldn't protect itself. “Oh no.” He trudged himself over to it, placing his hands in the foreign pants he was growing accustomed too.

“Help!”

A cry for help? It was not Darlene's voice. Her voice had been edgy, this one had been soft. Almost like a Munchkin woman's voice. Scarecrow ran after the voice and saw two women he'd never seen in Oz before. From their clothes, they seemed to be from Darlene's world. “Are you Darlene's friends?”

The two of them had been dressed as witches as well.

“We don't know where we are,” one of her friends admitted. “Will you help us get back?”

“I will help if I can.” Scarecrow motioned behind him. “I must retrieve Darlene.” He looked at the frightened people standing there. Darlene, and two others. Three people would be depending on him.

He had ruled an entire kingdom, but he couldn't win in the end. He was not all-knowing, even with a brain. He did understand Oz though, something these strangers wouldn't be able to do.

He looked back toward Conner's bike. As a scarecrow, he would be too weak to handle it. He needed to find Darlene somewhere out there, and walking could take too long. Oz was dangerous. Their current location was not foreboding, he trusted her friends would be fine. Not knowing where Darlene had been was the most solid reason for his decision.

Looking at his hands, he stared at the bike. Oz had so little magic left that it had given him after returning. He only had two choices. He could absorb it and become his old self again, or, like the Munchkins had, he could give new life to something else.

Scarecrow laid his hands down on the bike. He heard Darlene's friends from behind scream at him as the bike set itself on fire. After the fire began to die down, he took his hands off of it.

The bike made an odd 'vroom' noise as it spun its back wheel. The fire that had consumed it remained on the tires. Yes, it was the right decision. “We shall come up with a name for you soon. Right now, we must go and retrieve Darlene. Are you ready?”

The bike made another noise like it had agreed as Scarecrow jumped on. “Perhaps I should keep the name Eugene,” he said a little sadly as he grabbed the handles. “I will never be a scarecrow again.” He did not let his melancholy last long as he placed his feet on the pedals.
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Darlene opened her eyes and felt the sting of close fire. She coughed, seeing a burning bush not far away. Panicked, she scooted backward, only to see more fire. She stood up haphazardly. She was in another dimension with clear skies that were roaring with thunder.

As she looked down at the road she was on, she could see it was made of bricks, with traces of yellow. “Oh shit, I'm in Oz!”

“Darlene!”

Oh thank goodness she wasn't alone. She heard Eugene's voice. It still sounded the same, but now he would probably be a scarecrow. She heard a familiar sound with his voice, but it had to be something in Oz making it because there was no way that Eugene . . .could be riding a motorcycle? “Eugene?”

Roaring towards her on Conner's old bike, he stopped right by the road next to her. “Out in the open in Oz is no place for you.” He revved up the motorcycle. “Hop on.”

“But?” Darlene gestured toward the bike. The now very odd bike. “How did you learn to ride it?”

“I am excellent at mimicry.”

“It's a motorcycle.”

“I am still excellent, I watched Connor twice as he came.”

“You're still a man.”

“Yes, I've noticed.”

“The wheels are on fire.”

“Yes, I did that.” Eugene revved up the bike again. “I felt some magic inside, but I gave it to the bike in the same way the Munchkins made me. I have also located two of your witch costumed friends.”

“Okay.” Darlene felt like the odd one out this time as she gestured toward the tires. “Rubber burns.”

“Fire cuts through more in Oz. Don't think about the principles of your dimension, they no longer apply. Now hop on, Darlene. We need to ride the yellow brick road.” Eugene gestured toward the sky. “The malevolence that was here last time lingers, but the creatures that feasted have decreased. We must return to safety until we figure out the next step needed.”

Darlene tried to ignore the fire as she got onto the passenger seat. Fire right beneath her didn't make her feel safe.

“Don't worry.” Eugene smiled at her and patted the motorcycle. “She would not hurt you.”

Eugene did not rev up the engine, Darlene heard it herself.

“You see? Come, let's go!”

Walking side by side next to her girlfriends, Darlene tried to pretend her world didn't just fall apart. There was no conversation as Eugene and Motorcycle the motorcycle both walked next to them. Well, cruise for Motorcycle. Each of them were walking the yellow brick road with nothing to say. Her friends had asked about what happened, and Eugene filled them in. Darlene half wanted to fill in the witch and scarecrow prophecy since it could have been either one of them now too. There were now three 'witches' around Eugene. However, the only thing Darlene wanted to do was get home. Eugene wasn't half bad to look at either, so as long as the others didn't know who he had been right away....well, maybe the matter could sort itself out. Tish liked blonde guys, but Jess was like her. The less nerdy, the better. Eugene, if he hadn't been some weird scarecrow, would have fit the part. The guy even learned how to ride a motorcyle by simply watching Conner. Albeit, Motorcycle being alive now probably helped out, it should still count to Jess.

None of her friends cared to look at him though. Everyone was too concerned about getting back home. “So, Eugene? How do we find out which dimension hole to go down?” He probably didn't know, but the lack of conversation was killing her.

“I don't know,” he said. “On Earth, it seemed that only Oz had opened up, but on Oz, so much more is open. If it weren't for all the magic here, I daresay Oz could have been lost.” He glanced around him a second. “It's beauty is on hold until this is over. I'm sure many residents are still around, only cowering in fear like intelligent beings.” He tried to smile back, but Darlene didn't see it as comforting. Did he really believe that? “Either way, we are going to Tin Woodsman's house. Knowing him, I'm sure he survived as I have so far.”

The Tin Man was still surviving in his old home? “He left his own kingdom?” Darlene had to ask.

“No, but we all promised that if something ever happened that was bad, we would meet up at his home on the yellow brick road. It was easy to locate and would be a great base. That's why he decided to build there for his future wife.”

“His future wife?” Jess finally spoke up. “No shit, you're kidding. The tin guy from the fairytale, Eugene?”

“Yes. It's what sent him to becoming the Tin Woodsman. It didn't end very well.” Eugene sighed. “He now has a heart, but I don't think he ever went back after her. Sad. I suppose a different heart meant a different love.”

“How do you know so much?” Tish said next.

“I am his friend,” Eugene answered. “My original name is―”

“So how much further?” Darlene interrupted as she rubbed her shoulders. “The yellow brick road is getting cold. I can barely feel my feet.”

“Not much farther,” Eugene answered as he pointed ahead. “Another good five minutes. It's probably not a good idea to walk along at night anyhow.” He held his hands out around his mouth and shouted. “Tin Woodsman! It is I, Scarecrow!”

With that shout, Darlene saw the look of surprise on Tish and Jess' face. Eugene just screwed everything up. He had a better chance with them, but now how would they react? She watched as someone started to run toward them. His hair was brunette, and he was a strapping man. She didn't even bother looking at Tish or Jess to see their reactions. He was pumped, like a super hero from a television show. He had no clothes on except some tight pants that didn't fit well. On his back was an axe. As he approached them, he set the axe down, and the world shook.

“Scarecrow!” The big man hugged Eugene with familiarism. “Look, you've changed too.”

“I see you as well, Tin Woodsman.” At the end of the hug, he patted Tin Woodsman's chest. “Is this your original form before you slowly became tin?”

“Yes. I am surprised it could ever happen. Oz's magic is simply running out.” Tin Woodsman nodded to the women. “Why, hello there.” He winked at all three of them. “Doing well for yourself, Eugene.”

“How so?”

“Oh, you haven't changed.” Tin Woodsman knocked him on his arm. “Same old idiot, just no straw. Have you heard from Cowardly Lion?”

“Not yet, and I haven't seen him in my travels.” Eugene gestured to the women. “These are all women from the world Kansas. Tish and Jess I have just met here in Oz. Darlene, however, is related to Dorothy. It seems time in Kansas has moved differently, and Dorothy grew old and died many years ago.”

“Oh no.” Tin Woodsman looked at the ground. “Little Dorothy?”

“Yes, I'm afraid so. She married, and had family. Darlene is her great, great niece.” Eugene looked toward her. “We've all fallen in.” He looked back at Tin Woodsman. “I am happy to be home, but we must get these girls back to Kansas.”

“One of the dimension holes should lead back. I bet the Good Witch of the North will know.” Tin Woodsman looked toward Eugene. “Do you think she will be home, Scarecrow? Or would she be near Munchkinland, trying to protect what is left?”

“Everyone with any ability to help should have moved. Let's go to what's left of Munchkinland.” Eugene gestured toward the ladies. “Come on.”

“Eugene, is there really a good witch?” Jess asked, still incredibly surprised. “And you, are you really some old scarecrow?”

“Old? Well, I don't think I'm that old.”

“Eugene?” Tin Woodsman looked toward Eugene. “You have renamed yourself such an odd name.”

“It was one of the last requests of Dorothy's grandniece.” Eugene bowed his head. “I am not a scarecrow anymore, and you are not a tin woodsman anymore. Things are changing.”

“In peculiar ways. Still, I prefer Tin Woodsman. Until I see fit to change, that is who I am. I refuse to take my original name back.” He shook his head. “Those days are long gone. She is long gone.”

“Has your heart been good to you?” Eugene asked him. “Have you found love again?”

“Not yet.”

“Did you find her again?”

“I found out she was married anyway. I would have been happier not knowing.”

“I am sorry. I now have a heart and a brain. The best of both worlds, I suppose. Plus, bones and skin. Eyes. Everything.” Eugene patted his chest. “See? It is strong. No more falling down so we should have even less trouble. Oh, and Motorcycle.” Motorcycle beeped as he patted it's seat. “I created her. I only had a small amount of magic so I used it on her.”

“Really? Congratulations on living.” Tin Woodsman patted it's left handle. The motorcycle beeped again. “At least a small amount of magic is left in Oz.” He looked toward the others. “I've not many beds, but I've got blankets and food for all.”

“I will stand against a wall,” Eugene insisted. “I am used to it.”

“As a scarecrow. As men, we need rest too now. We can double shift.”

“Fine, I will take the first shift.” Eugene gestured to Darlene and the others. They all went inside the small house. There was one double bed which Tish and Jess took no time in grabbing.

Darlene had the floor with a blanket, but she didn't complain. In her mind, she was wondering about how to get back home. She had hoped too that they would run into Conner. Wherever he was, he didn't fall near them. There was a good chance he may not even be in Oz. Eugene was true to his word and stood. He stood right beside her.

“Get some rest. Tomorrow, the Good Witch of the North will help us. I promise that somehow I will get you back to Kansas.” His words felt genuine to her this time. She lied down with no pillow on the hard floor. One more day in Oz.
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Darlene stared at the Good Witch of the North. They had all found her. She was huddled up with a few surviving Munchkins. Once Eugene told her that they had not seen any zombies along the way, she seemed to cheer up.

“The zombies have left? How could they have left?” She wandered out into the village with them, checking everywhere. “Zombies don't just up and leave. Dear, oh dear. I am grateful, but where have they gone?” She turned back around and smiled at Darlene. “Oh, I am sorry. New visitors to the land I am sure. Where are you from?”

“Kansas,” Darlene answered. “Can you tell us which dimension hole will take us back home?” It was a simple request. If she were a good witch, then she should be able to help with that much.

“Oh.” She seemed distant as she looked toward Eugene. “You are not of Kansas, and neither is your friend.”

“No, I am originally named Scarecrow. My friend is the Tin Woodsman. We were not like this before the tragedy.” Eugene gestured toward his head. “I am the ruler of Oz, but I was forced to leave my post.”

“I was the ruler of the Winkies, taking over the Wicked Witch of the West's area,” Tin Woodsman said. “I had to leave my place as well.”

“Yes, I see.” The Good Witch of the North stared at Eugene and Darlene. “I sense a strong connection. You are the reason the zombies have disappeared. Oz. I can feel it, this is a second chance.”

Darlene didn't like the way the Good Witch of the North had been looking at her. “I'm not the only one. You're a Witch too, you know.”

“What are you talking about?” Tish asked her. “The only one what?”

“Nothing. Let's just go home.” Darlene tapped her foot. “Well? Can you help or not?”

“I can.” The Good Witch of the North moved toward one of the random dimension holes. “Nothing has been coming up since at least yesterday. When did all the new visitors arrive?”

“Yesterday,” Eugene spoke. “There may be another one named Conner, but I have not seen him. He could have fell into a different dimension.”

“They are all around.” The Good Witch of the North gestured to one of the holes. “This would take you to a small dimension to somewhere cold. There are elves inside. Does that sound like your world?”

“Not even close,” Tish scoffed. “We live on Earth.”

“That doesn't make it easy. So many dimensions can be similar. Some are almost exact with only a small change or two in their world.” The Good Witch of the North moved toward different holes. “Your world should have some kind of pull to you. I have studied these holes, and only five of them are connected here.” She stayed beside another hole. “No magic at all in this one. That's strange, every world has some kind of magic.”

“Not ours.” Tish came close to it. “That's probably home. Grass. Seas. Baseball. College. The boring fields of Kansas.”

“Kansas. This place is huge, but I see the aura around you changing.” The Good Witch of the North looked at Tish's hand. “This is your land but I am afraid of it.”

“Afraid?” Jess came over too. “Of what? Come on, Darlene, we can get out of this crazy place.”

“I don't think you should jump in. I feel a negative force being emitted.” The Good Witch of the North shook her head. “No, you shouldn't go.”

“Screw that.” As always, Tish jumped right into the situation. Darlene expected no less.

Minutes later, Jess decided to jump in. “We'll never know if we don't try, Darlene.”

Good point. Darlene looked toward Eugene. The prophecy still hung in the air, but home was not far away. Jess had waited at the edge like a wading pool, her body half in and half out.

“It is time for you to return,” Eugene encouraged her.

“I still feel that it is not a good idea,” The Good Witch of the North put forth again. “However, you all have free will.”

Darlene moved toward the dimension hole. A part of her still felt wrong leaving even though she badly wanted too. There were three different witches it could have been. Well, okay, two from her dimension. Still, it . . .she stopped walking forward as she heard a vicious scream from Jess.

Jess reached her hand out to Darlene. She was being taken under by something. She screamed again louder than Darlene had ever heard. Tin Woodsman and Eugene both came to her side, trying to pull her up. One of her arms had been pulled down.

“Good Witch of the North!” Darlene shouted. “Help her!”

“It's too late.” The Good Witch of the North stepped back. “Let go.”

Darlene refused to. Her friend was screaming in pain and desperation. “Jess!”

Jess's hand came back up to catch Darlene's, but it was a bloody mess. Bone could even be seen sticking out of her arm.

Eugene let go of Jess, and grabbed Darlene instead.

“Jess, no!” Darlene screamed as she tried to move back to the dimension hole, but Eugene refused to let go. “Jess!”

“She is gone.” Eugene held her against him. “We should have listened to the Good Witch of the North.”

“That is your dimension.” The Good Witch of the North approached again. “What is left of it. The creatures of the apocalypse have left our world for yours because you are not there.” She gestured between her and Eugene. “There is something between you two. Had you stayed over there, Oz would have been gone.”

“What is over there? What got Jess?!” Darlene continued to shout. “What about Tish?”

“It's gone. That is all you want to know. Your friend is . . .either dead, or has been given a fate worse than death.” The Good Witch of the North closed her eyes. “I am dearly sorry.”

“Dearly sorry? Dearly sorry?!” Darlene pulled herself away from Eugene. “That's not possible, the prophecy would save both worlds. Both!”

“Prophecy? So you know of something after all?” The Good Witch of the North announced. “What is it?”

“None of your business. Just that my world can't be gone. It can't be, that's all.” Darlene folded her arms. “Both worlds should be saved.”

“One can be. Oz.” The Good Witch looked at her strangely. “Won't you please share the prophecy?”

“No.” Now it didn't even matter. Earth was gone. Even if she did something, it wouldn't do anything but save Oz. Stupid Oz! She could jump into some other dimension hole when the end to this stupid world came. “I'm not saving Oz.”

“You were brought here to save it.”

“I'm not saving this freaking stupid dimension because it killed mine!” It was true and they knew it. If she had remained on Earth, Oz would be totalled and Earth would be fine.

“We had magic while yours did not. We could have survived longer. No matter what, you would have been brought to Oz.” The Good Witch of the North sighed. “I am sorry for your losses. Deeply, I am, but you cannot let this world perish in revenge. Oz did not kill your world.”

“Right, Oz didn't.” Darlene glared beside her at Eugene. “He did.”

Eugene tried to reach out his hand to her, but she refused it. “I did not mean to intrude in your world. I only caused a ripple, but I am not responsible for the ending of it all.”

“You promised to get me back to Kansas! You sure as hell can't do that shit for brains, so why should I ever believe you again!” Darlene fought through Tin Woodsman and Eugene, running back down the yellow brick road. To where, she had no idea, but she wanted to be as far as possible from them.

Her dimension was gone.

Everyone left there had been dead.

All because she had been taken away to Oz.

So she ran. She ran and ran down the yellow brick road wishing that somehow it had all been a fairytale. All she wanted was to get back to Kansas. Now she could never even leave Oz.
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Darlene kept her distance from Eugene. She didn't even wish for them to talk to her.  He and Motorcycle followed her down the yellow brick road, behind her but visibly close.

Eugene didn't know how to help. Oz which had been on the brink was changing. The zombies around Munchkinland were nowhere to be seen and the sky seemed to be growing brighter. As if the loss of Darlene's world was making it easier for Oz to survive.

Before he took off after her, he fulfilled the Witch of the Good North's request and told her the prophecy. She didn't know how to respond to her until he said it in the matter it had been written down in. There was one nice thing to what she had to say.

It was out of Darlene's control anyway. The news though made Tin Woodsman a little awkward with him, and said it would be best if Darlene and Motorcycle went to him with his kingdom. Without him.

He missed traveling with Tin Woodsman. He would be traveling back to his own kingdom soon but he seemed sure that their success would be better if they traveled alone together instead.

“Darlene?” He edged up closer with Motorcycle. “Darlene? I told the Good Witch of the North about the prophecy.” She wasn't going to talk, it was best to let her know. “She said from the original words, you had it mixed up. It's not sex.”

Darlene finally stopped walking. “It's not?”

“No, well, yes.” Eugene realized his words weren't quite right. “It's about love more than sex. We have to fall in love and then . . .well, have a little one.” Strange words he never thought he'd say. “She said falling in love is not a choice, it happens or it doesn't, so neither of us are responsible for what is happening.”

Darlene covered her face a moment. “So my world isn't gone just because I didn't give in or nothing?”

“No. It should just happen, I think.” Eugene shrugged. “I don't know anything about love. Kisses and hugs, I've seen those. Tottering around with little ones, I've seen that. Not much reason to know anything more than that as a scarecrow.” She didn't answer back. “Tin Woodsman said we should travel back to Oz with Motorcycle, but not with him. We might run across him one day again.” Still no response. “I picked up some food for you the Good Witch of the North gave you.”

“Well bless her heart, she knew about food, but couldn't see freaking cannibals on the other side!”

“She was trying to help. She also has some different clothes for you to try on if you like.”

“I am not a short blue munchin, and I am not wearing any dresses from her,” Darlene said.

“They aren't. They are um . . .witch garments.” Eugene gulped watching her eyes. “We are traveling in a dangerous countryside, and you are about the same size as the Wicked Witch of the East had been. If you pretend to be a witch, less will trouble us.”

“Oh, yeah for me. Now I get to dress like a real witch. Might as well, I am not a bitch anyone should mess with right now.” Darlene glared at him.

Language, my goodness her language. Eugene couldn't say anything though, she was adjusting to the fact that her land was gone and she would have to live in Oz. “If you get on Motorcycle, we can ride to Tin Woodsman's old home. You will be able to get dressed. That outfit must be a little colder than these garments would be.”

“Fine.” She went over to Motorcycle and got on the back. “Let's go already, pedal to the metal.”

“What is pedal to the metal?” Eugene asked.

“Just go!” She placed her hands on his side to hold her balance as they made their way to Tin Woodsman's home. “This is a motorcycle, shouldn't it go faster?”

There was a strange backshot from the back of the bike.

“She will move no matter what. I believe that whatever made her go in your world might make her go faster?” he reckoned. “Her name is Motorcycle though, not A Motorcycle.”

Darlene once again didn't respond. “I can't ever go back home.”

“I'm afraid not. Not without risking turning or being eaten by a dreadful zombie.”

“I am stuck here in Oz for the rest of my life. Zombies are only slightly worse.”
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“Oh no.” Eugene stopped Motorcycle. She hummed softly as Darlene looked ahead.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Munchkins.”

“So?”

“Zombie munchkins.” He softly got off of Motorcycle. “Sorry, Motorcycle, but trust me. Lie down like a regular bike and they won't even see you.” Eugene grabbed Darlene's hand. She looked ahead and saw what he meant. Not far up the road were munchkins.

They were supposed to be gone. “Didn't they get the memo?” Darlene tried to make a light joke, but it didn't help the situation at all. “Shouldn't we get back on Motorcycle and ride out of here?”

“They are going down the same path. To run the other way would just delay us.”
“Then we'll run off the road.” It didn't take a genius, they just needed to get off that road.
“My, Dorothy didn't tell you much of anything about Oz, did she?” He humphed. “Off the beaten path almost always leads to death.”

“Well, genius, are you going to fight those zombies?” Darlene looked them over. They were small in stature with blue clothes. They were stained with mud and red dirt. Or were those blood stains? Not something Darlene wanted to figure out. The skin on each of them was pale and flaking off. Their eyes were a greyish blue, but their stride was normal. There was no shambling or holding their hands out. There wasn't even groaning. “If we had something, we could smack them.”

“They are not something that we are getting near. No one even knows who turns into one, I refuse to get close.” He moved along the side of the road. “If there were some dead bodies, we could pretend to be under them. That worked once.”

Ew. “We need to leave this road,” Darlene said again. “Fight, flee or leave the road.”

“Oz is not the place to be adventurous off path,” Eugene warned her again. He looked toward the zombies, and then he looked away from the road. “It is not easy to find the road again.”

“Then we'll just move away far enough to be out of sight. We can come right back this way,” Darlene suggested. “We have to do something, they are getting closer.”

“I have little in life I regret. I have a feeling this will be one of them though.” He moved Motorcycle again and they all began to move away from the road onto the grass. They moved deeper into the green pastures, with no idea what was around the next corner.
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Darlene moved through the grass swiftly with Eugene and motorcycle. He wanted to move a short distance away until the zombie Munchkins left, but at the same time, he didn't stay in one spot too long. Most of the time he was muttering, “bad idea, oh such a bad idea.”

He was getting annoying. Darlene crossed her arms as she continued on her way. She stopped though when she saw something familiar. Someone familiar. Her grumpiness almost melted away instantly when she saw those big round eyes. “Connor?”

Connor smiled, hiding beneath the underside of a cliff. He reached out his hand to her.

“Connor, are you okay?” She walked faster toward his area. “I thought you were gone.”

“No, Darlene, I am right here.” His voice sounded strange. “Come on over.”

“What are you doing below a cliff?”

“Come on over.”

Darlene shrugged, but remembered that Eugene didn't like the area. Hiding under a cliff face might be what he was doing to stay away from danger. “You should come with me and Eugene, Connor. We found our world again but it's not good. Tish and Jess, they're . . .” She stopped as she thought of her friends again.

“Oh.” Connor held out his hands toward her. “Give me a hug, Darlene.”

“Darlene!”

Eugene interrupted her thoughts as he pulled her back.

“I am so sorry.” Eugene kept pulling her back. “Away, quickly.”

Darlene protested a moment until she felt something sliding around her feet. “Vines?” Quickly wrapping around her like she was cattle at a rodeo it tugged her off her feet to the ground, dragging her to the cliff face.

“Darlene!” Eugene held onto her but he was getting dragged too.

“Come, Darlene. Come. Give me a hug.” Connor kept his arms out as Darlene heard a growl behind him. “Join me.”

Darlene stopped moving as Eugene grabbed a tree.

“Begone! Darlene is not yours!” Eugene yelled at the cliff face. “You will take no more innocents.”

Darlene watched from the ground, a rather bad view, but saw the cliff face come down over Conner. When it came back up it was a ravenous mouth dripping with saliva and a long green tongue with razor sharp teeth.

Okay, Eugene was right. Yellow brick road, they needed to go back as soon as possible. She watched as it's long green tongue shot out around her middle, wrapping her mid section and dragging her again.

“This is Dorothy's relation. I will not let anything happen to her.” Eugene made his own strange growl to the beast.

Before running inside it's mouth.

“Eugene!” Darlene felt the tongue loosen around her as well as the vines. She got up and watched with her jaw dropped.

Eaten. It ate Eugene. Motorcycle beeped but couldn't do anything.

Oh, Eugene. That funny former scarecrow guy. Oh. “No.” He was gone, and she was soon to be gone too. The beast however didn't come out and wrap his green tongue around her again yet. What was it waiting for? She wanted to get it over with!

The sound of flesh tearing was heard inside of the cliff face and the mouth screamed as blood ran out. Eugene ran out, covered in green slime but otherwise fine. He wasn't even wasting time to tell me to run. We both ran as fast as we could with Motorcycle right behind us. Eventually, we all stopped and looked back. The cliff was seen a distance away. It's cries could still be heard as blood seeped to the ground.

“What did you do?” Darlene had to ask. She looked at Eugene. He was no one super powerful, and she thought he used whatever magic he had on Motorcycle.

Eugene held up his bloody hand. He had something in it. Shaking it vigorously, Darlene understood. She saw the carved C on it. It was Connor's treasured switch army knife. “I am sorry.”

Yeah, made sense. “He called out to me.”

“A mouth cliff absorbs some of the memories of it's victims for a short time. It uses illusions of it's victims to lure others in.” Eugene pocketed the bloody blade.  “We should get back to the yellow brick road.”

“How did you survive though? You were in it's mouth.”

“I ignored the teeth. They are used to create injury. It's on the inside of a cliff mouth where death occurs with several of it's inside jagged bones. I snapped some of the smaller bones with the switchblade causing him great pain.”

“So, Connor. He is definitely . . .yeah.” He had his knife. “I didn't think you even saw it.”

“I didn't know for sure.” Eugene met her eyes. “You were in danger, I had to risk it. Weapons are sometimes found inside mouth cliffs from previous others.” He tried to be sensitive. “I am sorry.”

“Connor. Trish. Jess. Every single one of them is gone.” Darlene covered her forehead. She had to regain control again, but she had already been grieving over Trish and Jess. “Th-thank you.”

“Are you okay?” Eugene touched her arm gently but she backed away. “It's all right. Do you need a hug?”

“I lost three of my friends today.” Darlene just looked back at him. “I could have lost myself too, if it wasn’t for you.” She gulped. “Thanks, Eugene.”

“You’re welcome.” He rubbed her arm slowly before giving her a hug. She didn’t just want a little hug though, she wanted a big one. She only stopped squeezing when she heard him wheeze.

“Sorry.” She shook her head. “I just needed a . . .you know, I don’t even like hugs but-“

She didn’t need to say anymore. Eugene grabbed her again and held her closer.

“You have lost good friends, even you deserve comfort.”

Comfort. Oh, former Scarecrow or not, Darlene was glad to have been with Eugene. “You saved my life. I really owe you.”

“You owe me nothing,” he said as he touched her hair. “I am a friend that wanted to help.”

“Fuck that, you risked your ass for me.” Darlene put her finger to his mouth before he could speak again. “Quiet and close your eyes.”

She kissed him gently at first. Not knowing what to do, he tried to keep his arms back. He wasn’t supposed to touch her.

Wait. How would he know whether he was allowed to touch her? He broke the kiss which was becoming more intense as something plagued his mind. “Does this feel like we’ve done this before?”

Darlene didn’t seem to care either way. “It’s called a kiss, Eugene. And there’s no way I have ever kissed you. You’re just getting one because you saved my life.”

“You are kissing me because I saved your life?”

“Hey, I blew the guy who took me to prom.” She shrugged her shoulders. “You’re just still kind of squicky ‘cause you used to be a scarecrow. Although, I mean . . .” She winked. “You feel a little less squicky right now.” She grabbed onto his jacket. “So, this love thing. Does it have to be love or can’t it really just be sex? Does it have to be that, or like maybe half?”

“I think love with sex.”

“Damn.” Darlene looked toward him. “You’re right, I do get this weird sense of déjà vu. Huh.” She shifted her lips back and forth. “One moment I can barely stand to hang out with you, and the next I’m thinking of things I probably shouldn’t be thinking.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Like fucking you, which would never happen. I mean, I don’t think.” She looked at him funny again. He was blushing. “I didn’t think you even knew that word.”

“I-I don’t. Well, I do, a little. Somewhere. Hm.” He looked down at himself. “That feels familiar too. My body feels warm, overheated.”

“Wow. I was about to say I know how to take care of that.” Darlene rubbed her head. “This is weird, I feel like I’ve already been close to you, but there’s no way!”

Vanessa grabbed the back of her head as she felt something hit it, knocking her to the ground.

“Nope, there’s no way.” Sya walked up to the man and woman and hit them with some kind of dust. “Nothing happened, you remembered nothing. She walked up, barely said thank you, rude and confusing, and you all walked off. Not even a hug.”

“You.” Vanessa stood back up and looked over at the couple than at Sya. Both of them had been out. “You cannot stop them, they do remember at times. No one can prevent the memory of love.”

“Well good thing it’s only lust,” Sya reminded her. “That girl is only attracted to his body. There is no way they are going to start to fall in love at this rate. Face it, Armageddon and I have this one licked. Go home. How many fades can you manage? You can’t do many, and you have no idea when you should fade near them, or how close. It’s like a gun roulette. Eugene and Darlene are never getting past the friend stage.”

“Perhaps there is lust,” Vanessa answered, “but I had seen the two of them together before they left. The former scarecrow does care for her, even though he doesn’t understand it. They will win once she realizes her own feelings too.”

“That little ‘destined lover’ was a little whore before she met him. There is no way she is going to figure out love. She’ll lust and screw him before she figures out she loves him.”

Vanessa raised her finger. “Sya. What is it you just said?” Yes, Sya just figured out her mistake. “She already loves him, but she thinks it’s only lust. I can’t sense the lovers anymore so thank you for that information.”

“It doesn’t matter!” Sya was pissed that Vanessa now knew the truth. “It doesn’t matter because each and every time they get close, I’ll be there.”

“And so will I. I do not have much fading left I can use, but every time I sense you, I will come.” Vanessa gestured toward her. “As long as you come near them, I will come too.”

“Then if I just give up and go away? Leave this world?” Sya threatened her.

“Then I won’t be able to tell when to fade. But.” Vanessa glared at her. “How much can you risk that you have stopped everything successfully?” Sya didn’t answer, and Vanessa knew she couldn’t. Fading was the only power she had left, just to sense where she was needed. Although she wrote it down for Dominic, he had a basic fading, and he had basic senses when he didn’t have his power. It was the reason Vanessa survived through Oz as well. It was survival, left for her even though they could no longer be the warners. To take that away, it would mean a certain death if left in a dangerous world.

Oz qualified.

The power that she was left with was trite compared to what she used to have, but it was enough to get the job done. A foreign woman introduced into a new land beamed a radar that was easy to follow. This time though, she would not follow Darlene. Sya was on their trail.

Getting to them before Sya because she was trailing Sya would be impossible, but Vanessa still had one hope. A slim chance, but hope nonetheless. If she no longer felt Sya’s presence on Oz, that meant she left back to Armageddon for something. Vanessa trudged away, hearing the destined lovers wake up with their memories shattered and remixed again.
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Need a hug? “I lost three of my friends today!” She yelled at him. “So, no thank you! Thank you for saving me, but no thank you!” She didn't care if that made any sense as she sat on the ground holding her legs against her chest.
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Eugene rubbed his arms. Darlene was so much more difficult to get along with than Dorothy. Although Dorothy and her had the same kind of determination, Darlene could thank him and yell at him at the same time. That was a unique skill.

He bent down beside her. “We should go back to the yellow brick road. The mouth cliff is not the worst thing out here.”

“Why does it have to be like this out here? I thought Oz was a happy place,” Darlene sniffed. “My friends are all dead. I can pin Connor's directly to this world, and not by zombies either.”

“The yellow brick road was built before my time. Way, way before my time.” He gestured in the direction it would be. “It is not the most direct way to get around Oz. It is the safest way. Oz is a dangerous place to live. The brick road still has some danger on it, but it is safer than out here. The safest place of all though are the kingdoms. This is why it is difficult to meet anyone outside of the safety of their kingdom. Most live their entire lives never stepping out of the safety of their kingdom's borders.”

“I could have lived my life happily on Earth never setting foot on Oz.” Darlene stood up again. “Whatever, let's go. I don't want to know what else is out there.”

“A good decision,” Eugene said as he held out his hand toward the direction of the yellow brick road. “The longer we stay in here, the worse our chances of getting out.”

“It can't be that hard, the yellow brick road is . . .” Darlene gestured to it, but didn't see it. She turned back around. “Not far. Which direction?”

“Do not move.”

There was no please, it was a firm demand. Darlene didn't like commands, but after what just happened, she had to trust Eugene.

“We are on a twirl-a-whirl ground, Darlene.”

A what? Darlene glanced back at him. “What's a twirl-a-whirl?”

“The ground is moving beneath us.”

“But I don't feel anything.”

“You were too disoriented,” Eugene warned her. “It didn't know we were here until I hurt the mouth cliff. Oh dear.”

Oy. Oh dear for Eugene was like Oh shit or oh crap. She learned that fast. “So, now what?”

“If we move forward in the correct direction, it may move. We will have to know which direction to take to get out. I suggest running left and then right again. It may get us a few steps in the right direction,” Eugene said.

A few steps? “If it moves, just watch where the . . .uh?” Darlene looked all the way around her. “Where did the yellow brick road go?”

“This is why we should have stayed as close as can be. Maybe fighting them off would have been better.”  Eugene held his hands together and closed his eyes. “Twirl-a-whirls do not travel alone. We are in the middle of one large wheel, slowly turning against the ground, while another wheel is turning on the other side.”

Darlene went quiet. Two wheels. They couldn't just jump off this thing? “Why? What do twirl-a-whirls want?”

“They work in mutual connections with other creatures. Getting us lost, they drive us closer to what wants us. It makes us easier to become prey. Afterwards, the beast is drawn to the center where it is spun around wildly and throws up.”

“Uh?” She missed something. “Huh?”

“Beasts eat in big gulps, not everything is always digested. The leftovers that come up are partly digested and seep into the ground.”

“Oh, that's disgusting!” Darlene held her hand over her mouth gagging. “It eats beast barf?”

“Has some system, but needs almost digested meat to eat.” Eugene still never opened his eyes as he remained still.

“We need to go,” Darlene urged him. “I am not going out like this.”

“Patience,” Eugene said. “I know that is a weak point for you, Darlene, but dear, we need patience.”

“Don't call me dear. I am not your dear.”

“Yes, I know. Please, I am trying to listen.”

“To what?”

Eugene opened his eyes and looked at her. “It develops a pattern on how it likes to move. If I know in which direction it will shift, we can walk in the right direction. Even if we were to bolt and run, it would shift directions completely to make sure we didn't. There are most likely two here, but I do not want to take chances that there are more.”

“Oh.” Darlene closed her eyes and tried to listen too. She didn't hear much of anything. “When do we hear it?”

“Within five seconds or five hours. It won't change it's pattern but each twirl-a-whirl is unique though. Once it senses we are walking it will follow the pattern every few steps. If we don't, it will eventually tick on it's own. So. Shh.” He held his finger to his mouth, requesting silence. Darlene opened her eyes though. She wasn't going to wait five hours for something to make a move.

“Let's just walk slowly?” she recommended. “Are you really going to just stand still the entire time? It's not safe.”

“Darlene.” Eugene rubbed his face. “Oh dear, how do I explain?” He scratched his head and gently gestured toward her. “I hate to be rude but I know Oz. You have to trust me. If I am willing to wait in a spot for five hours, there is a reason I do not do the opposite. I was against leaving the yellow brick road and I really should have put my foot down and said no.” She opened her mouth, ready to protest. “However, I knew that you would be less inclined to listen and probably run off by yourself.”

Okay. Point made. Darlene closed her mouth again.

Outside. Standing still. For five hours.

Aw crap.
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Darlene heard a sound in the bushes. For five hours she sat on the ground, lied on the ground, stared at the sky or just stood. For five hours, Eugene did nothing except listen. Oh, how she wanted to just run and get out. So far, Eugene had spotted and sensed five subtle ticks. He said there would be six, and she would be happy when they reached it.

“Okay, Darlene.” He jostled her foot with his. “Up.”

Darlene stood herself up. The sound had already been a big enough trigger to want to move anyhow. “Are we ready?”

“Yes. Stay right there and don't move.” Eugene jumped backwards and stood right beside her. “Now, we will have to skip in unison.”

“Skip?” Darlene looked at her feet. “Why skip?”

“They sense the vibration of walking faster than light skipping. Hold my arm.” He looked back at her and wiggled it. “Darlene, take my arm.”

Darlene took his arm reluctantly. She didn't say a word right away as he explained the strange way they had to skip. Darlene sniffed, the weather getting to her. Now was not the time to get sick, she berated herself.

“Remember. Two skips right, two skips left, pause for five seconds, two skips left and two skips right. You must think before you move.” He locked arms with her tightly. “Stay in synch with me, do not go faster or slower. Are you ready?”

“Yeah.” Her harsh voice couldn't be hidden though.

“Are you coming down with something?”

“Trying to skip for my life, don't really want to talk about a cold.” She pointed to the ground. “Two left, two right, pause, two right, and two left.”

“Yes, in synch. If we fall out, we are in trouble.” Eugene gestured to the ground. “We have not moved for five hours. It knows that we know of it's presence. It cannot change it's pattern, but it will do its best to keep us from succeeding. One wrong move and it might risk the counter clock unwind attack.”

“What is that?”

“Where it moves so fast, it grinds up the ground and you.” Eugene quickly looked back at her. “It would rather not do that though, eighty percent of it's meal is lost.”

Her mouth dropped open as she now looked at the ground. She was really starting to get the picture. This wasn't just a wheel, this was essentially a meat grinder she was standing on. If it wanted to, it could kill her at any moment.  She took her turn to tighten her grip on his arm and watched his leg closely. They moved slow at first to get the feel for it.

It was a rather odd sensation. It felt like she was moving her body left and right, but it looked like they were walking straight. At the end of every two moves, the ground shifted. They kept moving straight, each keeping synch and moving slightly faster until Eugene told her to stop.

“You see the large trees in the ground here?” Eugene gestured toward the large trees. “It cannot get under them close enough anymore so it has ended.” He looked in the distance and pointed to a sight she was ready to see. “There's the yellow brick road. We've got to get through one more twirl-a-whirl. I have to listen to it's pattern.”

“So I can rest and move?”

“Along the trees.”

Right beside the tree. Darlene felt her body aching. It wasn't a cold, it was the flu. She touched her forehead feeling feverish. Then again, that might be from the weird skipping for her life thing. What she wouldn't give for a nice, warm place to lie down again. Any kind of shelter at all. Her body wasn't used to all the walking, and it sure wasn't used to a twirl-a-whirl.

Outside. Danger everywhere. She couldn't even walk on the ground safely. “I hope they ended somewhere better.”

Eugene looked back at her. “I really need to listen. Hope who ended up where?”

“My town. My family and my friends.” She tried to cuddle up in her witch's outfit better. “I hope they didn't end up here.”

“I'm sorry. I don't know.” Eugene moved toward her. “You, however, don't look good.” He touched her forehead. “Feverish.”

“You know fevers?”

“I never had fevers, but I of course knew of fevers.” He tried to pat her hand. “You need to get inside, this weather is not doing you good. Oz shifts its weather patterns. During the day it's often delightful, but at night it can be uncomfortable.”

It felt like it was going to rain, the air around her felt saturated causing her to sweat. Or was that her fever? She watched as he started to move around her hands. “What are you doing, Eugene?”

“Looking to see if this is natural.” Eugene touched the middle of her hand, stroking downward into her palm, It tickled slightly. He caressed down her palm and into her arm. Darlene felt goosebumps. It was cold outside, but his touch was warm and comforting. Something nice after all the hell she'd been through. “Yes, I see. You stepped on a boisonous berry.”

“I didn't eat anything poisonous,” she said. “Stepped on?”

“Yes, and not poisonous. A boisonous berry.” Eugene felt her head again. “It's getting hotter, you need to get rid of the fever. Once you do that, it will be like a regular cold.” Darlene couldn't keep her eyes open much longer, the world was spinning. She was taking a wild guess that if she didn't get rid of the fever, it would be worse than the common cold. “I was cold, but now I’m hot.”

“It’s flipping on you. I am sorry.” Eugene touched her shoulder. “Do you have clothes beneath these? It might be better to take them off.”

A bra and panties but the heat was hitting her fast. Besides, the only one around for miles was just Eugene and he didn’t make her feel that bashful. “Yeah, just help me with the top. It buttons in the back.”

Eugene unbuttoned the top and helped her get it over her head. The cool air on her bra felt so much better. The whole witch outfit was a one piece dress so her legs felt better too. Eugene had a red face but he was looking away.

“Is that better?” he asked. “I always seem to have trouble at these parts.”

“What part?” Darlene pulled him closer, wishing someone could make her fever go away. “Eugene, this is awful. I feel so ick, more ick than I’ve ever felt.”

“Well, I can take away the ick? I mean, not right away, but I could help with the ick feeling,” Eugene said with certainty.

“Yes then,” Darlene said, “what are you waiting for?”

“Well, it’s boisonous berry,” he said, “and the central piece it affects is the tongue. If I suck your tongue, you would feel better.” He licked his lips. “It is quite personal though, I suspect, for me to do that.”

“Suck my tongue.” Darlene had no problem with that.

“Are you sure?”

“I feel like crap, Eugene, yes!” Darlene used what strength she had to bring his mouth closer to her. She could feel Eugene’s tongue encircled around hers. She didn’t know how long he had to suck on it, but she didn’t really care. He was a decent kisser, and she knew he could get the job done. Feeling slightly better, she helped too, pulling his lips closer.

“Not again!”

Eugene and Darlene both looked up at a strange woman throwing something at him.

“This is ridiculous.” Sya gestured to the two lovers now asleep in each other’s arms. “Boisonous berry. Sucking the tongue. Heat making her take off her clothes. Geez! Arma, we should have picked an easier target to take out world three.”

“It wouldn’t matter,” Vanessa called out from behind her. “Love is destined to happen. You cannot stop it.”

“It was a freak accident, and I am solving the problem.” Sya had just finished placing the clothes back on Vanessa. “And her skin is ice cold since that kiss drained the heat, so no more worries about lost clothes.”

“You can only keep it up for so long.”

“You can only tag along for so long. You can’t do anything,” Sya reminded her. “Nothing but watch.”

“Then I will watch, but I won’t give up.” Vanessa watched the two of them start to stir and Sya disappear. Finding a place behind a tree, she moved back to see what would happen.
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Right beside the tree. Darlene felt her body aching. It wasn't a cold, it was the flu. She touched her forehead feeling feverish. Then again, that might be from the weird skipping for her life thing. What she wouldn't give for a nice, warm place to lie down again. Any kind of shelter at all. Her body wasn't used to all the walking, and it sure wasn't used to never being inside somewhere.

Outside. Danger everywhere. She couldn't even walk on the ground safely. “I hope they ended somewhere better.”

Eugene looked back at her. “I really need to listen. Hope who ended up where?”

“My town. My family and my friends.” She tried to cuddle up in her witch's outfit better. “I hope they didn't end up here.”

“I'm sorry. I don't know.” Eugene moved toward her. “You, however, don't look good.” He touched her forehead. “Feverish.”

“You know fevers?”

“I never had fevers, but I of course knew of fevers.” He tried to pat her hand. “You need to get inside, this weather is not doing you good. Oz shifts it's weather patterns. During the day it's often delightful, but at night it can be uncomfortable.”

It felt like it was going to rain, the air around her felt saturated causing her to sweat. Or was that her fever? She watched as he started to move around her hands. “What are you doing, Eugene?”

“Looking to see if this is natural.” Eugene touched the middle of her hand, stroking downward into her palm, It tickled slightly. He caressed down her palm and into her arm. Darlene felt goosebumps. It was cold outside, but his touch was warm and comforting. Something nice after all the hell she'd been through. “Yes, I see. You stepped on a boisonous berry.”

“I didn't eat anything poisonous,” she said. “Stepped on?”

“Yes, and not poisonous. A boisonous berry.” Eugene felt her head again. “It's getting hotter, you need to get rid of the fever. Once you do that, it will be like a regular cold.” Darlene couldn't keep her eyes open much longer, the world was spinning. She was taking a wild guess that if she didn't get rid of the fever, it would be worse than the common cold. Her whole body began to tremble against her will. It was so cold outside, what she wouldn't give for a blanket.

“We can't get to the yellow brick road tonight. The tree is safe enough.” Eugene looked around. “You must get rid of this fever, we will journey again tomorrow.”

“Yah.” She yawned and then moaned. Her whole body was aching and tired, begging for sleep and some medicine. Neither of which would be easy to get. Feeling another tremble, she felt warmth beside her as Eugene wrapped his arms around her.

“It will be okay. You should stay warm.” He took the jacket he wore off and wrapped it around her too. The extra heat helped. Too delirious to care, and only wanting more warmth and relief, Darlene leaned into him more. “There you go.” He rubbed her shoulder. “That's better, Darlene.”
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That's better. Eugene held her closer than ever before. She did not seek much comfort from him as much in her times of need, choosing to run. For once, she was being . . .friendly? No, that wasn't the word. He didn't know the word. She was allowing him to be closer though. Her outfit was warm, but still so cold. He could have tossed her his jacket to keep warm, but instead he offered his own jacket and body heat. Why did he do that?

Perhaps to get closer. She was not someone that wanted to bond with him. It was a rare moment to hold her like this. Not that he held many. Hm? His chest. Odd, he never knew that about hearts. His was beating rather rapidly with her in his arms. He even found her body heat was giving him goosebumps. Odd. Still, he sighed and checked her head.

Still feverish. He hated to do it, and when she woke up, she'd be angry. There wasn't much choice though. Before he left he got a screamer from the Good Witch of the North. After Dorothy went home and the flying monkeys were freed from their curse after years of servitude, they did not know where to go. Eugene had invited them to live in his kingdom as long as they behaved themselves.

Flying monkeys were mischievous, but they had the best sense of hearing anywhere. He was a long ways from Oz, but they would have been scattered with the zombies attacking anyhow. He pulled out the screamer and threw it into the air.

He watched as one finally landed next to him. “I am Eugene, formerly known as Scarecrow, ruler of Oz. I need assistance.”

The flying monkey groaned. “I do not carry others anymore. Servitude is over.”

“I know, but this is important. It is not a wish to grant, it is a plea for help.” Eugene rubbed Darlene's forehead. “She touched boisonous berry and her fever is spiking. There is no safety around here anywhere.” The flying monkey was still reluctant to help. “Dorothy helped free you. Do you remember her?”

“Of course I do,” he said.

“Okay, then listen. Dorothy went home and grew old.” Eugene licked his lips as he had to think about it again. “She went on in her world, had a family, and died. This is her great relation. I am sure Dorothy would have never wanted her to die. It is dark. There is a twirl-a-whirl on the other side of us. I can't get her to shelter. She is already delusional.” He tried to lay it on as thick as he could.

“There are three of us.” The flying monkey began to fly next to Eugene. “For Dorothy. I am not taking you to Oz though, I refuse to carry you that far.”

“I know.” Eugene already knew where they would be headed. Back to the beginning. Back to Munchkinland again. 
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Darlene moaned on the bed as she looked over and saw Eugene grinning at her. Bed. “Why am I in a bed?”

“The flying monkeys were kind enough to assist us,” Eugene said as he patted her hand. He had been holding her hand? “We did have to come back here to Munchkinland again, but it was better than the alternative.”

Darlene shifted her hand away and sat up. She was clear headed again. “Back again?” Oh. She leaned her head back. “Maybe we should just stay here. There's nothing waiting in Oz anymore than here.”

“Oz is my kingdom. Now that the danger seems to be leaving, I am sure my residents are returning. I must too,” Eugene said.

“Yeah, I have to get on my way too.”

Oh? Holy hell. “Who is that?” Her voice squeaked and she wanted to kick herself. The man who had spoke (and he was definitely a man) must have been eight feet tall. His hair was long and bright red, riding across his wide shoulders. He had on some kind of black muscle shirt over his broad chest. As he walked toward them, she almost saw it in slow motion as he tossed back his hair. His left ear was pierced with a small silver skull. His pants were leather with flames riding up the sides. “Eugene.” She pulled herself up with Eugene's older leather jacket. “Who is that?”

That man approached her, with a devilish smile. In fact, his middle teeth were rather jagged. Darlene didn't gawk often, but she could not help herself. He growled softly at her. “Greetings.” His eyes followed her up and down. “Up?”

“Darlene, are you okay?” She felt Eugene touch her cheek. “You're sweating and red.”

“Totally fine.” Okay, no, she wasn't. How could she be, this man was a god.

“You are not still feverish?” Eugene tried to touch her head again but she wasn't having it. “No, you are your rebellious self again.” He gestured to the man god that Darlene couldn't stop staring at. “This is Cowardly Lion.”

“Lyon. L-Y-O-N.” He flung his hair back again in a show. “You know I changed it when I got courage. Don't judge either, what kind of name is Eugene?”

“A last wish,” Eugene answered. “She is great relation to Dorothy.”

“Dorothy? Little bitty Dorothy?” Lyon approached her side, sniffing her neck. “Oh my goodness. I can't believe you are from little Dorothy. He is telling the truth?”

“I told you that,” Eugene countered.

“Yeah, but, you're scatter-brained.” Lyon chuckled as Eugene reminded him he had adequate brains. “Hello there Beautiful.”

“Her name is Darlene, not Beautiful.”

“Still missing something up there,” Lyon teased him. He looked straight in his eyes. A magnificent jewel shaded red echoed through them. He raised his mighty hand and felt her head. “A little feverish still?”

Before she knew it, the gazing had turned into grabbing. She felt Lyon's mouth not only on hers, but wrapping around her tongue. Whoah, too fast!

“Lyon!” Eugene yelled at him as he beat him on the shoulder, making him get off. “Honestly! I don't even want to know what your kingdom is like.”

“Any trace of boisonous berry is gone.” Lyon winked at her. “I think she enjoyed the cure. You could have done it yourself. Would have led to a hell of a mating.”

“That would have been wrong, as was that!” Eugene gestured to Darlene, but was clearly arguing with Lyon. “She was doing fine.”

Lyon shrugged his shoulders. “So, off to Oz, huh? Like the good ol' days, can I come?”

“No!”

Darlene's fascination with Lyon was dying fast as she tried to clean her tongue with her hands. Lyon's mouth was full of saliva. Not regular kissing saliva, dog like saliva. He also somehow got hair in her mouth. Nice package on the outside but clearly not for her. Even if he had been a good kisser, that chauvinistic display made her want to hit him.

“I fight off everybody.” Lyon approached Eugene. “It's not safe out there. I'll take you back and then I'll get back to mine.” He winked at Darlene. “I’ve got many females waiting to mate. I'm the Alpha, if you are interested.”

“No, she is not.” Eugene poked at his chest. “Lyon, if you want to come, you have to transform into a lion and stay that way.”

“Why, afraid I'll take her back to my pack with me? Dorothy was way too young, but look at her. She is r-r-ripe.”

“Cowardly Lion!” Eugene actually managed to push him back. Darlene saw a shade of gold run across his eyes briefly before they turned to normal. “You can only come if you treat her the same way you did Dorothy!”

Lyon took a deep breath, sighed and rolled his eyes. “Eugene, that's not going to help.” He came over and wrapped his arm around Darlene. She tried to knock him back, but the guy was so built it was like hammering cement. “You need to have her to save Oz, right? That's what you said. Clearly you two are never going to get anywhere.” He rubbed his chin against her forehead. “Let me run her over with my pheromones. She'll be so in lust that you can take over.”

“Over my dead body!” Darlene screamed, putting all her energy into one good whack on his side.

Lyon yelped as he leaped back, holding his side. “Damn bitches sometimes.”

“You deserved it.” Eugene moved over toward Darlene. “I assure you, he's all show. Once he gained his courage, he got twice as worse. In his lion form, he is more controllable.”

“No form controls me.” Lyon held his side. “You couldn't tell her about my old injury?”

“I wasn't going to give her great details until I knew you were even around.” Eugene pointed to the floor. “We could use your help, Lyon, but you cannot be like this. Change.”

Lyon stomped his foot three times. He began to bend toward the floor forward as his body changed. His hands became large paws and so did his feet. His red hair became a mane over a golden coat, with a tuft of the same color on a long tail.

Darlene marveled at it. This was not a lion that she'd see at a zoo. He'd probably eat those lions. His body was ten times their length and he was half the height of an elephant. He lied on the ground and started to lick his paws.

“There, that's better.” Eugene nodded toward Darlene. “He is more friendly this way. Especially with you around he tends to go overboard with ladies.” Eugene reached out to the end table beside the bed and retrieved a ball. “Go fetch, Lyon!”

Lyon stopped licking his paws, turning and shaking the Earth as he broke through the front.

Eugene grimaced. “Oh dear, I forgot he couldn't fit through the front door.”

“Can he still talk?” It wouldn't be such a bad thing if he couldn't, Darlene thought.

“Of course. He just changes his personality. He has a more beastly abrasive personality when he is not in his lion form.” Eugene bent down and rubbed his head when he returned. “Would you rather hug Darlene or play with your ball?”

“Ball!” The beastly lion grinned as he rolled and played with his ball.

“Problem solved?”

Darlene looked over at who spoke. Tin Woodsman was still there.

“Tin Woodsman.” Eugene looked down at Lyon. “He was a little out of control so I convinced him to change.”

“Munchkinland is not a place for Lyon in that form,” Tin Woodsman said as he gestured at the damage around where the front door used to be.

“Sorry,” Lyon apologized as he got off the ground. “I got excited.” He licked his paw again. “I am going with them to Oz. Are you coming?”

“You shouldn't,” Tin Woodsman warned him. “Darlene and Eugene need time alone together.”

“We also don't want to be killed while doing that,” Darlene countered him.

“Yes. We had to leave the yellow brick road and ran into some trouble,” Eugene agreed with her. “It would be best if we had Lyon accompanying us. It would be even better if you did?”

“Eugene.” Tin Woodsman gestured for him to come over. “Excuse us a second, Darlene. Please, feel free to play with Lyon. He is friendly to those he knows.” They moved out a ways before Eugene felt a knock on the back of his head. “The goal is not to reach your kingdom, it is to get Darlene to fall for you.”

“Yes, I know. Be more gentle, I feel now.” Eugene rubbed his head. “I need to get her there alive.”

“The trip, this journey, it should be where you connect.”

“We are only connecting into trouble. Lyon will stay in his lion form,” Eugene said assuredly. “I can't protect her by myself.”

“You are not a scarecrow anymore. You are a man. You must learn to protect her better.”

“I already dealt with a mouth cliff, but what if there had not been a weapon?” Eugene rubbed his head again. “She has no skill, and all I have is the know-how of Oz. Encountering zombies, avoiding twirl-a-whirls, it's not easy. Man or not, I don't have magic.”

“Do you trust Lyon?” Tin Woodsman warned him. “He is a lady killer.”

“He does not use prejudice against his victims that I know of.”

“He likes to mate with them. We have gone over what that word means.”

“Oh. Yes. Mating is the word for sex.”

“Yes. You and I know it. Leave him alone with her two seconds and who knows what will happen?”

“Only if he transforms back,” Eugene said again. “He has no reason to transform back. Besides, she would . . .” Eugene looked back toward the doorless cottage they came out of. “She was sweaty and red. He came in and her voice squeaked. It made me feel angrier than before. I don't get very mad, but I didn't have good thoughts about Lyon.”

“Good sign.” Tin Woodsman grinned and smacked him on the back, jolting him forward slightly. “You are starting to like her. That's called jealousy. She was probably showing tendencies of wanting to bear his cubs.”

“Yes, well, she isn’t going to. Not his.” He met eye to eye with Tin Woodsman. “I didn't mean it to sound that way. It's just, the way she looked at him, I didn't like it. This.” He touched his chest where his heart resided. “When I held her with her fever, it had beaten very fast. When he grabbed her, it had beaten very fast too.”

“It's working properly.” Tin Woodsman nodded. “Eugene, he must be her type in the other form. You are taking a big risk. If she falls in love with Lyon and not you, that's the end of Oz. Remember what I said about sex?”

“Sex is mating. There is no difference.” Eugene closed his eyes. “I don't want to see her hurt. Together, we are all unstoppable. He won't transform back, he has no reason to.” He held up his finger. “Plus, I know Darlene. She does not like people taking control of her life.”

“What exactly did he do?”

“He sucked any remaining poison of boisonous berry. The last place it stays as it retreats. The tongue.”

“Honestly, I'm surprised you left him alive. No one touches a man's woman like that.” Tin Woodsman rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. “Fine then! I will go too. To make sure you make it to your kingdom and to make sure Lyon actually makes it to his.”

Eugene patted him on the back. “Thank you, my friend.”

“This is stupid, but I suppose you are right. Whatever happens, happens.” Tin Woodsman looked back into the doorless cottage. “I need a day to prepare. Just watch that beast around your woman closely.”

“I wish you wouldn't say that. She isn't mine.” Eugene headed back toward Darlene with Tin Woodsman. Calling her his woman didn't sound right. Especially since she had no interest in him. None. At all. Nothing like Lyon.

How was this ever supposed to work? Lyon was big and strong, a beastly lion. Eugene was a former scarecrow, someone who used to use a staff to keep himself from constantly falling to the ground.

Speaking of falling, it didn't often rain in Oz, yet something splattered to the ground. In fact, his cheeks were wet. He felt his eyes and rubbed away wetness. He was doing that thing Dorothy often did when she was feeling blue about her world.

He was crying. Why was he crying? His whole body felt strangely hurt, but it wasn't physical. Was Darlene making him feel this way?

Curse hearts. Why couldn't he have just had a brain?

“Zombies!”

When people say the phrase zombies, it was usually in fright. Darlene found out, in quite a surprise, that Lyon was delighted by the phrase. She watched him attack one they ran into on the yellow brick road on the neck. The others didn't seem to care, wandering around aimlessly. One by one he slashed at them. It was hard to watch but they weren't alive anymore. She could easily see why Eugene wanted him traveling with them.

“Zombies, yummy.”

However, that phrase was ten times as horrific as she watched him rip off one of their arms. Massive amounts of blood spilled as he chewed on the arm like a dog with a bone. Her girlish instincts kicked in. There are just some things she couldn't take. She turned around and hid herself in Eugene's chest. “He's eating it!”

“He does that. He doesn't leave carcasses unless he is full,” Eugene said to her. “Lyon is big, he needs a different kind of food than us for the trip.”

“Yeah, but it's zombies. It's the undead,” she countered him. “He's eating the undead, that is downright nasty.” She noticed a strange look in his eye, sort of a happy sparkle.

“He's a beast, that's his instinct. Zombies probably have a different flavor to them.” He tried to hide that hidden smile back, but Darlene still saw it cut through.

She felt something small hit the inside of her shoe. She looked down and saw a finger.

She screamed. Oh boy, did she scream. She launched herself into Eugene's arms, straddling him and not caring one iota about it. She just had a zombie finger touch her shoe! She was not staying on that ground.

“I thought you were braver than that,” Tin Woodsman snickered as he winked at Eugene. “It looks like you might have someone to carry on your hands. This one is big though, it will be hardto manage.”

“If it makes her feel better.” Eugene looked at her nervously. “I can hold someone in my arms but being straddled may be more complicated.”

Straddling. Yeah. She'd rather straddle than be carried like some princess. “Just tell me when that beast is done because I'm not watching that and nothing is touching my feet.”

“A little bit of a whiner, you'd think you were just a small kid right now,” Tin Woodsman teased her again.

“Oh, Tin Woodsman.” Eugene began to try and shift her. “I don't mind holding you, Darlene. I am a man now, and I have the strength,” he said in an almost boasting fashion. “However, I would rather carry you than you straddle me?”

“Well, I would rather straddle you.” Darlene covered her mouth. Did she just say that out loud? Her common sense was coming back. Fine, princess style was probably better. “Yeah, fine. As long as I am not on the ground anymore.”

Darlene wasn't scared of mice, insects, or spiders. But damn, she had to admit, body parts separated from each other touching her made her really scream like a little girl. Hey, everyone had a weakness.

“He is done now, almost,” Eugene said as he stood her back up on her feet. “Almost.”

The almost was the fact that Lyon was jostling around one of the heads like a ball. “Oh, I really miss home.” It slipped out. She didn't mean for it too, she had grieved enough days. Well, not to her, but she couldn't keep bringing it up. She had to face facts. That was her home. And like it much or not, she was supposed to end up with Eugene and live in his kingdom.

Cripes. Nothing could make her life any worse.

***
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“There they are, those infernal idiots.” She placed her favorite necklace around her neck as she stared at her looking-glass. Watching Scarecrow, Cowardly Lion and Tin Woodsman marching along the yellow brick road with Darlene. She shook her head. “Useless prophecies. No one ever listened to me. Mad woman they called me. Get out of our dimension they had screamed. I am not mad, I am brilliant, but even the ones who know are still fumbling around.” She hit her looking-glass. Instead of it cracking, it wrinkled like a wave and fixed itself. “Looking-glass, looking-glass, hanging on in suspension. Who is the smartest one of this dimension?”

“You are by far the wisest.”

“Looking-glass, looking-glass, on the wall. Who in all the dimensions is the smartest one of them all?”

“Without a doubt, there is none in any world smarter than the former Apocalypse Girl.”

“Former?” That was new. “Who is this former Apocalypse Girl?”

“Sometimes I wonder why I bother. The former Apocalypse Girl’s your daughter.”

“Ah, she got bumped off.” But she was smarter than her now.  “I'll get rid of that menace one day. One chance in a single dimension with her.” Ooh. Why was it always the daughters that surpassed her? “I do need to just take them out as soon as I have them. Oh, but babies are so cute.” She groaned. “Fairytales call me a wicked step mother, I suppose mother is too cruel?”

“Most others, to my recollection, would find killing one's daughter a tragic objection.”

“Whatever. I can't believe it though, I send her away and she still ends up smarter than me? Ridiculous.” She took a deep breath. “Looking-glass, looking-glass, on the wall. Who in any dimension is the most gorgeous of all?”

“If you believe you are the most gorgeous, you are suffering delusion. The most gorgeous one of all though is also an illusion.”

“A what? Show me!”

The looking-glass changed, swirling in on itself as a dimensional portal would. It was part of its original design, the dimensional whirlpools. Mixed with a sad conscience of a lonely traveler and a looking-glass, it had been created to show her anything she wished. In any dimension.

Part of the curse though was obeying her every whim, which she most fancied. Although she had to rhyme in order for it to obey her. Slightly annoying but her children's rhyming dictionary had also fallen into the concoction. Overall though, it was one of her most brilliant inventions. Eventually a new dimension was shown.

A woman looked as normal as could be to her. Acne at her age? Not horrible, but no beauty compared to her. “Looking-glass, looking-glass, you are absurd. This is simply an ugly nerd.”

“You see the real her, that's no delusion. What others saw is a beautiful illusion.”

“Saw or see? Which is it to be?”

“Her living status is rather odd, her life force is shrouded by a powerful god.”

How annoying. Drats. She was losing to two women. There should be another contender on the way though. “Looking-glass, looking-glass, you senseless toy. What is the rank of Apocalypse Boy?”

“His rank is clouded, left to rust. His hope is dying, he’s about to combust.”

“Dust?” She cackled in delight as she held her chest in laughter. “Nightmare King must be doing something. Good, that should keep him out of the way for some time. Then I beseech thee, one oh so sinister. Please tell me, where is his sister?”

“She is once again living on the fringe, but she is missing her daughter because of revenge.”

“Revenge? Ooh.” She rubbed her hands together. “I wonder if it was because of my daughter? Maybe I could make him kill her instead.”

“Technically . . . phonetically.”

Hmm? Since her mirror always had to rhyme, sometimes it would say something bizarre when it wanted to say something. “Something about my daughter and the Apocalypse Boy? What?”

“Technically. Phonetically.”

“Technically he is already trying to kill her?”

“She is risking everything for him, but technically her life force is a whim. The gods were sending the boy to hell, but she came in for a counter spell.”

“To save him?” What was her daughter doing risking her life for someone? “Well, impressive. He manipulated her. Good show.”

Backing away from her looking-glass, she looked back out into her world. Walking around in bliss, thinking Oz was safe. Honestly. Even the Good Witch of the North could only tell them what the prophecy meant.

Oh sure, she could have written it better, but what would the fun in that be? Everyone got to where they ended up in love, with or without her interference. Some took longer though, which is why it was essential to warn them. But that ridiculous Scarecrow and Darlene. No, those two were not wasting her time. Darlene being left in Oz was not what made the zombies lose interest. She had been. She was keeping the signs back as best she could, but those two had better be falling in love soon. She hated to play matchmaker but this place was perfect for hiding out. Big, vast, with monsters and magic. It was a home.

For now.

Traveling with Tin Woodsman and Lyon with Eugene, it wasn’t half bad. Besides the zombie thing which did pop up, Lyon made sure nothing ever came close to them. He even stopped several times in a day to courageously roar to prevent others who might run into them. Tin Woodsman had a part to play too. At nights, he would chop would and they made a fire right on the road. With the warmth of the fire, and the protection of Lyon, Darlene felt slightly better traveling again. Few would tangle with them.

“So how far are we?” Darlene asked as she broke a twig and threw it into the fire.

Tin Woodsman looked above himself. “Mmm, I’d say a good halfway.”

“I agree,” Eugene said nodding her head. “It will be good to be back home, off of this road again.” He patted Tin Woodsman’s back. “Thank you, my friend. We couldn’t have made it this far without you and Lyon.”

“Of course not,” Lyon said as he rolled onto his back. “She’s a mere girl and you’re just Scarecrow.”

“It’s called Eugene. I mean, I was named Eugene,” Eugene corrected him. “I am not only a scarecrow anymore.”

“Still just as fragile,” Lyon yawned. “Sleepy sleep.”

Darlene didn’t say anything. Even though Lyon and Tin Woodsman were more helpful in a fight with claws and an axe, she could never say Eugene was useless. He had saved her twice. Once he risked his own life with, and the other he had to use his patience and skill for. On Earth, if a guy did that for her. Saved her life with a knife, risking his own . . .well, it was different out there though. It was about survival, and she wasn’t going to turn her eyes toward Eugene yet. She didn’t keep him at a far distance, but she wasn’t going to be making out with him anytime soon. Oz was dangerous, and she wanted time to get to Eugene’s kingdom before she even mentioned the word date.

She lost her home. Her family. Her friends. Her ‘non-serious but still a boyfriend’ friend. All within a week. Stirring up love just wasn’t in her yet. The thought of him being a scarecrow though, it didn’t bother her as much. He was human now, and there weren’t going to be many options anyway. She could do it. The only part that would be hard would be the falling in love part. How was she supposed to know when she loved that former scarecrow?
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“I want to play again,” Lyon said as his paws stomped around on the yellow brick road. “This isn’t fair.”

Darlene wouldn’t say that. The zombies in the world should have been disappearing. She was there, they should have been getting smaller in number. Instead, they seemed to be growing. It used to be one encounter a day. Then it was three. Now, it was about ten times a day. “I’m sure we’ll get another one for you, soon.”

“Lyon, always wanting to play.” Eugene looked over toward Darlene. “Halfway there though. You are getting better at walking.”

“Not much choice,” Darlene chuckled as she looked over at him. “There’s no cars out on the open road.” Just a simple moment. An average moment to enjoy the sun and make small chat. They’d done it several times before, but everything had its day.

“Darlene!”

She almost walked right into it. A dimension hole bursted into life on the yellow brick road. Lyon had been in front and had fallen in before he even had a chance to roar or know what had happened.

“Lyon!” All three of them called out for him, but there was no sound back. Tin Woodsman took the axe off his back and looked down.

“No, Tin Woodsman!” Eugene cried. “You don’t know where it goes to.”

“He is my friend, and I told you, we should not have come.” Tin Woodsman looked between Eugene and Darlene. “This is the way it must be. You are halfway there, my friend. Stay strong.”

“You don’t know what’s down there,” Darlene warned him. “It could be a world like mine again.”

“No one knows their fate. It could be the chance at a new beginning. I just know that I cannot leave Lyon out there.” Tin Woodsman shook hands with Eugene. “Our way must part, my friend. We were not destined for this journey as the last one.” Without even another deep breath, Tin Woodsman jumped into the dimension whole.

As strangely as it popped up, it disappeared.

Darlene was silent a moment. All the big protectors were gone. No more warm nights. No more pleasant dreams knowing there was a massive Lyon ready to tear apart anything in its path. There was only Eugene, again. She looked toward him.

His head was bowed down to the ground. He didn’t know if he had lost his friends last time, but now he saw them with his own eyes. Losing Dorothy had been hard enough on him, and Darlene knew that feeling. She reached her hand out to him. The little time she had known those two, she could see they were all the best of friends. The way they joked and the way they chatted. She rubbed her thumb against the back of his hand. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He sniffed, but didn’t break down. “Tin Woodsman and Lyon are in another dimension. They could still be alive. It is only Dorothy that I know one hundred percent is dead.” He lifted his head. “It is hard to make friends in Oz.”

Yeah, she could guess that. Everything in Oz wanted to murder something. If Dorothy hadn’t met Eugene and the others, she would have surely died an early death.

Halfway to Oz, and their real protection was gone. Zombies were getting thicker, and apparently dimension holes were coming back. How could they ever make it the rest of the way? No monkey could send them back to Munchkinland, and it was just as far as Oz now. There was no protection anywhere. They were foolish the first time to leave without the others, but Tin Woodsman said it had to be so. Damn, just like a guy on Earth, she was so pissed when he ended up right.

Then out of the sky, a figure was seen. She was riding on a broom. Dorothy tugged on Eugene’s hand. “Eugene? There’s a―there’s a um―”

“A witch?” Eugene grabbed onto Darlene and tried to run, but the witch was faster.

“Settle down,” she said as she floated on her broom in mid-air. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Y-your impossible. There are no more witches in Oz. O-only two,” Eugene stuttered. “What do you want with us?”

“Nothing with both of you.” She jumped off her broom and approached Eugene. “My name is Maddie May. I am from another dimension, and I’ve been told you could be my destined lover.”

Eugene blinked. “What?”

Without so much as another word, Maddie came over to him and planted a passionate kiss against his lips. Eugene’s eyes went wide and his hands scrambled at his sides, not knowing what to do.

A new emotion came over Darlene. One she didn’t plan on. Ever. “Hey!” Darlene shouted at her. “I’m a witch too!”

The woman took her hands off Eugene. “Oh? A real one?” She approached Darlene. “Looks like it’s just the dress.”

“My great aunt has history here,” Darlene almost growled back.

“Um?” Eugene wiped his lips. “There are two possible choices?”

“Seems so.” Maddie placed her hand on her hip. “Don’t worry though, baby,” she said as she blew Eugene a kiss and winked. “By the time we reach Oz, you’ll know who your true lover is.”

Why was it that Darlene really wanted to smack her upside the head? Attitude. Tone, yeah annoying tone. She hated her tone. “So you’re traveling to Oz with us?”

“How else would some little non-witch survive?” Maddie said gesturing to her outfit. “Clothes don’t make the woman. The prophecy says a witch, not dressed as one.” She moved over to Eugene again as he made several steps back. “It’s okay, honey. I know it’s all so sudden.” She placed her hand on her chest. “But you’ll see. I am the witch and you are my scarecrow. Oh, and don’t worry about your friends. I can sense these holes. I guarantee they are safe and there are holes back here if they want to come back.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful!” Eugene said with delight. “I mean, my friends.” He chuckled oddly. “Yes, I suppose us too?” He cleared his throat and looked toward Darlene. “Well, I guess that must make you feel better.”

Yeah. Uh, it should have. “You bet,” she answered.

“Okay.” Eugene scratched the left side of his head. “We will all go to Oz then. Darlene, even though you may not be the one, you are still my friend.” He flashed her a large smile, making her heart beat a little faster than she wanted to admit. “I invite you to live in the kingdom of Oz. Everyone will be most helpful, we will get you setup in your own home and you will never have to worry about strange things attacking you. You’ll see the beauty of Oz for once without having to watch your back.”

“Yah, sounds good.” Darlene nodded once, but looked over toward Maddie. She was grinning toward her with a winning smile that Darlene just wanted to punch the teeth out of.

She rubbed her hair away from her face. Maddie. Now not only was the mother of Snow White and Apocalypse Girl known as a witch, she had to play the role. Oh well, magic was easy and getting them to Oz would be a breeze. The two destined couples though were not getting anywhere. When Lyon and Tin Woodsman interfered, there was such a small connection to anything more than friendship. There was only one way to get those two together.

Jealousy. Sooner or later, Darlene would face her own feelings. She could see that sneer in the girl’s eyes. Right now, she would chalk it up to hating her attitude. Later though, that would change. She’d face the facts.

Eugene himself now seemed confused, which wasn’t surprising. He had been a scarecrow no more than a week ago, so not understanding his own humane feelings added to the ease of the task. Besides, it wasn’t like she had a choice. The zombies were getting thicker, dimension holes were popping up, and the two brute protectors were gone. These two needed to get together, and it was Darlene that was keeping it from happening.

So, until the little brat got her act in gear? Maddie planted another kiss on Eugene. “So tell me about where you live, sweetie? Am I going to be a queen?”

She’d make Darlene rot in hell.

DIMENSION: OZ

“So I was thinking about a blue shade,” Maddie May said as she snuggled closer to Eugene. “The place is filled with green so I think blue would be a nice contrast. What do you think? The City of Sapphires instead of The City of Emeralds?”

“Um.” Eugene glanced at her a moment. Wrong. His attention went back to Darlene who was walking in front of them again. Prophecy or not, born human or not, Eugene knew this was not right. He had no feelings for Maddie May. He could be his old scarecrow self and be happy walking with her. With Darlene though, he always felt his heart beating inside of him. Maddie May kept holding his arm tightly, even snuggling beside him. It was awkward but he didn’t want to be unkind. After all, he used to walk arm in arm with the others at times in the past.

The others. Eugene knew they were safe, Maddie May had shown him that, but he still worried for his friends. Being Scarecrow the scarecrow for most of his life didn’t get him many friends. Many felt he was more of a ‘thing’ than anything. Poked and prodded, people used to abuse him just to see how much it would take to make him ‘feel’. Luckily he had never felt, but he did go through clothes quite a lot.

When he had been left Oz though, he found a certain sense of respect, and he didn’t want to lose it. Although the citizens knew he was a scarecrow, he didn’t often wander outside the castle. It only took one citizen to get the idea he was nothing to get him thrown out from being king. He worked on everything behind the scenes. Managed the food, the money, and the quarrels of the kingdom. Everything up until the zombies showed up.

He thought he would be back to being the same scarecrow but instead he was turned into human. He had skin, eyes, a mouth that was not drawn, but most of all . . . a heart. A heart that beat in good ways and bad ways. A curse and a blessing as he met Darlene for the first time.

“So tell me, where is that old Toto dog?”

Eugene snapped himself out of his thoughts and looked at Maddie May. “Oh. Well, he stayed for a little while but passed on a few years ago. He was a good dog.”

“I bet he was just a favorite of Dorothy’s, wasn’t he Darlene?” Maddie May shouted toward the front. “Are you just like her with dogs?”

Darlene stopped and looked back. If she could freeze things with her eyes, she would have froze Maddie May. It was a good thing she wasn’t a witch after all. “I don’t get along very well with you, so I don’t know for sure.”

Huh. Did Darlene just call Maddie May a canine? That was not a nice sentiment.

“I bet you get along with this one.” Maddie May pointed her finger toward Darlene. The thing called a heart inside Eugene beated fast, knowing he could not stop whatever happened.

Right beside Darlene, a big fluffy dog appeared. In her hand was a long blue chain that went to it’s collar.

“Saint Bernard.” Maddie May gestured her finger to the pooch near Darlene. “I sensed her only a few yards away. Fell through, poor girl.” She interweaved her fingers with Eugene’s. “I couldn’t leave her alone. You don’t mind, do you love?”

“No, of course she could come,” Eugene insisted.

“Great. I bet Darlene would be a great walker.” Maddie May waved her hand one more time across Darlene. Darlene’s witch outfit changed into a checkered blue and white dress. “With me, there’s no need to pretend.”

Checkered blue and white, just like little Dorothy. Darlene was dressed like Dorothy, and now she was walking a dog.

Like Dorothy.

Oh. Dear. Eugene touched his mouth with his finger, but didn’t quite know how to handle the situation. He couldn’t be unkind to Maddie May, but this wasn’t a kind thing to do. This was not a funny joke.

Darlene held the leash firmly as she looked at her dress. “Girl dog?”

“Yes,” Maddie May sneered. “Not prejudice, are you?”

“No, it’s just funny.” Darlene began walking. “Eugene and I are both walking bitches now.”

––––––––
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It was so very wrong, and he knew he would feel bad about it later. Perhaps it was just turning human but he couldn’t help myself. Eugene laughed at the comment before he felt his shoulder getting shoved hard.

“Who are you calling a bitch?!” Maddie May shouted at her.

“Apparently a moron if you can’t figure that one out.”

This time he restrained myself. Maddie May was furious, and she was a true witch. Darlene could be in danger. “Let’s not bicker.”

“Telling a bitch not to bicker is like telling a dog not to bark,” Darlene said right before the dog barked.

“Oh, that’s it!”

Eugene let go of her fingers and stood in front of Darlene, shielding her from any blast the witch might pull against her. Darlene did not get along with Maddie May, but she was not someone who should be taken lightly. Darlene’s abrasive nature would get her hurt soon.

“Oh, shoot.” That was her problem, she admitted it as she held her hand up to block the sun from her view. Yep, anger. She knew Darlene would ripple her jealousy back at her, but, well, she was a witch. They tended to have problems with self-confidence, it wasn’t her fault.

The tornado that lifted them both was getting further away. They’d be days from the yellow brick road now. Shoot.

Oh well, at least the chivalrous scarecrow didn’t let her get carried away alone. Maddie May shrugged. Maybe getting them shoved in a tornado far away from the yellow brick road was a good thing. She’d have to consult her mirror soon anyhow. Oh, and the dog too. She groaned as she held its chain. It would just have to tagalong. She wasn’t heartless, after all.

Vanessa watched as three flying monkeys came to the lover’s rescue. Two of them picked up Darlene, one at each end, and the other managed to carry Eugene. Motorcycle had been left behind since he was way too heavy.

“That is okay.” Vanessa approached Motorcycle. At first, the creature backed up and beeped at her. “Let me ask you something, Motorcycle.” Vanessa touched her chin. “You’ve seen me before.” She beeped. “Have I ever bothered with Eugene or Darlene?” She beeped again. “The other woman though, you’ve seen her dusting and chanting around them whenever they got close.” He beeped as loud as he could. “My name is Mistress, and I am here to stop her. Eugene and Darlene are destined to love and be with each other. Whenever they get close, that woman interrupts. She changes and mixes up their memories.”

Motorcycle approached her closer.

“If you’ll allow me to ride you behind them, it would help. I would not have to fade after Sya, which is why it’s hard to stop all this nonsense. Still, it may seem futile, and perhaps it is, but we must try.”

Motorcycle beeped and approached her. Getting on, Motorcycle took off back to Munchkinland. Unfortunately, before she even got close enough, she could already sense Sya’s involvement again. “I can’t do anything. My fades are running out,” she tried to convince herself. “I can’t lose the motorcycle.” No, she couldn’t jump every time Sya tried something. It would be done before she even got there.

Vanessa knew her best bet was to trail a distance behind. She did not reach Munchkinland though before bumping back into them. This time, they had Tin Man and the shape shifting lion man with them. Staying out of the way, she kept an even fairer distance. Sya would have to use some kind of combined magic to make four beings forget instead of two. She would have to call for Armageddon unless she knew some powerful spells.

She would have to truly know some real powerful spells. However, Vanessa didn’t count on one thing. Well, two things.

For one, Sya performing a different spell to pull the extras away. The world was currently falling apart, so she easily manipulated where the next dimension hole would be. A little ashamed she didn’t see it coming, Vanessa felt a powerful presence. She had not felt it before that she could remember, but the power was so rigid and it felt familiar. She could sense it. She knew it.

Taking off, Vanessa left the area as fast as possible in the other direction. “Motorcycle, faster!” Oh yes, that presence. That presence.

Mother. Her mother had just interacted with the destined lovers. Her concentration was on them, so if she could get back far enough, then maybe she would not sense Vanessa. While children of loving mothers yearned to see them, Vanessa dreaded hers. If she surpassed her mother in any way, she would kill her. Vanessa had no power against her. Before, if she had met her mother, she would have stayed still and faced it. Vanessa was not that same person though anymore. She had been cleansed. . .

The cleansing though, she wanted to live, and her instinct told her to run as fast as possible. She continued to ride Motorcycle at breakneck speeds until she saw a tornado. “Mother.”

They must be in there. With Darlene’s mouth, it made sense they couldn’t go for long. Gripping the bars, she watched the tornado heading her way. They would need a safe place to land.

Trapped in a tornado. Their lives in peril, one of them might admit how they feel and Sya would be right there again. Again and again! Vanessa touched her forehead. If they even survived. “How am I to beat her? I don’t have the same magic as her.”

Powerless. Vanessa leaned against a tree. Her fades were running out. Dominic was not allowed to help. There was little left. She had hoped that Armageddon would call Sya away, giving her an upper hand, but it didn’t happen. It wouldn’t happen.

There was only one choice, one thing that her people had given her that could help them. Her watch. Sya’s powers would not work against them and they would regain their previous memories.

The watch. She had shoved the other one into the scroll she had given Dominic. He did not realize it, but if they did survive, the paradox would have to be reversed if he didn’t know the information again. The watch, she gave it to him in the wrong time, but he now had it. The scroll, she didn’t tell him anything, but she could bet he was looking at it for anything new she might have put in. Anything he knew now would remain with him.

It meant she had nothing but one watch left. If she escaped the dreaded fate of hell, she would not be able to sync up in the right time with him again. They would meet out of time and out of order.

It was something that had to be done though. Vanessa pulled out her watch. It did more than just synch them to meet in each other’s time, it prevented hazardous magic like memory spells. She had to give it up. If someone casted any kind of spell on her, there was no stopping them.

Vanessa got off Motorcycle. “Go to them. It wasn’t their fault you were left behind, you know that?” He beeped as she placed the watch carefully on the base of the handle. “Go and save them, driving creature. Make sure one of them wears the watch. Preferably Darlene.”

Motorcycle beeped one more time before he took off toward the tornado.

Vanessa stood there, watching the tornado dissipate. Anything could get her. She had little protection except her own physical and mental skills she had learned from her people. She was nothing special, and there was a good chance she could die if her mother found her.

It had to be done though.

“I can’t believe I’m going to die by a stupid tornado!”

“We aren’t going to die,” Eugene assured Darlene as he tried to hold her hand tighter. The wind was whirling them several hundred feet in the air.

“We are inside a tornado, we’ll be dead before we land!” Darlene screamed at him, as if it were his fault. “We are going to die because of your dumb destined lover!”

Yes, she did pin it on him. “I did not ask for this to happen.” He coughed, trying to hide his annoyance, but he couldn’t do it again. “I was not the one egging on a witch, Darlene! Do you not know how ridiculously absurd that was?”

Darlene didn’t answer back. Eugene did not want to leave her feeling bad, but it needed to be said. “Not everything is my fault. I do what I can, I am not perfect.” He had no more time to quarrel though, he had to figure out a way out of this mess.

“You’re right.”

What? That was a first. Eugene tried to concentrate on solutions, but hearing those words from Darlene was unexpected.

“It’s my fault, I egged her on. Damn it, she gave me a dog and a dress like Dorothy! I am not her!”

“I know that very well,” Eugene said, “there was no need to get rambunctious against a witch. Others tremble in fear in their presence for a reason.”

“I know! I know.” Darlene looked at the ground below and Eugene could feel her losing her grip. “I can’t survive in Oz, no one can. A tornado for me, it would be fitting.”

“No, don’t speak like that.” Eugene held her hand closer while grabbing her other one. “We are not going out this way. There is always a way out.”

“There was no way for my friends. My home town. No one!” Darlene shouted out in the roaring winds. “Why would I be any different?”

“Because I have never let Oz take me, and I will not let it take you.” He pulled her closer to him. They spun around in the tornado in each other’s arms. “I promise, I will never let you fall.”

Scarecrow. Eugene. Darlene should have pushed him away. He had no idea what he was talking about, he had only been human for a short time in the long run. Yet, she believed those words. He would never let her fall. Trying to keep her hopes up, she looked around them. Spinning around inside a tornado, there was nothing that could save them when it dissipated.

“Aha!” Scarecrow gestured below them. It was hard to make out, but there was something on fire. “That is the way out. You need to swim downward.”

Swim? “It’s a tornado, not a pool!”

“I already told you once,” Eugene said to her as he began, somehow, moving downward with his arms. “The way Oz works is different, now swim already!”

Eugene never spoke harshly, but from the moment they swirled around in the tornado, he stopped keeping his feelings bottled up. Moving her arms and legs outward, she helped swim downward until a different feeling started to set in.

Less pressure. Less wind. She was no longer swimming, but falling. Screaming she watched Eugene pull her to the back of him. She closed her eyes, predicting the inevitable.

Before she heard a familiar beep.

The thud was softer, on leather. Opening her eyes, Darlene found herself traveling on the back of Motorcycle, behind Eugene. Motorcycle! She hadn’t seen that little beeper since she was taken back to Munchkinland for the boisonous berry. Motorcycle was racing as fast as possible, but Eugene slammed the breaks and caused it to turn around.

Feeling the directional shift and Motorcycle almost on its side as it turned, Darlene grabbed onto Eugene’s waist. After the shift, Motorcycle stopped.

“You see? I told you I’d never let you fall.” Eugene’s eyes met hers. “Are you all right?”

Scarecrow. He was a scarecrow most of his life, Darlene tried to remind herself as she stared at his long blond hair and leather jacket that her grandmother had given him. His eyes staring at her from the mud that splattered on him from that move he just pulled. Not even Connor could have ever done anything like that.

He reached out to touch her chin. “Are you all right? You’re looking at me a bit funny. Are you disoriented in any way?”

Scarecrow. Freaking thing that scared crows away. That’s what he had been born to do. “Yuh huh.” But it couldn’t stop her heart from fluttering.

That was just, in every way possible, cool. Like it or not, Eugene was cooler than any badass she had ever seen driving down any street. He was a hot biker from the movies she constantly watched. Come to think of it, if she hadn’t been all wrapped up and dreading her own life being snatched away, the thing with the knife was cool too. If she had been in her right mind, she probably would have done something then and there.

She heard a beep from Motorcycle. An urgent beep.

“It’s okay,” Eugene said to him, stroking it tenderly. “We are fine. It’s good to have you back.”

She wasn’t a damsel in distress, but she appreciated a cool guy that knew how to take care of his woman. She felt her whole face suddenly become hot when she realized what she just said to herself.

She was starting to fall for the scarecrow man. Darlene wasn’t a real witch though, Maddie May was. Plus, she hadn’t exactly been the nicest to him since the beginning. Blurting anything out to Eugene wouldn’t be good. What if he wanted to jump the gun and start talking prophecy?

Motorcycle beeped louder and even revved himself up.

“What is it?” Eugene stopped Motorcycle, noticing a watch encircled on its handle bars. “Is it this watch?” Motorcycle beeped twice. Eugene turned back toward Darlene. “Motorcycle wants us to have this. Would you like to wear it? I do not know much about clothes, and it may be too feminine?”

Darlene just gawked. Feminine was right! She didn’t know what made it sparkle, or whether those were true diamonds around the face, but damn. “Just keep it on him, that’s way too expensive for my little arm.” Her sexy little arm. Hmm. “You would look a bit feminine with it, but I bet you could rock it out.” She chuckled. “Scarecrow man.” She touched his chin and twirled it forward on the bike while pressing her arms tightly around his waist.

Eugene didn’t answer at first. He turned back around to look at her again. Darlene tried to appear cross, but it probably didn’t register to her face correctly. “You called me scarecrow man, but with a strange lilt in your voice. Is that good or bad?”

“What do you think?”

“I . . .I-I think good?” Eugene coughed and turned back around to face the front. “Motorcycle will help us get closer, I know this area we have been dropped off at. If we go the other way, we will run into the yellow brick road even closer to Oz.” He patted Motorcycle’s side. “I missed you my friend! I am sorry I had to leave you behind before.” He heard a small beep. “No, truly, I am. I know how it feels to be left behind. More than once actually,” he added before taking off. “We should enjoy the ride for a little while but when we hit the dangerous territory again, we should stay off Motorcycle.”

“Yeah,” Darlene agreed. She patted Motorcycle too. Without him, they wouldn’t be alive right now. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but I did just think of you as a regular motorcycle. You saved my life though, little beeper, so thanks.”

He beeped as Eugene looked back at her.

“What?”

“You appreciate it even though it was not born alive?”

Darlene shrugged. “Maybe not everything has to be born the same way to matter.”

“Maybe . . .maybe it doesn’t?” He turned back to face the front. “Maddie May was not the one.”

“Yeah, I figured that one out.”

“That means . . .”

“Yes, I know. Yeah, eventually us. Yep, let’s head on over to Oz.” She said it as casually as she could. “Then we can help each other.”

“Help each other?” Eugene asked. “I will help you out anyway I can, but what can you help me with? I know how to eat, drink, and the other human essentials.”

“Look,” Darlene mentioned. “If we are these destined pair, then we need to get to that point of love. I am not the real lovey type, but you are. You could show me ways you think that could make me fall in love.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“And we can have sex in the meantime.”

Eugene put the brakes on Motorcycle. Darlene just gave him a funny look when he glanced back at her.

“I thought sex was personal, and that we wouldn’t be doing that?”

“Yeah, but it’s needed.” Darlene shrugged her shoulders. “Lust is easier. I can show you how to lust, and I can learn to lust after you. It won’t be that hard. It’s the love that’s the hard part, but in the meantime, we can practice lust.”

“What about . . . umm . . .”

“The guy who is plant food? We weren’t that serious. I mean, I am sorry he is gone, but I have enough problems on my mind. Plus, we have to have lots of sex to make a baby anyway. Right? It doesn’t just happen on the first try.”

He just stared at her longer. “Darlene? Have you ingested anything lately? Picked up something on the bottom of your feet?” He pressed his hand against her forehead. “You aren’t feverish.”

“Nope, I am just accepting reality. We need to have lots of sex to have a baby and if I can get this love part down with your help, I bet we can save Oz.” Keeping her face straight while she said all that was hard. She wanted to laugh so bad. The first time she came to him, he didn’t know what sex was, but now he knew. Even if he didn’t remember, something inside of him remembered what happened.

“I . . .uh. Well, it . . .” Eugene coughed and turned back around. “Then we can try it when we reach the yellow brick road. I-I mean Oz!” He smacked his own forehead. “I mean Oz.”

Gaw. Darlene just watched his blunder and was more turned on. Who knew that it was naturally hot guys with the geeky tendencies between that got to her? Or maybe . . .not that she’d ever admit it.

Maybe it was just the geekiness. “Well then, let’s head to the yellow brick road so we can start having sex.”

“Yes, to the yellow brick road. No, I mean to Oz. We can’t do that . . .I mean, it’s . . .” Eugene coughed and she could guess his face was probably turning red because he wasn’t turning around. “I am having problems with this idea, Darlene. I have heard Lyon speak of his mating which he said is what you do, and it is . . .”

“Well I don’t know if we do it like lions. That’s probably primitive. I wouldn’t worry too much about that, it shouldn’t hurt your back or anything.”

“Oh. Okay.” That seemed to have loosened him up. “That is good to hear because I have heard some stories from him.” He sighed. “Poor Lyon. I wonder where he went to? Tin Man. Down a hole.”

He missed his friends. Eugene didn’t show it as much, but it was clear. Dwelling on them though wasn’t going to help him, so instead she decided to get one more rise out of him that would probably end his conversation skills for awhile. “Lyon told you stories?”

“Yes, many.”

“Did you take notes? We could always try some.”

Yep, that strangled gawk that emitted from his throat was awesome.

“No!”

Eugene could actually say no to her. “Did you really tell me no?” she egged him on. “Are you going to tell me no later?”

“When?”

“On the yellow brick road when we have sex?”

“We are not doing that.” Eugene stopped Motorcycle again and looked back at Darlene. “Are you sure nothing has messed with your mind? You are not being the same Darlene I remember.”

“Oh?” Darlene let go of her waist. “Describe me in detail. What am I usually?”

“Well, you? You are . . .” Eugene tapped his chin. “You are often not as . . .well you . . .I don’t want you to take offense, but you are stubborn.”

“Uh huh.”

“Sometimes rude, especially with language.”

“Uh huh.”

“And it isn’t easy for you to say thank you or ask for help.”

“Uh huh.”

“And, you are incredibly difficult to read.” Eugene went on. “One moment you are in an okay mood, and then you just get really mad. You will even challenge the power of a witch when you are angry.”

“Uh huh.” Darlene watched him. “Anything else?”

“No.” Eugene didn’t look her straight in the eye. “I am sorry to have said all that. You are a good person, you just don’t often show it.”

“Well, now that you are done cutting me down, can we go now?” As if on cue, his head fell forward. Probably in shame. “Something wrong?”

“I really did not mean to come down on you that hard. I was just trying to be honest.” He tapped his foot against Motorcycle. “Something is wrong with you and I don’t know what it is. I cannot agree to anything except to take you to Oz until I know for sure that you are well.”

“You think I have boisonous berry again?” Darlene tapped his waist. “Why not suck my tongue and find out?”

“No, but I am quite confident you have ingested nastiacal water. It affects people differently, they become . . .more loving.” He went ahead and began to ride. “If you drank that water, you could be saying anything just to receive physical comfort. I will not hurt you like that.”

Water? “Well, I drank a little water when you were drooling with Maddie May, but I don’t remember where. I remember it tasted good. Like sex. Which we should have.”

“Darlene, that is dangerous,” he scolded her. “You must be careful.” He scoffed. “I was not drooling over her. It was more of the other way around.”

“I don’t believe you. Make me believe you.” She whispered in his ear. “Drool on me.”

“Nastiacal water, definitely.” Eugene stopped and looked into her eyes. Her cheeks were a rosy red, and her eyelids halfway shut. “I need you to open your mouth please.”

“Ooh, aren’t you quick to pick things up?”

Eugene didn’t kid around as he checked in her jaw. Her tongue had several green spots on it. “Yes. You have several spots which meant it was more than a small drink. Why in the world did you ingest water without telling me, Darlene?”

“Maddie May had you preoccupied.”

“It does not matter!” Eugene hit his head. “And why are you dragging on about the witch so much? She meant nothing to me.” He watched her eyelids. “Or are you perhaps jealous? A little?”

“Completely,” Darlene slurred, “which is exactly why we shouldn’t even wait for the yellow brick road.” She grabbed Eugene unexpectedly and slammed his mouth over hers.

He quickly tried to let go. Darlene had absolutely no control over her body. Even though her mouth tasted good, he couldn’t continue down the path they were on. “Darlene, let go.” He managed to pull away from her. “I am not giving you any of those things your body is wanting. That is the water, not you.”

He was mad at Darlene. She should know better! He could believe she would mess up as her mind was now, dulled and crazy for physical contact. She had no excuse previously. There was no reason she would be that stupid.

Unless she was jealous. Darlene wouldn’t be jealous of him though, would she? She never acted as if she cared much about him. He used to doubt she would even shed a tear if something happened to him. But, maybe . . . could she be?

Was she jealous?

And was she actually trying to take off his leather jacket?! “Darlene, control yourself.” He tried to move it from her grip. When he did that successfully, she tried to go for his jeans. “Okay, no, down.” He moved her hands away again.

“Come on. Hot guy on a motorcycle just saved my life.” Darlene leaned in on him. “It’s only right that I show my appreciation?” She rubbed into him more, moving her hands over his pants. “It’s the polite thing to do.”

“Nope.” Eugene groaned and moved off Motorcycle. What was he going to do?

Motorcycle beeped at him again, this time actually popping a small wheelie. Darlene could barely hold onto the seat.

The watch again? “Motorcycle, my friend, please understand. Darlene is in no condition to take responsibility for such a watch.”

“Yes I can.” Darlene hopped off Motorcycle and grabbed the handle bars. “I bet you like those kind of girls who clean up real nice with jewelry, huh?” She flirted as she took the watch. “I swear those are real diamonds around the face and real gemstones on the four points. I bet this would get you happy you’re a real man.” She placed it on her wrist.

And instantly slammed to the ground.

“Darlene!” Eugene ran to her, holding her close. “It’s okay.” He tried to take off the watch but Motorcycle beeped. “This watch is hurting her, it cannot stay on her. How did she clasp it on?”

Motorcycle revved and actually drove toward Eugene fast while he tried to take off the watch. He beeped the loudest he ever did, laying it on loud and long.

“Okay.” Eugene conceded to Motorcycle. “I just hope you know what you are doing.”

///She had a god in the middle of her bed, and she was in full control. Her anxiety about the situation dimmed and she just felt . . .she had to give a slight evil smirk. He was just so damn proper that she couldn’t help herself.///

Darlene groaned, her memories coming back. “Woman. Dust. That bitch, I’ll kill her.”

“Ah. It sounds like you are getting back to normal.”

“Normal?” Darlene opened her eyes and saw Eugene. “Eugene.”

“Darlene. It is great to see you as you normally are again.” He helped her up. “Now that you are better, I must ask you. Why in the world did you drink water without telling me?”

Water. Oh yeah. “I was . . .” Nyah, she didn’t want to say it. She rubbed her head. “Eugene, what do you remember happened to us? You know, on the bed at my grandma’s house.”

“The bed? We slept the night before we came here on it,” Eugene answered.

“No, we didn’t just do that.” Darlene pursed her lips. “The cliff face when you saved me. The boisonous berry.” She glanced at him at an angle. “No recollection at all, straw man?”

“Hm?” Eugene blinked. “What about them?”

“Yeah.” Darlene took off the watch. “Here, wear this.”

“No, no,” Eugene insisted as she started to clamp it on. “This helped you find your mind through the nastiacal water. You will lose your senses again.”

“Fine, two seconds.” Darlene held the watch on his wrist as he squinced his eyes. “Coming back to you?”

Eugene kept his eyes closed a time before opening them. Then he said, “Darlene. You umm . . .we?” He smashed his hands together. “You are more affectionate than I thought.”

“Yeah, and you were less hard to handle than I thought.”

“Oh.”

“Yep.”

Eugene raised his finger toward her. “Woman? Dust?”

“Yep.”

“So are we . . .still?” He smushed his hands together.

“Hang on, Eugene.” Darlene held her finger up. “Maybe if my memory hadn’t been so messed up, we’d be farther along than we are. For all I know, Oz might have been saved by now. But, I don’t know and I’m not going to get all kissy-faced yet.” She pressed her palms together and pretended to dust them off. “First thing is first, finding out who is manipulating our memories and why.”

“Someone must know about our role,” Eugene added. “I sucked boisonous berry off your tongue.” He glanced out in the distance. “Lyon must have tasted nothing but he didn’t even bother to tell me. That fiend, I hope he’s enjoying being trapped in another dimension.”

“Hey. Ease up on the jealousy,” Darlene warned him. “Not real becoming.”

“Look who is speaking of that matter.”

Darlene raised an eyebrow. “Come again?” She pointed to herself. “Jealous? You think I have been jealous of you? Why?”

Eugene moved over and leaned against Motorcycle. “Maddie May.”

“A witch.” She scoffed. “You think I was jealous of a witch.”

“Why else did you drink the nastiacal water? You know better. You would have to be out of your usual mind.” He watched her reaction.

Darlene tapped her foot. “Exploration makes one thirsty.”

“I was right there, and you know how dangerous it is here, so you were either jealous or being stupid.”

“I’m not stupid!”

“Then jealous?”

Darlene covered her face. Damn it. He was right. She didn’t understand where the jealousy had come from, and she chalked it up to something different. With those memories though, she knew why she had been jealous.

That fucking bitch had been all over her towhead motorcycle god.

Er. Her straw man.

“There was no need.” Eugene smiled at her. “I had no feelings for Maddie May.”

“Yeah, well, so?” Darlene scoffed again, trying to hide her feelings. “I mean, I don’t even know if you can detect that thing. You haven’t been human that long.”

“You think because I haven’t been human as long, I cannot spot jealousy?” He moved away from Motorcycle, his hands still crossed. “I remember those moments too now, do not lie. Even as a scarecrow I understood the concept of jealousy. I understood much as a scarecrow, whether you believe it or not.”

“Yuh.” Darlene looked away. “You weren’t born with a brain.”

“But I got one!” he yelled at her. “I also received much more, including a heart now, which I-I almost despise.” He walked straight up to her. “Living was easier without a heart. It hurts. It aches. It makes me feel funny. It pumps hard around you, and it causes anger deep inside when someone tries to hurt you. When you hurt me, I feel like it’s going to slow down and actually cause death inside of me.” He beat on his chest. “If I could get rid of this confusing, lousy thing I would. Before it, I was never angry. I was simple and calm.” His face had turned red. “And before I wouldn’t have cared so much if people made fun of the fact I wasn’t human my entire life.”

Darlene took a step back. She had commented that way before to him, but he had nerve now. “Easy. No offense, I just meant-“

“I understood much the first day I received it, as I did the day I received my brain.” Eugene pointed to his head. “Understanding the heart does not grow with time. The moment it first beats, that is all you will ever understand. It is why I have learned the concept of love is difficult to grasp. Whether an inanimate object or an elderly man, neither one will ever understand the heart more than the other.”

Geez. What was she supposed to say to that? “Whatever.” Okay, lame, but what was she supposed to say? Eugene made her feel like a lowly creature with that kind of speech. “We should get going.”

“No.”

Great, there it was again. “Okay, why not? Want to sit around making flower hats?”

“No. I am not moving until you tell me why you keep hurting me.” He stood up straight, his arms still crossed. “Every time I try to get close to understanding a human feeling, you delve out the scarecrow excuse. Why?” He glared at her. “And why will you not admit that you were jealous of Maddie May?”

“Cause.” Darlene shifted. “Just . . .” She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

“Not whatever. I want to know, Darlene.”

“Why?” She shrugged her shoulders and rubbed her hands down her face. “Because it isn’t me, that’s why.” Ugh! “I have guy friends, Eugene. They are friends. But I also have boyfriends. They aren’t the same.”

“I would imagine because you kiss the others.” His voice was strained. “Like Connor.”

“No, it’s because I screw the others. I don’t care. I don’t get the two mixed up. There are friends and then feeling good friends. I don’t do serious. I don’t do jealousy.” She glared at him. “And you piss me the most off of everyone because I have no idea which one you are! My forgotten memory wants to pinpoint you as the cute guy I just screw cause he’s cute, while the mixed up memory I thought happened pegs you as a trustworthy friend.” She was silent a moment. “I don’t combine. I don’t . . .” She didn’t know what to do.

“Oh.” Eugene didn’t speak fast. “You have never been in love either.”

“This isn’t-that’s not-“ Darlene didn’t know what to say. “I guess, not seriously.”

They both stood there. Neither moving. Neither talking.

“I know the functions of the heart, but I do not know if it is the root of love,” he finally spoke. “I do not really know if, being a simple scarecrow, I would still feel the same or not. All I know is that I want this thing removed out of my chest if you don’t one day accept me into yours.”

Darlene paused. “I don’t . . .I don’t know anything more than you about love. I don’t really know if I . . .if I am.”

“I can save you the trouble. Give me that watch.”

Eugene and Darlene both looked over at the strange woman.

“Who are you?” Darlene yelled at her. “Why do you keep fucking around with my life?”

“Because you two are not going to make any baby to save any dimension.” She gestured to herself. “I am Sya, and I will make sure of it, watch or not.”

Darlene held onto the watch that was on Eugene’s hand. “Like hell you are tangling with my memories again.”

“What manner of creature would not save a dimension?” Eugene asked in incredible disbelief.

“Give me the watch.”

“Fuck you and the tornado you rode in on,” Darlene said back. “You’ve jerked me around long enough. Do you know how confusing it is to combine fine ass guy with best friend? I’m kind of at a loss right now what to do because of you!”

“Best friend?” Eugene looked over at her. “You think I am a best friend?”

“Well.” Darlene shrugged. “Yeah, friend. Yet you know. Sexy too.” She glared at the woman. “I don’t combine the two, it makes life messy.”

“I am a sexy best friend.” Eugene grinned from ear to ear. “You are my sexy best friend too!”

Darlene looked over at him. “Do you know what sexy means?”

Eugene grasped the hand holding the watch with his other one. “Yes, I do.” He looked over at the strange woman and nodded. “And thank you.”

“What?”

“What?” Darlene repeated the strange woman. “What are you thanking her for? She stole our memories!”

“Which made it easier to become friends.” Eugene patted her hand on the watch. “I have a feeling she did more good then harm. You yourself have not had a relationship where the two were mixed. You just said that.”

“Well, yeah, but.” Darlene gave the strange woman a quirky look. “She’s still a bitch.”

The woman looked between the both of them. “Are you saying I helped get you together faster?”

“Sya!”

Darlene and Eugene watched as a man came over to the woman. He was shaking his head in shame.

“Out.” He pushed his thumb in the other direction from them.

“What’s wrong?” Sya asked the man.

“What is wrong?” The man winced. “You know, if you weren’t my girlfriend, I would have to kill you for your insolence.” He pointed toward Darlene and Eugene. “They were supposed to get together in Oz, one week from now. You have moved it up. They are going to have sex three times tonight already.”

“Hang on, what?” Darlene tried to interrupt.

“It doesn’t matter.” The man pulled out something from behind him that looked like a dagger. “Destined lovers can’t be killed my magic, Sya. We are moving to option B.

“You will not kill us,” Eugene warned them. “You cannot harm us with sharp, pointy daggers.”

“Uh, yeah, actually they can,” Darlene corrected him. “You aren’t full of straw anymore, you know. Those things can carve us up.”

“Oh. Well then, our own option B for us.” Eugene cupped his hands around his mouth. “Motorcycle!” Coming from around the corner beeping, Darlene and Eugene both quickly got on.

“What do you take me for?” The man said as they ran away. “Get back here!”
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“You will not harm those lovers.”

Armageddon looked behind him. “Well, if it isn’t Apocalypse Cutie.”

“Do not call me that. I am Apocalypse Mistress.”

“Yeah, well don’t flatter yourself too much,” Sya said as she glared at Vanessa. “You only had a small part in his plan, he wasn’t going to actually be with you.”

“Thank goodness,” Vanessa said sarcastically. “I don’t think I could take another rotting garbage kind of smelly kissing session.”

“She doesn’t have a part to play anymore, Arma,” Sya said holding up her dagger. “Let’s just get rid of her. It’ll be a mercy killing anyhow since she can’t leave this world.”

“Killing her accomplishes nothing.” Armageddon moved toward Vanessa. “Left your little Apocalypse Boy again, hmm?”

Vanessa didn’t speak at first. “You stole a kiss from me. You tricked Dominic into losing his honor. I shall not go easy on you.” She positioned her feet just so, ready for a physical fight. “You cannot beat me.”

“I can’t beat you?” Arma warned her. “I could beat you within an inch of your life. You aren’t even a challenge for Sya.”

“I am, on my own world.” Vanessa stood proudly. “You pride yourself on your skills. Show them, full advantage.”

“When I beat you,” Sya warned her, “I will take your head back as a trophy and drop it to Dominic’s feet!” She opened a portal and jumped in. “Come on, Arma!”

“To take one of you out, once and for all. Don’t think that we cannot come back.” Armageddon leapt into the hole

Vanessa looked at the hole one final time before she leaped in herself.
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“I should be back there dying just to grab that bitch’s hair,” Darlene complained as she rode on the back of Motorcycle.

“Not worth it. Prophecy. Strange woman with a name I’ve never heard with dust to make us forget, and coming back with a friend?” Eugene shook his head. “It is too big for us, Darlene. They are trying to kill us to stop the prophecy.”

“Yeah, like now. Like it was really important they needed to kill us now.” Darlene rolled her eyes. “It’s not like we are going to do something right away now that we remember.”

“Yes, we should.”

Eh? “We should?” Darlene asked. “What do you mean? I thought the goal was to get to Oz.”

“No. Not the real goal.” Eugene started to slow down as Darlene saw a familiar object. “The yellow brick road.”

“We are back on it to Oz.”

“No.”

Darlene groaned and hit his side with her hand. “What are you talking about?”

“Darlene.” Eugene stroked the handles on Motorcycle. “Do you love me?”

“That’s . . . a loaded question.”

“I love you.”

“Yeah.”

Eugene squeezed the handlebars a little tighter. “Now is not the time for this, Darlene. We have people with magical powers trying to kill us. We cannot pretend that did not happen, and jumping on Motorcycle to drive away will not be a long term solution. Not to magic, and that is not Oz magic that I know of.”

Darlene pushed her head against his shoulders. “Well, what?”

“You had no problem really exploring the first time.” Eugene turned around. “I can shutup, close my eyes, and let you lead again. Yet, it’s all for nothing if you still don’t have the same feelings.”

“You are so sure of yourself that you love me.” Darlene rolled her head away from his shoulders. “I am not going to get in some ‘how-do-you-know’ fight about it, but I think you’re nuts. Prophecy or not, you can’t love me.”

“Why?” Eugene urged. “Why do you think that I don’t understand the concept of love?”

“Because you idiot, I’m not worth loving!” Darlene huffed. “Look, I-I was just a simple girl from Kansas. I party, drink booze usually and screw good looking guys. That’s it. I’m not a damsel in distress. I’m not here for some greater good. I am far, far from your old friend.” She grew silent. “I’m nothing like Dorothy.”

“I know this.” Eugene patted Motorcycle as he got off. “I know that you are not . . . wholesomely raised. I don’t care. I do not compare you to Dorothy in any way, and I never would. She was a little girl who was my friend. The only thing you do have in common, is, well . . .”

“Well, what?”

“You are outspoken like her. Even as a little girl, she spoke her mind. Not as vulgarly, but with the same urgency.” He made a funny movement with his fingers. “I don’t like to speak this way, but there isn’t another way to put it. She did not give a damn about what others thought, she forged her own way.”

Really? Darlene crossed her arms. She never knew that. “Look. If you even knew half the things I did in my world? Your straws would curl.”

“Your world is gone.” Eugene touched her shoulder. “As I once was a scarecrow, I am now a man. You were once a woman, lost in her own ways. Now, you are a resident of Oz. Plain and simple. Things must change, that is how it goes.”

“So you don’t really even care how many guys I gave handjobs too? Screwed? Kissed, hugged, nothing?”

Yeah, there it was. She saw it. “Like Connor.”

“Yep, like Connor.”

“I don’t like thinking of that, with him.”

“He’s just the tip of a long road of bad choices.” Darlene got off Motorcycle too. “That’s what you’d have to deal with. I’m not a checkered dress sweet doll.”

“I know, and I accept it. I have to. I don’t care what happened, I love you.”

“I killed a man once,” Darlene said. “He bugged me. I killed him in cold blood. I am still working out where to hide the body. Still love me?”

Eugene blinked. “Well? My mind would wish not to be involved with something like that, but my mind does not control me. I am afraid my heart would . . .want to help make sure the body is never found.”

“Geez, dude, that’s creepy.” Darlene rolled her eyes. “I never killed anyone. I just needed to know how nuts you were. Make sure the body is never found? Yep, that’s grade a nuts right there.”

“I didn’t mean to be creepy,” Eugene answered, “I didn’t know what to say when you said that. I never want to lose you though.” He looked straight at her. “So?”

“So.”

“Do you?”

Darlene crossed her feet one over the other. “I am a crazy, psycho bitch that can’t always be controlled. If I didn’t care . . . I wouldn’t have tried to warn you that I’m a crazy, psycho bitch that can’t always be controlled.” As soon as she did that, she shot her pointing finger right at him. “Look. I make no promises that I’ll clean up real well, and I have no idea whether I would be a lousy mom. I don’t know the first thing about real relationships because I don’t mess around in those. I don’t cook. I don’t clean. I don’t like people bossing me around. What you see is what you get.” She watched him. Carefully.

He didn’t even blink. “I accept that, as long as you accept me as me.”

“You mean the sometimes geeky guy who gets jealous, can’t seem to cuss, and seems more like something out of a kids fairytale book most of the time?” She winked. “I can train that away.”

“You mean accept,” Eugene corrected her.

“Yeah, well.” Darlene shrugged but winked at him again. “I will at first, but by the time I’ve taught you what I know, you’ll have to lose the wholesome image. At least beneath the covers if not in public. Speaking of which . . .” Darlene moved over to the yellow brick road, now a short ways away. “Nothing to the left. Nothing to the right. Alone for miles on the old yellow brick road, Eugene.”

“Yes.” Eugene approached the road himself. “I suppose.”

“For the sake of Oz, and I guess our own lives, I guess we should get on with it?” Darlene tugged him over closer. “Close your eyes and shutup. Don’t say anything. Now, listen carefully.” She leaned in closer on his ear. “I love you, Scarecrow.”
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Cannot Even Feel It.

DIMENSION: VANESSA’S WORLD

“So, this is what your world looked like before you ended it?” Sya teased her as they landed. Vanessa did not speak quickly. “Come on, tell me. How’s it feel to be back home right before the bang?”

“Sya, don’t drag it out.” Armageddon stood away from them. “Hurry it up, Apocalypse Cutie, we don’t have all day. Show us your power that you have on your little home world.”

Vanessa did not budge. She would not glance around or let old feelings stir her. She would not feel it. She was not destined to save her world, there was no way around that. Instead, she looked at where her watch used to be. 
“If you aren’t going to strike first, then I will!” Sya shouted as she lunged for Vanessa. Jumping up and twirling in the air, she ignored the first blow and ran back to the dimension hole she just left.
“Coward!” Sya shouted. Armageddon groaned and followed behind them.
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The Dangerous Land of Oz Past 2

DIMENSION: OZ

“It’s over.” Vanessa stared at Armageddon and Sya.

“It’s . . .shit.” Armageddon stomped his foot. “Damn it, Sya. She wasn’t looking for physical combat.”

“What do you mean?” Sya asked as she looked at Vanessa. “I could take her, Arma, but she ran like a coward back. I can still take her.”

“Time differentiation. I do not know every dimension’s time, but I know that in my dimension, time moved slower than most other dimensions.” Vanessa glared at Armageddon. “Before I gave away the watch, I ran my own calculations.”

“I don’t get it. What is she talking about, Arma?”

“Quiet, Sya. She won.”

“She won?”

“Yes.” Armageddon gritted his teeth. “We interrupted the time at a certain moment and we came back at another. After the fact. Between those times we cannot stop what already happened.”

“The child should have been consummated by now, if not born. This world is protected. You lose.” Vanessa watched both of them fuming. All those plans they made, gone because they believed she would fight to the bitter end on her own dimension.

She was not that naïve. Her world was done for, and so too had her own journey. All she had left was the two couples to protect.

Closing her eyes, she waited for the gods to take her the next couple, before her mother located her or Sya gave the last blow.

“Don’t, Sya.” Armageddon pulled her over into her embrace. “That’s what she wants, to go out like a hero. Not live in this messed up world. In fact, I think it’s fitting that we go ahead and treat her to the dimension hole she needs to get back to Dominic’s world.”

Dominic’s world? That world she left Oz for was Dominic’s dimension? Vanessa watched Armageddon point his finger toward her.

The next moment, Vanessa found herself falling in Munchkinland, toward the hole where Darlene had lost her friends. Toward Dominic’s lost world.

And most likely, to her own demise if the gods did not hurry.

“Stop!”

Vanessa looked to her right. While plummeting into the hole, she suddenly stopped in mid air. A woman with a wand came by closer to her.

“Now, I can’t put my finger on it, but I know you are someone important,” the woman said. “I am the Good Witch of the North and I won’t let anyone just toss you into that death trap dimension.”

A kind heart who took pity. “I am sorry for wasting your time. I am no one important anymore, only my mission. I was once the Apocalypse Girl but I am unworthy now.”

“Oh, that would explain the feeling I had.” She patted her wand in her hand. “Still, no reason to commit suicide. You cannot go into that world. It is certain death that way. I have sadly seen it with my own two eyes. Two lives extinguished before their time. A tragic fate.” She patted Vanessa’s nose with her wand. “No one is so unworthy that they must go to such a dreadful place. Although I do know the scarecrow and witch have saved Oz, for some reason, that world is still not saved. I sense there is more to it. You simply cannot go.”

But that did not matter, as she felt a surge of power around her. The gods were finally moving her onward. Just one more couple.
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Unwanted Betrayal A Tragic Fate: Part 3: DIMENSION: SHAZOO
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“This is not happening,” Carol groaned as she stared out the car window. She honked the horn as strange white flakes fell to the ground. Angel watched the strange flakes as she helped to watch the ground. They were going to head to the grocery store but things got weird. Their vehicles ran automatically, sensing disturbances like other cars and when to slow down.

These white flakes had been a mystery to the vehicle too and Carol was now driving manually. “How often have you drove manually?” Angel had to ask.

“Enough.” That was as good an answer as she would get. “As long as other drivers don’t-“

As soon as she said those cursed words two cars ran into each other right in front of them. Holding onto dear life, Angel gripped her seat. A sound like thunder reigned down to the scene.

In front of her was Booth. She held her breath, hoping he didn’t see her. Their last encounter, she remembered it did not go so smooth. He accused her of lying about the pregnancy or it being his for money. Then she went and mentioned Booth Char and he went completely nuts on her.

She wouldn’t be able to shirk it off though because her friend got out of the car and called to him.

“Booth!” Carol yelled as she transformed into a wolf and met him in the middle of the road. “This strange white stuff, any ideas?”

Booth shook his head as he went to check on the crashed cars. Angel wanted to stay in the car but Carol returned to the car and pulled on her.

“Come on, I want you to meet my friend.”

“He’s busy,” Angel said awkwardly. “You know, crash ahead?”

“He’s always busy. Don’t worry, he’s great. He’s been asking to meet the girl I’m living with anyhow.”

Oh just her luck! Carol just had to be friends with him. As she fought against getting out of the car though, he was there. Beside Carol.

By his expression and snort, he remembered her too.

Angel bit her lip. “Some car crash?”

“Everyone is fine,” he insisted. He put his left paw on the seat and looked at her stomach. “You’re bigger.”

“You know her already?” Carol said in surprise.

“Oh, yes I do.” He moved his left paw back down. “Who’s the father of her cub, Carol?”

“Well, that’s complicated.”

“Why?”

This wasn’t getting anywhere good. At this rate, Angel could lose the place she had called home. She could lose the only real friend she made. What would she do? 

“Angel’s baby is just special, Booth. We don’t have to go into details.”

“Angel?” 

For some reason, Booth’s attitude changed into something else. Sympathy? Curiosity? Angel couldn’t pinpoint it.

“Why didn’t you say your name was Angel!” Booth yelled at her.

“Why does it matter?” Carol asked. “How do you know her?”

“She met me before.” He growled at her, his eyes meeting hers. “She claimed she was carrying my baby.”

“What?” Carol looked toward Angel. “Is that true?” 

Angel couldn’t speak. She was screwed either way now. This was terrible, how in the world was she going to get out of this? 

“Angel!” Carol yelled as she stomped her own front paw.

Angel had no choice. She started to speak, but Booth didn’t give her time. Grabbing onto her dress, he yanked her out and she fell on top of him. Hanging on, Carol traveled right beside them. Angel kept a firm grip on his fur, but she had no idea where he was taking her.

“No, no way!” Angel fought with all her might against the hospital staff. They strapped her to a large pole that went halfway up in the center of the room. It had a blunt top that part of her body was pressed against, while the rest was strapped tightly around it. “Let me go, please.”

A doctor approached her. “Let’s calm down. Booth is eager to know the truth, so I am just going to use a DNA Shazoo machine. Don’t move, you are in perfect alignment with the needle. It will find out who the father will be. It will be over in seconds.”

“A needle?” She was strapped to some kind of needle that was supposed to identify the father? “Don’t I get some kind of anesthetic?”

“There’s no time, when Booth says something, we must listen.” The doctor came over toward her. Angel struggled as the doctor began to push buttons.

“Just relax. The more you fight against it, the more it will hurt. Do you want to know when the prick will come?” the doctor asked casually.

Prick? He called it nothing more than a prick? 

“Do you want to know when it comes or not?” the doctor asked her again. “Well?”

Angel closed her eyes. She would finally know the answer, but it was going to be a great deal of pain. She could tell. This was not of her own choice, she was strapped in tight. She couldn’t hide the tear starting to fall.

Wolves were powerful creatures. They fought, they love live prey, they lived rough. Angel was no wolf, she knew the needle was not going to be easy. She felt her legs starting to shake as she heard the doctor make the choice for her.

“Five more seconds and it will be over.”

Okay, maybe it was better not knowing. She pulled her fingers in tight, trying to prepare herself for the pain.

And then, the pain was over.

Vanessa watched in horror. A needle that big, shot right through the center. The doctor was panicking while the nurses had cleaned up the blood. She watched as someone gigantic showed up right next to the door, watching the scene.

This . . . wasn’t fair. She didn’t even have the chance to reach the couple before the woman died. The name of the lovers. Unknown. The world she was in. Unknown. All she knew was what Lucinda said. A trait before their conceivance.

“You idiot!” A white wolf snapped at the doctor. “Not everyone is wolf, you shouldn’t have assumed she was a wolf!”

“You wanted the procedure quick, and I had little time to investigate. I was unaware that she would be anything but. There are so few humans, Booth.” The doctor blubbered his way through excuses, but it didn’t matter.

Vanessa could see it. Another woman came into the room and tried to run to the fallen woman’s side. She howled at the scene. 

Wolves. She was willing to bet this was supposed to be the destructive Booth that Dominic said was a destined lover. She saw the large speared needle resting in the woman’s back. This was supposed to be Angel. 

“She could have been pregnant!” The wolf snapped at him again. “With my child.”

She had no chance. Of course, the gods didn’t want to lose. She saved Eugene and Darlene, but she couldn’t save Booth and Angel. Without a counter couple, she was supposed to have stopped Hero and Roxie from having him. No lover.

She had failed at saving Dominic and herself. It was a risk, and even though the gods had obviously cheated her, she knew it was a risk. All of life was.

Grabbing the needle out of Angel, she did the only thing she could. When a destined lover died, the chance of the other becoming a zombie increased. The fact that Booth had immense power didn’t help. He was off guard, hovering over Angel’s body. Too preoccupied. Perhaps even feeling the loss of his soulmate, even though he had never known her. His brashness had got her killed too, so that could be on his mind. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter anymore.

Before she was sent to hell, she took him too
Illusions: A Tragic Fate: The End: DIMENSION: LAST MINUTES WITHIN LOST AND FOUND

“Dean?” Sera spoke as they climbed up the cliff. She wanted him to tell her what was wrong, that was clear. He couldn’t though. He just kept climbing. How was he supposed to tell her that they were supposed to be destined lovers? Lovers? With a human? He would admit that, perhaps, a human was not a bad friend. That they did have a camaraderie between them they had somehow achieved. That did not equal love though. 

It was why she fell in the hole. It was why she was allowed to make it through. Everything made sense, except the obvious. He had no feelings of love that made him want to shout from the rooftops. Maybe, and it was a really strong maybe . . . maybe he would have entertained a sort of companionship above friend a little briefly. Yet, love was out of the question. Marriage. Children. Perhaps the feelings he felt were the only the beginnings, the smidget of what would develop over time as they continued to travel? 

“Dean? Are you going to talk to me at all?”

Over long, long amounts of time. Seriously, he could not see himself announcing some kind of love to her! They had become more of a pair of ‘friends’ than he thought he’d ever be with a human, but that would be it. 

“Dean?”

“What?!” He shouted back at her. “Do you always have to bug me so much? Isn’t it enough that I am here to defend you from the prey that seeks you?” Yeah, and that. What lovers first meeting involved them being possessed by the other? “I am someone who is trying to help you, nothing more you wretched woman!”

He pushed his anger of a fate already decided onto her. His tone had been too harsh against her.

“What is your problem?” Sera asked him. “Dean?”

He looked at her. Strange hints of love, perhaps, dwelled in his heart. Yet, not that strong kind of love. Not the love that he had heard myths and legends about. He didn’t feel like he wanted to die for her. He barely felt as if she was worth saving. There was too much stigma between an elf and a human. It could never work out. “In a different kind of life. A different time.”

“What are you talking about, Dean?” Her voice was rising. “In a different kind of life and time, what?”

“Maybe I could have loved you, but I can’t here. To even try, it’s just cruelty to the heart.” 

She stopped. Not just a little bit of delay, she completely stopped. “What? What about such nonsense?” She tried to laugh it off, but he could tell. He’d hurt her feelings.

“You just don’t get it. You’ve visited Lost and Found, but you’ve no idea the damage humans have caused. I can’t explain it.” 

“Like, what?” Her voice was sour. “Like being Christian but finding yourself falling for the devil?”

Well. He knew enough about human history to understand her phrasing. Sadly though, “Yes.”

In another world. In another time. “I . . .”

“Look, this second medallion makes me visible, and theoretically no one will chase me anymore.” Dry and sour. Her voice was overwhelming, it sounded like she wanted to cry. “Thanks for the assist. I think so far we know how it will end.” She shrugged. “I’m not allowed to go home, so I’m just going to find another dimension to call home.”

“Sera.”

She held her hand up and headed to the right. The dimensions around that area were fairly safe, but there was no telling where she would end up exactly. She would be out of Lost and Found. “Sera, I’m-“

“Don’t. I’m the devil, remember?” Her eyes casted judgment against him. “I am just human. It’s all you’ve ever said to me. Like some foul thing at the bottom of your foot. And, and, I don’t care either! You’re just a . . .a . . . a stupid old elf!”

Oh. He had been working everything out in his head, but he’d genuinely hurt her. He’d hurt her too much to recover from with a simple joke between them. Fate. He just needed more time to accept her. She needed more time too. He’d said things he couldn’t take back though.

The wind rose around them. While she stared at the hole, Dean noticed the wind. It felt strange, oddly a shade cooler than it had usually been. The sky as well, it didn’t seem exactly the same. He strolled toward Sera, a bad feeling arising from within him. From far away, his ears picked up screams. Endless screaming. What was happening? At Sera’s feet, he watched the small whirlpool start to expand. There was no time for a useless warning, he grabbed her quickly and yanked her toward him. The pool continued to grow though. “Oh no.”

The dimension pool was growing. It only meant one thing. The end of Lost and Found. “Up the cliff, Sera!” He tried to hold onto her, but she didn’t want him to touch her. “Come on, there is no time for this. Lost Secret is falling apart, wherever a dimension hole that big is going, is not a safe place!” He tried to grab her again.

“Screw you!” She yelled at him, running away in a different direction.

Shoot. Shoot! Still so stubborn. He tried to run after her, but his eyes started to feel strange. Almost icy. He rubbed them, trying to remove the sensation.

It wasn’t like she could love an elf or anything. She didn’t. Dean was just helping her, but it was the way he was talking that triggered her painful reaction. Right? I mean, he called her the devil. She was the devil to him. He couldn’t love a devil.

It was the devil part, not the love part though. Really. It had to be. She tried to hide her tears as she ran away. He was just a stupid idiot trying to help her find a way home because he felt guilty for what he had done. Nothing more. Yet, something inside of her found itself tearing apart at his words. He always belittled her, but that was too much. 

“Sera!”

Sera wanted to run again, but there was something wrong with his voice. It was sheer panic. Turning, she saw him running toward her, yet stopping in between runs. “Dean?”

“Get away!” He ran toward her again, and then stopped. He looked toward her and she saw his eye color changing. It was a strange light blue. “I fear. Run. Come to me. Run.”

“Dean?” She was calling to him, and calling her to leave. She couldn’t leave though, Sera could tell he was in great amounts of pain. The hurt he had caused within her, it wasn’t enough to make her leave. She ran toward him. He screamed for her to stay away, but she wouldn’t listen.

Holding his hand, she led him back to the cliffs. On the way there, he muttered everything from ‘be mine forever, get away, I hate you, you’re the devil,’ and every combination between them. It was as if the Dean she had known had disappeared. All she could do was take him up higher. Dimension pools she hadn’t even known about could now be seen. None of them would stop growing, and they were having a terrible vacuum effect. Everything was getting pulled into them. She fought against the wind as hard as she could, trying to hold onto Dean as well.

She thought she could escape it, but as the vacuum became more intense, even trees were being sucked into it. “Dean! I need your help, please!” He couldn’t come back though from whatever fantasy world he was in. His eyes were a dead sort of blue. “Please,” she begged one more time before feeling her doom grow closer. She grabbed onto a tree, trying to hold on for dear life. Hoping for a miracle. “Anybody, please?!” The wind was so strong though, and try as she might, she couldn’t hold on. Screaming, she found herself heading toward the hole. Before she fell though, she felt a familiar real grip around her hand.

Dean. His eyes still blue, still dead, yet he was there. He stood against the wind, holding her hand. He had no words, but he didn’t let go.

The power wouldn’t stop though. The dimensional pools started to blend into one another, and even as strong as Dean had been, Sera knew this was it. 

Feeling the slip, they both hurled toward the dimensional hole. She watched it. The purple clouds, bending around each other. Lightning flashing within it. Her only comfort left before death, was that Dean still held her hand.
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Failed: DIMENSION: THE GATHERING PLACE OF GODS
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He felt it. He always felt her presence. Lined up, side by side to him. Vanessa.

“Vanessa.” Dominic couldn’t fight his tears. He looked away, but it was so much to bear. Her head casted down, he knew that she failed. “I’m so sorry for doing this to you.”

Vanessa tried to stay calm, but he could see the beads of sweat running down her face. “I made the deal. I am a part of this.”

“Don’t send her, send me!” Dominic implored. His hands were still bound, it was useless to even struggle, but his mouth still could. “Just punish me, leave Vanessa alone! Please, Lucinda. This is wrong. Doesn’t anyone see how wrong this is?”

“She made a deal with gods,” Lucinda warned him. “The task would have been easy, if they believed.”

“You mean accomplishable,” Vanessa spoke up against them. “You made me show up when Booth’s lover was already killed.”

“So, you didn’t play fair. I knew it.” Dominic glared at Lucinda “Cheaters.”

“I warned her that the second had a trait that happened before conceiving. In order to stop it, she would have had to go back to Booth’s parents. They never stayed in that world when they were supposed to. It changed everything.”

There was nothing positive coming from anywhere around him. Nothing. “You tricked her. She would have passed your test, but you made it impossible to.” Never had he been so angry. Vanessa risked everything for him, and this was her reward? “You all, you . . . you suck!”

Never in his life had Dominic cussed like that. Lucinda had not seemed to care much that she was sending Vanessa to eternal damnation, but he heard the tempo in the room, and the expression on her when he cursed.

He had nothing left to give. She knew every good thing he’d ever done. It was meaningless to them all. Vanessa would be punished for his mistake. “Now I see where the phrase god damn came from.”

“Silence. I never said she was going to hell. That was your punishment." Lucinda gestured to the fiery hole which was now turning a putrid black. "Her punishment is different."

Different? "Different how?"

"She was brave enough to fight for you," Lucinda said. "That deserves something." She gestured to the sickly black door. "Besides this door, there are only two other entrances into this world. One is with the king of this Realm." She looked toward Dominic. "Want to save her of this fate? Then you'll have to find your way back to the place you once called home for two years."

"Nightmare King's Realm?" She was taking Vanessa to Nightmare King?

"Yes, except this time things will be a little different." Lucinda pointed at Vanessa's head. She grabbed at it a moment and crumbled. "She won't know where she is. Her fears will plague her. You see, instead of being in the darkness of his abyss, she'll be the one in eternal nightmares."

Nightmares? She would have the nightmares? Dominic looked toward her, hearing her moan. "Vanessa, it won't be real. Nothing will be real!" Stuck in nightmares until he could find a way to her? "Just, think of me. I promise, I'll find a way to the Nightmare King myself. I promise."

"No. Don't waste your life on that," Vanessa said. "I am just sorry that I was not better for you."

"But . . . but I can't go on without you," Dominic said, losing his cool. "I . . . you're the only thing that keeps me going. Couple after couple, night after night, just knowing that I wasn't alone. I can't make it without you."

Vanessa was quiet. "The best times I had in my life were not with my people. So, I am sorry that I don't understand why you need me to get through this. Traveling onward and leaving my people was the best thing that had ever happened to me."

"But . . ." Dominic steeled himself. He knew what he wanted to say. He knew she'd criticize him for it. Maybe even belittle him for it. But, as he watched her body start to levitate toward the sickly looking black hole, he couldn't keep it back. "I love you."

She didn't say anything back, but looked back at him peculiarly. " . . . I-I'm not worthy of that, Dominic." Her eyes started to gleam with welded up tears. "I am not even worthy enough to be beside you." Her voice broke as a tear ran down her cheek. No doubt she would wipe it away if she could.

"That's not true!" Dominic shouted back at her. It was hard to survive in that dark realm just in the dark abyss, but continual nightmares? "No, this isn't right!" 

"Believe me. It's better than hell. You still have a chance to prove your worthiness, just like you wanted," Lucinda reminded him as she sent Vanessa into the dark hole. 

Dominic struggled in his binds until they fell apart. In front of him appeared another dimension hole. 

"You can only reach the gateway to Nightmare King's Realm through here. The hole that leads out will lead to other realms, and those will lead to other realms . . ." She almost smirked. "Don't forget to show off your skill, Traveler. You must save destined lovers along your way until you find the correct way. It could take years to get through."

Dominic looked to the portal. 

Vanessa.

"Or, you can give up. If you give up, you can go home." Lucinda brought out one more dimension hole. "Your sister, your brother-in-law . . . your mother and your father all wait for you."

It was all he ever wanted. Family. "Memories?"

"Yes, Nightmare King will agree to give them to you, if you go home."

"But Vanessa would never be free." He owed his sister an explanation. He wanted to know where he came from. Who his parents were. It was everything he wanted, just on the other side. But . . . Vanessa would eternally be trapped in nightmares.

One day. One day he'd find his way back to his family, but he couldn't abandon Vanessa. "I want Vanessa back."

"Your memories. Your family."

"Doesn't mean as much to me as she does."

"She wouldn't have wanted that. She did not risk anything, Dominic," Lucinda warned him. "She had deep regret for your sister."

"Which she made up for."

"To a degree, but do you think she was happy with your sister's future? Your future, being separated? In her mind, she still owed you. You're even."

"Just show me the portal."

"As you wish." Lucinda brought the other portal closer to him. "There is no guarantee you will ever escape this pattern. There are no gods that will help you anymore."

"I don't care. I can't let her go." He watched her carefully. "I'll give up everything if I can just get back to her."

"Dominic. Dominic In the Sky."

What did that mean? Dominic didn't question, but he didn't understand.

"That is who you are," Lucinda revealed. "You are no longer right for the path that must be followed. But, you are aging too. You are not an apocalypse child. You haven't been for some time. I will always remember you, Dominic in the Sky. I cannot let you travel with me anymore, you and Vanessa are too tainted for this. You've grown up. As all apocalypse children do."

What was she talking about?

"Her world is gone. Your world is gone, but the clouds beckon for you to return I am sure." She gestured toward the portal. "I knew you'd make the right choice. Especially after you admitted the truth. Return to your true home."

"Vanessa?"

"Is waiting, as well as your parents," she said. "Go. When you return home, your memories will no longer be able to be held by The Nightmare King. Go."

His parents? Vanessa? A home? "Are you truly serious?" Dominic asked. "I'm free?"

"Yes, in a way, but." She sighed. "There is a great misalignment now that must be fixed. Another you, in another alternate universe, will fix these holes. I am sure of it."

"A-another me?" Dominic didn’t understand. An alternate him?

“You have seen more than one dimension. Do you really believe that you are the only Dominic in all of existence?”

“I . . . I don’t understand, Lucinda.” Another him? 

"It’s okay, you are but mortal. You will never understand. Go. Be with Vanessa. Go on your dates, and create that future child you need."

Child. Destined lovers. "Is that why Armageddon wanted Vanessa?"

"Oh, Dominic. There is so much power to a destined lover, you know of this. He probably thought that by interrupting your bond, it would stop it all. But, they are in their own form of nightmare, desperately trying to find a way out.”

"What about them then?"

"They will be new problems for the new children that will replace you. And they will probably continue to do so. They are no longer your problem, and with the realization of your love, they can never touch you or Vanessa."

Dominic stared ahead of himself. " . . . thank you."

"Just be happy that a world of magic, intrigue, and forgiveness is yours. This tale could have ended differently my once innocent Apocalypse Boy. Go."

Dominic didn’t need to be told twice. He ran to the mirror at full speed.

“You can feel it,” another God said to Lucinda. “The disturbance. This wasn’t just a slight change in how fate should go.”

“I know.” Lucinda sighed. “Goodness help me, my body is vibrating at full force. The dimensions have not felt such a diverse event change in over a thousand years.”
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To the Sky and Beyond: DIMENSION: BLUE ORIGIN DIMENSION
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"First it was Share, and now my Dominoes has come back. What a happy day, Jewelsy!"

Dominic felt himself on a ground, but it was soft. He looked around and saw himself on top of a cloud, and heard a familiar voice. A voice he knew, twice in his life.

"Dominic!"

And a second familiar voice. He stood up and looked across from himself. Mister and Mrs. Umbrella in the Sky. But, they didn't look the same as the image of his parents danced in his head. "Mom? Dad?"

"Quite correct," his father said, twirling his umbrella. "Different look, but same person inside. Aren't we all?" he chuckled. "Welcome home. I fancy that you are looking for the young woman who came in just ahead of you?"

His mom came over and hugged him closely. "I am so happy you are back. You've all finally came back." She kissed him on the top of his head. "This is the end of all this mayhem for our family."

"I missed you too, mom.” He caught a look at his sister though, out the corner of his eye. With Guyver, but without her daughter. 

He strolled over to her slowly. “Cheryl. Guyver. I’m . . . I’m sorry about Zoe.”

“She has love,” Cheryl said as she gave him a gentle hug, which turned into a much bigger hug. “I’ve missed you so much, Dominic!”

Dominic held her back, remembering how close they had been. She used to protect him from the entire world, and then just like that, that was it. He smiled at Cheryl’s other daughter. At least she still had one. At least, everyone was still okay. “I’m sorry, everyone, but I really need to find Vanessa."

"She was a little confused," his father said. "She walked away from the clouds. She won't be hard to catch, she's just walking."

Dominic didn't care if she was hard to catch or not, he ran in the direction his father indicated. "Vanessa!" He saw her not very far in the distance. When he caught up, he pulled himself in front of her.

She kept her head down. "This is the not the Nightmare Realm."

"No, it's my home," Dominic admitted. "You're going to live here with me now."

She looked toward him. "I don't belong here."

"You do now. I love you," Dominic reminded her. "Whether or not you believe you're worthy of it."

She still couldn't meet him eye to eye. "I destroy lovers. I don't become one. This isn't supposed to happen." She fidgeted with her fingers. "I was not trained for this."

Dominic couldn't help a small chuckle. "No one ever is." He grabbed her hand gently and held it. Each of them had seen fidgety lovers, lovers in denial, and so many different actions and reactions from lovers in their time. It did feel different to finally go through it themselves.

But it also felt right, and neither of them were going to use a move they'd seen over a thousand times from all the lovers they helped. They weren't going to play around, hurt each others feelings, or resort to anything.

Vanessa finally met her gaze with his. "I will never be like a normal girl for you."

"I don't think either of us will ever be normal," Dominic admitted as he gently touched her hair. Something he'd wanted to do for some time. "But, we know what happens next. At least we can avoid a lot. I love you, I want to date you for awhile, I want to marry you, and one day we'll have a child or two."

"I love . . . I love you too," Vanessa said. "I know nothing about being a good mother, but I will try. I know nothing of being a wife, but I will try to be good too. I know of girlfriends well, but . . . I don't know how I will be as one. It is probably the hardest factor."

"You'll be fine." 

"Perhaps. I tried. I hurt your family," Vanessa said to him. "I don't know how to react to them."

"You'll learn, or you won't, and I'll come and see them every once in awhile if it's that bad," Dominic said. "But you don't know my dad. He's the greatest guy in the world. My mom too. And Cheryl has a lot of forgiveness in her heart, just like I do."

"Okay." Vanessa didn't know what else to say. "I don't want to go through the awkward phase of a relationship. It seemed futile and annoying, and it's making my cheeks feel warm. So, will you hug me?"

Dominic reached out for her and held her close. "I would hug you forever if I could." He pulled her away a second to kiss the top of her forehead. When she didn't pull away, he tried to kiss her nose. When she still didn't pull away, he closed his eyes and stole a small kiss from her lips. And, he swore he felt her slightly kiss back.

When he looked back, her cheeks were beating red. He felt himself having to smile so wide, it couldn't be helped. 

"You have strange taste in girls," she said. "I have strange taste in guys. We are strange people. Kiss me again."

Dominic honored her request one more time.

Life wasn't going to be easy. He knew that he had bumped the gods in a bad fashion, and if it hadn't been for them being destined lovers that they would probably be dead, in hell, or both. Apparently, even though they had not been perfect, and not every lover was given their happily ever after? The sheer love between an apocalypse boy and girl had been enough to counter it.

At least, for them. 

THE END

Apocalyptic Fairytales has come to an end!

If you have read any of the An Apocalyptic Fairytale, or any of the smaller volumes (divided into episodes of a regular 60-90k novel lengths) you probably see some differences. I have been working on this story since 2013, with several stops and blocks between. 

My worlds were too vast, too many, and too confusing. The type of story and feel would vastly change from these worlds and I kept trying to think of ways not to isolate my audience. I also didn’t want to wrap myself up in future ‘installments’ when these weren’t small stories but full length novels.

So I had to edit, redo, censor, change, and add to this world to create a fulfilling and yet happy ending. If you read between the lines, you can hear how many worlds and stories were left out. Now that this is complete, I have a better chance of making them in the future. So I might, as new separate tales. They would not include any participation from the Apocalypse Children though. (Which is why I left them out. Dark Water and Castles of the Seas for example.)

I also had more tales available than what is out there now, but I felt like they were much more enjoyable when the audience understood who the children were, so I kept them back and just have them tucked in here now.

So what happened to the darker tales?

I am writing those under the name Serena Spacey now. A separate name so they don’t get confused with these worlds of the children. I created an alternate universe series (as was hinted at by Lucinda at the end) where the children are full grown and have become very different individuals now with the consequences of what happened. These worlds also have a lot less magic (it still exists, it’s just very hard to find) and a much heavier scifi feel to them. I really appreciate them though as the stories are longer and each world is self-contained. People who have read Apocalyptic Fairytales will definitely notice some reoccurring worlds and parts, but I kept them very different too, with full length novels for each world instead of just a novella (short novel) part. 

I thank you for enjoying the adventure, or returning to the adventure after all these years. I am really pleased with the endings, yet potential of future stories. Thank you. 
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