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			For my family.

			You are my magic.

			You are my Morethan

		

	
		
			

			   

			The moon was the fullest he’d ever seen. It was as if, already at its maximum, it agreed to become even more than it already was. Its enormity cornerstoned the sky. 

			The evening sat as still as the moon was large. The concentration of existence settled over the Magician, over the field around him and over the blinking-light chaos of the pointed tent afar and below. Everything overly present and bound together in a singular moment that, under this expanded night, stretched eternal. 

			The Magician sat on the cool of the grass, in the standstill. The moonlight reflected across the beasts’ bodies that lay strewn around him. The sheen of their fur supernatural with glow. The tears on his cheeks shined similar. Of this, he was unaware. He could barely detect their wetness.

			It was all his fault.

			Under the beautiful night he sat banished with the bodies. Their stretched masses spaced and bulked like quiet dunes. In time he would make his way to each, embracing them, face pressed into their muscled softness, whispering his apology, begging forgiveness. The process, a Mass, reverent and holy. Come daylight he would find himself soaked in blood, but now, in the bright of darkness, everything was colored the same. As it was with the felines. The striking mix of their differences—stripes and solids, maned and sleek—all equaled in the clothing of night. 

			The indistinct clamor from the teardown was the only blight on the peace of the evening. All of it yelling and thud, crash and bang as the tent was collapsed, riggings gathered and wound, cages and gates hoisted and secured. Stern commands echoed up the hillside to the ears of the Magician, who watched the turbulent flicker of the carnival’s lanterns and lights through watery eyes. He had never been apart from the breakdown before. He had only been shoulder to shoulder helping with the rest. From this distance he thought it looked and sounded like a tiny war. 

			He knew they were rushing. There was no usual carefree, the disassembly always something celebratory. The hard work bathed in the success of a week well attended and the excitement of a new journey as they prepared to set off for the next town. This packing was complete urgency. They needed to become mobile before the locals could gather themselves and become one against them. For what they had done. For what he had done. He felt he should probably be doing the same, but he could not. There was too much loss around him. Here he was with nothing. Again. 

			He did not want to start over. That was something he thought he was finished with after the carnival had become home. His heart dipped in dread. 

			Seven years of sailing. A ship of misfits, him one. Where now? Who would have him?

			The Magician sobbed. Mashed his face into the lion’s belly, twisted its fur in his fists while the moon, a god, watched it all.

		

	
		
			

			THE MOTHER
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			The Mother held a darkness. The way one harbors cancer, the way organs are stored, how breath is contained within lungs, how pores are stuck through with hairs, how teeth are fused with jaw; this is how it stayed. A permanence. It had been with her always, growing from something small and hinting, then fusing into the way she became, eventually progressing to something overgrown and rampaging. A taking over. It weaved through every part of her, staining. Any brightness she might’ve had whittled away. 

			As if it ever had a chance.

			The contaminant infected not just her, but everyone she shared with. The Mother did not share with many, but enough to damage; bits and pieces scattered about the lawn, holes blown through walls, shredded remnants of used-to-be-wholes hooked onto the barbed branches of leafless trees, left to blow like ghosts in the wind. 

			She left a wake. 

			Even in the beginning. Although, smaller. A paving way.

			The beginning:

			Dead kittens.

			All these dead kittens.

			All these fucking dead kittens.

			He’d pick them up, the broken bodies slowly drying under the sun. Like dried turds lying in the road. Stiff-furred bundles, ready to be snapped, cracked. He’d stack them in a pile behind the mailbox—not just thrown, stacked. Her father was a meticulous man. 

			A rotting mound to offend the mailman who he knew would have to visit the swill once a day, every day, save one. She’d see her father grin after he’d place a new body. The way he would step back, admire his work, glance back and forth from the mailbox to the mass, so satisfied. 

			Her father hated the mailman. Her father hated most everyone. Her father hated. 

			She did not like most things about her father—but his cruelty to others, other things—drew inside of her a feeling of warm connection that overwhelmed and contradicted all else. Like the way instinct urged the fox to chew off its own leg when caught in a trap—it was not something she wanted but it was not her choice. It was a resonance inside of her she did not control. Later, she would recognize this as the only bond that tied her to her father. But now, in her youth, it was a confusion she tried to fight against. She did not want to feel anything resembling closeness to someone she wanted so much distance from.

			The furred bodies would pile up. Like kindling. The dead kittens. Black, matted, misshapen. She wanted the pile to bury the mailbox, wanted it to meet the moon, cover the driveway, the house, her father, her brothers. Smothering all things she could not. 

			Yet.

			The other ones she scraped. The ones that met the tires. Peeled them from the dirt, the pulpy messes dimpled with pebbles, fused with grit. Added them secretly to the stack like mortar. Pressed their slick guts until they were smooth against the build. She too, could be careful.

			All her fingers stuck with death, she’d hold them under her nose, taking in the smell from their tips until it began to mean everything. Until it became something craved.

			Her father didn’t know. Or didn’t let himself. All these kittens. How she was the one. Her. In her pretty dresses and pretty shoes. Always ribbons. Always lace. (“A little lady,” her father would say, after he’d dressed her, after he’d bathed her, after he’d pushed her naked-asleep out of his bed. “Just like your goddamned mother.”) How she would take them, mewling and new. The wild ones in the barn, behind the woodshed, still warm from under their mothers, the mothers that would hiss at her, knowing she was to be protected against. Darkness has a certain smell. Even through lace, even behind ribbons. 

			When the mothers went to hunt, she would do the same. 

			Oh, pretty babies, oh pretty baby, lifting the luckiest one. Today is your day! 

			A sweet song.

			Her clasp, their squirm.

			Together. 

			Both of them. 

			Feral.

			The walk to the road was a looking forward to. The days leading to Christmas. The tingling in her veins, the way her belly bristled with an excitement she’d continue to yearn for. A way to pay back. Her singular outlet. 

			Never mind any rain. Never mind any fog. It was always a sunny walk to the road with the kittens. 

			Making sure to take the longest way, she’d drop the kitten thirty-three times. A counting. To make sure. Little drops little drops little drops big. So many ways to drop a kitten. So many surfaces to have it land upon. Against. Underneath. So many noises kittens can make, choke on, gurgle with. They needed to be broken just enough before she got there. That was the only way they would not move. She found that out during the learning. Their little rolling guts, swilled with bones, made them stay. 

			Along the way, her song. Always the same sunshine melody, high and lilting. Its jubilant bounce and clasp an intoxicating promise of joyous things. She knew where it came from and so she did not question. The song built from within her and carried itself out like breath. It found its freedom during her darkest moments, blessing the actions with its mirth. 

			Placing them within the shallow tire tracks was critical. This she knew. Again, the learning. Tires stayed true to where tires have gone before. A going over, over a going over, over a going over. The road was narrow, dusty, gravel and dirt, bordered by weeds, brush. Not enough space to make a new way. Placing them in the middle would be stupid. A waste. This road was a lonely one. This road was only driven with need, not chance, nor luxury. She could not waste the kitten. She could not squander. 

			Mornings were best. After her father had gone to town, after her brothers had gone to school. Roads see lots of use in the mornings. People needing to get to places where they would start their day a second time. 

			She had no place to be. Her place to be was waiting. On the side of the road, back far enough so she wasn’t seen, but close enough so she could. The thrill of it thrived her. As each car drove past, she braced herself wondering if there would be a pop or if it would be a quiet conversion; the lump of it becoming one with the road in an instant like a magic trick. An alive thing becoming a dead thing in less than a breath, the power she held, the control. And when it happened, the feeling filled inside her with a radiance.

			In the beginning, this was how her darkness manifested. In the beginning, the kittens. In the beginning they were enough. Later, she grew new ways. Larger and intricate the way a symphony was, but void of any intent of beauty. 
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			The Mother’s mother left, but the Mother’s mother left her with lessons. Yes, young when she was discarded, alongside her brothers, underneath her father, the Mother’s recollections of her own mother held fogged yet every lesson she was given was blade sharp. Elbows and ribs poking through the soft flesh of memory. The Mother had these marble glimpses and held on to them as scripture. It watered and fertilized her darkness. Daughters needed their mothers, and this fragile stockpile was what she pulled from when she wanted to remember that need. 

			The Mother prided herself on not needing. However, she was human, and when wistful and weak, her mind sometimes wandered back untethered and bareback, hunting a comfort she rarely allowed herself or would ever admit to. But animal she was, and the glimpses came: flashes of golden hair, pale pink lipstick, soft white skin, perfume, dresses, purses, shoes and over everything, her song. One the Mother now sang. Still, the strongest glimpse a captivating beauty that her daughter-self saw and bold-witnessed in the eyes of men. Holding her mother’s hand on a sidewalk stroll watching as women slapped and yelled as their men gaped and swooned, unmoored with what she evoked. The Mother-daughter remembered the cloak of that power, her mother laughing as the men fell and stuttered, as the women glared and harrumphed, all of it a wonderful wake—hers. 

			The glimpses were lesser than the lessons. The Mother’s mother’s lessons had been well learned. Permeated into her pulse and fused into her soul. Wherever her mother was, if she knew how apt a pupil she’d been, how she had mirrored, she would be proud. How she raised a daughter that sung her song while men collapsed, how she created her own wake as she walked.

			One lesson taught many times was how her mother broke her brothers. An easy sport played over and over, causing them to turn against the other for what all males coveted from her—love. 

			It began with being summoned. Her mother patted whatever space was next to her: a chair, a couch, a front porch, a park bench, sometimes even a lap. The at-that-time-daughter, now Mother, sat wherever the pat prompted, obedient and excited. She longed for these lessons. To have this bond that her brothers and her father would never have with her mother set her above. Which was exactly where her mother wanted her to be.

			Her mother placed a kiss on her forehead and got giddy. “Ready, little sister?” She always called her that, never daughter. 

			“Yes, mother. I’m ready.”

			There was some tickling then, or a cuddle, some affectionate back-and-forth between them before the song started.

			“Watch and learn.”

			The daughter, now Mother, was always excited to see which game would be played. How stupid the brothers would be to play it again, its different shape or form or manner ignored, dazzled as they were by her maternity swathed in such beauty. 

			“Boys!” 

			The summoning. Pigs to slaughter they came. Always.

			Pink-painted fingernails pinched a red-foil-wrapped chocolate bar. Their eyes grew wide with want. Treats were forbidden fruit in the house. Nothing was allowed to be sweeter than her.

			“Want?”

			They nodded. Sheep.

			The mother reached and clenched the daughter’s hand, glanced and met eyes, grinned, giddy again. The daughter-Mother’s favorite part then,

			“Fight.”

			

			The Mother-daughter always tried to see what started first, the fists or the song. She could never tell. It seemed simultaneous.

			The twins blurred. Their bodies careened and crushed. Knees jabbed into guts, elbows smashed into nuts, hands gripped and strangled. The sun baked the both of them as they battled, sweat coupling blood and tears. Sprays of dust kicked up like water, doused the mother and the daughter-Mother and made them choke-laugh. The Mother’s mother’s song became jazz, smoothed in the places when the boys screamed, pierced in the places they whimpered. It wound its hymn through the warfare, twisted and accelerated the assault, a brutal music. 

			The lilt of the mother’s laughter as her sons fought hot in the yard’s dirt for the chance to win a candy barherlove. How they grunted and growled, punched and kicked while she chorused for more cruelty. The daughter-now-Mother awed at the display. The mother paused her song only to taunt.

			“It’s melting.”

			“I can see you boys don’t really want this.”

			“Somebody better lay down or little sister’s gonna have somethin’ sweet!”

			The barbs brought more brutality, which brought more song.

			One twin grabbed a stone and the lesson ended.

			How she kissed the victor while the defeated barely-writhed, blood-smeared at her feet. 

			“See that, little sister?” She grinned at the daughter-Mother, then nodded at the boys: one stuffing his maw with chocolate, the other curled and crying. “Control is an easy game with the masculine. Remember that. Know your power and anything can be yours.” 

			The now-Mother learned and, later, lived that learning.
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			This one. Holding him—how he mewled, his unseeing eyes set back beneath the skin of his face swollen forward like a fighter’s, the rind of his mouth wet and wailing, all of him this larva-like, pathetic bundle—brought her back to that barn behind the woodshed, the feral mother gone off to hunt. Only this time, it was her that was the Mother, just as feral. 

			This one she couldn’t put into the road. 

			Eventually, she found other ways, on other roads. None of them made of dirt. 

			She had not rehearsed for this moment, as she had not foreseen there were acceptable, expected reactions for new mothers. For nine months she had only focused on getting what was inside of her, out. This thing she did not ask for, did not want. 
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			In the beginning there was hope; so much potential to dislodge the tiny lump of clotted cells. It would be easy, she thought, I’ve killed bigger things. But this small substance resisted, held itself fast, countering every intense measure from the Mother with one of its own. She could not observe these devices but felt the malice of them dig viral roots into the pulpy interior walls of her flesh. As if it were screaming its steadfastness into her skin.

			For nine months it was trial and error and error and error and error. No opportunity for any sort of medical termination, the Mother poisoned herself with teas made for such things; her body cramped, wrecked and shivering for not hours but days, then weeks. Everything from her insides expelled outward with the exception of the one thing she was trying to make leave. Her bed, soaked through with every vile liquid, would later have to be replaced. Her skin, a shade of wood. Her heartbeat so still, it sat beside her while she suffered; a barely beating, wet-ruby throb. She saw it perched through her fever, reached, tried to take its hand. Too lethargic, it refused every time. 

			It was the only time in the Mother’s adult life when she felt powerless. In that feeling she almost welcomed death rather than be at the mercy of things out of her control. It was something she had built around and over and over and over since she was a child, every part of her stone-strong. 

			But stronger still was the growth inside of her, reluctant to leave, despite everything the Mother tried. 

			

			The Mother was not one to run but it had not always been this way. Early on there was a survival she was forced to hone that required her fear, that derived from it. This survival necessitated her to run. To be as in front of something as her little girl legs could deliver her. Legs so small are never fast enough and being in front never lasted long. She was the smallest she had ever been during those times, and until she became larger, in visible and invisible ways, it was how she was forced to be. 

			Running. 

			The day she stopped running was the day she finally shifted her life. The day her legs stopped and her daughter-body turned and faced her family pursuers: weak-male, carrion-hungry, scavenger-pack cowards. After that day she never ran again until the moment the birth in her belly made her chased once more. 

			The Mother could not run from an enemy inside her. She had to turn on it. Turn on herself.

			When it was apparent the teas wouldn’t work, she turned to stairs. Belly-first hard falls, her head safe in a helmet; she wanted to be able to know she won. It did not work. It only crippled her. 

			The hatred the Mother had for this unwanted thing grew in tandem with it. 

			Bedridden once more, belly vile with growth, the Mother contemplated scissors, knives and knitting needles; all things sharp and ready. Things she knew could get inside of her to take it out. The Mother knew that to use any of these tools would end them both and she would not let this be the first fight in thirty-three years that she would lose. No. She wanted to crush this thing. Crush the audacity it had to call her body its own. This body she had to take back and rebuild. The body she swore would never be claimed as another’s being used once more—a salt lick, a hitching post, a siphon.

			Leg encased in plaster, teas all gone, but the Mother knew men. She knew which ones she could call when certain things were needed. Each dependable in unique ways. Men who had their own secrets and knew how to keep them—the Mother kept these men in boxes, cold and categorized, lids tight, pinholes only big enough to let them breathe but not see. The natural wariness of the men that kept them smart enough to stay an arm’s length from dangerous things—boyhood lessons of rattlers, vicious yard dogs, shotgun neighbors, Mother’s drunken boyfriends—kept these men content within their boxes. The thin separation, the sequestering of any intimacy between them and the Mother, a buffer for the safety of them both. They smelled it on her, a threat hung heavy with a malignance that came off her like perfume.

			For this task she chose the one with the biggest hands. Hands that have known hard work. He said yes before she could even finish the question. The Mother’s men were the Mother’s men.

			The man came in the evening smelling of a long day worked under the sun, the stink of it a perfume redolent of her father. 

			She lifted her gown, revealing her porcelain belly, a timid dome. 

			He clasped his fingers, cracked his knuckles.

			She gave the instruction. He listened. She told him, Now roll up your sleeves and don’t quit even if I start screaming. 

			He did and he did not.

			What she thought was morning woke her. The light spilling into the room so ordinary it could’ve been any time but emerging from sleep it was what she assumed. Her guts were fringed with pain. She saw them black-outlined. Their insides, stormy reds. A child’s drawing of “angry.” Her lungs felt narrow and selfish as if they only wanted to allow her just enough air so she wouldn’t die. It was then she remembered her man with the hands, the task she had given, how his hands marauded, her belly a village. She took her own, used them to search the surface of her stomach and wanted to believe it felt flatter. 

			The Mother raised herself slow. Her middle—the red and black—kept her buckling. How much had he broken, she wondered. It took longer than it should for her to rise and sit where she could lift her gown, see the space between her legs. Her insides a bag of glass, grinding. 

			When the Mother drew back the sheets she knew at once there was not enough blood for her man to have been successful. The sheets had only dried red smears, no pools thick with chunk. The man and his hands had not broken what she had asked them to. The thing remained inside her. The room swam gray. The bottom fell out of her strength and for the first time in as many years as it took to convince her it was something she no longer could do, the Mother wept. It was then that the thing inside of her gave its first kick, as if declaring itself the winner.
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			When the final push came and the wilted emptiness took over her abdomen it felt as though she had conquered some sort of disease. Like something inside of her had been cured. A magnitude of relief washed over her, quelling the soreness of her muscles, smoothing out the edges of her exhaustion. She closed her eyes and let it take her. 

			Free, she thought. The word rose in her mind, inflated itself large making room for nothing else.

			The peace that settled upon her broke the moment the doctor put the wet thing on her chest, hot, screaming and smelling of unfamiliar. A horror. Her hands jerked spastic as she quickly arrested the shove she was on her way to give it, recognizing, in that flash, it was not a mother thing to do. There were others present. With its monster perch upon her chest, the compulsion to rid her skin from its contact wrestled strong with every part of her being. And the color of him! A burnt tan and she instantly knew from which man he had come. Knew the man who had poisoned her with this infection now living and breathing and soon to be cursed. 

			It’s a boy! the doctor said with the excitement made for other mothers. 

			Of course it is, she whispered, vicious. The Mother expected no less. She knew it would be masculine from the moment it took root inside her. Yet another male forced upon her to suffer and endure. 

			This time it will be different, she thought, 

			threatened. 

			

			The Mother knew, by the way the faces of the doctor and nurses fell, that hers must’ve held a look of disgust. Perhaps they even caught how she pulled back her shove. That was when she realized she was not painting the normal picture of new Motherhood. To rectify, she moved her hands around the wet bundle, pulled it to her chest, her face formed into a smile she thought they’d want. The doctor, the nurses, looking at her in an expectant way as if they were waiting for her to perform somehow. 

			So, she smiled. She held him in a way she thought mothers did. And rocked. Cooed. Patted. Until her observers dropped their shoulders, unhinged their expressions, carried on with their tasks unaware that the Mother’s performance was generated from a darkness. The soft way she spoke to the infant stolen from how she’d take the kittens. Her mother’s smile from thoughts buried inside the burning of a brother, a memory that always brought a joy. How she watched his flesh peel back and peel back and peel back like the opening of a rosebud. The way the heat of him warmed her naked skin, dried the fresh blood on her thighs to rusted rivulets she’d use her fingernails to scrape off later. How for once, she felt there was a reason for his ruthless existence: to give her this one moment of comfort.

			The Mother thought, This is easy. Draw upon the past. Feel it now. Show it. 

			Now the nurse.

			The nurse was there. The nurse in wait and white. The nurse, witness. The nurse watched. The nurse watched him come in. The nurse felt a chill. The nurse tended. The nurse waited and approached. The nurse had to do her job. The nurse explained to the Mother. The nurse said they must do the necessary checks. The nurse asked for the son. The nurse watched the Mother give the son. The nurse took the son the Mother lifted. The nurse felt the son hot in her hands, stinging. The nurse felt a new darkness. The nurse glimpsed the ugliness she knew to be inside of her. The nurse stepped and stopped. The nurse held the son. The nurse heard the Mother whisper to her. The nurse saw the Mother’s smile fold and unfold. The nurse spun into the black of the Mother’s eyes. The nurse saw something like flames. The nurse fumbled the son, regained the son. The nurse was confused about her hands, their new failings. The nurse wanted them how they were before. The nurse felt in her arms a blistering, like the after of burning. The nurse saw the walls come in and out. The nurse was unsteady. The nurse did not know anymore. The nurse felt a quiet sadness for the son. The nurse put the son on the table, her hands red welts. The nurse noticed the son did not cry, was not crying. The nurse asked the doctor if he smelled smoke. The nurse saw the doctor look at her in a new way. The nurse felt ruined somehow. The nurse wanted everything to be how it was before. The nurse asked to be excused. The nurse could not explain things. The nurse the way her hands raw and the new darkness deep inside her, the unsteady. The nurse did not look at the Mother and her smoke, her flames. The nurse felt for the door, pushed. The nurse down the hall. The nurse hunted for better breathing. The nurse changed shoes, put on new clothes. The nurse to the gathering. The nurse and all the friends sensed a difference. The nurse could not explain. The nurse tried drinks and drinks. The nurse with please take her into an ending. The nurse could not dance, her hands, her arms. The nurse was spill spill spill. The nurse with fight and scream. The nurse told them no more could be done. The nurse said, the burning! The nurse told them to give up now, they all must give up now. The nurse, before her friends, had a bringing down. The nurse asked them if they could see how he made her hands, arms. The nurse was close frenzy. The nurse was see?! see?! The nurse was taken down and home. The nurse dreamed of nothing and woke the same way. The nurse dreamed of nothing and woke the same way. The nurse dreamed of nothing and woke the same way. The nurse did not dress, did not slip into shoes. The nurse was a brand-new empty. The nurse her arms, hands, clean and new. The nurse did not question. The nurse did not go, did not go again. The nurse did not see his brown skin red with her welts, her wounds. The nurse might’ve known, might’ve cried. The nurse did not see how the son had taken. The nurse sunk further, instead. The nurse smelled the smoke, the Mother’s flames. The nurse left everything. The nurse did not come back. The nurse never came back. 

			I know you won’t get very far, is what the Mother whispered the nurse before she took the baby away. The Mother did not know what she meant by this or who it was meant for (she sometimes felt there was something inside that took over at times) or if it was some sort of echo from someone else that wrapped inside and came out of her with sound. The words built thick in her throat like mucus she involuntarily had to expel. Part of her knew and that part shivered with the knowledge that you cannot draw upon the past and feel it in the present without consequences. 

			This she knew because as the words left her mouth, they tasted like darkness.
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			Two days in the hospital turned to four when something became wrong with the son. 

			We do not know what caused them, only that they are there. The doctor looked at the Mother with his weak blue eyes. He was trying to say something with them, but he did not know the Mother and her eyes and how they knew how to stop such things. He stopped and stuttered instead. 

			We will continue treating them with salves and make sure they do not worsen. 

			The Mother nodded. She had seen the marks. Big for his small skin. The edges guttered and open as if they continued onto another body. The red against his brown made her feel vindicated. 

			The doctor left. The doctor left him with the Mother. The Mother held the son.

			This world does not welcome you either, she told him. You are an unwanted thing.

			The son began to cry and the Mother smiled. 
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			Finished using her insides, the intruder—her son—had now breached her life. So fixated was the Mother on the violation of her body, on her hatred of the growth, she did not take care to look far enough ahead—part of her perhaps too convinced that the damage she had tried to cause it in her ending attempts would not create a thing able to be alive; that she would create a feeble, broken thing. A thing that would give up quickly and let her have her life back. She could only hope there was some sort of time bomb inside him. A seed of sickness waiting to take root and blossom, then grow thick within him until it choked and crushed. But the boy had lived, most likely to spite her. It amused her that maybe her will was now ripe in him, both of them sharing how to not ever give up. This feeling—of something admirable of hers strong in another—was the closest she would ever come to letting herself feel something of being a mother.

			Not planning was not typical of the Mother. She was a careful one; someone who did not make mistakes, someone who prepared and was meticulous to a fault. In control. The mountain of the nine months had blurred who she was. The complete violation of her insides was too tremendous a thing for her to be able to see anything else. The way it came to be inside of her, another. The caustic combination removed her usual prudence. Pushed her into a place of weak and victim. The place she swore she’d never inhabit again. 

			But now, the son.

			

			What if it had been a female child? She later asked herself. The thought always accompanied by a shift that felt like welcome. Or warmth. A little sister, she thought. Another to teach, to train. If her belly had birthed a girl, she could’ve endured this invasion. Taught until it was time to abandon, confident in the leaving. But alas, no legacy would be left with this unfortunate son.

			She choked on the word. Giving “son” to this him meant a belonging she didn’t want. All of this forced upon her. None of it going away. The Mother fought it for as long as she could. But oh, how others rained the term down upon her. Beginning with the doctor and the nurses, then bedside strangers visiting other mothers, grateful mothers, all of them passing by her with the same expectations. All of them full of congratulations and beaming. You have a son! A son! they’d say. And the Mother would have to do her pretending. So much smiling she felt her cheeks would wear away. So much eye brightening, for to not put the same joy into her eyes she knew would sell them nothing. It wore her out. But through all the pretending, she never said the word. Never agreed to “son.” The Mother would nod . . . yes. The Mother would give them his name . . . yes. But the Mother would not use “son.” Would not say such a binding word.

			But so many “sons” it weakened the word. It wore her down, a worry stone. It crept into her thoughts. But the Mother fought. The Mother thought “this him.” The Mother thought “curse.” The Mother fought “son” with a quiet satisfaction and pride. She would not let herself succumb. 

			The Mother used his name instead. Freely. Happily. Such a worthless thing. A name so insignificant it brought her a smallest joy whenever she used it. She knew how other parents put so much care and thought to such a thing. What their precious child would be called for decades. A title that would be part of the shape of them. The Mother picked his name from the dirt under her shoe. The Mother sewed the name to him so carelessly as to be an insult. A name of no fathers before him, no grandfathers nor great-grandfathers. This him . . . his name . . . was as meaningless as a prayer for the dead. His name was the only thing the Mother gave to him gladly. 

			

			Besides pain.

			That was later.

			The Mother never gave him her breast. Not even when the nurses gave her disapproving glares. She let her milk dry up with a flourishing encouragement. This him would not take anything more from her body. 

			They were there. Together. Every day and each long night together. The Mother doing only enough to keep him alive. There were records made when he came into this life. Documents typed with her name, another’s and this him’s. Witnesses who knew. Who already smelled something different with her. She had to let this him grow. Keep him breathing. Minimums. It was all she felt bound to. Bitter, she would live up to that bind. The Mother had no choice, this him was here, was making her life no longer just hers. Stubborn, she would eventually relinquish, there was no other way, but the way would be hers.
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			There was a strange about the son. Ever since the nurse, those marks, how he took them, how they healed somehow. Something the guts of the Mother had sensed all along; its creep creating a dire itch she could never identify and, therefore, never scratch. It remained below the surface, amidst them, 

			until. 

			Even in his bundled new, there was a way about the infant that fumbled her; in the carrying of him, in the shifts of his sleep, in his basic care, in the loud silence he made, in the way he sat large in a room despite his small. It was like there was too much of what the boy was to become stuffed inside his body; something big and calling, waiting to be let loose. 

			When the Mother would turn her back, she often felt behind her, a monster. As if, in those quick, hidden moments, a colossal legion that sheltered within the infant let itself out, filled the space around him like a force. 

			This vague sensation of moreness in the boy became an invisible smoke that fed a base fear of fire inside the Mother. But with no way to douse, it festered, creating an apprehension easily brushed aside by her hatred. This unidentifiable disturbance helped fuel her games; the Mother crushing the uneasy feeling with another and another and another cruelty. How she buried it. How she made it nothing. 

			It was this blind way until, later, when it became black smoke, flames climbing. 
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			The Mother didn’t begin finding the scarves until well into the playing of the cold game.

			Weeks had gone by with the boy left unwrapped at night in his bassinet, an old wicker thing the Mother had found at a garage sale. Its age and crudeness what she imagined the tiny raft baby Moses was set adrift in might’ve looked like; a tool for a Mother ridding herself of a son. She bought it immediately, daydreamed about rivers. 

			The cold game always started with the Mother’s song. A singing, with spin and twirl, the boy bundle in her arms, clung to chest. Any outsider seeing the dance would’ve smiled at its sweetness, then halted when the frolic ended quickly, at the grit of the Mother’s teeth, at her fingers fighting to control their claw.

			The unwrapping was ceremonious and slow. The Mother’s high-pitched lilt transformed to a rumble-hum, whispery and kind. The tune delivered at a relaxed pace that matched her deliberate and unrushed movements. An intentionally measured process made to convey the start of the game. 

			A ritual. 

			The fabric unfolded a drape at a time, each peel a reveal of his tender brown skin; the faded blue of the blanket giving birth to the dark charge within. Each swathe drawn back and laid careful upon the bed as she sang, sang, sang. The wrap spread out around him, the softest explosion. The infant lay satisfied throughout, stilled by the song, by the touch and attention of his Mother. 

			

			Once naked, save for diaper, she smiled, put her face nuzzle-close to his body, felt the band of warmth leaving his skin. Its flush feathered her cheek as it passed. She took in his clean scent, allowed his random movements to bump and strike her skin; the infant’s arms, legs erratic and seeking, its space now filled with its Mother. 

			She stayed, face close, still singing, until the heat faded completely, until she could no longer feel its escaping tendril across her skin, until even the blanket around him cooled. Only when his gentle swats turned to rigid spreading, his calm gurgle-coos became needful crying, did the Mother take her face away, stare at the son, slow then stop her song. 

			He had taken his turn.

			The son played poorly in the beginning, of course, as it was the first and only game and his experience none. His wails and stiff stretchings seemingly endless as, for hours and hours, he would wrestle with his discomfort. The Mother grateful for lack of neighbors. They would only have put an end to their evening play, and the boy had much to learn. 

			In the upward arc of night, the Mother watched until she tired or until he lost or both. The bassinet at the foot of her bed set low enough that she could comfortably relax while still observing his distress. She loved the turn of his skin, how it rippled with bumps as the cool of the room began its harness, loved the brown of his face burst-red with tantrum, the bronze of his body blued with chill. Most of all, she loved the shivering that always came. After, exhausted and spent, all primal response to his needs surrendered, the boy finally relinquished the fury decibels of his fight. Its cessation leaving the room in a massive quiet, save for the tiny huff-huffs he made as his body struggled to find its even calm. 

			As the shivering rolled across his body in waves, in the Mother’s ears, the sound of harps. 
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			Concrete hardens slowly; a dense liquid that, given enough time, becomes solid. You cannot see the hardening, but it exists. Once solid, it cannot be ignored.

			The fantastic is not a thing easily believed if delivered at a sauntered pace. There is no significant impact. No definition. Small bites, served over time, are easily swallowed; the small pieces, insignificant, meaningless. The fantastic is only realized when one pulls back from the table, carries their dish through the closed doors of the kitchen and discovers the rotting, half-carved corpse lying gross-splayed on the counter. A reality too unbelievable to comprehend, yet there it is, bringing forth vomit. 

			This is how it was with the scarves. 

			In the beginning, infrequent. A scattering of spaces in between days of nothing, then a greeting. A hello. Then more nothing. Going on, in this way, until it accelerated.

			Morning tumbleweeds: She’d pluck them, bring them back to their homes, find them again the next day. 

			Again.

			Again.

			Again.

			Misplaced, carelessly tossed, breeze-blown, moved by her many men, dropped, snagged, carried, spilled, fallen, easy explanations. This is how she diminished them. 

			

			Colored leavings. Fabric strokes across floor. The wisps she’d find. Twisted knit round chair legs, slathered silk pours down staircase, vibrant, balled carnations dotting the carpet. A path for her to follow. 

			This is how they came. 

			Closer and closer. 

			This is how they came, 

			Closer and closer, until they crowded. 

			This is how they came, 

			Closer and closer, until they reached him. 

			This is how they came. Then she knew. 

			The baby there, calm rose upon his cheek, swaddled in knit, in cotton, in silk; her knit, her cotton, her silk. The baby buried thick-warm inside a color-cocoon of scarves. His no-cares-breathing carrying a smirk of proud triumph in its calm purr. 

			The sound of harps, no longer in the Mother’s ears. 

			Finally, the monster-Morethan had stepped into the room before she turned her back. Its intangible tremor that previously haunted, now viable and ripping, tore into the cloak of her mind. It shot forward its girth, hands quick around her neck, hands choking, her lungs already devoid of air.

			Lucky for the son the creature’s grip held the Mother’s throat strong, blocking the blackness that built beneath, or he’d be wet slap broken against the wall—this the reason the monster had moved so quickly, gripped so tightly. 

			The Mother’s knees hit the floor, together, hard. Palms flat in front, as she heaved with dizzy, with scare and confusion. In this way, she stayed, struggling for air through the straw-hole of her throat, struggling to comprehend this new twist in the game, in her life, in this him. 

			Surrounding her: a mock of scarves. The fallen leaf fabric throng mobbed the floor around the bassinet, as if each were fighting to be next. 

		

	
		
			

			11

			The cold game came to an end. There was no other choice. No matter how she hid, how she locked, how she burned, the scarves continued to come. Nothing thwarted them. This him, wrapped every morning. His new glow! No longer the crisp cool of his skin retracting against the warmth of hers. No longer the contrast she looked towards after she’d lift him from the chill of his slumber. No longer the feeling of his desperate squirm to stay close against the heat of her. Now, the scarves. How they bound him. How they comforted. His skin smelling of her perfume. Her perfume heavy on her scarves. Her perfume now heavy on him; as if he had lain all night in her arms. 

			She thought it was his way of shoving what she would not do back at her. A manner of flaunting his win.

			Now that he could call them, they could do nothing but come. Whatever methods the boy brought them, she did not know. She only knew they were strong and this strength scared the Mother.

			The cold game ended, but new ones began. 

			She buried her fear with more cruelty.
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			What came easy to the Mother was not mothering, for what she did to the son could not be called as such. What came easy to the Mother was keeping; only maintaining the existence of another. Gardens were kept. Prisoners were kept. Stamp collections were kept. Dishes, forks and plates were kept. 

			The son was kept.

			The Mother was a keeper. 

			Unlike other mothers, she did not and would not succumb to this offspring. In this realization, she found freedom. In this freedom, she found a new outlet. In this new outlet, a new way she could release.

			Oh, the games they learned to play! Nothing of mothers’ games—no sweet or laughter, no coo or clap—these were games of endurance. Challenges of withstanding; how much he could take and how well he could take them. 

			Games he would never win.

			Ways she could test how much a small thing could brave before damage. How that threshold shifted as his size grew. How her amusement increased the more he began to understand, as he became more than weeping wood. The games she’d invent for this new awareness. How, when the Mother miscalculated, or was swept away and lost during a game, she had to choose one of her men to amend things. How she learned to fine-tune the games to avoid the amending. How, eventually, when the Mother/son games wearied, she had to develop new ones, ones that involved others, a new category of men for her collection. 

			

			And how her collection grew.

			This new kind of man, first hard, then easy—too easy—to find. Her usual collecting had become ritual and boring; a long-performed action of habit and necessity now drained of most thrill. Even the hunting for the ones she used for fun had lost its spark. But this new collecting, this new category of men, brought excitement. The new prey demanded new skills. 

			This also was a game. The collecting. One she had long ago learned to play. Adept at it from the start. An inherent ability that unwrapped itself early, bringing itself spiking through her skin. She was her Mother’s daughter.

			Before a Mother, a girl. Always fair with an enticing femininity that entwined her being the way her blood did. Her mother’s daughter. A shadow she could not shake. It could not be submerged. Even when she realized it was the part of her that brought the continual onslaught. The Mother had a way to wind men: At first, accidental and tragic. Later, controlled and purpose with a self-promise that it would never ever be tragic again. 

			For the men, she made no promises. The men the Mother played the game with only won if she allowed them to. And, even in the winning, they had lost. 

			But still they came. So ripe for her gathering. A human stockpile the Mother segregated and arranged into a neat order she could pull from as the need arose. 

			The Mother wanted for nothing. Her men, an ample harvest. 

			And now, with this new breed of men came a new bounty; a thick yield for this him.

			The bait for these men a vile rotten, heavy with an odor they themselves gave off; an attraction of like to like. The way she would smell it on them, something fecal and permanent. The discovery of how they denned in places that drew the neediest women: ones overly broken and sinking with hands eager to grasp at whatever seemed stronger. How, as they danced, a trust cultivated, both vying for a false prize. How, when it was time, she would confront them. Not with challenge of threat, but with an invitation of partnership and trade. 

			Their natural skepticism, strong at first, faded, after she brought this him before them and commenced one of her many games. 

			Imagine a wary face developing a camaraderie grin.

			Imagine a head with that grin, appreciatively nodding. 

			Imagine conspiratorial chuckling building to a malevolent laughter. 

			Imagine the gluttonous satisfaction of a hunter adding yet another prize to her already abundant cache. 

			Imagine a small boy beneath it all.

			The Mother made sure to select the men most beneficial. She would not give away the use of this him unless she could get more than ample value in return. It was one of two standards she held strong to, the other being that she must be allowed to watch. A stipulation in the agreement she would not bend from. 

			The watching satisfied her need for the game with this him. Satisfied the new level of enjoyment she had been seeking. The watching provided a vigilance that ensured the men would only take things as far as the Mother agreed upon. She could not risk her barter. 

			These score of these sessions, always, her song. 
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			The moves began when the men became a horde. The moves began when the Mother collected too many, too fast. The moves began when, a glutton, things got out of control. The moves began when the questions began. The moves began when game became scarce. The moves began because the strange of the son. The moves began because, in the Mother, a restlessness. 

			The moves began and never stopped. 

			The Mother removed them as needed, the fuel determining the distance. The strength of whatever did the sparking, whatever ignited her restless, pushing them a commensurate far. No separation smaller than hours; she needed to be too far away from any last place. There could be no overlap, never any returning to. A map in her head monitored, marked with red pushpins, well folded and frayed. 

			There would be no warning, no build of plan. The Mother would wake and the Mother would know. The familiar bags swung open and hungry once more. 

			Here, the son slapped to waking, her hand fast flat against his shriek until he calmed, eyes bulged with scare. Shoulder thrown, swift baggage; the Mother making quick getaway into a darkness parked car just far enough away to conceal escape. This method, one repeated many times, the Mother adept at leaving without fulfilling obligations, her charms only able to sweeten for so long. 

			Here, their leave planned with deadline. The son obliged to pack; his possessions nothing, his Mother’s the all. The son bearing boxes, his small back collapsing. These times she enjoyed the watch of his work; how he declined, his tiny muscles in their quiver until exhaustion. 

			Here, another unpacking, another empty place to fill and inhabit, still empty.

			Leaving her hard work behind was easy. The only phone calls made were essential. Any notes or messages left behind, vital. The Mother harbored no affection for the men she collected and discarded all but key pieces as they relocated. The ones necessary for each transition, for carrying on, stayed acquired. 

			The Mother travelled light. 

			The ones most valuable and reeked with worth she enchanted and worked on a different level; they were no ordinary chaff. These treasures to be cultivated, kept primed for show. The process a bloodletting of weak useless, fortifying her stable with only most prime. Any currency they wanted, she gave. 

			Her prizes. 

			The others, the expendables, were set free. The shoebox lid lifted, box turned over and shaken. But not before she made time for last-minute recreation. The ones most detested given her full attention. No need for the usual caution, she let them have—at once—what she had previously been doling out in small portions. The Mother liked to leave a shattered wake behind her. 

			She was never surprised at how the men bared themselves for the breaking. How they so easily splayed, permitting her to wreck them in whatever ways she wanted. For she knew, all along, it was something they didn’t realize they had been waiting for. 
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			The breaking of the men a healing. I was such a vicious child, she thought, her expression one between amusement and pride. All that power, but not yet wise on how to wield it. I was just a baby then. But oh, how I quickly learned! With my brothers’ brutality feeding the fires that had been burning since birth and my father complacent in it all, I was but a prelude to explosion. 

			The day the monster whose seed burst inside my mother and made me told me I was to be nothing added yet another flame to my wick: “You are no longer my daughter. You are no longer a sister. You are now whatever we tell you to be.” As if he thought it would break me. The Mother sneered. 

			The monster making me lay in his bed like a woman; my beauty—the likeness of my mother—rousing him; my body, my life, all bearing the fallout from her leaving. His pitiful hurt and rage shouted at me in the dark, bruised into my flesh, while his pathetic sex stole my girlhood. She shook her head, spat. And all because she’d walked away. 

			“Such weakness without a woman,” she hissed, remembering her mother’s lessons. “Another failing of men.” 

			Rather than harboring hatred for having been discarded by her own mother, she admired her—a woman who collected men to make families and left them with the burden while she went off to start again. Her satisfaction in the shattering of what they thought was their world; a different conquering than hers, but similar in its ruthless. 

			As a little girl, the then not-Mother witnessed firsthand the power of a woman who was able to break a man and destroy two boys without even being present. As the men in her life collapsed and spun while she stood stoic, the then not-Mother knew she wanted such power. So when the day came for her to take back, she did not hesitate; one brother burned kerosene quick, one brother bludgeoned. Each awake to witness—she made sure. The need for them to know they died at her hand.

			Her explosion.

			She fucked her father that night, his sons’ deathsmoke and brainmuck still smudged on her skin. Instead of lying prone as he pumped, she took him eager and smiling, which he responded to like a dog to meat. He finished quick, but she was not yet done.

			Turning him on his back, she straddled him and began to grind. He opened his eyes, surprised.

			“A whore’s alive in you tonight, eh?”

			She grabbed his hands and put them on her beginning-breasts and thrust her hips harder against his now-hardening flesh. He closed his eyes and moaned.

			“That’s daddy’s little girl,” he whispered, now pushing himself into her grinding, “Yeah . . . daddy’s little girl . . .”

			She let him move with her for a bit before getting the knife she’d placed on top of the headboard. His ignorance of what was about to happen stirred a womanly pleasure she’d never felt before, and she lingered with their rhythm for a moment before calling him.

			“Father.”

			The knife was in his neck only after his eyes met hers. 

			Ever since that day of taking back, The Mother swore she would never be in that prey position again. Until this him, that promise had remained unbroken, and it riled her. Even the passing of years did not quell her resentment that she’d been bested, first infected by a man and then by a child no less. As the Mother’s life progressed, her vow to leave the world having overcome all men began a louder shout. Its nag constant propelled her and her quest for collecting and breaking became a drum that beat within her very heart. 
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			Their first move together. Her first mistake. Inexperienced, she brought him out. How he should not be taken. Out. Untamed. She learned this the hard way. The whims of an infant—impulsive and creature—made manifest. 

			She learned it too late.

			The boy on her hip. The Mother had miscalculated. He had grown. The weight of him pulled her arms, ached her back. This act of mothering she did not do, now letting its shun be known. 

			The distance that had seemed small, grew stretched. The quick trip now lethargic. The so many things she needed now things she debated living without. 

			The more she shifted this him from one hip to the other, the more her anger at this burden grew. 

			Anger swallowed and swallowed. 

			Now old enough to be raptured by the world he kicked his legs, flapped his arms, his head a swivel turning constant. Raised in rooms, he had never seen so much before.

			And her needs.

			And she should’ve known. And the bustle of the street. And the full of the parking lot. And the old women. And the girls. And the ladies. And how they had to adore him. And the boy’s wonder. And the men in their cars. And their steering wheel hands. And how the Mother loved their indifference. And the boy’s wonder. And the immense of the store. And the shaking roll-thrum of the cart. And, Such a cute little boy! And, the boy’s wonder. And how she did not stroll. And the taking what she needed quickly. And the disdain for strangers’ praise. And the concern they would see her cold towards him. And the boy’s wonder. And the way his head could not stop turning. And how his eyes could never fill. And how she wanted to blind him. And how she pushed faster, grabbed last things. And the weighted growth of the air around them. And how it felt like a metal heat. And hiding the knife-thrust behind her eyes at the slow of the cashier. And the boy’s wonder. And the balloons: birthday, colored, metallic, transparent. And the cashier’s reach, grab, swipe. And the reach, grab, swipe. And when the weighted air became cotton mesh pull. And the moment she knew what was starting. And the reach, grab, swipe. And the reach, grab, swipe. And the will she fought to leave and run. And the balloons beginning to bend. And the boy beginning to grasp. And how it was now too late. And the reach, grab, swipe. And the balloons, bowing towards him, as if in worship. And the cashier’s face. And the bagger’s face. And the cuckle-gasp of the customers behind her. And the balloons giving themselves to him. And the boy’s reach and laughter. And the Mother’s throwing bills. And how she pushed, head down. And how the balloons leaned in their wake as if in a vacuum. And how the boy babble-yelled back at them. And how the Mother pushed, through the slide of the doors. And how some balloons tore loose and followed. And how they bashed against the close of the glass behind them. And how the Mother pushed away, faster and faster. And how the balloons freed and came. And how the Mother ran from them. And how they fought to meet the hands of the boy. And how they followed them home, a colored cloud wrapped around the tops of them like mist.

			The mistake never made again. The punishment for this him: confinement. 

			This did not stop the strange of the son. It continued to come. As does weather. As does the tide. Its ways random and fleeting. His monster bending the world to his needs, stealing things the Mother wouldn’t give, an assistant ensuring his survival. Its muscle never directly addressing her malice, only bringing the essential. 

			

			A caretaker.

			Yet.

			The Mother used the primitive brain of the infant against him. Learned to change the games before he could hone his force to bring his needs. 

			Her victories took over. As the boy grew, he learned to not win. 

		

	
		
			

			THE SON

			THE BOY
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			Where the Son first crawled was not where the Son first walked. 

			Where the Son first walked was not where the Son first talked.

			The Son, flotsam. 

			His Mother, the sea. 
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			The float of days turning into months turning into years. A swim of time in which the Son learned not to be. A thing that used lungs and little else. A thing with a voice so irrelevant, so idle, that when it was used, it startled. The Mother commanded quietness. The back of her hand trained his mouth to stay shut, trained the Son to respond silently.

			His world a minefield. His world, stepping stones through broken glass. Where not to step that would make a sound disruptive. The speeds to move at which were neither lazy nor playful. The gracious ways to receive a meal no matter delicious or repulsive. The correct expression despite any sort of discomfort or pain. 

			How a son became a navigator. 

			He learned her boundaries quick. Survival is an urgent teacher.

			Their together-dance always led by his mother. The Son doing his best to follow; his legs little and trying. Her rhythm rough and erratic. Partners brought in, switched out. The pace, exhausting. The music, ever-changing, but her song, always the same—a thing that came before the worst. 

			Her song sending him over; its first notes triggering a derailment; his body still partnered, moving, absent of mind. A marionette. 

			Nothing the Mother could infect his day with that he couldn’t conform to. No uncles he could run from. No threats and teases he could shelter from. Every game she pulled him to play in, a new challenge for him to lose. His life, wax.

			As if there was a way other than hers.

			His life was simple. And in it, he existed.
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			In his short life there was nothing he knew less of than how it felt to be touched. The awareness of this constantly magnified by the infrequent times her skin skimmed his. Even the rough of the brush stroke-pounded against his head, the force—hers—was enough to thrive him. 

			The way his heart quickened with an ache that begged for the potential of tenderness that never 

			never

			never

			came that made him realize the power in the loss for what he never had or could get. But, the boy, being a son, a son to a mother, continued to believe that if he could only please her enough she would eventually trophy him with an embrace. His dream, her hands—bringing him into her arms, bringing him against her chest, all of her wrapped tightly around him together: one. 

			An endless torture-toil for water that never came to quench.

			Endless of this.

			Coveting became so futile. A useless act that broke him down early, killing everything inside him that was built to expect more than nothing. It only took him years before the yearning for everything she wouldn’t give died inside of him. His small hands stopped grasping. The little of his feet backing away instead of stepping forward. The gaze of his brown-gentle eyes falling to not much higher than the floor. The light of hope, intrinsic inside him, bushel-buried and cold. 

			A child’s gasping death.

			

			The Son eventually learned he would never get what he wanted from his mother. 

			The Son eventually learned to hold on to whatever she gave him, no matter if it came through hurt or cruel. 

			The Son eventually learned to find a form of love in unrelenting viciousness.

			The Son eventually learned to quell any strength inside him.

			For any chance at having a mother, the Son became as much nothing as he could.
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			From early on the Son was aware he held something larger. He felt it in the throb of his skull, in the way it pulled sucking his skin when the heat of things overwhelmed to breaking. How it beat an urgency, an extra heart pounding through his ribs. A power he was too insignificant to revoke that urged to push him aside and take over and 
then did. 

			Again 

			and

			again. 

			Despite it being something so integral, so always there, the Son knew it was other. It was not fingers or feet. It was not blood or bone. It was extra. Something added to how he was in the world that took up space he was meant to fit in alone. A suffocation that clenched his being. When he quieted, it was there, thrumming. Lying in wait. 

			The Son knew it came from somewhere outside of him—a hint of it chasmed whenever it came through, giving a peek of blindness, then of a nothing that seemed to also be everything. A barren elsewhere place that wanted harness to him, in the world where he was. He felt its needle’s pulsing thread want to impale him, tether him to whatever it needed. 

			In it there was no fear; the Son felt, instead, a learning. A promise cusp within the strength that if he only would remain quiet, he would receive. A large hand resting grip on his shoulder.

			

			In the beginning, when it came, he could only step aside, waft in its wake it until it was done, until it drew back and he could have room to step through, regain.

			In the beginning, he was its whim.

			In the beginning he was only meant to see, to know.

			This he did, diligent. Awed.
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			When it began to leave room for him in its coming, the Son started tentative. It brought a pause that was different from the barreling of prior, and it called his curious, easy leavings for a hungry dog. Instead of watching the bull storm past, left still in its whoosh, instead of clinging to doorframe witnessing any destruction or creation from professed safety, the Son felt an absence lying in wait before him. A void left open and available to step through. Curtains parted, audience waiting. The Son knew it had become his time so he 

			stepped.

			Starting with the smallest and staying with the smallest was his entry. If there were any request for blame or reason in this, it would be the youth of the boy and his fear of the Mother. The Boy cared for nothing grand, only for what he could safely abscond. A marble is easily hidden inside the smallest of palms. Maintaining a trivial scale, his concentration, because behind the everything of it, he felt an immensity that threatened to flood forward. The Son wanted to keep a pinprick flow while he learned how to manipulate the tether. 

			The other had primarily come when driven by need. It lofted less towards folly or farce, unless please-directed by the impulse-want of the Son. Its crosshairs targeted more necessity than nonsense. This, the Son came to understand, having seen, having witnessed. Yet, with reins turned over, held firm in the hands of a child, the manifestation turned into one of play. 

			

			There was strong lonesome in the Son, so practicing whimsical, was not folly or farce, but within the category of need. His heart bled for connection in his hard-consisted world. Bond, a beckon begging throughout him, forced his conjure. 

			A place where he was left alone or forgotten was where it began. 

			The bath.

			How, at first, accidental. How his mother’s vigorous scrubbings had risen the soap from the hot of the water. How, amongst the gentle play, it stemmed. How his hands flopped the white froth, back and forth, back and forth. How the Son blew the fluffy churn from his hands to the stick of the wall. How over and over until it was a white and dripping cover. How it slid itself back into the water he had taken it from, revealing the tile, dinged, cracked and gray. How the Son upset at the slide of the foam. How the Son felt it strove to extract itself from him. How the Son felt small, again. How the Son took fresh and blew anew. How he covered once more. How the slide began and upset fresh the Son. How it felt a leaving. How it felt a lonesome. How it came upon him tremble-thick. How a space suddenly vacated. How the world’s sheath cracked askew for him to move inside. How, for the first time, he stepped. How he held that slide against the wall. How he bade it stay. How it was pleased to obey. How he swept it whirl over the tile. How it spread holes, shapes. How it prismed. How he painted and laughed silent. How then the spume began to give back. How it stacked itself: a white finger. How it stretched to tap him, teasing. How the Son laughed quiet. How the “other” moved through him as nothing. How it felt as breathing. How soap tendrils branched, reached. How they wrapped the Son, tickling. How the water regained its heat. How it grew more suds. How the lather easy-pillaged the Son, swirling peaceful. How the lather stilled and held him within itself. How he felt belonged. How he brought single bubbles. How they hovered in front of him. How he deformed their shape. How he pulsed their size from thumbnail to truck tire to uncle’s head to spore. How the floating soap swayed a show for him, danced themselves. How the Son delighted in their spin. How he multiplied them, warted his hands and arms with them. How the Mother’s footfalls dread-panic ended the play. How the Mother puzzled at the new-bubbled bath, her Son a brown bolt in its midst.

			This tiny play, his unintentional practicing. 
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			Time did not make its mark upon the Son in conjunction with places. The frequency of their uprooting blurred any impression that could’ve cemented between location and life. The Son passed through time as wind without vane. The moves did not concern him, for he had long floated in the world. There were no stars in his orbit, only the sun of the Mother. No matter the move, there was nothing to leave behind, nothing to miss. This was how it always was and how, he presumed, always would be. His only care was that whatever new place he landed had a space for him. Something he could contain himself away in with the more, which had slowly become his everything. 

			His onlything. 

			Any room, whether it only held a blanket, or whether it held a bed, any four walls that were his to live within he was a friend to. A friend of any place he would have strong surrounding him. Any window, a privilege; any outside, an excess. As long as he had a space he could cordon from his mother, he was content.

			In his life, he built his own thrill, his own comforts. No matter how barely or how fleet. Where he could make them, he would. As long as there was safe. Being held in his own spaces helped bring both.

			Until his mother would not let him. 

			She had always been there. She had always seen. A reluctant mother, still a mother. She had dealt with what came forth from the Son and she had learned to thwart it. Cunning was in her skill. And when she saw it was becoming less wild, when she saw the son begin to tame it, she taught the son how that added part of him had to be buried along with the rest. 

			Or there would be fallout.

			This, the Son learned in a way that scarred. An education with an aftermath that gruesomed so strongly within him as to bring a fit of catatonia. The Mother made sure the lesson was so unforgettable, it would only need to be given once.

			And it was.

			The Son was an apt pupil. 

			It had begun with an uncle. Two visits where the man had brought with him a puppy. A small amusement he thought would please the Mother. 

			It did not.

			The Mother, having not yet collected her needs from him, did her best to pretend appreciation, and then quickly transferred the creature to the Son. 

			“Take that . . .” She paused, searching for and discarding words, making a face that puddled her beauty. “. . . into the backyard until I say to come in.”

			The Son never heard the door shut and lock behind him or any of the other noises that came afterwards. The Son did not feel the cold biting into his skin or, later, when the snow began to frost his lashes and lungs. He did not hear his stomach shout for food that was long overdue. The Son did not notice when the freeze of the ground took all feeling from his bare feet. The Son was completely consumed with 

			the pup 

			the pup

			the pup.

			He had never known such a thing up close. He’d only glimpsed such creatures in passing, from car or attic windows. He only knew they were “less than” beasts, things people kept on ropes and led. He did not realize they were giving things. Things that lived only to give love to others. 

			

			To give love to him.

			On both visits he was left to play outside with the dog for hours or days or weeks. The pup-spent time passing thick as dreams. The Mother and uncle leaving the house for long trips or lifetimes. The Son aging by years and growing more than two or six inches, seven feet or nine. The house burning down, washing away, rebuilding itself. All of these impossible things seeming completely possible as time spent with the pup was a void, pocketed inside a dome that kept all else out. 

			He was too busy letting the pup love him to feel the pace of any moments. It was the first time something warm willingly and abundantly gave itself to the Son, and he reveled in it. Its tiny yip begging for more of his play, its lapping tongue wetting his face in a way such that it gave him feelings in his chest that he had only self-created whispers of. Like a wish of buried treasure now a glimpse of gold through dark soil. Unbelievable riches now grasped and pocketed.

			He never wanted it to end.

			But, of course, it did.

			After only two visits, the pup, the uncle, never returned. 

			Every day they continued not to come hollowed the Son. Small scoops of loss channeled thin his heart. Days now bloodless and cold, he lived for each night, when he dreamt of soft, playful wrestling inside endless rolls of heartbeat pelts. Warm licks and burrowing. An eager need gently pebble-stamped over his skin by excitement-tempered paws. 

			The pup

			the pup 

			the pup.

			When waking and walking forward into each day became unbearable the Son decided. The Son sequestered. The Son began with careful bringing.

			First, making sure the Mother; a scouting. His ears first, searching for calm. If noise, he knew there was occupation. If quiet, the Son would take himself through, stepping careful on the boards always eager with voice. Making his way stealth through the house—a ghost for his mother. 

			Always a ghost for her.

			

			When the finding was clear, when the Mother slept or had stolen away, when the Son felt safe enough, he shut himself off with whatever strong he had, put himself behind any barrier should the Mother make her way, then waited once more. If all remained still or if all remained unstill, only then would the Son begin.

			For simple play, becoming one with the Morethan was now effortless, he had done it so often. The Son could easily bring it forward and send it back. The skill of it the same he used to manage the dressing of himself; figuring buttons, zippers and snaps, the fronts versus the backs of things and how to judge the choice of an item based on what lay ahead. The Morethan easily managed for such a small thing. 

			Duplication of the pup was 

			a small thing. 

			The Son only had to crack wide the skull that housed the last night’s dream, let the Morethan fan broad then retract, pull the world against itself and use what it had been given. The method a wave that spread itself wide, then receded, leaving on the shore what the sand was meant to have. 

			The parallel pup was filth-based. It gathered on the floor like a storm cloud. A churning growth that spun and expanded as more gray was drawn into it. The joy-giving replication consisting of the feather-light dregs that cower in ignored places. Grit tumbleweeds dust-forgotten under beds, swept-left into corners, twisted into bathmats, gathered behind toilets. Its fur a tangled nest of lost hairs, dust clouds, lint and similar detritus; all of it collected to create the dinge-colored copy.

			And oh, how the Boy loved it.
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			The lesson came at the fault of the Son. His main transgression: lack of awareness of the Mother. If the Son hadn’t had his attention paid elsewhere, he would’ve heard the noise from the room beyond the hallway interrupted by still. How the back-and-forth tempest between an uncle and his mother cleared, then calmed. He would’ve heard the approach of her pretty shoes. He could’ve halted his play. He could’ve brought the extra back inside him and returned what he had created back to what it was.

			But the Son was playing with his favorite mimicry. The playful thing, furred with the scruff of the floor, leapt, rolled and darted to and from the boy. A debris imitation that distracted his vigilance from what he should have heard

			but did not. 

			The sudden force of her entry startled the Son. Her stride too quick for him to recover his breach, all he could do was brace himself for what he knew would come.

			The Mother stood over him. Her length now a tree, now a tower; the Son a prey in her shade. 

			The duplicate sat on its dirt haunches, barked at the threat. The sound: a dying man trying desperately to clear his lungs. 

			Disgusted by the aberration, the Mother grew even larger as she tensed. 

			The copy whined and backed away. 

			The Son did similar. 

			

			The Mother pulsed over the taut silence.

			All of them, everything, in hold. 

			Then the break of the Mother. Her body lowered and lessened. The Son slowly showered in light as her shadow dissolved. The taut that had held the three loosened. Vibration returned to the space.

			In a too-pleasant voice, one the Son had barely memories of, the Mother spoke.

			“Show me.”

			Entranced by her unfamiliar sweetness, the Son brought it forth. Lifted it wriggling towards her. Cringed at its whimpering. 

			“You disobeyed me.”

			“Yes,” small.

			“Many times?”

			“Yes,” small.

			“It is time for me to teach you a lesson, then. Are you ready to learn your lesson?”

			“Yes,” small.

			“Well, then, you get into bed now. Mama’s going to go out for a bit. When I return we can start your lesson.”

			“Yes, mama.”

			“Rid this world of that . . .” She turned the replica over and over with her eyes, finding no appropriate term. “It needs to be gone before I return.”

			“Yes, mama.”

			And the Mother left. 

			And the Son did as he was told.
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			The Mother told the Son the puppy’s name was Punishment. 

			“It’s not mine, it’s yours. All the caretaking is yours—feeding, watering, cleaning—all yours. Something doesn’t get done, you will pay with hell.”

			The Son nodded, nodded, nodded, his head a blur of disbelief. 

			The Mother saw his overwhelm and to ground him asked, “What is its name?”

			“Punishment.”

			“Who will take care of it?”

			“I will.”

			“What will be paid if you don’t?”

			“Hell.”

			Satisfied, the Mother left the room. The Son took the brown-and-white-spotted warmth into his arms and all at once into his heart.
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			For thirty days the Son raised Punishment. He woke early each morning to take him outside. He cleaned up after him while the pup investigated all corners of the small yard. The Son fed, watered and brushed the dog. Warm afternoons were spent outside in games of fetch and chase. Cold ones were spent indoors with quieter play so as not to disturb the Mother. 

			Everything the pup.

			Punishment followed the Son as if he was a beacon and the Son followed the pup the same. Every day spent with his beautiful gift. Every night the two curled together, bodies a blend. The Son memorized the measure of Punishment’s heartbeat and the way its cadence pulsed between their breaths. Its song brought the Son into sleep that opened into dreams of more of the same.
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			The Son would say the lesson began on the morning of the thirty-first day with the pup. The Mother knew the lesson began with the giving of it. When the Son was grown, he would realize the same.

			“It is time for Punishment.”

			The Son, cloudy from sleep, rustled and raised.

			“I said,” her voice louder and thick with command. “It’s time for Punishment.” 

			The Son knew he was supposed to act, but how?

			“Get the pup and follow me.”

			The Son did as he was told. Safe in his arms, Punishment licked the boy’s neck, the underside of his chin, his neck some more. The Son hardly felt the wet; he was too immersed in his mother’s wake; heavy and dense with dark. He knew there was more to come, 

			now. 

			The Mother led him through the kitchen and down the concrete steps into the basement. A damp cold traded places with the warmth he had retained from his bed. He shivered, held the pup tighter against him. 

			“Stay here.”

			He watched her go.

			Watched her come back.

			Watched her place two bowls: one kibble, one water.

			“This is the challenging part of the lesson. If you learn well, never again will you bring anything forth, and no more lessons will be necessary. If you do not learn well, and create things that shouldn’t be, there will be another lesson. A harder lesson.”

			The Mother’s words spun the Son, who was still crusted with morning haze. When the memory of the day she had found him with the copy sprang into his head, the confusion cleared. The bliss from the receipt of the pup had pushed all dread of the threat of lesson far, far and away. He had only known the pup,

			the pup,

			the pup.

			A sickness turned in his stomach.

			The Mother left. The sound of the kitchen door locking behind her bounced back at him through the dark.
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			The basement held one filthy window that glazed the ceiling with a dim haze, leaving the bottom half in a swayed black. This blackness, where both now lived. 

			The Mother only returned to refill the bowls, her coming always announced by the slide-clack of the latch. When the light from the open door made visible the floor, the Boy’s eyes quickly devoured its landscape. The Boy had kept his filth to one back corner, but the pup—not knowing better—went wherever he pleased. The Boy darted to claim any he missed when he had searched for them in the dark. The Mother did not tolerate any feces in her path. 

			The days went by as weeks. All buried in hunger and cold. All buried in black. Both of their bodies a huddle. Until the Mother’s quick visit to replenish became more than the usual.

			The first divergence was the light. Before her descent—a click—and a bulb, previously invisible, came to life. Its gleam was weak, but enough for the son to now know the bleak of the room, the stained blanket, the wreck of his sleeping clothes, the half-lidded gaze of the pup. All this bombarding caved him further, hesitated his scurry to gather the droppings. 

			The second divergence was after she placed the bowls: Instead of taking the empty ones and leaving into the light, she stopped, turned, and spoke. 

			“It’s time for Punishment.”

			A soft part inside the Son sunk.

			“Put him on the bench.” 

			

			The Son scanned the dull of the room until he found it.

			The Son did as he was told. The dog, a quiet rag.

			“Now, lay him.”

			The Son paused. The Mother grew. The Son did as he was told.

			The pup in place, the Mother started her song. Its angelic verve echoed throughout the solid-walled space. Her entrancing call radiating against the desolate chill turned the moment, slid it into something sinister. 

			Singing, she strode to the bench. Her lackadaisical stroll stretched the length of the room more than double what it held. The song became a bottomless falling. The Boy tumbled in its melody. 

			When she finally reached the bench, she stretched down and removed one of her pretty shoes: a flush-pink pump, a beaded pearl bow at the toe; one of the Son’s favorites. When she raised it level with her face, the bow gleamed in the light.

			Her song stopped.

			“Stretch out his leg. Hold him tight.”

			“Please . . .” the Son squeaked, saying nothing, looking away. Looking nowhere. Knowing the song meant everything would happen now. Knowing there was no other way than what was about to transpire.

			The Son did as he was told.

			The Mother slammed her shoe only once. A strong crack and animal scream replaced the silence.

			When a break was reached the Mother asked, “Tell me the name of your pup?”

			“Punishment.” The word, wailed. 

			“What will you never again do?”

			The Son, face wet with tears, fought to find the correct response.

			“Bring forth?”

			“Very good,” the Mother nodded. “I will leave this light on so you can heed your Punishment, _______ .” 

			She smiled his name and then left.
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			The Boy lived with Punishment. The animal’s suffering ached him. And with the light given by the Mother the Son had no alternative but to witness. He had watched its playful energy transform from joyful and buoyant, to lethargic and pained. If he had the same light shed onto himself, he would’ve realized his similar. 

			Only when it was necessary did the Son adjust the pup: to remove it from its own filth, to help it receive food and water, to keep it warm. No matter how gently he handled it, the movement roused its pain and it lashed out in the only manner it could, with teeth. His small hands red-peppered through with tiny piercings, sore and aching, yet the Son endured and bore no fault towards his pet, knowing the fierce of its hurt.

			Every day came the Mother. 

			Came the replenishment. 

			Came her unchanging and only questions.

			“Tell me the name of your pup?”

			“What will you never again do?”

			Came the Son’s constant replies.

			“Punishment.” 

			“Bring forth.”
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			The Son thought the pup could not wither further and he was wrong. It had become a warm thing that breathed. No longer did it give futile attempts at eating or taking water. It ceased producing any waste. Its heartbeat became a whisper. It only lay there waiting to die.

			Helpless and with the knowing that the pup would never leave the basement, the Son began his telling. His mouth next to the pup’s ears, he gave:

			“You are a big doggy now. You are big and you are outside. The air is clean around you. Feel its wind against your ears. You are so strong. You can run to the sun. See the hot sun? How it makes a beam for us to tug on? Put me in your mouth, softly. Hold me between your sharp teeth. Your tongue is tasting me. Your jaws are so gentle. Now, jump. Take your biggest jump onto the beam and then run. Run with me in your mouth up into the sun. Higher and higher we go. Everything ants below us. We will play on the sun for as long as we want. The sun wants us there. We make it so happy. It will roll us around in the fire parts of it that are just warm. It will let us go inside of it. It will show us where it keeps the beams. When we are tired and before the moon comes to take its turn, we will let the sun lift us and lay us down on soft green grass. Feel how cool the grass is now? It strokes us into sleep. I am lying on your furry belly and I can hear your heartbeat like now but your heart is so much bigger, like a ball. Your heartbeat is angry knocking on a door. You are such a big doggy and I lie on you like a bed. Your tail is bushy and covers me like a blanket. You keep me so warm. Feel how warm we are together. The stars sprinkle their sparkles on us while we are sleeping and the sparkles sink into our skin and keep us safe. Nobody hurts us anymore. We are protected. When the moon finishes its turn we wake and play all day in the grass. The trees open their bottoms whenever we are hungry and there is more than kibble and there is more than water. There is so much food and all of it is hot. Do you smell all the food? So many different tastes. We eat and eat and eat until our bellies are big and busting. We lie in the grass again and the sun sends a smaller beam to keep us warm and the sky makes clouds for us to look at. The clouds are clean-white and they make pictures above us. Do you see them? There are swirls that spin and dive toward us. One cloud explodes into so many birds they crowd out the blue and fly across in waves that turn together and turn together so perfectly. The clouds make a boy out of themselves and then a big dog with big, strong legs, black eyes and the fluffiest tail. The clouds make us out of them and the cloud-us plays above us. They are so happy. Can you see them? When the clouds are done we are rested. You take me on your back and I hold on to your fur and you take me up a mountain. You want to show me how strong you are. We get to where the clouds are and you jump again. Your legs are so powerful. We land in a cloud and we fall into it because it has no place to stand and we laugh so hard. The cloud carries us far away from any lessons and any basements. It carries us like we are babies. It protects us from the wind and the rain and lightning and thunder. We live in the cloud for a long time. Away from everyone. We are always warm from the beam and the star sparkles; we can never be cold ever again.”

			The Son repeats this telling like a mantra. Adding details, emphasizing things so the pup can really see. The telling, constant. The Son making it all that there is. The Son tells and tells until they live inside the telling. The pup, in his arms, together, inside of the place made from his saving words. 

			On the Mother’s last visit, on the Son’s last day in the basement, the Mother cleaved the darkness with the gleam of the feeble bulb and heard no hustle of reception. Anticipating satisfaction, she smiled.

			

			At the end of her descend, the sleep of the Boy, the limp of the pup in his arms.

			A pointed toe of a pretty shoe poked him awake.

			The Boy startled then stopped, all of him now culled with the inert fluff in his arms; the cold of it telling him all of what he didn’t want to know. In that resistant knowledge the Boy prayed that when the pup had passed, he was still lost in the telling; that he was free in the beams of the sun, in the scratch of the grass, belly full to bursting.

			Yet, before he could begin even a cusp of grief, there came the words of his Mother.

			“What was the name of your pup?”

			“Punishment.”

			“What will you never again do?”

			“Bring forth.”

			“The lesson is over.”
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			After, outside of the filth of the basement, the Son stuck-lost for days in the telling place. An eyes-open-same-as-closed space where he was on the sun, in the grass, within a cloud. At his side, always entwined: Punishment. His bedroom air sat around him, still as the fluid skin of a mountain pond. 

			For many days, like this until he came back partial, a piece at a time. 
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			Lesson learned, the Son stopped. Ignored the other’s throb against his inside. Swallowed its demanding. Halted all of it, making a sick inside him, offsetting his balance in how he grew in the world until many years faded the lesson and he began to bring small, again. Still afraid of the Mother, afraid of the other’s eager growing larger than he could contain, afraid if it spilled loose, it would take her from him. The Son kept it a marble inside his palm. It was very long before he became bolder, brought larger. The strength of his age skilled his command, and his new confidence matched with a post-child’s wisdom made the demonstrations less scary and easier confined. All of it still strong with secrecy, for buried underneath the passing of years; the scars of the lesson, ribboned and gouged. 
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			It was hard being a son to the Mother but yet the Boy could not stop trying. A natural thing for something birthed from another to need its light and warmth, and this needing was strong in the Boy. Had always been strong. The strength of the Boy’s need equaled what he did not get from the Mother. All of him withering. He knew if he could see his heart, it would look eroded, pitted and black: rotting fruit. A diseased thing set atop a shining platter; one he could not stop offering. It was this image that he would cry to, late at night, when she couldn’t see. The Mother hated weakness and would tolerate none from her him.

			The Boy knew the count of how many times the Mother had called him son. There was a drawer he drew in; the dresser in his room; numbers scrawled and then crossed out, then scrawled again. The dresser felt strong to the Boy, like a safe-keeper of secrets. Something he could trust. The Boy didn’t realize that the things he felt most safe with, most trusting of, were things that had little or no way of giving back. 

			The drawer in this dresser had eight marks for son. The Son was not yet twelve. 
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			Today, at another uncle’s, the Son—uncareful—unlocked the Morethan with the dirt behind the barn. This uncle had given him a spade, a broken shovel, and told him, Go move the dirt around, but the Son wasn’t doing it in any way the uncle might’ve expected or even in any of the typical ways of a boy. There were no flattened paths for imaginary trucks, deep holes for make-believe pits or ragged clefts for rushing rivers. 

			The Son moved the dirt in his own way. 

			This uncle wanted the Boy outside because he wanted to be alone with the Boy’s mother. The Boy knew this but would’ve gone anyway; he liked this uncle’s place; so much land, so much space. Trees, animals, even a stream; so much to explore, so much to get lost in. The Son loved getting lost. He loved the feeling of not knowing what would happen next.

			Now the Boy had moved the dirt.

			Using what he promised not to, he split the large mound of fill dirt into equal piles: seventeen boy-sized pillars with walking space between them, each meticulously distributed and shaped. If one had witnessed, one would’ve seen the pile melt, then split and slide across the space, then grow monolith and many. But the Boy was alone. The sky a witness. 

			The small towers were spread out across the space behind the barn, some twenty-five square feet of gravel. None of the pillars quite reached the wood fence that made up the horse pasture or the small wire fence that bordered the edge of the garden, but the ones closest all had a very specific and equal distance to the fences as if there were some invisible barriers between them only the Boy could see. The pillars also surrounded this uncle’s truck—freshly emptied of its cargo—which now stood barricaded, a trapped thing.

			The pattern the piles sat in seemed deliberate, yet its intent was hard to define. There was a sense that if the piles could be viewed from a great height, perhaps the meaning of their layout would be explained. There was a suggestion of some sort of science behind them that, if one only studied them long enough, would in time become clear. 

			Despite the amount of work he had done, the Son remained clean. He knew filth could unleash his mother and she could take his days away. Or nights. The Boy was good at being careful.

			The Son walked through and around the pillars; disappearing behind one, reappearing behind another; his emergence always incongruent. The pillars, now a playground, appeared to expand and contract around the Boy while he walked among them. A certain way the Boy was out of sequence, his surfacing a skipping. 

			The Son sang as he strode, his song echoing back to him from the dirt in a sort of duet. Every lyric collided against the melody in a soft, unbalanced way, creating a tune that should’ve been ugly but was not. Every word he sung, unintelligible with sharp, guttural edges soaked with the playfulness of youth, which softened them. The Son kept at the singing and disappearing reappearing; all of it just out of sequence as if he were trying to leave the song behind him in some kind of chase. Every movement the Boy made, a leaving off and a coming back from. No matter where the Boy left and came back to, the song followed, a game. The pillars, playmates, shifted in his wake. The Boy played the game with the pillars, with the song. It was a dance they moved in; his song—the music. The pillars, and the swelling pulse they seemed to have, bracketed the Boy like a partner. 

			If anyone had been watching the Son, if anyone had cared to see, they would’ve hung there, captured by his movements, unaware of the way the sun stole from their pores, ignorant of their muscles that begged to be moved. There was a symphony about the Son that mesmerized. Those who were perceptive would see, those who were not would still feel a pull and a desire to not look away lest something be missed. A something they could not explain but knew that if it was lost it would never be able to be retrieved.

			The morning had just turned to afternoon when the Son was sent outside to move the dirt. Now the sun had moved enough to give the shafts shadows; smaller twins of themselves that lay patiently on the gravel, waiting to grow longer. The seventeen were spaced so that none of the shadows touched any of the others. The piles now seemed doubled, another dimension of themselves added against the ground. 

			Before the song’s chase, as the dirt was being moved, the Boy wondered about his mother and how long she would be with this uncle. The drive to this uncle’s place was not a quick one, which usually meant they would be at the uncle’s for more than a day. The night before leaving the Mother had put the Boy in the car’s backseat, no pillow, no blanket. “Sleep,” she said before slamming the car door. That was how he knew they were going and this knowledge offset the night’s discomfort. The hassle of prodding or carrying a sleep-struggling boy was not something the Mother would ever endure. 

			When the motor stopped the boy awoke. A morning sun glowed his eyelids dull yellow. The Boy didn’t have to open his eyes to know his mother was fixing herself in the rearview mirror; the jingling of her bracelets bounced off the car’s ceiling and fell around him like a pretty clock alarm. His mind’s eye painted exactly what he knew she was doing; her black eyes standing still in the reflection while her head moved clockwise in a perfect square, her fingers poking and pulling her hair just right. The Son had watched his mother do this so many times, this ritual for the uncles. Just once he wished she would do it for him. 

			His mother got out of the car, slammed the door and he listened to her heels crunch on the gravel, each step fainter than the last. The Boy didn’t need to have had his eyes open to know she didn’t look in the backseat before getting out. 

			The Son who was the Boy who was both, waited through the words—this uncle’s deep and pleased, his mother’s even and light—until he heard the screen door slam and the voices gone. His stomach rumbled. He opened his eyes. He knew if he wanted a chance at breakfast, he’d have to reach his mother before she went with this uncle to a place he wasn’t allowed to follow. 

			Every muscle broke as he moved—the night had been long and cold, the backseat of the car hard and misshapen for a boy lying longwise—so he worked them a little at a time, with encouraging whispers he hummed in his head. The Boy thanked his body for the pain, for it reminded him he was still alive to have it. He thought the muscles warm with the same warm-yellow light that had lit his eyelids moments earlier, bathed them in the light, sent it through them. His muscles responded in kind. The Boy stretched, raised himself. 

			Breakfast was an apple with saggy skin, two pieces of white bread and some packets of grape jelly. This uncle did not think much of feeding himself, let alone the afterthought of a boy who happened to be a part of the woman he wanted to pay attention to. 

			The Mother had told this uncle the Boy wasn’t hungry, but this uncle had already read the hunger in the Boy’s eyes. “It’s nothing,” he said when he put the meager items on the table where the Boy was seated. The Mother kept her eyes on the eyes of the Boy. The Boy knew enough to look at the table. The Mother made a noise that sounded like upset before turning with heavy footsteps across the kitchen tiles to the living room beyond. She didn’t like when the Boy won even if he was actually losing. 

			“Eat up, boy,” this uncle said with a kind encouragement that made the Boy look up. The gentle tone of three words filling him more than the food. 

			When the Boy finished, he went into the living room, where his mother and this uncle had been talking. There were not many words they had said to each other that told the Boy anything. All the words were easy ones. The kind you use with strangers or people you see at church. Surface words that sit six steps higher than the words you keep for friends, loved ones. The Boy knew they kept their words simple because they knew the Boy could hear everything they said. This uncle’s house was so small you could hear anything from any room no matter where you were. He knew this uncle wanted to make noise with his mother. Noise he didn’t want the Boy to hear. That was why this uncle had told the Boy to go move the dirt around. 

			As the Boy got up to leave, his mother, voice strong, said, “Leave things as they are.” 

			At this, the Boy knew to look his mother in the eye. He did so and nodded while this uncle looked at each of them, one at a time, trying to figure out the message stagnant in the space between. 

			The Boy went outside.

			Lost in his game he almost did not hear the uncle. The Boy who was the Son who was both was busy with the pursuit of his song, the reach of the piles. When he was not moving to, from or beyond a mound, he was standing next to them. His back facing, his front facing, side to side—it did not matter. The height of them both the same at shins, the same at shoulders, the same at scalps, their darkness his darkness, all twinned with him: a forest of Son-Boys. Standing still, the Boy became one with the others, a part of many, belonging.

			It was the fourth time the uncle called that the Boy heard and roused from his game. His song stopped. The pillars stilled. For the first time that day the Boy became aware of the sun’s heat, heard the trees rustling with the wind, remembered where he was. And now, surrounded with yards of dirt pillars and panic, he stood hearing this uncle yelling a name the Boy was barely called, the uncle coming ever closer to a sight he should not see; his mother’s words began to echo in his head, Leave things as they are. As he looked around at the pillars doubled with their shadows, the crowd of them filling everywhere he could see, a dread expanded inside of him. The remembered dark of a cold basement and a lesson he’d carelessly let himself forget began its choke. 

			In a rush to undo what he’d done, the Boy took a deep breath, calmed as much as he could and began the bringing. 

			Moments later this uncle found the Boy, spade and broken shovel at his side, mountain of dirt unmoved. He lay as if he had fallen from a height; limbs irregularly placed, torso crooked and misshapen, like whatever was contained within his clothing was no longer connected. 

			When he would not wake, this uncle carried him, his form hot with a fevered thrum and the sag of his body unnaturally heavy in his arms, as if the Boy held more than the limits of his skin let on. 
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			The Boy did not wake for two days and the Mother did not worry for just as many.
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			The Boy woke to the sound of bees. Their quiet drone slowly lulling him back into the world where his body was. Once again with his eyes closed, again with dull yellow light glowing his eyelids, again with an ache strong in his muscles, again with a hunger, this time unbearable, as if his stomach had shrunken inward, then flipped in on itself. The Boy lay still, listened to the bees, tried not to make any movements bigger than what was best. The pained state of his body made the Boy feel like he had been gone for some time but was not sure from where or from when. 

			The bees. He floated in the gentle frenzy of their buzz. He felt himself a flower, stiff to the sun, petals open and outstretched in offering. Felt the need of them, the urgency in their alighting, leaving, alighting, leaving. Let himself feel wanted, integral. The Boy let himself feel beautiful and swarmed with need. He was not afraid. He was a flower.

			He could not feel any dirt beneath him, no grass bending under his weight, felt no breeze. The Boy was a buoy. There wasn’t a heat of the sun warming the dark of his skin. All indications were that he was nowhere bees should be, but the Boy was floating, levitating in the midst of them, a magical thing, yet he felt no out of doors, no freeness. There was a wrongness to it and the nag of it chinked the experience, like seeing the black of whiskers through the white face of a clown. 

			As his body slowly returned his skin began to feel and in turn, he no longer floated. Now he knew there was a soft beneath him, the press of fabric. Now he worked his hands. Now, he spread his fingers to find. Now, a couch. Now, a smell. Now, awareness. Now, this uncle’s house slammed hard around him. Now, his body crashed heavy with it. Now, he knew. Now, the sound of the bees began to fade as if pulled back within a beam. Now, he was grounded. Now, he knew he was no longer so needed as to be swarmed. Now, the sadness, swallowed, again. Now, he was no longer a flower. Or, if he was, it was one no longer beautiful enough to bring bees.
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			Ever since the Boy had come back, he wished for bees, or the dream of them. Whatever he could be given, he would willingly take. Anything given to one who has nothing was something and the Boy collected any and all somethings that came his way. The Boy just wanted to be among the bees again. Some days it was all he thought about.

			In the morning space between asleep and awake and in the night space between awake and asleep, he called to them. No words were used. The Boy emitted a transmission of pleading, rich with images of a beautiful little Boy flower; brown arms outstretched, brown face turned up to the sun, all of him transforming into the most magnificent flower the world had ever seen. Arms now leaves, body and legs a thick stem, head spread and petaled. All of him ready and ripe. So heavy with pollen every bee would have no choice but to be drawn to his petals. 

			In the days since the visit to the uncle’s his mother was lighter. The Boy no longer tightened at the sound of her footsteps, their thumps always heavy with threat. Since the uncle’s her footsteps were hardly audible, even when she was wearing her prettiest shoes. It was as if her feet barely touched the ground. The Boy imagined her floating. Imagined her carried by bees. Oh, the bees! There they were again! This time carrying his mother around his house like so much pollen. The Boy, a waiting hive; a place for her, for the bees, to come home to. 

			He too had been lighter since leaving the uncle’s. His body full of bees or the lightness of their hum since he awoke that day on the couch. The bees, or their buzz, at first, so rageful. They entwined the existing anger of his muscles, his hunger, as he tried to restore himself into the world. The Boy spilled himself from the couch, slowly rolled the stiffness into the uncle’s dirty carpet, until he could find victory in sitting up. Until the brave of that victory led him to face the battle of standing, hands and knees the first readying. Then, after winning that battle, leading himself in a charge of steps, towards the kitchen and something to quell the buzz that bounced inside the hollow of him. All these steps, an agonizing slow, all of them painted with sweat and the pain face of a child. This reemerging, this battle, a pitiful exhibition.

			No sign of his mother or this uncle, the Boy made as much do with what he could in their absence. Remnants of what must’ve been meals eaten while the Boy was not there/there. The fear of the eating what his mother had not given permission for held the Boy back for only a moment, until his hunger—now greater than his fear—won over and the Boy ate. Gorged until his body quieted, his hollow now too full to give room to the buzz of any bees. The anger—bees or his body or both—softened until he was simply a boy once more. 

			Every day the Boy braced himself for his mother to become heavy again. It was only a matter of time. He knew the pattern well. This faraway uncle, with his land and space, removed the heaviness from his mother. Whatever happened between the two pushed her darkness back. Buried it somehow. So, the Boy did not mind the soreness from the long drive, the hunger, and being banished from any warmth so the two of them could be alone making their noises. After visits with this uncle, the Boy felt what he thought a mother was supposed to be like. A mother like from the storybook he’d had. Animals rendered with bows and dresses, making breakfasts and giving hugs and concern to furred offspring. The Boy could suffer for the furthest feeling still close to this. 
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			It did not take long for the Mother to become heavy again and when she did, she gave the Son her new darkness. 

			All of it.

			The bees never came. 
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			This uncle kept the Boy in a crawl space that let out to a yard. Its bed, a small mattress, was soft and this uncle even gave him clean blankets. “Piss on the grass, it’s okay,” this uncle told the Boy, in the darkness, under moonlight. “I ain’t lettin’ you in the house. Do your shit business where the dog goes. Empty your piss pot there too.” He nodded to a dirt run off the side of the house. The Boy looked up at the house next door. “Ain’t nobody gonna see. Old lady that lives there can’t even find her own twat with the pearl eyes she got.” The Boy nodded. 

			This uncle handed him a hamburger. The Boy felt its cold through the yellow paper. His mouth watered.

			“You keep quiet. You only go outside to relieve yourself. You don’t complain. Soon as you’re regular again, you go back home.” 

			Again, the Boy nodded. He could do nothing else.

			This uncle walked back towards the house to the door that led to the door that led into the crawl space. It was more of a grating than a door; rusted bars curtained with dusted cobwebs. A size more wide than tall. The Boy would have to enter on his hands and knees. 

			“Keep this closed behind you. Same with the next door. Don’t want any animals getting inside.”

			The Boy nodded; thoughts of gray, furred things with claws and skin tails, batted at the sides of his fear like a ball of yarn. He would keep it closed.

			

			This was the first night in front of many. The Boy was covered in what the Mother’s darkness left behind and wouldn’t be allowed to leave until it was gone. 
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			In the dream, a beard bloomed blood. Its thick bursting red and violent. The room around them, tousled with wreck, soaked in the stench of fresh kill. Inside the Son—a fissure—splitting his bones, flipping them spread, widening his every limb. His muscles forced to focus their strength to keep the Son from ripping. His body, a battle, the Son became anchored before the uncle, whose chin sogged and dripped thick. The mire of his rattle-breath rising and rising, but the Son—bones halved, muscles attending—had no means to shield his ears. And the uncle came, large. Stepped over the glistening slop of the defeated, making for the Son. The Mother’s bludgeon a pendulum in his fist. Then, over the Son, the stream. His open mouth a scream flooded quiet with the torrent of blood. Suffocating endured until he choked himself awake, bent into a ball, shivering and fetal in the dark.

			The nightmare had come again.
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			Living in the crawl space, the Boy lost track of days. He wanted to know where each stopped and started but his sleeping and waking overlapped everything, defined nothing. The dim bulb would only show him drywall white. Time became void. There were the nights outside where he tried to use the moon but some nights it hid so he ceased trying. He tried measuring the marks on his skin; attempting to track their retracting, but any movement seemed nonexistent; purple-black borders never appearing to shrink, only the swelling subsiding. Even if he could follow their shrinking, he did not know what the time calculation was for pain. 

			This uncle kept him fed with fast food brought home at what the Boy thought was the end of days, but the Boy was never sure. This uncle’s clothes—that could’ve easily been for work or home—gave no clue. Sometimes when this uncle opened the house door to the crawl space, he saw a brighter sort of morning sunlight, sometimes a tired light like when the sun is ready for its rest, sometimes only indoor light. All of this kept the Boy suspended in his time-float.

			The crawl space gave the blessing of stagnancy; the gift of keeping his body still. The Boy fashioned his body into side-poses and half-curls on the small mattress, any contortion that caused the least amount of pain. Every part of him unfree of hurt. In these positions he would spend his time. It was his path into the nights where he struggled most, having to make his dog-like way to the out of doors, pushing his piss jug along in front of him, parts of him no longer screaming with its injury, only moaning. It was the greatest effort of his day. 

			

			Sometimes when this uncle gave the food, he would speak to him. The Boy waited eagerly for these days, hoping each time the door rattled it would be more than just the shoving of a bag. What he wanted was to see, in this uncle’s hand, a flashlight. Knowing it meant some time would be spent, a connection, however feeble, to remind him there was another world he was still a part of.

			On these flashlight days this uncle would shine light along the Boy’s skin while making surface words; rigid talk about nothing the boy understood. His voice was thin-calloused with husk, sounding thick with bits and parts it snagged on its way up and out from a place at the bottom of his insides. Quietly blunt orders to “turn ’round” or “lift your shirt” that the Boy fulfilled. His small heart swelling whenever this uncle rewarded his obedience with a whispered “good, good.” 

			This uncle spoke in half phrases and questions he would answer using grunts or singular words. Frequent nods or shakes with his head. It was as if he was performing some sort of retelling known only to him. Still the Boy loved to listen, loved having a break in the loneliness. Grateful that a man who didn’t have to say anything at all, said things to him, a kept crawl space thing. He knew this uncle only spoke to fill the silence while he did the search of his skin and not for any tender reason. He did not care. It was something and the Boy collected those.
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			When the house door was opened, the Boy could see a kitchen behind the uncle at the end of a long hallway. One time the Boy thought he saw small feet kicking restless under a table right before this uncle closed the door after shoving in another greasy bag and a fresh jug of water. The Boy thought about those legs. Legs that looked like they could be his; small, too thin and dark brown. Imagined himself living a life with this uncle outside of the crawl space at the same time he was living inside of it. Another version of himself. In this dual life, the outside Boy bathed himself in sun, saved the warmth from his skin and slipped it to the inside-him through the thin gap beneath the crawl space house door. The inside Boy took the heat that was given and wrapped himself up in it. Pretended it was made of light and made him glowing, lighting up his crawl space walls. In this dual life the outside Boy had so much laughter coming out of him that he would take the extra, chop it into chunks, wrap it in perfumed scarves and slide it under the door for the inside Boy to eat. The inside Boy would stuff himself full of the laughter, choke on all the smiles, delight in the giggles every burp brought. The inside Boy would wrap the perfumed scarves around his head, pretend they were his mother, imagine, in them a warmth. After the outside Boy had spent the day playing with friends he would spit the experience into a pan of paint, shove it under the crawl space door with paper and brush. The inside Boy would paint for hours, brushing the outside Boy’s day onto the papers. What a life this outside Boy led! The inside Boy—the only Boy—spent as much time being him as he could. Living an outside life and then giving it to the inside him. It was how he spent most of his waking.

			Until the bee.

			It was at first an airy crawling that speckled lines across his face, drawing onto it a map. The Boy, in his half sleep, made its travels in black, blue and red, imagined them freeways, roads and rivers expanding across his cheeks, chin, forehead, eyelids. Sharp-tickle zigzags that stopped and started, painted their way haltingly and skim. The map-birth spread across his face, progressing in paces towards its completion when it would be ready to be peeled off and used to guide; a skin of places to go. He sat still with it, waiting for it to be done, but it did not end. It was this, the never-ending, that caused him to wake. 

			The Boy’s crawl space waking was never exaggerated or careless. There could be no young Boy stretching, no reaches or rolls, no turns or throws; there was too much pain in those things. This Boy had to wake in the slightest way. A slow rising of the within him gently meeting the outside now, then a flicker-back of his eyelids, letting the dim light win itself inside him. His body last to stirring, his brain needing to first assess how best to move it after its slumber of healing; what could be done this time that couldn’t be done the last. This time was no different. 

			But it was. There was the bee. 

			Above him, between-his-eyes-above, a bullet. Dusty yellow-black, sitting still in watching. Was it a dream? For in this dream, he was wanting of a regaining of his brown Boyflower beauty; the drawing of all things bee, pulled towards him pummeling, frenetic with need. Oh, how he prayed it was not a dream, or if it was, that he would not wake. 

			This (dream) bee above he wished to be watching him, its black-bold eyes discerning the best way to take this Boyflower. The speculation of being anticipated by such a wonder lifted him so! He smiled at the thought of it and his mouth corners rose. The dormant muscles in them breaking the blank of his face and then he knew it could not be a dream. A smile—such a myth to the deadbrown field of his expressions—was more real than any of the commonplace pain his mother’s darkness had ever given his skin. But a smile! It was as jarring as if the bee itself had come down and stung him. He touched his face, felt its contortion. If this smile was real, so was the bee. 

			The Boy’s body kept its place, afraid any movement would break this not-dream apart and send the bee away. He felt the thrum from the lines on his face lifting, now warm with the wisdom that it was the bee that made the map; all along the thing that had caressed his Boyflower skin with its timid spike. All of him wanted the scoring back in his skin. Wanted the bee back and grazing.

			He studied it as it studied him. There were its wings, crossed like patient hands. Mothers’ hands. Its legs tiered-black sharp and pointed. Was the bee afraid to move lest scare the Boy as the Boy was afraid to move lest scare it? He felt the fear-standoff in them both holding tight between them, a sinew. 

			And then it broke.

			The bee fell and floated, startling the Boy with its sudden. His body jerked, then rested quickly, breath shot in then out as if punched. The light in the small space changed in that moment, shifted low then brighted, inflaming around the bee. 

			All along there had been a silence that existed in the crawl space, but it had been a dead one. Now there was a new silence. It billowed around the Boy with a grace, emitting a beauty previously unsensed, unseen by his fist-swollen eyes. This silence was alive and it magnified them both.

			The bee hovered above him haloed and the Boy rose slowly to meet its gaze. Elbows, then palms, then push, then sit. All soft and stealth. The bee backed and downed until its position became a mirror for the Boy. And the Boy, now mirrored, complete. 

			The halo grew from bee to Boy. Swaddled them both in white glow. Who knew if there was a warmth? Who knew what else passed inside the bright bloom? Was there another who could tell any imaginings? There was no one. It was only their both. Only them; each other’s reflection. The two stayed this way for centuries. Frozen together through battles, supernovae, canyon births, ocean deaths, the falls of forests, Armageddon; an immense blasting around and over the pair in a shadowed blur. Their focus on one another a composure beyond any strength or measure. Time went by, came back and stood still. The bee hung before the Boy. The Boy fixed intent on the bee. Each of them all there ever was.
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			The Boy now understood the reason for prayer. Here was proof. Here was a something he had been unconsciously chasing now caught. Something banned that had teased, out of reach for so long he had already given up. A small back of him clandestinely hoping, yes, but a front that had ceased trying, afraid what had come before would come again. The Boy only knew how to end in relinquish. He knew how to back away from, palms up, empty. But now, in his hands, an answer. 

			Since the bee, the Boy had forgotten his body. Its broken now crept away, leaving him new, free. Since the bee the Boy was fine with this standstill life. What he had now was the most he’d ever had in his short life and if his existence continued treadwater-still, he had no complaint. Since the bee. 

			Their days spent together. Their days. Spent together. The Boy loved these new words. How his head blossomed when using them when thinking about his now. He felt all unfamiliar ways. It made him think of the outside Boy, how his musing about the dual life had maybe caused a merging. 

			The crawl space now held more awake time. The bee brought a definition to his life. In the “morning” the bee would bring him to rousing. Same as before: the map. But now the Boy knew and the Boy stayed, lying, eyes closed, for as long as the bee would allow. Relishing its scuttle in wanting the Boy alert and with him. The Boy would lie, burying his smile until the bee withheld its stroll and instead began tiny beatings against his lids. The light crisp of its wings flickering his lashes until he gave up and raised them wide. Then the bee would bounce, to and from his face, with hard landings and a bridled, high-pitched buzz the Boy would come to know as laughter. 

			The Boy now had “days.” Time where he wanted to be awake and not lost-away now that purpose had pushed into his life. The bee, an engagement, raised him, beat his heart, heated his blood, stirred his mind. The Boy was a brand-new alive with the bee and he knew it. He could see the carcass of the inside-him. It lay prone. A complacent blur over which he had to move, sit, play. The Boy felt himself half become the outside-him with the bee the sunshine, laughter and life that was before given to him as charity. He now understood the sympathy that propelled the outside-Boy to slip the excess of his own happiness under the crawl space door. Everyone should know such things. 

			The play was simple, but play nonetheless. The Boy’s favorite game was with fingers. He loved its weight on his fingertips, its delicate perch. He’d splay all ten and then the bee would reduce them one by one by hopping tip to tip, determining each to close. When the Boy was left with only fists, the bee would alight on each knuckle, freeing each finger until all were brought back again. The Boy whisper-counted each closing from ten to one and each opening from one to ten and when he tired of the counting, he’d change to song. Nonsense tunes mostly centered around the beauty of the bee, the Boy as a flower and the new feelings the Boy never had. Each landing a word, each hovering a hum. The bee eventually followed the song and, in the following, gave it a rhythm; hitting fingers and knuckles in a way that brought a beat. The two synchronized easy, as if they had been together a lifetime. 

			Every moment was not spent in play, there was also rest, but now a tandem one. The Boy’s weak had to be frequently fed, and this, the bee knew. When the Boy’s song began to fade the bee would lift and spin. The Boy holding, fingers both open and closed, would watch him dizzy, waiting. When the bee would not come down, the Boy would know to lay. Only once the Boy was prone would the bee then glide to him, landing wherever the Boy could gaze. Comforted by the close of the bee, the Boy would sleep. The bee would remain unmoving, patient and willing with the need of the Boy, ready to be seen should the Boy wake.

			With this brand-new living the Boy did not look forward to this uncle; his visits now an interruption, no longer a welcome. When the uncle came, the bee would hide. Sliding in cracks or dark where it wouldn’t be seen. The Boy would take the food, wait the water, beg the flashlight hurry, this uncle’s random words and grunts now ugly and meaningless. The Boy only wanted his time back with the bee. 

			At the Boy’s nights, when he crawled outside to empty himself, the bee would ride the back of his neck. A beast of the bee, the Boy would imagine himself not a flower then, but a horse. A black, reliable steed, strong with loyalty and love for its tiny rider, ready to risk itself to continue its safe. 

			Once the Boy was off his hands and knees and close to silent under the evening sky, the bee would elope from the Boy’s neck and leave him to do his business. The first time this happened the Boy, not knowing the bee would return, dropped to his knees in a panicked grief that buried him like death. The bee returned mere seconds before the release of a scream-wail that had built inside the Boy’s body. It battered all the soft parts of him and skimmed his face with its smooth bristle until he calmed. The Boy then learned the bee would not leave him; the bee would only go do his bee things as the Boy did his boy things, always reappearing when the Boy was ready to return to the crawl space, or sooner for play. 

			Occasionally, when all surrounding houses were dark and the night was full of the sound of wind through trees, the two would play a game of chase led by the bee. A trumpeting buzz for the Boy to follow then stop, then another, closer and closer until it let itself be caught. The bee, always vigilant to discovery, the boy’s weak or the coming of the day, would call a stop to the game by landing on the back of the Boy’s neck, signaling it was time to return to the crawl space. The Boy, the steed, carrying them both home to safety and sleep.

			

			The Boy did not let himself think about what would happen when the flashlight would finally find nothing. He was not ready to leave. The Boy had found his new beginning and that was where he wanted to stay. For the first time he had a foot put down and felt something strong enough to care about. But the Boy did not know how to stop himself from healing or how to stop this uncle’s flashlight from seeing; so the day came, of course, and brought with it another new beginning.
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			He felt her steps before he heard them. The Boy knew them well. A steel pound, heavy with purpose. She never did anything she didn’t have to. Today, the Boy knew, he was her purpose. The day he had not wanted to come, had. His stomach rolled with the reality now sick-cold inside him. Instinctively, he cupped his hands over the bee that had been tracing lazy spirals on his bare belly. He could feel its wary buzz vibrating against him as if it knew, as if it felt the fear-tumult writhing in his guts. Worry shot through him: of what happens now, of how to keep the bee, of how to make sure he showed her nothing that pleased him. And when this uncle opened the door and the Boy saw the pretty shoes, the creamwhite curve of her calves draped by the lace edge of a purple dress, smelled the sweet of her, his hands emptied, his heart rose and shone, blinding out any other feelings. She was here. His mother. 

			Oh God, Christ! Is that smell him? Her feet shot backwards, leaving this uncle’s shoes alone on the barren floor.

			Smell? I guess. I don’t smell nothin’ but my nose ain’t as fresh as yours. 

			She cough-retched, coughed again. I’m not taking him like this. I can’t. I’m not stinking up my new place with this . . . foul!

			This uncle crouched down, peered in at the Boy. The Boy looked away, ashamed. This uncle rapped his fingers on the doorframe: the sound of thinking. 

			You wait. I’ll wash him. 

			

			As he watched her shoes walk past, the Boy took a deep breath of her. He held on to her smell as long as he could—before this uncle told him to crawl outside, before he told him to get out of his clothes, before he threw him a bar of soap and a rag, before he turned on the hose, before he told him to wash. The Boy filled his lungs with her scent before all of these things and then it faded. It faded so fast. 

			The Boy washed himself in the early evening dim. His outdoor nakedness did not bother him; this uncle had gone back inside and the blind neighbor had yet to pass by a window while the Boy was outside. He felt a comfort in the growing dark; enjoying the building black as it became one with the dark of his skin, as if he was disappearing into it and the darkness was becoming part of him, and him a part of the darkness. It was this he tried to focus on instead of the weighted dread-hang that heavied him into the wet ground that sucked at his feet.

			The smell of the soap was as bright as the sun. The silk smooth of the white suds a razor-contrast against the black of his night skin; the Boy could not stop lathering. It was as if his sense of smell had resurrected from a death he had not known it had. He thought maybe he hadn’t smelled anything since he’d arrived at this uncle’s. Since even before. The mint of the soap lifted him. He resisted the urge to shove the bar into his mouth, to suck its vibrant until it was all the way gone. Even if he weakened and allowed himself, he knew he wouldn’t. Couldn’t. That was where he was keeping the bee.

			Not knowing, that was the real issue. How they would take him. When. Crawling to the outside after this uncle instructed, the Boy bade the bee embark from the back of his neck, This time is different, he urged. This time, inside me. Then he stopped, turned his head, opened his mouth, waited until the bee understood. Waited until the bee flew and nestled, a warm cotton between his cheek and gum.

			With the bee safe inside him the Boy had lessened the weight of his worry. If they could be careful together, the Boy would know the bee after this uncle’s was gone and behind them. If they could be careful together, his lonely would remain at bay. If they could be careful together, he could try to thin the heavy of his mother, spread it slimmer, between them. These hopes hailing in his head as his hands made new the skin of his body.
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			The ceiling slanted; two ways coming to a point, peaking the room. Within each slant was a skylight. Weathered plastic domes that transmitted the sound of rain more intensely than they did light. These openings gave the room a continual radiance and a way for the Boy to be outside under the stars when he could be nowhere else but in, no other way to gaze than up. Thin wood slats shown through rips in the walls, a battle the two were having for dominance. The walls were pallid, rose-patterned wallpaper, and the dark of the thin boards bullied the walls with threat. The Boy knew it was only a matter of time until the walls were torn away and the wood beneath prouded its victory, leaving just enough of the faded blush in its teeth to show its win. The wood scared the Boy, which is why he’d moved his bed to the corner most covered, intact with the shy pink. The Boy imagined things harbored behind the slats, things that hid from the light.

			Between the car sleeps, the awake-nights and the indoor waiting—detached from any outside—time was a mix-up in his head. He did not know the exact number of days it had taken to get to this new place, only that it felt like many. Enough days to grow a distance from the last, from the crawl space, and the orbit of uncles the Mother had collected there. 

			They were moving. Again.

			Out of all the places they had lived, this room was the brightest he’d ever had. (Or maybe—having just come from the endless dinge of the crawl space—it just felt that way.) His mother always put him in spaces that lacked light, or connection to the world outside: rooms with no windows, rooms with windows so small and placed so high up they didn’t matter, rooms with windows that had been boarded up or covered in cardboard and taped shut. It was like the Boy was a plant she didn’t want to allow to grow. 

			He had stopped keeping track of their homes, most of them just a blur. The more recent location changes did not even seem they could be called as such, as it was the Boy’s normal. To stay in one place for months, years at a time would be a change. In fact, the Boy wasn’t even positive that was something that could be done, should be done. His mother had always kept them moving; some sort of restless inside her. A running away from, for reasons he did not know. The reasons he did know dealt with her darkness and how hard she unleashed it. What she’d break and how they’d need to be hidden. How she’d need to hide. Her chain of uncles helping her along, always willing. 

			All of the uncles. Such a deep of them. A swim of block shoes, pant legs, hair and voice. The Boy drowned into the all of them. Bouquets of thick arms, splayed hand blossoms, some hot with sting, others fat with fist, all a swiping towards his small, a waterfall of fingers, hard knuckle-beads necklaced around his throat, tightening, loosening, letting go, choking. The Boy, passengered amongst them, battered and swept in their rapids, his face full of spray, his mouth swallowing, spitting. He got used to duck and slide. He got used to mute and hide. Acclimated to the rough of them. All of him calloused. How not to be when they were present. 

			How the uncles. 

			How the Mother collected them. How the Boy watched as she made them what she needed. How she took from them so easily. How they gave as if it was all they ever wanted. How it was a power she wielded. How the Boy saw, scared. How the uncles knew nothing about what befell them. How the Mother wanted for nothing. How the uncles were a supermarket. How she sorted them. How they braved their fear to follow her. How the Boy shook with witnessing. How the uncles flocked to her heat, unconscious of how it peeled them. How the Mother enraptured, twisted the strings inside them. How the uncles submitted. How the uncles spread themselves out bare before her: balls and gaping anus, jerking cock and piss-shitting, wracked weak with weeping, reciting fears aloud like prayers, showing her every shame, helpless. How the Mother nodded, smiled, letting them break. How there was no way the Boy could be stronger than a man, than every man who fell under her. How the Boy learned to not hope.

			Now, here. 

			It had not been too long in this place. The Boy was still learning the house: where boards would creak harsh; the tight and loose of faucets; the weight, stick and grease of doors; the exposure of windows, switches of fan and light, plush and slip of carpet. All things he must fast manage to become nonexistent. So far, he had been free to roam, dawdle, sit, stare—all actions encased in wary. He indulged this unique freedom, knowing it would soon end. The Mother hadn’t learned the house yet either; otherwise he would have been regulated. She moved about in a rhythmic pattern, spending long moments in each room before moving on to another, this new period always the settling. The Boy made sure to be one room ahead or behind; the two of them circling within the space, never getting close enough to engage. 

			Behind all this, the bee. A hidden joy the Boy buried. The two of them careful. The bee fine with the travel-wet of the Boy’s mouth. Let out for small crawlings whenever the Mother would clearly leave; car door slammed, motel room door closed, locked. Only when the Boy could see her going away, getting smaller, disappearing. 

			In his sharp-peaked room with the warring walls, they played. Only when the Mother had left. Only when the Mother had taken the car, driven the driveway, emptied the road. Only when the Boy could no longer hear the familiar motor-rumble of the car, the power-drone of it long memorized and grown into an extra part of him. Only when all of these things did he call to the bee, who knew to stay secluded until the Boy beg him come. 

			

			More simple play. Anything on the Boy’s skin. The Boy loved the purr of the bee. Would lie without clothes and let the bee ruffle his skin with his walk. The bee painting the all of him with soft ripple and flutter, bringing the Boy to the place hugs wrap, the place where kisses lift and soar. This was their love. 

			In the outside, behind the house, after the rim of trees that backed the yard, the Boy would bring the bee. A place they could hide. Safe from the shark of the Mother. Behind the trees the Boy could lie while the bee left and came back, left and came back, the speck of him refreshed with a spark the Boy recognized and admired, the bee polished and shined. The bee filling its needs. The Boy so happy to give this time to the bee. 

			During the settling, the Boy kept secret the bee and embraced the long leash every day he was able to hold it. 

			Until the uncles.

			He knew they would come. They always did. His mother, the flame. 

			It wasn’t long for the first one. He came after the boy and the Mother had learned the house. Both solid with bearings. The Mother beginning to regulate the Son. The leash held tighter, but still long. It was a good time for this first uncle to appear, now the Boy knew how to not be there.

			The first uncle was one from before. The Boy recognized his girth immediately. How the truck sprung a new height as this uncle slid out of its seat, its horizontal now level, no longer dipped with the heft of its driver. The Boy had always marveled at the size of him. How he filled every doorway solid and blocking, how no furniture they had could support him and so he’d stand, smalling the room with his huge. He was a mountain to the Boy. This uncle dwarfed his mother so tremendously. Obstructing any sight of her, a planet in front of the sun. Yet, even with the Mother so miniature before him, she commanded this uncle in every way.

			This uncle delivered past things: the Boy’s dresser, the Mother’s bed, a dining table, chairs, boxes, a cabinet. He carried them all. Pushed and placed them. The Mother paying him with praise, smiles. 

			Eventually, more came. The unpredictable variety of them arriving wild, then tamed easy. The Boy’s distress in new uncles fought against his fascination. A curiosity of who she would bring next. A zoo paraded in front of him. 

			Despite his dread of the coming of new uncles, a part of the Boy hungered to know men. The male part of him yearned to learn what comes next. The shades of what a man should become, or what a father was. A father, a figment, a myth. The Mother all he has ever known. The Mother and the uncles and the Mother, the Mother, the Mother. 

			The uncles. The Mother smelled on them what she wanted, assessed, cultivated, harvested. A skill honed sharp. Usually brought in ones, rarely in twos. The Boy had once witnessed two and the explosion she caused between them. How he watched her pass the bearded one his bludgeon. How it crushed the other uncle unrecognizable and how she made the victor scrub the aftermath. All of it a visceral scar: the survivor’s beard of blood, his rattle-breath before, during and after, and forevermore in dreams, the wet-thud cracking heartbeat of the cudgel and the hot-metal smell that never completely left that room. How the Boy was not able to unsee the horror and remained a ball in his bed. The Boy nightmared this uncle-battle frequently. The conquering uncle, above him. The uncle’s beard of blood a stream into his gaping dream-mouth, drowning him. It woke him cold sweat screaming. For years.

			Afterwards, how quick the Mother moved them. 

			Since then, mostly singles. If the Mother joined with more it was not known to him. He only knew that if ever more than one came, he would have to run and if he could not, he would have to find the darkest place and burrow. 

			While the Mother hunted, the Boy was left long-leashed. Continuing with the bee. Games now extending to all rooms. Hide and seek the hardest, the tiny of the bee evaporating easily against most anything, always having to hint the Boy with stippled buzzes, bringing him closer until he could see, until he won. The Boy had never known such fun.

			The bond built with the bee thinned his walls and, in the outside, behind the trees, the Boy began to tell the bee his secrets. New words never made by his mouth, never heard by any ears. Tellings that lightened the Boy. About the parts of him the Mother made him bury, about what made her unleash her darkness and what happened to him when she did, about the uncles and what they had done, about what he had loved when he was so little and how it was taken away. About, about, about . . . The swallowing that had clotted so long inside him now lanced and flooding. 

			These words starting as whispers. These words climbing to a crescendo. These words starting a storm that broke around the Boy, bending trees, blacking the day. 

			The confessions rode out of his body on the backs of tears, a stampede. The bee wrapped itself around the boy, flying so fast and tight around the Boy’s skin until all he could feel was heat, until the Boy steadied, pulled back the storm. 

			Now, the bee knew, and this knowing burned the bee.
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			After the hunting came the gathering. The Mother separating the uncles from the herd, from the field, testing their wild. The uncles not knowing their fear while the Mother inspects, takes over. She does her pushing and watches where, if and how they go: angry, tepid or crawl. The Mother assessing how hard she will have to work. Which would challenge, which were weak, which were most useful, which would be fodder, which would be the most fun to break. The Mother circling, vibrating electric until eventually, predictably, they fall. She catches them in categories, twisting tight the jar lid, poking just enough holes. The Mother never fails to tame.

			As the Mother gathered, she pulled back the leash, closed off the Boy from everything. The harvest of uncles through the house regulated the Boy to his steepled room. His playground reduced to four walls full of sky and whatever hid behind the slats. The uncles crooning the Mother, the Mother mastering them back, a filtered anthem filling the Boy’s ears, a constant, until he no longer heard it. 

			The domes above the Boy told him about the daytime, showed him the frosted blue and sun glare, explained the wind with the speed the clouds used to cross their face. Filtered any heat, parsing it as best they could from what the sun had given them. In the evenings they brought the night to the Boy and any stars they could cluster, hinted the moon by cusping the glow through their glass. All this painting as much of the outside as they could, bringing it to the Boy, the bee. All this painting the Boy turned into counting the time they had sat in the room, leash nailed from their necks to the floor. All this painting the Boy so thankful, blessing the domes for their constant gifting.

			In the Mother’s gathering, the Boy had been forgotten, as he had been before, before, before. But now, the knob did not turn. Now, the Boy could not stealth himself around the Mother’s and uncles’ refrain to do his body things. The Mother had turned him off, a switch. 

			Every new day he tried the knob. Every new day it stayed strong. The Boy began to weak, his body crying for what it needed, withering. The bee’s crawlings ceasing to bring a stir to the Boy, its futile, its wasted trying. The bee batting itself against the curve of the domes, seeking to break, seeking a way to free the Boy, seeking a savior, finding nothing, falling. 

			The Boy on the bed, unmoving. The gifting of the domes to no one. The room now thick with stink. The room a study in pathetic. The bee curled against the cheek of the Boy, whispering, wearing itself down with giving. Behind everything, the harvest song.
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			In this thin, the Boy is hazed and dreaming, desperation black with swipes of orange-blues. The dreams dust-fire in his throat burning crisp his water prayers, charcoaling every plea screamed against the crawl space drywall. The scarves from the outside Boy pulled from his head, slipping back under the door peeling with it skin, scalp. The Boy sees himself then, a dust-brown silhouetted up high against the throng of bees. Once more a flower, they float around him hovering. His arms open to the sun, his petals spread in hope and beg. The Boy with open mouth waiting, and the bees, they band thick, a black rope, then tidal the Boy. A pour of their swarm, choke. Drowning, he implores them stop, but they fill up his mouth like rainwater. Pain-hot burn of infinite stings sets his skin on fire, flesh swelling to explosion. The Boy bursts into pieces. Jettisoned agony into a realm of light and feathers, a floating. All around him white. So much need, he think-feels, the compression of it suffocating hard against him, a pressure pushing in, peaking. The horde of needs pulls at him, tears into the chunks of him until those chunks become pieces. Feathers now larger, sticking, dwarfing his bits. Needs so loud he cannot stop hearing them, no hands exist to cover no ears, just the feathers and the light and the white and all of him no longer a boy, just ripped-apart bits the needs keep extracting from, decimating him with their taking, taking, taking. The remains of what he used to be giving to them, still. Even more. Then still more. Until he is more than gone. Until he wakes only to lay, suffer, and dream again. 
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			This uncle grabs the Boy out of yet another crawl space dream. Yanking him from the white, the feathers, the insatiable needs. As his pieces pull together, he is hoisted under an arm and scraped through the peaked room’s now-open door that slams hard behind them both and sounds, to the Boy, like the end of something is about to begin.

			Still navigating inside the gauze of the dream despair and slaving to the flimsy of his body, the Boy reels from the quick of it all. Part of him wondering if he might still be asleep, the dream now changed to a new level of real. But as he is not lightly jostled and thumped through the house it becomes clear he is very much awake. 

			Air has never felt so cool in his lungs before, or clean. He only wants to lie still and breathe this air for hours, but the arm is hooked strong and this uncle’s urgency twinges through his muscles, singeing the Boy’s skin. The Boy knows that wherever he is being brought to, there will be no calm for easy breathing.

			This uncle drops him onto cool linoleum and the Boy puddles smooth against it, still flaccid. They are in the kitchen. The boy thinks, water! Thinks, food! These thoughts slam him fully awake, crashing the wreck of his thirst, his hunger, full force back into his consciousness. Tears shove out of his eyes like fresh blood as he recognizes the hot, savory smell of food. The concave of his stomach growls louder than any sound he’d thought his body could make.

			He’s so skinny, this uncle says.

			He’s starving, his mother.

			

			The Boy tilts his head to find the soft of her. The two are looking down at him, gross opposites. This uncle—old, fat, wearing only a white shirt that hangs, unbuttoned—all his unhidden skin sickly white. His mother vibrant in a yellow dress the white of her skin sets off like the sun. 

			The Mother motions the Boy to the table. The Boy obeys. Its surface is laden with more food than the Boy has seen at one time: steaks and sauces, noodles, breads, sausages, potatoes, peas and pies. His mouth floods hot liquid so fast it slips out and down his chin.

			The uncle stares, salivates. 

			She pulls out a drawer, metal rattles, then sets silverware before the Son.

			No, the uncle says. No silverware.

			The Mother pauses, grins and side-eyes the uncle. You’re a strange one, aren’t you?

			The man shuffles, shrugs.

			The Mother giggles, shakes her head, pulls the cutlery from the table. Suit yourself.

			This uncle has never taken his eyes off the Boy. This uncle licks his lips. This uncle shuffles his feet, pulls at himself.

			The Boy looks at both, bewildered. 

			When can I start? the uncle asks.

			Now, she says. 

			Orders.

			This uncle turns and stares at the Mother. The Mother nods, smiles, turns and walks to a chair that sits against the wall and lowers herself into it. She crosses her legs and places her hands in her lap. 

			You will watch? he asks.

			I’ve already told you this. Yes, I will watch.

			This uncle looks from the Mother to the Boy. Slides into the seat next to him.

			The Boy looks at this uncle, whose mealy pale is now blushed pink-red, then at his Mother. He is more hungry than scared. The need of his body greater than his need of wary. All of him wants to grab the food and push it inside him. He knows better. 

			

			He knows his mother. 

			He knows the time has come again for him to endure once more. He does not know what or how, yet still, he knows.

			The Mother begins to hum her song. The Boy knows it well. Knows nothing can be good for him now, not until the song ends, not until it is over, if he is able to last that long.

			This uncle leers, starts a swaying, begins a grin. His hands fist, open, fist again. A giggle. He watches the Boy.

			Hungry boy?

			The Boy nods, staring only at the feast.

			Then, eat.

			The feeding begins.

			As the Boy gorges, the Mother’s song rises, levels, rises again. It sunshines the room with its lilt. Her foot, clad in pretty shoe, begins to tap the linoleum. 

			The Boy, unhindered, eats from every plate. Fistfuls. His face, arms, chest building a layer from whatever smears, falls, drops, drips.

			The uncle mesmerized, his hands beneath, busy.

			The Mother’s song humming sunny, the Mother’s pretty shoe tapping, the Boy’s chew and gulp, the uncle’s groans, these sounds, witnesses.

			When the Boy finally slows and can eat no more, the uncle reaches for food, feeds the Boy past full. He takes no care to be neat. 

			The Boy receives until his body revolts. Only then does the man finish and sigh. 

			The song sings. The foot taps. The uncle leaves. The Boy collapses.
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			In his short life, nothing else that changed his world so completely had happened so fast. A section in time so small it was a sliver. Entire days, weeks, years, even hours had weight; this he could comprehend. The solidity of time. But a singular moment—a mere hiccup that interrupts a second of existence—should not hold such permanence or gravity. These thoughts through the Boy like blunt arrows. The Boy, stunned, cupping the bee so dead in his palm, confused as to why there wasn’t a way such an infinitesimal flash could not be spun back, erased.

			It started and ended with his mother. After her kitchen song she had been lighter, leading him, by hand, to the bathtub for washing after this uncle had finished with him. By hand. The marvel of her hand gripping his banished the sick ready to rush from his throat and the ache of his belly now stretched to its limits. There was only the squeeze of her hand giving its warmth to his and the lavender smell of her cutting through the base meat-stench that coated him paint-thick. He wanted to slow then but her legs dictated the pace. He wanted the bathroom to move itself about the house, hiding for her to find it. Instead, the Boy froze the moment to memory; yet another snapshot added to the paltry album of similar instances he harbored safe in his heart. 

			The bathroom met them too quick and the Mother dropped his hand, started the bath. 

			

			You wash now, she said, pointing her chin at the tub. I’m gonna check on your nice uncle now, make sure he cleaned up proper. When I come back, you best be clean.

			The Boy nodded and watched her turn and go, a yellow swirl. He looked at his hand.

		

	
		
			

			33

			Slipping into the tub melted the Boy. His body turned liquid, became one with the water quickly shading to match his skin—a rust-brown broth—as the hot rendered the mess that pasted him. 

			The wet’s calm soothe only magnified the turmoil that roiled within. All he wanted to do was evacuate everything inside of him; his ribs pressed with the forced pregnancy of his guts now gross-filled and angry. Threads of cramping began to tendril. The Boy refused to look at the toilet, afraid it would spawn a reaction that, in this moment, he couldn’t afford to have. His Mother had said to wash. 

			The Boy cleaned using his fingers, the strength of his hands, wringing and scraping himself out, the filthiest laundry. With the intensity of deep prayer, he kneaded and peeled, focusing on how he could repair his outsides while ignoring the screams from his insides. His water-softened skin red-welting, tingling sore with a punishment hum. The Boy able to rid his skin, but not the rest. The Boy scrubbing everywhere but inside his head. The Boy pretending what he’d eaten in the kitchen was at the table, what had happened in the kitchen was too much ice cream, what had happened with the gross uncle was just spilled milk. 

			The Boy washed.

			The soap grew smaller until it was gone in the swill of the bath’s murk same as the Boy, who was same as the soap: reduced and filth-lost. 
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			She came before the water went cold, throwing a folded blue towel on the toilet lid.

			You clean?

			She stared down at him, hands on hips, surveying. The room clenched, tightened. 

			The Boy looked down, nodded, and with a slow rocking, began counting all the colors in the water. 

			His Mother sat down on the tub’s edge. 

			He counted brown, he counted white, he counted red, he counted gray, he counted . . .

			You hold still now. I’m gonna take that hair off.

			The rocking stopped, the counting stopped, the room unclenched.

			He followed her instructions: first wetting, then lathering his hair. There wasn’t much that had grown since the last time. His mother wouldn’t let it get longer than a split pea. Not since when he was little and was barely bathed. Not since one of the times she had switched him off and his hair had come alive with an infestation that spread without prejudice. It was then the Mother learned the limits to how he could be kept. It was then the Mother learned another use for the uncles. How they could assist when her darkness unleashed with a strength too grievous to come back from. 

			The Mother shaved without care or gentle, the razor’s path made of sting and burn, but the Boy felt only her skin against his; her fingers pressed against his neck, his cheek, his ears, as she used them to maneuver his head. The touch of her the only thing he gave attention, even as he fought his guts, his anus to keep in the sick. Even as the blood ran down his face, his neck, his back. The trickles warmer than the swill of the water now coagulated, cold. 

			When she finished, the tub was drained and then he was rinsed. 

			She gave him the towel.

			Dry up, then get to your room.

			And he did.

			Making his way to the room his heart began remembering: the bee. Thoughts of it bringing him back to life with each step. An excitement spun inside, growing larger with the recalling.

			During it all—the kitchen, this uncle, the eating, the bathing, the shaving—the Boy held no thoughts of the bee. The toll he endured blocking everything save each moment he sustained. In the kitchen, the Boy’s mind went to the usual places it needed to so that he could withstand. 

			At the sight of the door, he had to stop himself from running. All the Boy wanted was to sprint and leap at it, through it, busting it down to get to the bee. But there was the stress of his sick that still threatened, the cramping worse now. Also, the Mother had rules, and the Boy did not want anything more from her so soon. Instead, he held his feet at their sloth pace. The hallway in front of him doubled its length with every forward step, the distance coverable in centuries.

			Finally, at the door, knob in hand, the Boy braced himself for rancid. He knew the state of the room during his duress, its stagnant dregs the uncle stole him from. But when the knob turned and the door opened, the bright greeted him served on an air of fresh spring. 

			He stepped back, stuttered. 

			Fresh bed, clean floor, corruption gone. 

			The Boy thought, Mother! 

			The Boy thought, bee! 

			The Boy, a bayonet into the room, his eyes tracing the slats, the roses, the dresser, the steeple. Spinning in search for the bee. His heart readying a scream. All of him panic.

			The Boy thought, 

			

			abandoned.

			The Boy thought, 

			alone.

			The Boy thought, 

			bereft. 

			He could not call out. To do so would rouse his mother, her wrath. Instead, he kept his turning, arms out, hands scooping the air, up and back, pulling inward, creating a current in which he hoped would snare the bee. The wish its black-yellow bullet would be drawn tight in the draft and washed into him, home. 

			This is when the bringing began to become. 

			The desperation of the Boy in his spinning, his heart scream readying to release, an involuntary summoning began its boil. Same as when his backyard telling the bee brought the small storm. A thing too strong to keep kept. 

			A heat thrum—gentle through the space— 

			(Leaves falling on lakes that only reflect darkness.)

			(The wet slapping suffer-flops of a fish dying within a circle of young boys.)

			(A blue balloon filling, and filling and filling and filling.)

			—started taking hold. 

			First, the rips in the wallpaper shaking then slow shredding into strips, their pink-fingered ends reaching towards the call of his coaxing hands that pleaded, Come! Please, come! Dust from behind the slats, or dirt from the fur of the hidden things, puffing forward from the black chinks like smoke. The new sheets in the bed, uncrisping and back folding, ever so timid, as if politely inviting a new lover inside its so-white womb. 

			Everything coming alive in the whirl-radius of the Boy.

			Yet nothing of the bee.

			And then his body assaulted. 

			With the Boy a distracted soldier, frantic in a new fight, his sick seized its chance and tore loose. The exertion from the summoning had hammer-broke the dam. The gorge finally released itself with a resolute fury, its simple intent: evacuation.

			

			It ceased his spinning like a punch. The Boy crippled with its escape. The mess shot from his mouth a murder onto the new sheets. His shit showering his legs, the floor. The heavy thick pulling the towel from his body, puddling it with splatter. The Boy’s body a bent frame, time-stopped. Then, weakened, he collapsed with the sick; falling into it, alongside it, as it continued its expulsion, pulling him depths down, until he and it became one pool of coagulate waste. 
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			The Mother had come with questions: about how this uncle had cleaned the room, about this uncle’s kindness in doing so, about whether dirty boys deserve clean things. But the Mother could not ask. She’d lost all words. 

			The Boy was writhing in filth. A brown, watery sludge with a stench so overpowering it gagged her. Nothing left uncovered, all had been baptized. The epicenter, the Boy. His groans bringing the monstrosity of the room to life. 

			Everything in the vision of the Mother burned to red.

			Even through his body’s cruelest breaking the Boy found himself bracing for the Mother. Her darkness a battering ram before her, as always, without song. Only her cruelty came accompanied with her melody, a softer calculation. The darkness had no time for song. 

			The Boy felt the darkness on him even as he began to tuck himself. 

			The Boy felt the darkness on him mere seconds before it descended. 

			The Mother kicked into the soft of her son.

			The Mother kicked into the soft of her son.

			The Mother kicked into the soft of her son

			until she slipped, landing hard into the sick. The slam of it taking away her wind and corrupting the momentum of her attack as she struggled to regain her breath. The Boy rolled back and away, press-spreading the muck as he went. The part of him not consumed with pain knowing he had to bring a distance between them. 

			

			Awakened by her struggle, the darkness retracted, replaced itself with malice. The Mother, still gasping, moved to her knees. Now aware of herself; shit-covered, sick soaked, she gave a primal yell so monstrous it belied every bit of beauty she had ever shown. Its wild shook the walls.

			I will undo you now. 

			Her voice the cold dead of a corpse. The statement an iron thing that stood up and stepped forward in the sudden quiet the wail had left bare in the room. The Boy recoiled as if a hand had been drawn back. The calm resonance of her words twisted his bowels once more, releasing a thin trickle of excrement. If the Boy had dared himself to lift his head and look at the Mother, he would’ve seen an evil so new, even to him, it would’ve torn loose a small part of his mind. 

			The Mother readied herself to stand but the bee came before her other foot could place itself onto the floor.
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			It announced itself with a silver drone. A cotton-covered, jetlike thunder that surged throughout the room, filling it with a furious density. The Boy thought, a tiny plane. He did not think, bee. Never, even during their seeking games, had such a large noise poured from it. 

			The bee, a blur. Its pattern a tornado, a detonation, an atom. It careened the room in a chaos spin. The bee made itself a swarm. 

			The Mother cowered in confusion, her head cocked and jerking rabid as she tried to understand what had taken over the room. The force spun the space, its motor frenzy echoing from the walls, ceiling, battering against the Mother all angles and discord, pulling her unsettled, displacing her attention from the Boy. 

			The Boy, braved by the sudden pause, let himself look at what had taken the Mother’s attention. The Boy saw. The Boy understood. The Boy knew and in knowing his heart both grew and shrank. It had not left him! It had returned! His bee! But here it was now, inside his very nightmare, segued between him and his mother, an unsafe place. In that moment how much he wanted it with him was equal to how much he wanted it gone. 

			WHAT IS THIS? she screamed through the siren, suspecting the Boy had generated once more. An act she had gravely forbidden. Now threatened, the Boy dared to call forth? Against her? The Mother ignited. 

			Neglecting whatever had come, the Mother raised herself, becoming shadow large. Her vision now tunneled with the Boy’s betrayal, she surged at him, hands sharp-clawed stretched from vein-wormed arms.

			

			The Boy retracted, setting himself to the wall, switch-turning and switch-turning down its length as if one broken side of him would make its solid give way and he could get to a place his Mother could not. A panicked back-and-forth until his wrecked frame was wedged into a corner, worn down. 

			His movement arrested, the Boy resigned. He was ready to let the day’s suffering—all his suffering—be taken. 

			At his back, the slats. No longer scared of their secrets, he gripped their rough with his hands—one on either side of him—and lifted his head, giving his neck to the approach of his mother. A supplicant, waiting, once more, for the touch of her hands as the constant clear domes in the ceiling salved onto his eyes the calm of the dusking sky.
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			The squeeze was easy, the Boy’s throat caved like it wanted it. The Mother’s hands small but strong enough to quell his breathing. Though the Boy’s head shook with her strangling, his eyes remained on the Mother’s; the bottomless brown of her eyes the image he wanted to take with him to wherever he might be going. 

			In that instant, the bee. Its drone forgotten, it took to the Mother like the bullet it was always meant to be. Its purpose now unleashed and set firm. It had one last thing to give to the Boy. This Boy who could not love the bee any more without becoming two. 

			Into the Mother’s eye the bee brought its sting. 

			Now blinded with pain of her own, the Mother released both Boy and scream. Her clenched hands now flat to her face, body thrown back and staggering; her eye, a blaze on fire. A flail of frantic and shriek, the Mother bolted from the room, leaving the gasping boy heaving with desperate breaths, hoarse and reclaiming. 
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			The Mother had not returned since he heard her go. Her bawl cut short by the car door of an uncle. Of which one, he was not sure: a hospital uncle, or a doctor one, an uncle for eyes or bee stings or both or all. The Boy did not know which, but the Boy knew whichever it was, the Mother had chosen correctly. 

			He rocked in place throughout her suffering. His head wrapped in his knees; his knees wrapped in his arms. His body a bundle trying to shut itself down. But still her agony broadcast came through the halls of the house to find him. A shrill crying stirred with scream and moan. Its heartbreak tore through him. He had never heard his mother break. Didn’t know she could. The fault of her pain, him. This curse making him wish her hands had carried through, making him rock harder, wrap tighter. 

			In his own eye, a heat began. A hot pulse. He curled further. 

			The Son stayed this ball until the rolling crunch of the uncle’s car tires faded. 

			The Son stayed this ball through a weighted sleep and woke the same way. 
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			The night had crusted the Son in place. A filth cocoon welded him to the wall, floor. Its clutch made a peeling sound as he broke away. 

			Only after a patient listening for any sound of his mother did the Son proceed to exit the room. He crept cautious through the house to the bathroom. His first goal to quench a savage thirst, then to relieve and clean himself, then after himself, the room. But before he could turn the faucet his face became a shock in the mirror—the socket of one eye filled bulbous and red, cut across with a gape-slit he only now noticed was stemming his vision. 

			The Son used his fingers to explore the distortion. To confirm it was real and not something guilt-projected or dreamed. 

			His fingers found soreness. Their pressing tips producing a gluey seeping from its corners. His brain flashed to his bee stabbing the Mother’s eye. Heard again, her cries. How he became a ball to hide. He did not understand what he was seeing, pressing.

			There was no time to figure the cause, he had to hurry. The room needed to be cleaned before her return. 

			After his needs, the room. It was while cleaning that he found the bee.

			A husk; the bee a soft dead in his palm. A lifeless wisp the Son could not even breathe upon without setting it into the air and falling. With vitality gone the bee became less weight than a whisper. A fixed thing, frozen in a comma pose. Its busy beauty now stilled for easy study: glitter wings, lace-delicate legs, the honey-shine of its body, the downy blond dust of its shoulders, the dark slick of its eyes now absent of gleam. Dead. How you should never see the shell a life leaves behind. The Son cradled it like a tiny flame.

			This precious death! How it broke him down. The selflessness of its sacrifice bore upon him in a rhythmic wave. Over and over again how this bee did not deserve the infection from the stain of the Son. How the blemish of the Son’s life killed this bee in its crossfire. How, without the disgrace of his existence, the bee would’ve remained; even if it was to be left in the Son’s wake, the bee would be flying still.

			In the half-cleaned room, the Son rocked himself in this punishment deluge, dead friend the lightest heavy in his hand.

			It went this way into the night. Until the clear domes above him relinquished no more light. Until the Son fell asleep, the bee a spot, still, at his side.
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			In the dream, the Boy was a bee. Bright with fiery wings that lanced tracers through shady glens. With him, his tiny friend, now glazed with a gold shimmer that sprayed from his all like blown glitter. Following and spinning, then leading and diving, the two making their way through millions of flowers: each one prettier than the last, all of them in beg and plead for the taking of their treasure. An infinity-spiral of want. He hadn’t felt so desired since he was a Boyflower. Now he knew the other side. The greed, the need to please such beautiful things. He could not get to each flower fast enough, his capsule body heavy-dusted with pollen. 

			They gorged, the both of them, side by side, inside an endless day made of only colors and soft silken tongues grand-unfurled for landing. His bee alive and bloated. His bee alongside him, warm.
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			The Son sifted himself from the dream still buzzing. An eager smile left spread on his face, thoughts of the ventures the day ahead would bring for them both still a taste on his tongue. The dizzying nectars, the brilliant cut of their radiance through deep woods, the playful flight between them, the millions of pleading beauties waiting and ready to give, give, give 

			to them. 

			Them.

			But then the mistake. The Son opening his eyes. There, lusterless, his dead friend, an empty nothing beside him. 

			His wail, anew, scorched unseeing. 

			Far away, children woke from nightmare-sleep screaming of a black-faced man with eyes made of fire. 

			Inside the room, the naked slats began a back-and-forth. Their strength tested and cracking as if trying to set themselves free.

			Quelled-sudden and cold-raptured, the Son cupped his hands over the bee, let himself step aside, pushed what had built up into the tiny, fingered flesh chamber.

			A vibration rolled through the room, bottom up. A low slat snapped, then a higher one, then the dome exploded. A confetti of wood and glass around the Son, who remained still as stone. 

			A light that licked like fire tendrilled from the gaps between the Son’s fingers. A blue-black ash powder that moved as smoke spined from the escaping points. The soot passed in front of the Son’s face, growing taller and taller before snaking out through the open jagged of the broken dome. 

			The Son’s face closed and blank, no evidence of pain or presence. Whatever was happening was internal. Inside him, his hands. All of him, a compressor.

			The clutch of his hands; this fire. The powder smoke taking from it and taking from it and then

			leaving

			leaving

			leaving

			until

			the room and boy deflated in the same moment. An exhale-release that dropped everything previously held panic-tight. The faded pink rose wallpaper fainted, then sagged. The wood stopped its stretching. Fabric fluttered and fell. The light within the Son’s hands ceased. 

			His face opened and he returned.

			The Son slowly spread his palms. His hands, the morning bloom of a blossom. Petals unfolding nature-slow, an awed reveal of its beautiful center. 

			In its middle, the bee.

			Buzzing.
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			The room was brought to as close to before as the Son could make it. All filth was scrubbed clean. Any soiled bedding washed and replaced. The broken wood and glass swept and thrown away. The only blemish, the dome, which continued to bleed wind. The Son had no way to repair it. He could only plead the sky to hold all of its rain. 

			It was fast work, light from the joy of the bee.

			Since its resurrection, it had yet to leave his side. Never even venturing through the shattered skylight to retrieve its needs. The bee stayed on or around the boy as if clung by a short thread.

			In the waiting days, the bulb of the Son’s eye pulled back quickly. Only taking days before it matched its twin. He did not let himself wonder about it. There were bigger things.

			Between the work and during the constant vigil for the return of the Mother, they played again their games. The only difference now was the bee seemed weighted. Its alighting on his skin a thin breadth away from being able to make an indent. A new denseness that lolled his movements so slightly, but yet the Boy noticed. 

			There was nothing he did not know about the bee. 
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			The Mother kept not returning. 

			The Boy continued to worry about the close of the bee, and, if the Mother came, how he would hide it. She would never be so vigilant. No room for his best careful. In the back of his mind;

			leaving.

			The feeling of the thought a precarious lean before a chasm. 

			His world, his mother. To leave her seemed impossible. There could be no Son if there was no Mother. 

			Him fettered to her as the bee to him.

			But the memory of her hands around his neck and his willingness in that moment for her to take him remained an echo inside him. Yet in these days of separation, he felt a detachment growing. The freedom feeling, of having no axe hanging above him heavy-precarious, fulfilled something he didn’t know was lacking. All this spawning a trickle-belief that there could be a Son apart from the Mother. He had lasted these many days without her, could he last many more? Would this now-Son be so willing the next time her hands found his neck?

			He did not know. But inside him, a shifting. 
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			The Mother returned darker than he had ever seen. The bulk of it crammed tight under the surface, not worn in her usual way of a cloak, adorned and proud. It was a wary dark: quiet and pond-still. At the core of it, the stink of fear bound with a retaliation threat. A war waiting for its horn. 

			The Son hid from her. 

			She had never concealed her darkness, never had it controlled, just unleashed. This was something he had never seen, and it scared him.

			Even the way of her body was different. She walked lightly, less intent. The cautious new manner of her movements, her unwrapped eye staring him cold enough for two, how the bold in her step now seemed tempered with daunt: All these things shifted the space surrounding them. There was a waiting about her, creating a dance between them that had never been seen. 

			The Mother walled herself to any air of the Boy. It was as if she were alone. There was no acknowledgement, no simple care, no threats or punishings. Her shut so solid he’d catch himself humming her infliction song. Even at the brunt of her evil he at least felt a reassurance that he existed. The ghost state he now inhabited was a white room with no floor, no windows or doors. 

			Still, he kept the bee inside his mouth. There could come the moment she would look for him and her discovering the bee was a risk he could not take. He remembered the pain of Punishment. Knew her boundaries were nonexistent. He had to be ready for whatever was brewing inside her.
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			The bee woke the Boy into the birth of the day. The domes displayed a warm black that hovered towards gray. The Son was confused in the sudden waking. The bee’s urgent battering soft-pelted his face while the twist from sleep into the tail of night spun him round. 

			He struggled to get his bearings.

			In the midst of trying to orient himself, he heard the voice. One deeper than his mother’s. 

			An uncle’s.

			There was something in its tone that immediately righted him, snapped him into the here and now, bidding his alertness. 

			He stilled, listened.

			Nothing.

			The bee tugged at the Son’s eyelashes. Its wings created a tiny windstorm on his cheek. 

			It wanted the Boy to move.

			Heeding the bee, the Son lifted himself and made his way towards the door. Spread its gap wide.

			Stilled.

			Listened again.

			No voice, but movement—shuffling and then the creak of floorboard—the sound of which the Son was very familiar with, the knowledge of every noise spot in this house having been memorized in order to become invisible to the Mother.

			It was the landing before the stairs.

			

			The stairs that led to his pointed room.

			His heart gripped, then fluttered. 

			Something wrong was coming. 

			A freezing began. A cold penetrated the marrow of his bones and paralyzed him. 

			Its visit started as a whisper: a fading murmur barely there, but familiar-beautiful. Its susurrus tiptoed up the stairs, blossomed into the Son’s ears. Turning the freeze in his bones to ice.

			His mother’s song.

			But more.

			Underneath it, something that shattered the ice his bones had become. A sound from his nightmares, the ones that had woke him screaming for many years—

			a rattle-breath brought through a beard of blood. 

			The red-stream from which drowned his dream-self so many nights since he witnessed its owner shoveling the mess of his victory slaughter. 

			The hot-metal smell of the murder room misted his nostrils, bringing him back. The Son stifled an urge to become a ball as he had done so long ago, but the urgency of the bee kept him on course.

			This uncle had come for him.

			This uncle had been summoned 

			by

			his 

			m o t h e r

			The bludgeon of this realization heavier than the fear of what was paused on the landing.

			This was what the Mother had been waiting for: a loaded gun coming cross-country, cocked and ready. She had assessed her collection and selected an uncle that had done the most damage. 

			When had she decided? At the hospital with her eye ablaze? At an uncle’s house while she rested? During her return and the guarding of his presence? How soon after the sick in the room and the choking and the sting did she decide to rid herself of this twelve-year burden? So many times before he could’ve been eliminated. His entire lifetime consisting of cruel, critical games with the Mother, the uncles. The ways they wrecked him and how he would need to be hidden, or how they would have to move. What, in this time, made her cross over? 

			The questions fireworked through his mind. Then behind them, the vital realization that the questions were futile; there was an uncle ten steps away from becoming more than a nightmare. 

			The Son swallowed the gravity of the situation, shut his mind about the Mother, and listened to what the bee had been trying to tell him.

			This time, he would not offer his throat.

			This time, 

			he ran.

			There was no other way but the stairs to escape the house. All thinking absent in the Son, just a body propelled by—for the first time—the desire for self-preservation. He hurled himself from his room and leapt onto the staircase. 

			Below him, the uncle. Behind the uncle, the Mother. A soft light from the kitchen lit their backs, leaving the fronts of them black. The rattle-breath mixed with the Mother’s hum choked off as the unexpected blur of the Son surprised them both. Their bodies halted, a blockade.

			The Son could not stop his hurtle. Its trajectory, a charging. He knew he had to move faster than his fear. When his body crashed against the bulk of the uncle the impact was that of a wall. It sent him hard onto the stairs, back first, taking all his wind. The pain reeled him. Behind the trunk-legs of this uncle he could see the shadowed lower-halfshape of his mother. Despite his stunned ache the Son became immediately rapt by the sway of her dress that caressed her calf, which he knew led to one of her pretty shoes now hidden by the depth of the stair. This abrupt closeness after so much distance distracted him until a new blackness added its sway beside the dress and sparked him back. 

			There, hanging heavy, clasped and taut, the thick wooden club. A tapered grip-width birthing to a deadly fat. Its strength thudded into the step, dull-shaking it as if in promise. The Son clenched to rise but the uncle enlarged, his rattle-breath breaking into a charred, satisfaction laughter. The Mother joined him. Their amusement filled the moment they all hung together in. The moment that was to end with the cudgel of the Son. 

			As the laughter parted the Mother leaned forward the club. This scene witnessed before by the Son. This scene set solid, in horror. The uncle reached back to take her offering, her order; his beard thick-dry on his face. At its center, the furred gape ready to fountain. It would not be long until the blood-gush began, the one that had drowned him time and time again in so many dreams. 

			He could see nothing else. 

			The uncle took the club. 

			Before it could be raised,

			the bee.

			No fanfare like before, this time the bee came quiet. The Son saw it thread, stiff-straight into the mouth of the uncle. Saw the uncle’s face lose itself. Saw how the bee became a maelstrom inside his mouth, roiling the hair-landscape of his cheeks the way bubbles break in boiling water. And when the uncle caterwauled, dropped the club and reached for his face, the Son did not dwell, despite knowing it was the end of his bee. (Oh, his bee!) The sound of the wood hitting the stair was his sling, and he 

			shot

			past all the legs in his way: the thick stumps of the uncle’s, and the graceful lithe of his mother’s. 

			As he passed her, the stroke of her dress on his cheek. Her lavender scent.

			These two soft things taken with him into the night.

			These two soft things the last memories of his mother.

			The Son ran until he couldn’t. 

			The Son, alone out in the world. Still.
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			After his mother, the Boy who had been a Son, not yet a Man, far from a Magician, made his way. 

			From the beginning, a struggle—but the Boy knew struggle well, and in that, a twisted comfort. The waters new yet the same, just a different cascade. The Boy simply surrendered himself. 

			The traversing, lengthy and hard. A charged entry into a realm he had been hidden from. Sequestered like a secret. But the Boy remained true, even when heavy with discomfort. Cold, thirst, hunger, sickness: all of these things together or separately against him, but all of them his and his alone. No outside evil imparted upon him; no tortures battered against him. Every one of these sufferings organically bestowed, which made the trials less harsh and strangely palatable. A tolerable brand of misery that once withstood and emerged victorious from, brought an unexpected bit of pride. 

			The first days after his flee were a running. The Boy knew nothing about where he was or where he would go. He simply ran. From his captivity. From his familiar. From the cudgel. From his mother. Everything he had ever known, propelling him forward with a force that matched its misery.

			Knowing distance would not deter her pursuit, the Boy kept on. He knew his mother’s rage and how it did not satiate until it was realized. He had witnessed her work upon many uncles no matter the time between the cause and the execution. How none escaped her fury unless she allowed it, and those usually for reasons where another form of destruction would be delivered. Even in those cases, she made sure her ends were reached. The Mother enjoyed witnessing as much as she did administering. She always needed to see the results of her handiwork.

			No relaxed segue for this child, his entry into this world rushed, frenzied and deep. The first night, fresh-fueled with the image of a double-bodied devil heavy with club, he ran until his throat bled. Its foul breath at his back with every stride. But fear was not the only thing spurring him: his other fuel, freedom. A dog off a life’s chain, he ran. The sensation of an existence free of boundaries thrummed a new heartbeat inside him. The realization that every step brought him further into a life unshackled only made him take more, no matter the pain in his legs, the sweat soaking through his clothes. The Boy ran. Exhilarated with every feeling he’d ever had overtaken by this swim of feelings he’d never had. The Boy ran. Into a land his feet had never felt before, sucking in air he’d never tasted, glimpsing possibilities he’d never even imagined. The Boy ran, a snake shedding its skin.

			This is how his night continued until

			against cold dirt, concealed between row upon row of twisted grapevines, the Boy collapsed. Before the silver break of dawn could light his fear anew, he slept.

			Even though he was exhausted, daytime didn’t bring much rest. His tired paled in his fear of discovery, so when water woke him, he pulled himself upright, fighting his body’s pleas to lie back down. Soaked, the Boy sat amongst the vines as the water fell around him in a rhythmic, mechanical whir-hum glaze. It was coming from a place shorter than the sky, which was clear blue and cloudless. What is this new rain? he thought. The Boy let its cold tighten his bones, steeling himself for rising, his need to go further despite already being so worn. How long had he slept? He scanned the leaves, their wide fans tapping with drops, strange groups of dark, glistening globes amongst them, collecting the wet. Curious, he pulled a cluster from its post and turned it in front of his eyes, examining its arrangement. Not knowing, but somehow knowing, he pushed the tapered end of the cluster into his mouth and bit down. Sweetness flooded his mouth with reward. Ravaged with discovered hunger, he feasted until fat. 

			Familiar as he was with darkness and how it concealed, escape happened at night when the opportunities for uncles championed with maternal orders finding him in his flee were thin. Night became his new pup, his new bee. (Oh! His bee!) A caring partner entwined with his fate. The Boy relied on its murk and in return, having nothing, he gave the darkness his song: always in the spaces between daylight and moonlight or vice versa, always before he began his run or after he was through. It was a reverence, a prayer. How he stopped and made it holy, cupping the black into his hands, meeting it with his mouth, closing his eyes and breathing into it his song. The words bright with each day’s unveiling; how he’d watched a murder black of crows sag rows of telephone wire while he lay on his back in an overgrown garden, untying the mystery of their caws or how he’d disbelieved every sunrise and sunset, unable to accept how such beauty existed in tandem with such evil as his mother, how he’d never been able to know such beauty and how he fought them until their repetitiveness made it impossible and how, on that day, he cried, how the huge of horses and cows belied their benign, the Boy cowering at their first meeting, then amused at their innocent docile. These words he gave to the darkness. The sweet or unripe taste of fruits and slowly learning which brought which. He sang the darkness the flavor of earth on his lips when waking in the wild, the numb of his feet. He sang it the song of loneliness and tired and how it still was more welcome than his mother’s torment. He filled it full of music ripped from the walls of him, red-tissued and thin. The darkness accepted these songs from the Boy, taking them the moment they were released from his small palms, spreading the music across its infinite breadth, then reciprocating with yet another safe night. 

			As the days between his leaving and his now expanded, his freedom came tentative. While his mother’s chains were a blur in the distance, their shackle was clear-clung against every thought and every movement he made. Her presence an iron shroud he could not shed. Her winning, even still. 

			

			He tested his independence as a calf on new legs, hesitant and unsure. The first victory—his voice. A weapon his mother never let him wield. Mostly muted from birth, the Boy’s own sounds were a stranger to him. But as this new world broke around him, his bravery began. Its strength that of a newborn, yet, in it, a muscle. Only when certain he was completely alone did he brandish it, and its birth, his darkness songs. Removing it slowly, purring it forth. Relishing the way it rolled in his throat, how it shivered his skull, teeth, tongue. Whether building-sheltered or bush-hidden, if alone the Boy used his voice like a new toy. He shushed it soft against wet leaves, watched his words move the green, seeing, for once, how he held his own power over something. He spun it between walls in alleyways, twisting his body, spraying his voice against the bricks like a web. He shouted it through fence posts, porch slats, shed walls, fury-filled nonsense sounds, ripe with everything he’d never said. 

			The deeper he went into this new world, his bravery built, then became. He began to step out of the darkness and let himself move forward in the daylight. 

			Still, he hid as much as he could; the visibility brought new challenges, awoke fresh fears. He did not stroll idle, kept his run. Heads turned as the scrawn of the Boy whizzed past, darting around corners, through hedges and over fences, a thing pursued. The glimpsed impression of a street-worn stray—dirty, fearful, needy—left them paused with a compulsion to give chase, offer help, gather against. In his wake, a cull of tenderness.

			Time eventually slowed his run. The battle-breath at his back no longer lingered. A feeling of safe crept in and with it he began to embrace daytime equal to his cling of night, then even more so. What wonders! He had never known such a broad world. This liberation-time expanded his closet life past anything he’d ever imagined. Places full of mundane bustle he could watch for hours. The foreignness mesmerized and intrigued the Boy to the point of stupefaction. An unending mix of people and the exchanges between them fascinated and perplexed the Boy. 

			

			The Boy had never known such lightness. It came as slowly as his voice had. His mother’s cage, where he had lived so long, continued to contain him well past his release. He remained wary for weeks, his body keeping the restrictions it had known since birth. The Boy: walking invisibility.

			There came the day of his deepest disorientation. It was on a lost morning after many lost days when he emerged from a week of sick; his fevered feeble huddled warm in a storeroom he’d stolen sanctuary within. Sleeping sweaty between behemoth bundles of sacked cotton, sadly sustained from his small pack of collected food and drink. With the fresh air and open sky lifting him up and helping him forward from his dormancy, he stumbled across it. The playground. 

			With its bright colors and fun shapes, the Boy knew its purpose must be one of levity and fun—concepts he still could not quite grasp—but everything about it felt completely wrong. The strength in which it made him want to run from it equaled the curiosity and wonder that drew him closer. And closer he went.

			It was unlike anything he’d ever imagined. A commotion of children colliding around him speaking only laughter and nonsense, filling the air with giddy screams and blatant rowdy, unsettled him. Their wild rebuilt a familiar fear. How were they free to act so? When would the songs begin? No matter the foul he felt and how his spine curled with anticipation of a coming down, inside him the yearning of a child’s heart to join in.

			Yet there sat their mothers. Or women he guessed were so based on the intermittent connections between each. His stomach wrenched into knots, waiting for a quick motion like striking, a taking down. Instead, the children continued, paying no attention to the disruption they were causing to the peace the women sat in. The children ordering to be watched, Watch me! Watch me! Children running to be kissed, hugged, fed. What insolence! The Boy braced for these other mothers’ songs that never came. But, oh, how the mothers touched them! Were these really mothers? He wasn’t sure. He had never known such a mother. 

			

			If a mother, how they embraced the children. If a mother, how they brought them in, held them warm. If a mother, their caresses, their child’s skin treated as treasure. If a mother, how they smiled, as if their offspring opened a new sky bright with an exclusive sun shining just for them. If a mother, how their laughter fused with that of their child’s, creating a song like nothing he’d ever heard, a song that precluded no evil. If a mother, what it would be like to have one such as these. If a mother, what sort of world blessed such a son or daughter? If a mother, did they not have a song, games of punishing? If a mother, did they not lash out? If a mother, when came the cruel hand, the choke, the torture flame? If a mother, did they not have Uncles to collect, to barter with and then witness the trade? If a mother, why the allowance to exist so brazen, demanding? 

			If a mother, all he’d ever dreamed of. 

			If a mother, how he’d been starved. 

			If a mother, if his, how he could’ve been saved. 

			The Boy spent the rest of that day at the playground, and then several more, retreating to his bunker, where his sick had long lingered, to sleep and rise again. 

			To the playground again.

			The playground. 

			The playground.

			The playground.

			The Boy at the playground, watching. The Boy, a witness to every interaction, taking them apart, piecing them back together, the cruelest puzzle, funneling them all through his understanding of what a mother was. The Boy sat at the playground, unhinged at how these mothers upset all he had ever known. The Boy sat at the playground until he realized the scope of how the child of him had been wronged. The mother given to him, a pure evil that took from him everything. 

			At the playground, he learned true devastation. 
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			Having been completely immersed in the practices of the Mother, the Boy had unknowingly absorbed similar skills. He had an innate sense for who would have what he needed and the unconscious ability to work the person until he received it. It did not come so easy at first, many mistakes were made, the world so new to him. He had the scars to prove it. He quickly learned who and how to approach and who to stay away from. Men who carried themselves alone and had a sharpness about them, men who felt most like certain breeds of uncle—the ones that did the evil work—he steered clear of. The frenzied, unbalanced energy that came off them in a brisk radius usually warned him away. It was the ones whose evil was muffled, who could project a convincing, gentle warmth, that were the most dangerous. He had been trapped a handful of horrendous times by this type; each one taking things that had been taken before, giving to him a shutting down. But, because he knew how to come back, back he came. As timid as the Boy appeared, he held a strength unlike any other, forged by a mother with a strength just as equal. The Boy unaware of what he held within him, neither of them aware of their parallel. 

			Older women were the kindest. Safest. The ones in houses that sat alone, spread miles apart from the next. The porches enclosed with screens or glass, decorated with pairs of chairs with tables between them. He’d look for lines filled with fresh laundry hung with flower-printed sheets, cotton slips and nightgowns, lines absent of overalls and dark trousers. Gray haired women with cats on their laps always had food for a skinny, big-eyed boy so timid and cowering it awoke in them one last chance to mother. Bereft of husband, or able-bodied male, they were more than eager to bring him in, let him pay off their generosity with long-needed chores. These were the places he learned to look for. 

			In time, the Boy no longer had to look, he became found. Word of mouth touted his worth. He quickly became traded.

			“Quiet. That’s my only complaint, if that even counts. Otherwise, he’s a good worker. Keeps to himself. Doesn’t ask for hardly anything. You’ll forget he’s around.”

			These words or similar passed between withered lips to grizzled ear every time the Boy was exchanged for another. A chain of needy old women he became a link between. The Boy was put on trains, busses, dirt roads. Sent to places he’d never heard of. So many he couldn’t recall the names. The Boy was given more from these aged strangers than he’d ever had in his young life. Comfortable, sometimes oversized beds. Rooms with walls of windows that looked out onto vistas, streets, parks and fields. Colorful clothing—warm for cold days, thin for hot. Shoes, boots, thick socks and a suitcase to hold it all. He had so many kinds of food, all of it hot, fresh and offered over and over again. Brown, red, yellow and even green stews. Crispy and tender meats, hot breads with butter. All of it served on plates, in bowls on a table. The Boy went from skinny to full. His wrists thick enough to finally appear as though they could hold up his hands. 

			In return, the Boy granted work. Whatever the women wanted, he gave. From the simplest of tasks to the more demanding, he did his best. He painted. He harvested. He chopped. He hunted. He dug and he built. The Boy learned the ways of the field, and of the farm. A knowledge of ache and sweat. In the cities and towns he provided a secure arm during walks to the market or to church. He ran errands, carried groceries, oiled cars. It built inside him a new strength that made him feel, finally, more than nothing. 
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			All along wanted, needed, but only a traded thing. He had gotten used to the kindness, adapted to the doling of goodwill without repercussion of pain. It still unbalanced him, but he learned to prune its call. Instead, what had become his new comfortable was in his treatment as an exchange. It was a feeling of familiar—being a sought commodity and used as such. Yes, it came without violation and harm, but it was a regarding of him as a thing. A body only; a boy, perhaps. From the way he had been fashioned, it was easy to re-become. A same but different. A blanket he had lain under so long, again, keeping him warm. 

			Until Miss Zella.

			He had gone her way from Miss Yolanda, who he came to via Miss Xenia, who he arrived at via Miss Wendoline. There was an order to this spinster-widow highway, their fairest way to maintain equal assistance. Boys were traded alphabetically. For him it started with Miss Alma; ladies deemed first as Discoverers. Their responsibility to the chain was for bringing in. Their task to find floated sons—defeated and lost—take them in, test them. The Discoverer’s duty to trial the boys; determine their skills, weaknesses, temperament and how they would be best suited to the chain. Hold them long enough to ensure there was no one in their seek, that they were truly loose and able to be absorbed without question or fight. This employ until they had successfully onboarded and passed on one dozen riders, after which they’d step into being just another link, their contribution of keeping it moving completed. 

			

			For the first time, a boy had come to Miss Alma instead of the other way round. His knock on her screen door a barely announcement, so reluctant and feeble it hardly rattled the thin wood. Not one to open her door or her home to a black boy, there was something in the weak of his rap that promised nothing disagreeable, and upon seeing his face, the doe-black of his eyes, she was drawn in. An endearing.

			What a find.

			The testing was short. He was hardworking as he was docile, quiet as he was skinny. The dark-skinned boy took to tasks with a desire for perfection as if his life depended on it. A fuel of fear, she guessed, musing on his unspoken misfortunes, their benefit. “What horrific things befell you, boy?” she once asked him, noting the scattered patterns of delicate, grizzle-gnarled scars decorating his skin. To which he looked away. To which she thought, A prize for the chain, and deemed him worthy, knowing the damaged ones often fit best. The ideal recipe of him offset his skin color, but still, the chain would need a bit of convincing. Before she sent him off to Miss Benita, she forewarned her, making sure she touted all his positives before she addressed the taint of his blood. In desperate need of another boy, Miss Benita agreed to the linking and after his receipt was more than pleased. Miss Benita eventually sent him to Miss Clarice, who then sent him to Miss Delphine. It went on as such with stays ranging mere days to handfuls of weeks and even months. Never once receiving a complaint, the Boy was traded without worry.

			And then came Miss Zella.

			The Boy’s life became being traded. It was an easy getting used to, his mother had made being transient their way. 

			He came to Miss Zella’s by way of boat. After his instruction to pack his things, that his trade had come, Miss Yolanda strolled him riverside, where there was a boat tied. The tall vessel was a rough red, barrel-shaped, and wide as a well. Big enough to fit one boy.

			The Boy, who had never been on a boat, hesitated. His look at Miss Yolanda must’ve conveyed his nervousness because she went on, “It’s an Usher. You just get in. It’ll take you next.” 

			

			He looked her again, the boat again, then squeezed his pack to strangle.

			“Come on, son. Would Miss Yolanda do you harm?”

			He shook his head.

			“Then, get in. Pack first works best.”

			Obeying, as was his nature, the Boy dropped his pack and then, with a bit of an awkward heave and heavy land, followed inside. The boat stayed upright with not even a sway.

			Miss Yolanda smiled at the Boy. “Be well, son. May this next link fare you as well as you fared me.”

			The Boy turned towards the open water in an attempt to bury the build of tears that had snuck up on him. Miss Yolanda had been kind. It was one of his longer trades and she didn’t require difficult labors. Most of his responsibility came at night when her pain came hard. He’d go to her with her special lotion and rub it gently into her hands and feet. All the while humming a song he knew would send her to sleep and away from the pain. 

			Miss Yolanda said, “It’s okay, boy. I know,” then hit the boat, and it took itself into the current, dutiful.

			As it pulled away from shore, he held his hand up, freeing from it a wish that the next boy would treat her just as well. 

			The boat ride lasted more than a day. Having never been on water before, the first hours on the Usher were ones of panic. He kept waiting for the lean, round container he stood in to topple over and release him into the wet. He didn’t know how it steered or how it stopped. He was completely at the mercy of this vessel and it scared him. Yet he trusted Miss Yolanda’s words that it would take him to the next. Luckily, the boat seemed to know where it needed to go and made its way through the water uneventfully. His panic eventually turned to calm and he began to enjoy the float of the world passing him by. The quiet peace of the water, a wonder and such a mystery! He felt a yearn to delve beneath its depths, a need to feel immersed in its skin. What the wide wet would be like. How it would feel to be taken by such a large thing. 

			

			Maybe it would feel as a mother, he thought.

			When the Usher left the river’s center and changed its course towards shore, the Boy knew it must be the next and readied himself out of his resting. 

			She did not know who was more surprised: herself at finding a black boy arriving in the Usher or the boy at finding a black woman waiting for him on the shore. Either way, there was plenty of surprise between them the day the Boy came. 

			Miss Zella met him at the shore. In her letter, Miss Yolanda wrote that the Boy had never been on water before, let alone an Usher, and that it would be nice if he could be met riverside to ease the transition. (Links of the chain usually arrived solitary at each next, making their way straight to doorstep, no formalities of meeting or greeting practiced.) Miss Yolanda had also written about the quiet of the Boy, his bond to tasks, and his docile nature. The letter had mentioned nothing of his skin color. Not that his skin color mattered to Miss Zella, but in all of her years on the chain she had never been sent one of her own.

			As the Usher pulled towards her and rolled onto shore, Miss Zella and the Boy studied one another. The expression each of their faces held was as if the other had stepped whole from a whale’s mouth.

			Unexpectedly, the seeing of the Boy turned the stone heart inside her, pulsing a swift ache. Miss Zella took her fist to chest in a reflex attempt to clench the pain, curb it short. But the only thing her fingers found was the fabric of her dress; the blue cotton over her skin, over her ribs, over her knotted heart—barriers as helpless as her hand. She wanted to turn and run. Away from this boy and the shovel he was, unburying the long-buried. But the running days of Miss Zella were long past. She knew in this moment she was there to receive him. The river had sent her this passenger for her use. There was meaning in that, she thought. So, with a comb in her throat, she said, “Welcome.” 
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			The Boy settled as they all did—ears open, body calm, nodding—as they took in the new roadmap of their stay. They’d both been through this many times before. By the time the boys reached the end-link, there were no unpracticed sons. 

			Miss Zella started with the grounds. Her land was ample and no longer easy for her to care for or enjoy. She explained her favorite spots—the forest path, the hills, the divide, the barrens and the garden. Her age prohibited her bringing him to each location, but she described with great detail what they consisted of and how to find them. “For when you need to go exploring. Every boy needs their adventures.” 

			Back at the house she took him to the barn and showed him where the animals were kept. There weren’t many: a feeble horse bent with age, a half dozen goats and a scatter of chickens; beasts she could easily throw food at, water and pat with affection. She brought him to each of her four wells, demonstrated how to draw from them, and had him do the same. She showed him her vegetable garden and strolled him around the perimeter of her house, pointing out the variety of flowers and plants that bordered it. “These are mine to care for. You won’t be doing anything with these,” she said. Behind her house alongside a bordered patio was an empty swimming pool. It was small and bulbous, filled with dirt and leaves. The Boy had never seen such a thing and, still too shy for words, turned his head towards Miss Zella expectantly, but she went past it and onto the porch stairs without a word. 

			

			“How about I show you the inside now?” she asked with a smile, and in they went.

			After the tour was given and pack was laid against pillow, she brought the Boy to feed.

			No longer skinny, but the Boy remained something women wanted to fill. There was a void to him. A lacking. A hole she felt but couldn’t see. This cryptic sensation rustled in Miss Zella the desire to nourish, and in her kitchen, she prepared more food than they could both eat. 

			Throughout it all, the Boy hadn’t uttered a word. The usual slew of “Yes, ma’am”s and “no, ma’am”s blatantly absent, replaced instead with silent nods and headshakes. Despite feeling the need to reach in and bring the inside of the Boy out—as was her nature—Miss Zella let him have his quiet. Since he’d landed the Boy’s presence had unsettled her. She feared hearing his voice would further displace her. Instead of the customary after-supper sitting, Miss Zella instructed him to clear the table, do the washing and set everything right before he was to go upstairs and clean himself for bed.

			In the morning, she set him to a long-drudge task. An introductory assignment she set her boys on first, to ease them into this new link while judging their mettle. Miss Zella knew it would take him a large part of the day, which would give her heart time to quell. Sleep hadn’t come easy that first night; dreams filled with tunneled caves, black and winding, a broken call she was meant to chase but couldn’t find. She woke drained and unrested and left her bed with an urgency to create a wedge of distance between dreams and her awake.

			The Boy’s burden was a rearrange of stone within a garden she visited only at these times of task. On this morning, the stroll to it, with this boy in tow, hammered a pang. It felt as if she were leading a ghost to meet its own resting. How she wanted to run. How she was unable to do anything but press forward.

			The garden was as expected—as it always was on these re-visits—overgrown and forgotten. The last time she had been there it shined with the work of the last son. The annual birth and death of this garden an apropos circle.

			

			“See how the garden has two ends, with one having a circle of stones around a central marker?” she asked. “I need you to move the circle of stones to the opposite end of the garden. Build the same circle around the other marker. Can you do that, boy?”

			The Boy nodded.

			“The garden’s length is great, so take your time. Rest when needed. Be sure to drink often. I will visit midday with food and more water. Understood?”

			The Boy nodded.

			“Good.” 

			And with that, she left him to his work and went back to hers.

			The Boy did the garden well. He had finished late afternoon, the arrangement of stones clean and careful, no careless work. Miss Zella admired his performance and told him so, enjoyed the hint of pride that came to his eyes before he quickly lowered them.

			“Tomorrow you can begin weeding. This garden needs its beauty back. I hope you’re up to the task.”

			The Boy nodded.

			“You’ve done a good day’s work. Rest until dinner.”

			The Boy nodded.

			“And son?” she asked, expectantly.

			She waited for his eyes to meet hers before she said, as heartfelt as she could, “Thank you.”

			When, eyes locked with hers, he replied, “You’re welcome,” it took all she had to keep the straight of her knees. 

			The days went on. The Boy worked the garden. Miss Zella was happy with its progress. The Boy did not dally. He not only worked until the task was complete, but he also worked until he was satisfied with the outcome. Many times she saw him rise from the dirt, stand back and assess before kneeling back down to continue. Through the years there had been a handful of boys with an equal ethic, but most did their labors just good enough to satisfy. This boy had pride in his work and it showed.

			

			The day the garden was finished they had a celebration. She had promised him a special meal and a treat of his choosing after the garden had its shine returned. It was a promise she made each of the ten days the boy worked on it. The weeding, the clearing, the hoeing, the digging, the replanting, all the trips into town for supplies, his calloused hands blistered and bleeding; every day she wanted him to know there would be a gift at the end of his labors. This promise an eccentric thing not usually practiced by the chain—and actually, one that would be frowned upon—but one that was a tradition for Miss Zella. The soulful significance of the garden equaled this gratitude she spent on the laborer.

			The celebration was an elaborate meal held in the garden itself, set on the freshly sanded and painted table under the centermost tree. 

			“What a beautiful table on which to set our feast!” Miss Zella crooned, making sure the compliment wasn’t lost on him. 

			The Boy smiled and helped unpack the baskets they had brought, setting each of the items onto the bright tablecloth. He’d settled nicely these past two weeks, and while still quiet as an empty house, the boy and Miss Zella had found a comfortable rhythm between them.

			The feast was a little bit of lots of things. There were a variety of small sandwiches on different types of breads, little bowls of different types of salads, many meats—chicken, steak, pork, fish—all prepared in a myriad of ways, a small assortment of cheeses and spreads accompanying thinly sliced breads and crackers, a bowl of mixed fruits, small plates of vegetables and potatoes and containers of gravy and butter. Miss Zella had outdone herself.

			After everything was laid out, they held their dishes to their chests, looking for an open space, finding none. The futile search turned quickly to amusement. 

			“And we haven’t even unpacked the desserts yet!” she chuckled. “Hope you’re hungry, boy. I’m starving!”

			Not waiting for an answer she knew would not come, Miss Zella gestured for him to start and he did.

			

			They ate silently apart from sounds that come from the pleasure of tasting delicious foods. The garden sat breezeless. Birds and bugs sang the soundtrack to their eating.

			After the desserts sat half finished and their bellies were bulged with gorge, they sat together close to comatose in the delirium a large meal on a warm afternoon brings.

			“What’s your treat, son? Do you know what you want?” Miss Zella asked, expecting the usual from a garden-finished boy: a BB gun, a kite, a slingshot, comic books, a tire swing or even a bicycle. She’d granted all of these and more through the years she’d been a part of the chain. But this boy didn’t want any of these things. This boy had a question, and after it was answered came his request: something she’d never expected and didn’t want to grant. When the appeal left his mouth, it soured her stomach and she had to fight the sick that rose to her throat. 

			“That, I cannot do,” she stammered before rising and hurrying away, leaving the Boy bewildered and alone amongst the glorious aftermath of his hard work.

			She did not see the Boy until the next morning. After she’d left the garden Miss Zella took herself to her room and fell to pieces, the once-solid parts of her separating jagged and ripped into bruised shapes of heartache, anger and pain. She wallowed into their breadth for hours, mewling and cawing, until darkness came and took her in. 

			It took more than a week for Miss Zella to speak to his request. During this time they had gone about their days as usual: the Boy taking care of whatever she asked of him and Miss Zella attending to her small chores and pleasantries. 

			The Boy was of almost no words, so she knew the importance they carried when they came. This was why, after days and nights of internal debate, she decided to accept his request. The minute she had seen him—his black skin, his boyhood—coming towards her on the Usher, she knew he had been sent for a larger purpose. She knew the specifics of his request must be part of this purpose, and who was she to deny larger things?

			

			* * *

			The Boy would learn, much later, the reasons behind Miss Zella’s reaction to his request, but for now he listened as she granted it, full of rules and labors as it was.

			“First, you clean its bowl. Take out all the debris, scrub its surface. Once that is complete, you can fill it. Don’t think of using the hose. If you want this thing so badly, you will fill it using the wells. As many trips as it takes. And this project is in addition to the chores I’ve given you. It is on its own. It is on your time. I am granting you this wish at the price of your strength and sweat. Do you understand?”

			He nodded.

			She continued, “If and when you finish, only then will I teach you. We will cross that bridge when we come to it.” She softened, smiled. “You must build the bridge first.”

			He couldn’t help but smile back. He had his gift.

			It took weeks to fill the pool. Her plan was that he would give up, her rules a recipe for failure. That was why she’d laid them so. But as the days went by it became apparent she was more than wrong and that soon she would have to face things she’d long buried. This shovel boy . . .

			Despite the anxiety, Miss Zella was impressed at the Boy’s steadfastness. How he worked at it even on his rest days, hard with a focus of wanting. This was no typical boy, she thought. This Boy was grown with a thickness to him. In him, she observed a larger dwelling. It felt as though if his skin were cut, another life—one already long lived—would seep from the slice. He is a small tree concealing many rings, she thought. He amazed her, such a dichotomy. Many days she would sit on her porch and watch as he made his progress. His steady back-and-forth, back-and-forth a rhythm she often dozed off to, his project a mesmerizing and unexpected comfort. It helped to allay the unease she felt as the pool grew close to full.

			She was both surprised and relieved by her feelings of readiness when the Boy finally finished. The crippling, slow process—one akin to pregnancy—must’ve eased her into this prepared state; a suffering gone on so long it was ready to be over with, no matter the pain involved. It was completely unexpected. For the past many weeks Miss Zella agonized over how she would be when the time came, if his finishing would come with another breakdown. But now that it was here, the only thing she felt was, strangely, peace.

			As the water’s level rose ever so slowly towards the lip of the pool the Boy began his worry about Miss Zella. He knew she’d only granted him this wish with the expectation that he wouldn’t be able to complete it. He’d been there when she’d wailed into the walls of her bedroom. How would she be when the pool was full, when it was time for her to teach him? He shook with it. He did not want that, again, for her and part of him wished he’d never asked. But now he’d come too far. He needed to see it through.

			He didn’t mind the restrictions she attached to his gift. All his life he’d never had the chance to work for something that would be his. He’d always been at the call of others, made to accomplish someone else’s needs or wants. Filling the pool bucket by bucket was outrageous. But it was simple. And it would lead to a prize he wanted very badly. In the madness of this chore, he felt satisfied. 
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			When it was time for the teaching, he changed into the swim trunks Miss Zella had purchased for the occasion and met her down by its clean, blue water. 

			The Boy had never seen Miss Zella—or any of the old women—wearing so little. Seeing her wrapped in a pink-and-purple-swirled sarong over a bright blue bathing suit topped with a large straw sunhat took him aback. Her frame, unadorned, visibly shrunk her. The sag of her skin, the smallness of her, bigger than it’d ever been. It made him sad to see her revealed so, a bold reminder of her frailty. Yet, at the same time, he’d never thought her so beautiful. The vibrant colors against the dark of her skin created a majesty. He’d also never seen her look so serene, so thoughtful. There was a calm about her. A glaze in her eyes as if she were straddling two worlds at once. 

			They stood together like that, in the quiet, just breathing, until Miss Zella began to speak.

			“His name was Jonah,” she began. “He had skin like yours, that cocoa black. His father’s skin . . .” She trailed off, smiling, her gaze elsewhere.

			“His eyes were obsidian, like yours, but not as big, not as round. Jonah had these small, oval eyes and when he’d laugh—really laugh—they’d disappear because his cheeks would take over. He had the chubbiest cheeks. That boy . . .” Miss Zella shook her head, still smiling, still somewhere else. The Boy stood quietly knowing what she had to say had to be said now, had long waited to be said.

			

			The sun warmed their skin for a while. The world hovered around them, paused and stalling. Everything, a held breath. 

			Miss Zella continued.

			“Jonah drowned in this pool. Without even a chance to get close to your age, without a chance to even almost be a Young Man. He was still my little boy. Still crawling into our bed at night, still holding his Bear-Bear, still sleeping between us, still having me kiss his bumps and bruises, still calling me mommy, still snuggling, still needing me to cut his meat for him, still needing me to wash his hair, still wanting me to pick him up and dance him around the living room, still wanting bedtime stories, still an angel while he slept, something I could never look away from.” She paused, then, “Still so unfair.” 

			Miss Zella’s words reopened something in the Boy. Something first opened at the playground. Now, fresh-gutted and flooding, he wept, his sobs huffed and low; he did not want to take from her moment. Miss Zella had her own weeping, stoic and hushed. The tears rolling her cheeks, practiced and noble. Her wounds self-split wide and new-raw. And there they stood, in the day’s held breath, releasing. Hers for a boy that had been, his for a mother that never was.

			More than swim lessons came that day, and the days of teaching thereafter. In addition to how to carry oneself in the water, the Boy learned of how a husband and a father (a father!) could become so weak in carrying the burden of blame that he would hang himself in the pride and joy of his garden where he had laid to rest his only son. Not only did he learn breath holding and how to pace activity with its rhythm, but he also learned of a wife and mother that carried the burden of both losses, and how that woman broke both inward and outward, and went on to live a shell-life. One filled with not much more than existing. As he learned the different ways to swim, strokes and paddles and floats, Miss Zella learned just enough to know how deeply damaged the Boy was, and for her to understand how she was his second chance at a mother and, for her, a second chance of a son. Through the link of this boy, she knew, she was to heal. It started when he stepped to shore. It continued as he unintentionally dug—this shovel boy—simply by being black and by being blank and by being a boy. A mannequin easily sculpted into a likeness of the one she’d lost. 

			From that day at the pool, her bond with the Boy grew. As the months went on, she treated him less as a link and more like a son; the boundaries she was committed to keep with the Boy crumbled. He was not only relegated to chores and labors but treated to recreation, affection and care. It started with tucking-ins, bedtime stories and goodnight kisses. It continued with hugs, handholding, couch-cuddles, giggling and games. He was a sponge for the attention, and she was an ocean. It quickly became evident to Miss Zella that she had broken the rules of the chain, but still she continued. The force too great. She knew the risk but braved it anyway. It was too late. This was something her life had been waiting for. This was something her life greatly needed.

			The Boy knew nothing of the rules of the chain, so he had no such concerns as it pertained to this new mothering. Instead, he prospered. Soaking in the confusion of feelings, both good and bad, as he adapted to being, for the first time, more than just kept. Mothered.

			It was hard not to resist such kindness, as, for him, it had always come with a song, and with the song, cruelty. Learning to accept Miss Zella’s affection was a struggle. Whenever she stroked his cheek, or embraced him, or held his hand, or kissed the top of his head, it took all he had not to flinch, but he knew he had to overcome, so he pushed himself to endure. To let himself absorb this mothering; what he’d always wanted but was never given. 

			When the barriers finally thinned, it was bliss. How cared for! How treasured! For the first time other than the safe of his pup, other than the safe of his bee, the boy let himself feel human love. Miss Zella’s affections and praise began a strange build inside him. For once he felt as if he mattered. That he was being seen, and in that stare, loved. Not as a thing to be used, but as a boy. As _________. As a son. He savored this new landscape. Each day’s waking a longing to be held against her, to be smiled at, to be adored, to be caressed, to be cared for. These new feelings thrived him and became equal to food, to water, to breathing. The playground, finally, fully understood. 
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			They lived together in this way up to, then past, the specified time limits of the chain. The conveyor had a cycle and, as Miss Zella was a Z in the chain, she played a crucial role in its system. Being an end-link, it was up to her to determine the recycling or retirement of a boy. Now that she’d held on to this son too long, the chain was disrupted. She knew there was not much time left for them, and soon would come the penalty. She did not care. She was well aware of what was coming and had made the decision to proceed, regardless. Even though she knew it would result in a crushing. For both of them. This Boy, this son, had healed her heart. More than a shovel, this Boy was a builder. In her, once again, a place that could love and be loved. This rekindling was worth being cut from the chain. She was ready now. Whatever may come. In the meantime, she meant to be a builder for the Boy as well, create in him a core that would carry him long after he was made to move from her stay to his next. She already knew he had a strength, but she wanted it bolstered as much as possible for the day of his taking.

			When a link was not passed on time, phone calls were made. If phone calls were unsuccessful, warnings were issued. If the warnings went unheeded, then came the Taker. Takers weren’t often necessary, as most of the women succumbed to the strong-worded warnings that painted pictures of what a life off the chain would look like. As Miss Zella had hung up on every phone call and destroyed every warning, it was not long before the Taker came to her doorstep and did the job that Miss Zella had so long refused to do. 

			

			The parting was brutal. The parting was a heartbreak. 

			The crushing came fierce. But both—having come from nothing and being built back into something—made their separate ways better than they’d ever had before, with a newfound gratitude, each someone the other would never forget.
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			On this conveyor of ladies, the Boy grew. As his boyhood became abandoned and the onset of his manhood advanced, his body turned. Its shape swelled and slowly muscled. The roundness of his face began to thin and chisel. Not only had his physique grown, but also his mind. Each residence taught him new things. The most incredible: how to receive kindness and how to trust. An ability he credited to Miss Zella, who patiently thinned his barriers for this becoming. 

			The Otherness remained present, but dormant. Its presence a warm-swelling that pressed different places inside his skull. He had little use to call upon it and it upon him. Occasionally, if bored, tired or lonely, the Boy would bring it forth for assistance or amusement. It was his whistling. 

			It was during these sojourns the Boy mourned his losses. Only when settled did his mind unwind enough from its relentless task of surviving and give itself to reminiscing. From his idle mind came memories, his pup, his bee, his mother, the uncles and, of course, Miss Zella. All lost things. He tried not to dwell, but it was a bag he brought with him wherever he went. The only bag. And he could do nothing except carry it.

			In time, he learned how to keep the bag closed and when needed only pull from it what he wanted. However, despite his diligence, some nights the bag would unpack itself. His mother’s song would filter through his dreams, waking him in panic and sweat.

			In the miles and years put between him and the Mother, the Boy that was a Son became a Young Man. 

		

	
		
			

			THE YOUNG MAN
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			With every new link he became, his work never weakened, only strengthened. Each exchange gained the Young Man new learning and honed novice skills to the point of decency. All the while his once-boy’s body lanked and grew, new hair taking up in places kept for men. A toil-steady brawn began a small define on limbs, his shoulders spreading to match. The old women continued to praise his labors. He continued to receive good will, abundant food, comfortable lodgings and fair wages, given with smiles never faltered or faked. Each overseer seemingly pleased with his residencies, which confused him all the more when he was suddenly retired from the chain. 

			For several years his conveyor had been unbroken; house to house he was sent. One visit ended; another begun. No lapses or lags in between. But as his fifteenth summer slid to fall, he was sent to what would be his last next, Miss Zoe’s. 

			He’d been working for Miss Zoe for less than one week when she came to him with an expression on her face that he couldn’t quite decipher. She sat him down, thanked him for his many years of service to the chain and told him that now he was being released. He was no longer a link. 

			The Young Man was struck dumb. Why was she saying this? What did he do wrong? 

			Tears glistened his eyes. Miss Zoe patted his hand. 

			“There, there, now. You go on. You go become a man.”

			

			She sent him away with a full belly, kind gratitude but without destination. No train or bus ticket, no taxi fare, no Usher, no address-scrawled slip of paper, just the sidewalk, the road, the highway, the dirt with no next for him to obligate. His heart ached to be wanted, utilized. He didn’t understand what had changed. What he’d done to be cut from the chain.

			The Young Man puzzled over the change while he sat on the curb fresh in the wake of Miss Zoe’s expulsion. He didn’t know where to take himself, where he could go. What she meant by “become a man.” He was lost.

			The day sauntered past him while he sat. As afternoon became early evening, a taxi pulled up and stopped. He watched as a boy exited the taxi, small pack slung over his shoulder, the bloom of youth and look of anticipation reminiscent of his own when he first became part of the chain. The young boy’s eyes switched between the houses on the street and the slip of paper in hand. Then, with a deep breath, he adjusted his pack and walked past the Young Man’s seat on the curb and through the gate behind him. The sound of Miss Zoe’s warm welcome swallowed by the slam of a screen door made everything abruptly clear. 
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			With what little trust he had left, the Young Man that had been a Boy that had been a Son took to the forest. He knew, somehow, that to preserve what belief he had gained of the good in others and his own worth, he had to hibernate, remove himself from the world, keep what little faith that remained as an ember inside him; a delicate flame for him to sequester and save. 

			The natural quiet comforted him. There was nothing there he feared; he had been hurt worse by civilized beasts. The tranquility soothed him. Its organic rustlings a salve over the fresh wounds he continued to contemplate; how he went from being valued so deeply to so easily thrown aside. The chain that had so long cared for him, appreciated and praised his work, had released him for no other fault than his tapering boyhood. Underneath the upset of the chain’s abandonment was an anger at his new body, a traitor out of his control. Who would want him now? This no-longer-boy-not-yet-man thing? He was now, again, an unwanted.

			It was a wandering. He went as deep as he could, then deeper still. The burying of distance comforted him. The more remote, the safer he felt. 

			The forest was endless. It took him in with a subtle pull that felt like need or want. It was as if it knew his need to be swallowed. After weeks of roaming, a suspicion began to build. There were bends he swore he had taken multiple times over. Trees and streams passed and crossed repeatedly. Duplicate cliffs and rock formations encountered over and over again. Each landscape varying only slightly depending on the angle of sunlight. He felt the forest making itself around him. Each time it duplicated; a faint shaking followed by a clear scent, like newly created air, his lungs their first carrier. He had even seen it unfold once. He watched as, beyond a thick fence of trees, slivers of empty space erupted with growth. The Young Man was now the forest’s belonging. 

			He lived inside this loop for he did not know how long. The forest held time differently. Nights sometimes contained two moons, one rising after one had just set. Same with suns. Daytimes and nighttimes doubled like the forest. It offset him. Both in body and mind; confusing his appetite, his rest, his counting of days. Despite the disorientation, he did not mind waiting for the forest to release him. He had chosen this escape. The weather was mild, the shelter adequate, water and food easy to come by. There was little hardship. The forest provided. 

			Once he felt he had achieved enough depth, he began to make homes. With the tedious redundancy of the forest, he took to moving his camp often, switching it from one location to another in order to bring variety to his surroundings. At first, he lived in shady glens and sun-licked meadows with fair access to water and food. However, as monotony set in, he found himself hunting for more challenging sites. Caves were an exciting option; each needing to be explored for safety before he could settle in, their locations sometimes hidden, sometimes perilous. The Young Man would scan cliff faces searching for significant traces of blackness, and then take an afternoon of climbing to investigate. These cliff-caves roused a thrill in him, each day now made exciting with risk; his careful scaling both up and down to make his daily forage. 

			When he tired of caves, trees. The endlessness of the forest provided ample variety. He made homes in many: first on the safety of the lowest branches, then higher and higher until there was no further limb for him to conquer. With the entirety of the forest visible from his perch, he was its king. 
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			In the replication-life of the forest, time jumbled forward. What he assumed might have been a number of months passed. It was impossible to know. The counting of days confused in the mirroring. The Young Man took to monitoring the length of his fingernails and hair, things grounded in the time he was familiar with. Yet, these only hinted at the span. He eventually gave up. Became happy with simply breathing.

			The forest had a rhythm the Young Man danced to, the wildlife, the wind, its song. Its sounds became as regular to him as his own heartbeat. Days were primarily spent doing the necessary work that ensured his survival. The Otherness rarely played a part in these labors, for he disliked shortcuts. He was used to hard work and without it felt worthless. His daily reward: sore muscles and sweat.

			He felt the forest had claimed him: a new plaything, a new pet for it to care for. The Young Man could feel its steering. How it shielded him from hungry predators. How he could never be too long lost, hungry or thirsty. How, during his time of play, there was buoyancy in its air, tinged with a feeling of joy. This sensation infiltrated the Young Man, filled him with a sense of comfort that felt almost what he imagined to be motherly. 

			Only after his labors were finished would he entertain himself, carefree. Still ripe with the playfulness of a boy, his almost-man’s body would wild: swing from vines, vault over streams, roll down hills, swim until spent. Falling and resting as needed. The only times he used his moreness was when the loneliness overwhelmed and he needed a form of play generated by something outside of himself. Lying in his perch-homes, cave or tree, he often called the wildflowers. He’d watch as they came, a multicolored billow rising above the forest. As they grew closer, he’d swirl them, painting the sky with their bright as he once did with bubbles against bathroom tile. The flowers became clouds, became squirrel and fish, became river and rock; portraiting the sky. All around him the pleasure of the forest rippled, its amusement at his flower-painting tangible. How it would contribute colors to his mix, sending plumes of selected petals into the created-pull of the Morethan, fireworking his creations with its own flair. The sky-designs became collaborative, became a tandem. The forest father harmonizing with his human son in this colorful play.

			He’d use the colored ribbon until he tired, until the forest let the play end; then he’d pull it down and around him, the blooms burying him in their softness and sweet fragrance, embellishing his perch with their shades. The Young Man would fall asleep in the delirium of their scent, ignoring the memory that kept invading: that of his mother, who smelled very much the same. 
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			He felt the orbs before he saw them, long before he found out what they really were. Their presence disrupted everything. Though their movement was silent, their wake through the forest was fraught with the noise of its natural rhythms being broken. It was as loud to him as the shattering of a window. 

			The way the forest reacted made it clear to the Young Man that this was not of its choosing. These things were no desired belonging. The forest rippled its aversion all around him. That was what woke him.

			He had been asleep in the almost-night, which was the place in which the day decided whether to begin again, or to stay singular and give itself over to the evening. This was the time he most loved to swim, because of the way the re-morning sun warmed his wet skin. There was a vibration in its heat, a sheet of tender electrocution that sizzled away the water. He would lie on what he deemed “Platform Rock,” his favorite spot at the swimming hole, and wait for the day to decide, hoping it would want to stay and start over. That was when, on this day, he had fallen asleep only to be woken by this new phenomenon. 

			It felt to him as though the forest was bucking. Trying, in its anchored way, to get something off it. In this case, out. He stood, his head still clouded with sleep, searching for the cause. 

			The swimming hole was a wide, walled place. Its three far sides sloped upward, rock faced on two, foliage on the third, all of it creating a small, slightly distant ridge the sun set behind. His position on Platform Rock was the fourth side. A side lower and level with the bulk of the forest. It was on this side he always made his way to the water. It was the easiest access. His favorite place to swim, a bowl in the forest. 

			The orbs climbed just beyond the lip of the ridge. Even though his perspective halved their size—he could only see the tops of them—it was clear they were very large. In the way there was a slight bob in their movement, they also seemed very light. The setting sun turned them orange-halo black. 

			He watched and counted as seven of them crept across the ridge, each disappearing downward, following some unseen, descending path, their humps slowly setting in time with the sun. 

			He remained frozen. What was he to do? There was no quick way to the ridge, and if he managed, what would he do if he came upon them? Around him, the forest continued its rejection; panic-shrill cries of morning-only creatures visited the cooling dusk air; breeze turned to wind turned to still, then back again, agitated; all growth caught up in its confusion. He felt its frustration.

			No hint of a second sun at his back, the Young Man knew that the almost-night had made its decision and that darkness would be upon him soon. If he ran for the ridge, locating the orbs would be futile. As much as his curiosity called and his need to defend the forest pulled, he knew the wisest choice would be to return to his treetop camp and wait for morning, when a more productive search could commence. 

			It was then he decided.

			The first moon was thin and low in the sky when the Young Man settled with fish and fruit in his lofty post. During his walk back, he had done his best to calm the forest, infusing the Otherness with a song—one not of his mother’s—that he sang in all directions, its verse in an octave range able to reach not only plant and beast, but stone, air and water. He didn’t stop until he felt the forest release and settle. 

			With his meal finished, and his body strong-tethered to the confident limb, he tried to let himself drift, but thoughts of the mysterious orbs would not relent. The questions presented then multiplied, then multiplied once more. His mind refused to shut down and allow sleep to grab hold. As he sometimes did when certain memories refused to let go, he opened his eyes to count the stars, but the night was dim. The slice of moon hung alone. 

			The Young Man sighed, turned his gaze instead across the black of the canopy. In the distance, so far as to be tiny, there they were, as if manifested. Seven white globes glowing as if in attempt to usurp the lacking moon.
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			In the dawn’s haze the Young Man made his bearings. With little dark to offset their glow, the orbs were not visible, but he still felt the uneasy of the forest, so he knew they remained. The Young Man set his course based on his memory from the night before when he lay staring at their intensity until falling asleep and dreaming of, for once, peaceful nothing.

			Shortly after setting off he realized his preparation was unnecessary, for the forest showed him the way. He should’ve known; the forest the lion, the orbs its thorn. 

			There was no duplication. The forest held one form, made itself clear before him. Tangled brush untangled. Thickly laced limbs unlaced. Swift rivers grew stable stones. The forest gave him the path and he followed. 

			The sun had not yet reached the place of his usual awakening when he came upon the orbs, the forest having practically pushed him straight into them.

			They sat in a large field, one the Young Man hadn’t yet come across. It was thick with knee-high grasses, sloping slightly upward at the farthest side. The orbs sat dim and somewhat deflated, no sign of the full moons they had been just hours before. All but one was about the size of a small train car, if spherical. They were spaced in a large circle, about ten yards from one another, all of them surrounding one giant orb in the middle. The Young Man thought it the size of a house, or small building. It dwarfed the others, which were not slight by any means. How it was a nucleus within them made it appear as if it were being worshipped. 

			

			Hunched at the lip of the forest, he watched and watched as nothing moved. 

			While he waited, the forest’s morning palaver bustled softly around him. Its measure was closer to normal, but there was an underlying tension that pulsed an anxiety inside of him. He wanted to assist the forest in its release of these trespassers, but how? Their size intimidated. Could he push them? And if so, where? Would the forest provide the way? Would he have the strength to push all seven? Even the enormous one? All these questions kept him paralyzed.

			The Young Man believed the orbs to be autonomous things, so what happened next startled. 

			On the side of the center orb, a slit began. Or, it had been there all along, unnoticed. It opened slowly, top to bottom: a widening, vertical gap that extended from a point approximately seven feet from the ground.

			From the separation came form. It backed out of the orb, forcing its bulk through the thin of the slit, stretching it wider. 

			Human.

			It wore all white. A coverall of sorts; hooded, with hands and feet visible. It emerged rear first, its body birthed in a bend: legs, then back, then shoulders, then head. The last hidden things, its arms, which were stretched inside the slit as if stuck.

			The robed being seemed to taut and pull, then, backing itself from the gap, held in its grip another robed arm.

			The Young Man gaped as, one by one, a chain of white-robed people were removed from the giant orb.
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			He watched as they set up camp. Everything extracted from the orb. Long tables and benches were pulled forth and set, cases, bags and boxes passed and carried. Bundles of long poles were lugged, piled, then, one by one, stabbed into the earth. The people not directly helping with the extraction had all removed their hooded garments and draped them on the poles. The clothes that remained were of a normal sort, nothing different than what he’d seen in his life outside the forest. He assumed the robes had something to do with being within the orb. 

			A good-natured buzz bubbled from the group and brought life to the field. Fires were lit and soon the Young Man smelled food cooking. His stomach rumbled, reminding him of his own hunger. He grabbed his pack, removed a handful of nuts and berries, and ate while continuing his observation.

			The assembly went about some sort of morning routine. Everyone seemed to know their part in the choreography and went about it, jovially. A few children chased each other through the busy, occasionally scolded to be careful. The hum of conversation stretched over the grasses. Laughter erupted within scattered clusters of people tasking together. One small bunch making their way through the field for the farthest forest line; jugs in hand broke into a hearty, buoyant tune, one with call and answer. Its intrinsic cheer begged the Young Man’s heart to join in. 

			The smell of cooking mixed with the laughter and song made him realize how alone he’d been. Being needed by the chain made him feel a part of something. Belonged. Valued. When he decided on the forest life, it was to capsule these feelings. Secure the new belief in himself before the hurt of rejection extinguished them and left him hollow once more. Worthless once again. 

			Living within the trees and self-sustaining for so long enforced the merit he sought to maintain. Relying only on his skills produced a sense of pride in the Young Man. He finally was beginning to trust his value. His worth. But this sudden exposure to a bonded band, full of a feeling of something he’d never had—family—made him ache for a new way of living. 

			The forest had done its job.
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			While the group ate their morning meal the Young Man strategized. He was completely intrigued with this community that travelled and took shelter within these massive orbs. What sort of folk were they? What was their purpose? If he approached them, would he be accepted or shunned? If he was let in, would the forest let him leave? All this unsure swam frenzied inside him.

			It did not matter. Before he could act, as if on cue, the congregation broke. They reversed all prior actions, putting away what had been taken out. Plates were passed and collected. Fires were extinguished. The poled robes that decorated the field like tall, swaying specters were taken down along with the poles. Robes were donned by the workers engaged with the orb, the ones putting everything back inside. Everyone else remained regular-clothed, all working together in the reversing.

			When the field was clear, the robed encircled each orb, spacing themselves evenly. The smaller orbs each had six, the largest center orb had twelve. The unrobed stood back, leaving them room. 

			The moment held quiet until a commanding voice rang out “Ho!” which the robed responded back in unison, their bodies simultaneously tensing with readiness.

			The “Ho!” came again. The robed advanced to their orb, then repeated, “Ho!”

			The voice again with “Ho!” The boy couldn’t make out which person it was coming from. Their camp was too far away from his crouch at the tree line. 

			

			The robed put their hands on the orb, making unclear motions, then answering, “Ho!”

			There was a pause in the echoing and then, once more, the voice came. This time with an order:

			“Rise!”

			The orbs began a gentle, side-to-side, almost swaying motion, and then slowly, silently, lifted off the ground.
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			They rose with a grace that matched the propriety of any of the forest’s elements, trees against wind, water over stone, animals through underbrush. The deviations floated above the grasses like dandelion fluff. 

			The orbs hovered at a shoulder height, the robed standing beside them. Their nearest sleeve joined to the orb, lengthened and tubed. White leashes. A few of the unrobed clapped and cheered.

			The Young Man stood, eyes wide, hardly believing what he was seeing; the robed standing connected to the hanging orbs that bobbed ever so slightly as if waiting for the next pronouncement. From his fair distance they looked like giant, alabaster, arachnid-like creatures, paused quietly in the field.

			Again, the voice came. “Hey-ah!” The “hey” drawn out and finished strong with the “ah.” This time, it was answered and repeated by all. And with that, they went.

		

	
		
			

			9

			He didn’t know what else to do but follow them. It was easy, their pace unrushed. He kept a short distance behind, not overly concerned with discovery as their focus remained mostly forward; his travelling in the path where they had already been, gave no need for them to revisit. Because he was familiar with its ways he could see, and didn’t believe they did, the forest spreading to let them pass. 

			The travel went on for hours; the morning became mid-day, then late afternoon. This on and on trudging made the Young Man wonder just how large the forest was. He felt its pushing to rid itself of the orbs and their accompanying troupe, saw how it relocated trees and rock for easy passage. He knew that if there was an edge to be reached and emerged from, it would’ve been achieved by now. Given that it wasn’t, he knew it may be a while before they were free. Or would the forest simply grow a slim length for them to follow? A never-ending plank they would be trapped on unending? The Young Man didn’t think the forest was that kind of cruel, but he knew it had the power if it wished. The thought crossed his mind that maybe this endlessness was its way of keeping him. Perhaps it knew his thoughts, saw how eager he was to follow and, in retaliation, created this wooded loop for him to traverse eternal. 

			He followed the orbs throughout the day. Having not planned to be gone from his treetop home he had not brought adequate supplies; his clothing, his food, all left behind. And while the forest provided some, it didn’t provide its usual bounty. Punishment? He did his best to forage as he walked and when the group stopped for food and rest. He took whatever he could find and shoved it into his small pack. As he did not know how long their respites would be, he couldn’t take the time to hunt or fish for fear of losing them. Because of this, rest was also out of the question. 

			By the time nightfall came, he was exhausted. His muscles sore, his body tired and hungry. This time, there was no field for the orbs. Instead, they sat single file within the trees. The Young Man assumed the troupe had given up their pressing on for a wider area and simply set down on their treaded path. Perhaps they too were exhausted. 

			From his vantage, he could hear no merriment, only muffled bustle and the smell of smoke from fires beginning their burn. His stomach rumbled, anticipating the savory aromas of an evening meal to soon follow. He chewed some nuts to try to quiet it. 

			As the night blackened, the orbs began a soft white glow. He remembered how he saw them from his perch, such beautiful beacons. This thought made him urgently long to be there, full and rested in his treetop bed. Not crouched and sore, hungry, awaiting the mounting chill that would further increase his discomfort. 

			Yet here he was and there they were, just ahead of him, lighting the dark of the forest floor, disrupting its night. He felt its grumble. Knew it still wanted them away. 

			“Please let them go,” he thought, sadly. “Let us all go.”

			The Young Man backtracked through the dark to a small stream they had passed earlier. He drank his fill and made his way back easily, the glow of the orbs showing the way.

			After eating some half-ripe stone fruit, he climbed the nearest tree to a mid-level limb slightly thicker than his body, positioned himself facing the orbs, and tethered himself loosely. He didn’t want to be so secure that he would sleep too soundly and miss their departure.

			He drifted and, within minutes, slept.
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			Three days the forest continued its push. The Young Man started and stopped with the group, collecting as much sustenance as he could along the way. His days became a thin repeating. On the eve of the third day, he started believing in the potential cruelty of the forest. A cold resentment began within the base of him that begged to bubble into an anger. It didn’t want him to leave, and leaving was what he was trying to do. How could he fault it? This thing that had given him food, shelter and acceptance at a time when he had none. The Young Man found himself empathizing instead.

			The days of following with no adequate meals or rest was taking a toll on his body. He was dirty. His dark brown skin, even more so. Filth had caked into his feet and lower legs and built up in the creases and crevasses where his sweat streamed. Clad only in a thin pair of shorts, his skin was victim to the claws of the forest. His hair, a hand’s length, so long uncut, was matted in places and tangled with a cluster of natural debris. Everywhere, he itched. He longed for his favorite swimming hole, to be able to cleanse himself in its cool depths, then sun himself on his Platform Rock. 

			In his secret pursuit, he learned the traditional daily rhythm of the orb people. Their mornings began as soon as the sun came up, they took rest in the afternoon and settled when night approached. He was waiting for the day or night when a second sun or moon rose to see what would happen with their travels, but the past three days and nights had stayed singular. 

			

			Each stop was accompanied by food, rest and foraging: necessities that he wished he too could satisfy. He made sure to avoid any of the groups out for gathering, as he was not yet ready to be discovered. His stealth ways around the forest helped him in this task. 

			The group had yet to find another field or substantial clearing wide as the one he first found them in, so the Young Man was unable to take in the full of their majesty as he had that first day, nor had he been able to examine the group as a whole. His view was far behind the rearmost orb manned by its six robed attendants. He kept a pace that always kept them in sight through the trees. The six stayed mostly quiet, occasionally breaking into song or having animated conversations he couldn’t quite make out. He wondered what would happen if he sped up to them, joined alongside. How would they react to his appearance?

			The afternoon of the fourth day, during the midday heat of the second sun’s rising, he found out.
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			In the relentless swelter of the second sun, the Young Man became careless. It was the first day since he began following them that a second sun had appeared. He had become unused to the lengthened stretch of light and heat; the second sun was always hotter than the first, with an electrical intensity to it. With no way to adequately cool and hydrate himself, coupled with the built-up fatigue, he weakened. 

			When the second sun rose, the Young Man saw how the group hesitated, having just slowed to find space to lower the orbs, to prepare for the evening practices. As new light began behind them and the forest that was already dimming with sunset began a new shine, there began a commotion. He quelled the urge to go to them, to explain about the second sun. Instead, he took the opportunity to rest, waited for their decision to continue or settle as planned.

			A generous amount of time passed before the Young Man began to hear the familiar sounds of their evening routine. He roused himself vertical, and crept to where he could check for certain. The orb that was visible to him had been grounded. They were staying.

			The Young Man knew that his chance for gaining ample sustenance was now. They would use this second daylight as their evening, retreating inside the largest orb for slumber until the first moon rose, which they potentially could sleep through as well. If he was to take advantage of their fixed position, he must use this added daylight to hunt. 

			

			Before taking leave, the Young Man memorized his surroundings well, reviewed his bearings. He wanted to be able to make his way back, as he was not so sure the forest would so easily lead the way.

			He set out immediately, knowing time was against him. There was a patience in hunting that, with his unhurried forest life, could be tolerated. He had had the leisure of setting two traps every other day knowing whenever he returned, his trap would be full. The forest always provided. However, this expedition had an urgency to it that filled him with a feeling of desperation. He needed to catch, kill and cook an animal before the first moon rose. Before the orb folk took leave. He rushed.

			He set simple traps on each trail he found, near each burrow, along well-travelled tree trunks and branches. All the familiar places the forest had shown him. 

			Instead of finding a comfortable, shaded spot to sit and wait in, he foraged. Filling his pack with whatever meager edibles the forest let him find. Nothing as savory as before, nothing delectable and abundant: He could only find dried, pitted fruits, some pecked at by birds; cracked, moldy and unripe nuts; and bitter runt tubers that were only good to chew into pulp, then spit out. The forest had ceased its giving.

			Only after he had filled his pack with the deficient spoils, did he stop to rest. However, he did not lie or sit for fear he would fall into a deep and long sleep, which would hold him hours back from trailing the path of the orbs. Instead, he leaned as comfortably as he could, into the bend of a shade tree, and waited for some internal feeling to inform him that his traps, or at least one of them, was full.

			The feeling never came.

			The traps were all empty.

			A pit of dread that had increased in size with every empty snare now grew full in his stomach. He now knew, for certain, the forest was starving him. 

			Then—escaping before he knew it was even on its way—a song. The Otherness forged both words and melody. His mouth: a hose from which it poured. The Young Man felt the vibrations it carved along his throat, the tremors against his tongue. He did not recognize the words he sang, but he knew, from what was pulling back towards him in the same strength and speed of the song pushing out of him, that it was a calling. An order to small, stupid beasts, to give themselves over to him, now. All of it guttural, ugly and mean.

			As soon as he understood, he tamed it. Grabbed its horns and pulled himself on top, kicking its ribs into submission. The song gushed into the forest, shaking brush and limb, ransacking cave and den like a miniature stampede. He sent it forth, as far as he could.

			But the forest was stronger. Its response was not release, or even retaliation. It was laughter. 

			He felt it come down upon him in an invisible wave. It stopped his song that had, in his frail state, quickly spent him. No animals appeared. But, oh, how he heard them. A mocking chorus of every creature he had ever trapped since his stay. All of them somewhere, just out of reach. 

			He saw it then, so clear: The forest towering above him, an age-old entity, a giant, wise and powerful. He, a trivial child, swinging a matchstick sword at its toe. 

			Defeated.

			With this realization, panic set in. Fish! He must travel back to the encampment, to find whatever nearby stream they had settled by. The orb folk never rested far from fresh water. He could fish! At the very least, he could quench his desperate thirst.

			He made his way back, dazed with not only his wasting away in the heat of the second sun, but with the taunt of the forest denying him any catch. The Young Man stumbled and tripped. His thoughts only: water, water, water. 

			The orbs were found easily. No commotion disturbed the forest. They were still asleep. 

			He followed the length of a freshly pressed trail and found a thin, deep stream. The water looked cool, and its darkness held the sweet promise of fish. The Young Man quelled the urge to leap into its wet from the bank, aware that the large splash might rouse anyone who might be set as guard.

			

			However, as he made his way down the bank, the water began to buckle. Its smooth surface broke, then chunked. It separated and fell apart in large, gelatinous gobs. It was water no more.

			At this defeat, the Young Man broke. His vision swam, then pinholed. His body fell back, into a small patch of reeds, arms spread wide, eyes closed in surrender. The forest spun above him, triumphant.
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			The two little girls didn’t scream immediately. At first, they only stared, confused as to what they had found. The small one wanted to poke it with a stick. The larger one told her to hush. 

			The two little girls didn’t scream when its eyes opened. The stare, one of vacancy, then of someone coming back inside their body. They gazed back with the sudden realization that it was alive.

			When its eyes snapped into bright focus and met the girls’ own looking back at him, they did not scream, only startled. Their balance flicked with a quick teetering.

			The girls did scream when it leapt tall, scared. They screamed at its wild; a withered forest thing towered, beaten and crazed. They screamed as it screamed, as it dodged, stumbled. Now the all of them screaming, a cacophony of fright.

			Their screams lit the others who turned to see the filth-urchin, tripping in escape, the girls wailing at its back.

			One of the men amongst them shouted a name, then a command, and the larger of the two girls gathered her arms and reached.

		

	
		
			

			13

			The youthful voices penetrated his unconscious and pulled him towards a glow that appeared simultaneous with the speech. The Young Man thought them one and the same. A warm being he would benefit by going to. He let himself float upwards to meet it.

			Two faces, one atop the other, met his wavering vision. Children. Girls. Stacked.

			Where was he?

			The forest.

			The orb folk.

			Discovery!

			He leapt, then all around him screaming; his voice among it. He tried to make his body run, but it only collapsed, rose, collapsed; everything misfiring. 

			Behind him, a stir. The Young Man again fumbled and fell, urging his muscles to cooperate. 

			They did not.

			As he tried, once again, to get to his feet, a loud voice pierced his struggles. “Morningside! Grab!” And as he turned, ass and elbows against the earth, there were the stacked children, no longer screaming. Their little girl faces, one atop the other, between a set of arms that reached across the meager distance his failed attempt at escape had put between them. The longest arms he had ever seen. Their arms—for the girls were one—unfolded, accordioned out until they wrapped around him and clenched, cutting tight his panting breaths, until darkness crept across his vision once more.
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			In the dream, he bathed. A boy, submerged. Then, his mother. A force around him that he could not see, but he knew her hands, and they washed him. Long, gentle softness strokes; down his back, across his shoulders, arms, face, legs. He felt himself overwhelmed by her unexpected kindness, the so much touching. Confused, but glad, there was no song. So, enamored, he did not question. The water, cooling then drying on his skin; painted strips. The smell of lavender. Then, her hands in his hair, wetting, lathering, scrubbing. All the while he tried to see her. Tried to open his already-open eyes that only gave him darkness, yet he knew where he was. Could see the tile, feel the tub around him. So clear in his mind, but his mother remained invisible. A specter of washing hands. He tried to move, to turn, to touch her, but his body held fast, frozen.

			In this blind bathing made of mother’s hands, he floated.
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			“Can you help us?”

			There were four of them: one robed, three not. The unrobed were men; the robed one, a woman, had asked the question. The Young Man could not answer, could only stare at the dark of the woman’s face: a color that matched his own, Miss Zella’s. The black, magnified by the white of the robe, was all he could see, a solar eclipse, blinding. It had been what seemed a lifetime since he had seen someone his own shade. She stood above him with the others, unmoving, waiting. 

			This was the third time she had asked the question since he awoke. He did not know how long he had been asleep, but it was no longer daytime. All around them the night sky and the white glow of the 
orbs.

			Again, she asked, “Can you help us?”

			There was a supple kindness in her voice that made the Young Man yearn to respond, but he remained silent, for he did not know the answer. He knew she wanted to know if he could lead them out of the forest, and before he set out following the orbs, his answer would’ve been yes, but now that the forest had removed its benevolence, he wasn’t sure. In fact, he was worried it wouldn’t release them at all.

			They stood. They studied him. They turned their faces away and then together, whispering things between themselves he couldn’t hear. They turned back. 

			“Maybe he’s mute,” one man said.

			

			The night sky. The glow of the orbs. 

			The Young Man closed his eyes, fell back into a sleep of dreams, this time vacant of mothers.
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			When his eyes opened to the warm tinge of a growing sunrise, the only thing he could see was the orb. Its curve rose above him, monolithic, flanked with sky. No glow emanated from its skin, just a modest warmth that fell across his body like a sheet. He lay below, marveling. It was as if he was under the plump of a giant’s fat belly. 

			All this time having never been so close, he hardly believed that now, if he so wished, he could reach out and touch it. Its surface resembled nothing delicate as he had imagined having seen the way it floated; instead, it looked like a slick sort of canvas, thick and durable with a fine grain. Tiny seams ran across it, barely detectable and un-patterned. He could see no plan behind them, no reason. Some seams ended against nothing. Others were straight and angled. Some stair-stepped and diagonal. Perhaps they were merely a subtle design, sewn into the orb as decoration. 

			When he tried reaching for the orb was when he discovered his bindings. His only free movement: his upper body. At this, a small panic leapt inside him. Memories, of his mother’s games, rushed back in a flood, causing him to wince. He felt himself shrinking, turning back into that little boy, becoming small enough to slip through the straps. He breathed through the feelings until they passed.

			In the early morning light, he could see that they had bathed him. His skin no longer fought against him. His wounds had been salved, the deeper ones bandaged. He imagined his hair had been washed as well, for the maddening itch was absent, but he could not reach to touch it, as his hands were bound to the bed he lay on, as was his waist and ankles. Leather belts, tight but not strangling. It was clear he was not meant to leave. 

			In addition, the rage of his body was now quiet. He had no desperate hunger nor thirst, only a normal calling that comes with the long hours of a restful night’s sleep. He guessed they must have somehow fed him, given him drink.

			Besides the orb, there was only forest. He could detect no people, nobody guarding him, no foragers. From his days of following, he assumed they were all inside the largest orb, probably still asleep, probably soon waking. 

			With no way to leave, the Young Man lay back, closed his eyes, listened to the forest. He needed to know where he stood. He focused on its morning song: much of it the same as it had been, its natural thrum threaded with an undercurrent of upset. He felt it in the breath of the breeze that carried with it the concern of the trees. He felt it in the nuance of the bird calls, tones falling apart by mere fractions. He felt it in the buzz and hum of the insects, their rhythm now backwards, now sideways. He felt it in the heartbeats of the animals, an agitation that confused and offset them. He let himself ride within it, making sure it was not a mistake. There was a rebellion within the woods. An infection that was causing its guts a roiling sickness. The forest had been doing its best to endure, but the Young Man knew it was failing. Despite the uprising of its inhabitants at the intruders, the stubborn forest was holding fast to its goal; it not only wanted to destroy him, but the group he longed to become a part of, leading them round and round until death. It did not want its plaything to leave, even if that meant everything that made it what it was—plant, insect, animal—unmade it. It was clear from the forest’s morning song; it was willing to wreck itself in the wrecking of them all.

			If there was any chance for him to get them out of the forest, he would have to act now. He needed to find a way. He wanted to have an answer should the woman who wore the same skin as Miss Zella, as himself, ask it again.
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			It was not long after he had read the forest that a seam parted and a robed figure birthed itself from the orb. 

			A sliding sound preceded the opening: zipper-like, but dull. In the early quiet, it immediately drew the Young Man’s attention, and he braced himself for what would emerge.

			He watched as one of the seams swelled, then split, releasing a white-robed figure from within. It emerged, rear first, then legs, then arms. But as it backed out and away, the arms did not come free, they remained inside, their length pulled and pulled from the orb until the set of hands slipped out, their weight—no longer supported by the firm squeeze of the opening—plopped them against the ground. The Young Man watched as the arms slowly bent themselves at hidden joints, back and back until they piled close to the bulk of the small figure. It was only then he remembered the stacked children, the screams, the wrapping of those arms around him. 

			The robed figure turned towards him and, as he watched, a small, different set of arms pushed through an opening at the chest level. The hands then reached up and removed the hood, revealing the face of a little girl. A mess of white hair framing a face pale with a blush of pink; and eyes so dark they seemed completely black stared back at him. The small set of arms continued the disrobing: untying, opening until the outer garment fell free, sliding to the ground around the children’s singular set of feet and piled arms. The little girl body standing quiet in a simple blue dress shaded sky soft. 

			

			The Young Man studied the creature before him. It was two girls as one. The larger whole of the creature was the white-haired girl who had a span of arms that could envelop three to four strong, evenly spaced trees. Out of her chest rose another young girl with black hair in small, thick patches, olive skin and eyes so light they looked almost blank. This darker girl was a stem, halved at the breastbone. She jutted forward out of her sibling’s chest at an angle. She had her small arms raised up with her hands around her sister’s neck so that she could remain upright, perhaps so she could see him clearly. The two gazed at him with an expression that he felt might match his own.

			The stacked girls stared at the Young Man. When the lighter one started giggling, the darker one removed her hand from her sister’s neck and covered her sister’s mouth: a simultaneous action. Then the darker one joined her mirth, turning her head to stifle her impudence into her sister’s shoulder.

			When they calmed, the darker one whispered a command easily deciphered in the still morning quiet: 

			“Touch him, Morningside.”

			The light sister giggled again, then, with no grace, one arm began a slow crawling, the hand leading the way. It crept along the ground, pulled along by the small fingers, but also propelled along from its length, behind. As the joints were reached, they lifted, then unfolded, a broken, hinged snake making its way to where the Young Man was strapped. 

			He shivered at its approach.

			In the moment before one last unfolding brought the girls’ hand to his skin a stern voice came from behind the orb: 

			“Girls!”

			The two that were one froze, faces fallen. The hand that was on its way to his skin stopped, then lazily retracted, curling back to the place beside its host like a shamed dog.

			The two that were one looked to where the Young Man couldn’t see.

			“Sorry, sir,” their voices a beautiful harmony.

			

			“Why is it you are outside before the others? You know better,” the voice scolded. “Go now. Begin your morning assignments, and girls, post your robe!”

			“Yes, sir.” Again, together. Again, a song. They bent, and the darker one picked up their robe, then they turned and walked past where he lay, eyes downcast, their length of arms trailing behind.

			After they passed, the Young Man braced himself.
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			“My apologies for Morning and Eveningside’s curiosity; they are both very young and, I’m afraid, Morningside is as persuadable as Eveningside is mischievous, so between them, they are prone to getting into trouble. We are only so lucky the weight of their arms keeps them from getting too far, too fast from camp, or we would be faced with even more we’d have to be after them for.”

			At this, the robed man smiled while shaking his head, giving a quick chuckle. The Young Man sensed much affection in the man’s tone, and it eased him, unwinding the sickening tension he had held ever since the man had stepped from behind the curve of the orb.

			He had never seen anyone like this before, even with the many dozens of uncles who had been brought through his many homes and the varieties collected by his mother. In size, this man was a broomstick: a body so tall and thin, the robe hung from him the same way it hung from the sticks they were placed on when not in use. At his appearance the Young Man immediately thought of the scarecrows that would crux the different fields he’d tend to when he belonged to the chain of the old women. In addition to his almost skeletal frame, the man’s skin was the same color as his robe: a marble tone that pushed the contrast of his facial features forward, making his face seem to float from within the oval of the hood’s edges. As the man approached and removed his hood, it revealed that he was completely hairless, his head, his eyebrows, jaw, even eyelashes all bald. Everything smooth and white. A statue. 

			

			“I apologize for your bindings; we need your help and had to make sure you wouldn’t leave when your strength returned, and from the look of it, it seems that it has.” The man smiled. “I’m glad. When the girls found you, you were on the verge of crossing over. Our caretaker, Violet, nursed you these last three days. How long were you following us?”

			With this the man stared at the Young Man for a moment, awaiting a reply. When he realized none was forthcoming, he continued.

			“That’s fine. No need to answer. I understand you might be mute. The others told me . . . no matter. I’m just glad you’ve made such great progress.”

			The man paused, took a deep breath, then released it. His gaze was somewhere farther than the wall of trees they stood inside, seeing something only visible to him. The man gathered himself before addressing the Young Man once more.

			“We are a troupe. A carnival of sorts. It is a community, a family—if you will—and my position is, well, the father of this . . . family. Our lives are spent travelling from town to town, city to city, where we set up our tents and perform for those who are looking to escape their day-to-day lives for a small window of time. As you can see now, we are lost.” He hung his head and said, quietly, “I have failed them.”

			There was a grief in his words that made the Young Man feel for him. He could see the man’s slim frame sag with a heavy weight. 

			“They have not directly conveyed their distress, but I see it in their eyes. I hear it when they report on our dwindling supplies, and when the children ask their parents when they will see buildings again. They have kept a brave face, but I know that after the two weeks spent in this forest that was to be only a day’s travel, they are worried.” He paused. 

			“I am worried.”

			He began to pace. The measure was slow, reflective. The Young Man thought maybe he was trying to collect himself. It was obvious he took great responsibility for this family and their well-being. The emotion in his speech was thick. 

			

			After a moment, he approached where the Young Man lay and crouched next to him. Putting a hand on the edge of the Young Man’s cot, he continued.

			“This is why I’ve had you kept here. We are not prone to these types of measures. Our troupe is, for the most part, a peaceful one. For the last few days we knew we had a follower and became vigilant. We didn’t know what you might be after. We needed to be safe.”

			“You came to us with your dark, weathered skin, your wild hair and the small pack you had filled with various edibles, so we assumed you are an inhabitant of this forest. I wanted to keep you in the hope you could lead us out of this never-ending wood. We . . .” He halted, looked down, then back at the Young Man. His eyes held a new intensity.

			“We have beasts inside. They are the everything of our show. They are going hungry. If we don’t find our way out soon, they will die, and with them the future of our troupe. Of this family. I’m asking you, as a father to so many children, can you help us find our way out of this forest?”

			The Young Man could only give one answer, even if he felt unsure about it. All of what was inside him wanted to help this man, so tender with concern for his people. A leader that would squat and plead with someone as insignificant as him, a stranger, in order to save them. 

			He nodded.

			The man’s body crumpled, as it released the tremendous weight it had been harboring. 

			“Thank you,” he replied, in a trembling voice. “Thank you. My name is Terminus and I welcome you to our family.”
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			After so many days of following, of seeing and hearing but not participating, it was surreal to the Young Man to be among the orb folk while they went about their morning routine. He had been placed inside a painting he had spent weeks looking at.

			There was the usual bustle, although it was less spirited. He assumed it was due to his presence. After Terminus had unbound him, he sat quietly near the edge of one of the orbs—its size and lingering warmth a sheltering protector—and watched as each member exited the orb, removed and poled their robes. Children handing their robes to the adults so that they could hang them onto the poles for them, as it would be a few years before they would be tall enough to do it themselves. As each of the orb folk caught sight of the Young Man, they halted, faltered, then scurried away fearful, wary of this new face amongst them. 

			As much as he had waited for this moment, he was the outsider this group already knew him to be. His goal to become part of a family again had not yet been reached. How could he have believed that by simply appearing he would be embraced? The Young Man thought that if he could help them exit the forest there would be a greater chance they would accept him. He had read the forest, knew it was sick, knew it needed this group removed in order to heal. He would have to find a way. 

			The Young Man’s stomach rumbled while their breakfast was served. The bowls were passed down the long tables that were filled with seated members ready to eat. Each one passed to the next, then the next, until all were busy putting spoon to lips. Some heads turned his way, then back into whispered discussions. He looked down at his hands, which were twining in between his folded legs, wished he could run into the woods, hide as he had before.

			As he continued his downward focus, feet appeared before him and he lifted his head just enough so that his eyes could continue the rest of the way. It was the woman Terminus had called Violet. The one with matching skin. 

			“Hello, darling. Feeling better?” Her voice was full of smiles. She lowered a bowl to him. “Here you go. Eat up. You need your strength. I wish it was more, but we’re rationing now; this is all we can spare.”

			The Young Man took the bowl while holding her gaze. Such warmth in a woman felt like mothering felt like what he thought must be love was turning him around inside. Part of him wanted to cower or run while another part wanted her to hold him, rock him like an infant.

			“That’s a good boy. You eat up now.” She nodded at him, approvingly, then turned and walked back to the tables.

			The food was some sort of sweet cornmeal dish: plain and simple, but the warmth of it in his mouth was bliss. He closed his eyes, enjoying every mouthful, savoring the yellow porridge’s heat warming a path to his stomach, where it filled him in a beautiful way. 

			He would help these people. He would find a way to make the forest let them go, and, more importantly, let him go, so that, in doing so, he might become a member of Terminus’s family.

			The introduction came just as breakfast was ending. Without fanfare, Terminus jumped onto one of the long tables. The group automatically quieted.

			“Good morning,” he started, to which the group replied in turn. This Terminus was different, the Young Man thought. In just these two words he heard a different man, saw a different man. There was an authority in his greeting that hadn’t been present when he had addressed him alone, so vulnerably, in the early morning. Now unrobed, his thin frame tall in a light blue work shirt and brown trousers, he seemed less husk and more figure. His great height atop the table made him a tower. If the sun was a full bright behind him right now, the Young Man thought, he would look a god.

			“As you all must be aware of by now, we have a new person among us.” When many heads turned to look at him, he dropped his own, overwhelmed by the sudden attention. 

			“Quite simply, this young man has agreed to guide us out of the forest. I expect you to welcome him and treat him as you would any other member of our family. Now, please begin the stowing away and ready yourselves for transport.”

			The group responded in unison with “Ho!” and quickly began the breaking down.

			As the group busied the Young Man watched, wishing he could help, but it seemed such a clockwork he felt if he offered it would set things out of balance. Instead, he decided he would distance himself from the group. He needed to prepare himself. He had never been a leader before. 

			While he made his way, he noticed the others’ attention and felt it would be wise to stay where he could be seen so as not to arouse a suspicion that he might flee. He set himself at the base of the largest tree he could find that was still within the borders of the encampment and closed his eyes.

			He awoke to the rising of the orbs. In his new proximity, he could see the initiator of the calling was Terminus himself. 

			The robed linked to the orbs repeated his shouts of “Ho!” and the giant white globes lifted from the ground with ease. 

			Once they were airborne, Terminus strode towards the Young Man, who stood to meet him.

			“Please,” he said, with a sweep of his arm at the forest around them. “Lead us.” 
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			Not knowing any better way, the Young Man led the family in the same path as the sun. His thought was that the sun managed to escape every evening and perhaps it was as wise a choice as any to hope there would be a way for them as well. Plus, he had no better plan. But by day’s end the sun had escaped, and they had not. With the forest still thick around them, the Young Man felt a failure. As the group made camp, the hand of Terminus found his shoulder—caved and bent—gripped, then released it, and continued his walk within the work of the group. The supportive gesture made the Young Man feel even lower than he had minutes previously. He had let them down. Now he understood the heft of the weight that crushed Terminus, this family so dependent on his guidance.

			Each day a distance was kept between the Young Man and the people of the orbs. As they travelled, he led in front, visited occasionally by Terminus, who would simply join his side and walk silently beside him, eventually dropping back to mark time with the others, keeping their spirits up with the initiation of a song or engaging them with a light story or kind word. During mealtime he sat among them but, apart from Morningside and Eveningside, he was still left completely alone. 

			The girls, while shy, were daring. Each meal they sat across from him. Perhaps due to some feeling of claim, having been the ones to find him sprawled on the bank of that chunked once-stream. The Young Man would marvel at the way they worked so well together. Eveningside, with her short arms, handled the food via spoon or fork, fed them both while their yards of less useful arms hung beside them, piled under the bench. At least once during a meal, the girls would creep one hand beneath the table, tickle his leg and giggle at his startle.

			At night when the group robed themselves and made their way inside, the Young Man would remain outside on the cot he’d been given. The forest went from being alive with the family’s evening commune to an exacerbated empty with the quiet left in their leaving. No sounds could be heard from within the orb. It was as if the skin of the orb was not one of some sort of heavy fabric but of inch-thick iron. The Young Man’s imagination spun with thoughts of what could be inside: another world, a massive hall, smaller orbs that housed each member, a basement, deep and caverned. He thought of the beasts that Terminus said lived inside; wondered if they were creatures familiar or more wondrous, exotic. It was within this parade of thoughts he’d lose himself to sleep each night, the curiosity of the orb’s internal workings preferable to his mounting feelings of failure and worry of how he would help them escape the captivity of the forest. 

			It went on like this for two more singular days and one doubled night. When the second moon rose after the first set, Terminus came to him and asked, “Is this the night doubling as the sun had?” to which the Young Man nodded. “Alright,” he responded. “Let our people rest through it. Save our energy. Save our rations.” He sent the stronger members to hunt, hoping in the cool of the night it would be less to bear for them. They came back empty, as the Young Man knew they would; the forest was past all mercy. He knew he must act quickly or they would not last much more.

			On the morning after the doubled night, the Young Man read the forest and, in it, found a much deeper sickness, even more so than before. It was still evident in the discord of its dwellers, but now the forest was festered with a rabid madness. Its investment in imprisoning both himself and the orbs was slowly driving it insane and, in turn, weakening its life. The Young Man saw its crazed stubbornness as a black tunnel it could no longer see outside of. He knew he must find a way to reach through its blindness, find the place within it that once loved him. 

			He had only one idea and for this, his decision to finally speak. He walked amidst the group’s morning activities until he found Terminus and motioned for him to follow. The Young Man led him out of the range of the orbs until they reached a place where the group’s commotion was merely a hum. 

			A nervous hesitation prefaced his words. His feet shuffled, stopped. His eyes met those of Terminus, then away, then back. Then, the Young Man collected himself, drew a clean breath from the forest’s blighted air, and staring directly into the eyes of Terminus, spoke.

			“I need to be alone with the forest.”

			The surprise of hearing the Young Man’s voice was worn all over Terminus’s face. He had to prevail over his own hesitation before answering.

			“Of course, my son. Of course.”

			The Young Man walked through the trees with the words “my son” lingering in his ears. Suddenly, thoughts of his dresser—the one shuttled from house to house to house, the one with the eight paltry markings he had made in it for the times his mother had called him “son,” his keeper of little boy secrets—rustled through him, and a sadness welled his eyes for such a simple acknowledgement his mother could barely give. 

			Terminus had brought a new count. A new number he now marked inside his heart. It would be carried with him always, not on something shuttled and left. Inside him, a new uplifting. A wellspring of joy now ammunition against the trepidation of what he was about to attempt. This singular idea of how to free them that, if unsuccessful, would leave him at a loss as to what to do next. This simple word, this “son,” bringing a courage that in these days of wandering had been long lost. He whispered it as he went. It fueled him.

			When a small hillside rose beside him, a thick tree with laddered limbs perched on top, he went to it. Had the forest created this for him? Did it know his plan? Was it a begging? Was it a trap? The Young Man had no time to fret about these wonderings. He was

			a son

			a son

			a son

			who needed to free his father, his chance at a family. He climbed.

			At the top of the hill, at the top of the tree, the Young Man could see nothing but forest. The green was endless. He was adrift. With this witness he knew they were meant to never leave. Their fate was to wander, starve and die. The forest had grown past any borders he had once been able to see. In his cave and treetop homes there were always edges to the wood; distant mountains, seas, cities; signatures of egress. This new view had none of those. The forest had become the sky.

			a son

			a son

			a son

			He settled. Filled himself with the feeling from the mark Terminus had carved in him. For what he was about to do, he needed to be buried in it. He took himself back, re-felt the rescue of the forest. How its caretaking transformed him from a piece of waste, disposed of, dismissed, to a thriving being of worth. A Young Man that finally believed he needed only himself to survive. He sat inside this remembering until every bit of him cradled with love for his captor. Moving from there, he began the painting.

			Eyes open, he called the wildflowers. From four directions they came: arcing and graceful. Each string a blur of color, the mix of blooms a mosaic. They met above him, an X in the sky. He held it there, waited.

			It did not take long. The forest’s attention manifested as a shaking. It began a throaty rumble that resonated from inside the earth, to the surface, to the laddered tree, where it rattled his perch as a seizure. As quick as it came, it quieted. When the Young Man felt it waiting, he continued.

			Before, the flower-play was one of frolic, a way for him to be entertained by something outside of himself. There was little meaning in his designs, every scape a simplicity. This time, it was one of creation, intent. 

			His painting told the story of his short life. The blossoms twisted themselves into the black of his mother’s many games, harsh and evil; then they slapped the sky, becoming uncles and uncles full of force and fist, then confettied into his pup, his bee; colors vibrant and glowing as he remembered the things he first truly loved, that first loved him. The Young Man lost himself in the making, in the unburying. His emotions unhinged, flooded his face in sob and crush. All his suffering cringed against the sky for the forest to follow. Now the bearded blood-hole, now the thumping club, now the wandering, now the line of old ladies, then, the forest’s swallowing, painted with a fanfare, reflective and embracing. 

			It was then the forest remembered. The Young Man felt it soften, then—as it had before—it joined the creating, streaming petals to paint its own memories: the Young Man running through its wooded paths, swinging on its offered vines, cautioned away from its dangers and lying, asleep on its Platform Rock. 

			The Young Man watched what it brought forth, and wept for what they had shared, what it had helped him become. He felt the forest realize the same, and then it removed its petals, left the blooms the Young Man had brought, gave him back the brush.

			He had broken through.

			Seizing its clarity, the Young Man enlarged the sky, thickened the flowers with swell until nothing could be seen through their strength. In this mask he mirrored the forest itself. Let it see what it had made itself become. Hoped it felt the same sense of entrapment. When he sensed its comprehension, he turned the blend of color to a singular sky blue, and through it, threaded a path of green, thick and soft-curved, slicing the mirror through the middle. On this emerald path, he drew seven white orbs and moved them along its turns to its mouth that flooded out of the endless blue and into clear space.

			Having sent his final message, the Young Man released the flowers and they floated down from the sky, falling like snow, swaying like feathers. Through their colored drift, he saw the forest retract its expanse; watched it shrink until it left a shallow radius, borders visible once more. Then, through the woods that remained, a path split, the same soft curve from his painting.

			It had worked. The forest had released them.
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			The final walk through the forest took the remainder of the day. The path that had been provided was an ample width, which made the movement of the orbs uncomplicated; no longer did they have to navigate the widest ways between the trees or, in the denser spots, raise them over the treetops like giant balloons. The easy traversing brought a liveliness to the troupe that had been stifled for many days. The path instilled a hope their usual forays never had. They knew this time was different, and when they finally broke free from the forest, it proved it was.

			A cheer erupted from the group when before them lay only green fields. Behind them, a line of trees that stretched as far as they could see on either side; a fortress they had just been freed from. 

			Despite the approaching nightfall, they walked long enough through the fields until only the tops of the trees were visible before setting down and making camp. It was unspoken, but the Young Man knew Terminus did not want any chance the forest would grow and swallow them once again. 
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			By the time the orbs had been filled and floated and the third town was a small blur behind them, two months had passed since they had been released from the forest and for the first time the Young Man finally felt a true member of the orb folk’s family. No longer was he an outsider, a curious wild thing found half breathing on a stream bed. The Young Man had proven himself not only with leading the group out of the forest, but every day thereafter. In freeing them from the forest the barrier that had separated the Young Man from the group sprung a hearty chink that collapsed and crumbled its solidity until nothing between them remained. 

			The group had been so long together its machine ran with precision and harmony. Each person had their place in its workings: groups for food and water, for loading/unloading, for gathering supplies, for setting up/tearing down, for performance, for beast handling, for demonstration, for cleaning and sanitation. It was a process the Young Man witnessed in awe. Such a weaving! Everyone moved with such purpose, yet the mood was loose and good-natured. These people loved their labors. 

			Terminus seemed to be everywhere at once, helping, asking, assisting, directing. The Young Man saw how the group depended on him. His presence was one of command, yet gentle at the same time. Never harsh-worded, only stern, only when necessary. A good father. 

			At first, all the Young Man could do was watch. He did not want to corrupt their system. Where could he join? He began by helping wherever he could, gathering water, cleaning, assisting in unloading or setting up. Always the smallest parts of each task, the others observing his skills or lack of. He was still unsettled, a new cog finding its place, and knowing this, the group let him float among the duties, assessing his proficiency to determine where best he would benefit the all. 

			Eventually, through unexpected events, the Young Man would find two places within the machine, one in TwoFour’s tethering crew—the team that set up and tore down camp—and the other a life-changing position. One that would set him forth on a destined path.
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			In the realm of carnivals, theirs was a small one. While other carnivals boasted thrill rides, bounties of festive food and a multitude of games with fantastic prizes beneath multicolored tents, theirs had only a handful of these things, rides excluded. Where their carnival shined was in its mystique and the quality of the attractions within. 

			After a town had been prospected (Terminus sent a scouting party ahead of the troupe to determine the best location for their base and to map the best route through town to achieve maximum exposure), they would ready themselves for entry. Every stay commenced with a march through each targeted town. The preparation began when the town was in sight. Before passage was made, the players (those who performed) would dress in their glittered outfits while the rest would don their robes. One or two beasts were brought out, caged and lifted onto dazzled carts. The overall effect was magical; the pristine white of the orbs and the robed created a sheer background that further emphasized the already bright spectacle of the dancing, leaping players and the beasts alongside them. 

			Terminus always made sure their arrival came just after nightfall when the streetlights were lit and families were sitting back with full bellies bumping against their dinner tables, houses quiet; all conversation having already been spent between forkfuls of food and hearty swallows of drink. The lull, a perfect pause for a mystical appearance.

			The magnificent luminosity of the orbs announced their arrival, their glow falling unfamiliar against windowpanes, which drew the people to the street. There, they would be enraptured by first the floating, glowing globes and then the glitz and song of Terminus and the players calling out to them, heralding their location and promises of more to come if only the townspeople would take a small portion out of their day-to-day lives to pay them a visit. A commitment that if they would willingly take a chance at elevating themselves, they could reach a level where they might question everything they’d come to know of their world. Loud promises of mystery and entertainment if only they would take the time to trade an afternoon of their pedestrian life for a temporary escape into an experience of more than they ever thought possible. A deluge of provocations so seductive, so enticing, the decision to visit the carnival was made within each spectator before they’d even verbalized it.

			The march always enchanted and created a fervent buzz that enveloped the town, driving to them a ready audience.

			Under their white tents, the group created wonder. From the smaller ones that housed the food and games, to the sideshow and the enormous performance tent, each one bestowed an allure that mesmerized its visitors. The goal of every worker was to impart a marked impression on each and every patron, whether it be with a friendly wink and a smile, a kind word or silly song. The workers made sure to connect in some small way with their customers.

			Violet and her team of ladies known as The Sweets ran the food tent where the standard carnival fare was served: corn-battered hot dogs fried on sticks, deep-fried potatoes, pickles and dough. Fresh lemonade and iced tea ladled into mason jars served with red-and-white-striped straws. But the main focus of the food tent was not these basic items, it was the sweets. The sugary concoctions dominated the space, placed everywhere and in such an array that it was captivating to all who entered. Baskets of treats in rainbow colors in so many different shapes it was hard to find a duplicate. Every sort of animal and flower was represented. Cookies and cakes in the form of cars, boats, trees, houses. Some even in the shape of other foods! Candies that twisted like spilled spaghetti, pastel clouds of cotton candy, apples covered with caramel, fudge, candy and nuts. Lollipops in every shape and size, run like fence posts throughout the tables. Caramel popcorn shaped and colored decorated the booths like sculpture. Parents and children alike were in awe of the scope and variety. It was truly a wonderland. 

			The games tent was run by an older but spry gentleman by the name of Cornelius. With his salt-and-pepper hair slicked back against his head, donning a pair of overalls in a ridiculous shade of green, he would walk through the crowd repeating a singsong refrain; a bouncy tune that gave challenge to play the games and chorused a pledge of prizes and a good time. Having overseen the game tent for many years, Cornelius knew just the thing to say in order to goad the customers into buying tickets. From a father with a pleading child to a man with his best gal, he broke them all in such an unassuming way they were convinced they came to the decision of their own volition. The Young Man was enamored with Cornelius’s verbal charms. How, unbeknownst to each visitor, simply by using just a few choice, well-practiced phrases, he controlled them like a skillful puppeteer, lifting their strings until they were compelled to dig for their wallets. It was seamless. But no matter the prodding, Terminus never wanted the patrons to feel cheated, so the games, while tricky, were winnable, and the prizes reasonable and fair.

			Every carnival had a sideshow. Most of them consisted of malformed things in jars usually claiming to be something they were not—humans in irregular sizes, very tall, very short, very fat, very thin, and every so often, a handful of preserved animals that featured extra appendages, heads, tails, legs. Some carnivals would advertise human “freaks,” but most were manipulated: a half-woman, half-man manufactured using clever makeup and dress, a lady bearded with an expert use of adhesive and barber shavings, etc. Rarely were there any true freaks, which was where their sideshow stood out. Their sideshow had only one thing. Their sideshow had the girls.

			Morningside and Eveningside were accepting of their differences. Their stacked existence was all they had ever known. The Young Man had yet to be fully told of the girls’ origins—he sensed a mystery behind it—knowing their only family first and foremost was the carnival. 

			

			Despite the group’s acceptance, Terminus knew the rest of the world would see them through different eyes, ones not as gracious as their own. For this reason, the tent was constructed in such a way that the crowd could see and hear the girls, but the girls could not see the crowd, a one-way mirror. All visitors who paid for entry were told that only kind words would be tolerated, and any hurtful words or curses would result in immediate expulsion from the tent. They were at too young an age to be made to feel a spectacle. The girls were aware they were being viewed and knew the reasons why; they were made more special than any other and the world wanted to experience such a treasure. The girls, knowing everyone in the troupe must have a contribution, knew this was theirs, and that it was an important one, so they did not question. In fact, they felt a pride. His plan was, in time, to do away with the mirror, have the girls face the crowd directly. He did not want to shelter them from what he knew they would face until the end of their days, he just wanted them to develop a strength first, so when the time came, they wouldn’t be easily torn down.

			Their viewings were always monitored. Usually by Terminus, whose exceptional frame and hairless white was itself a sideshow, added to the allure. Eventually, as the affection between the girls and the Young Man grew, he would fill in for Terminus, ready to ensure nothing unfavorable was inflicted on his young friends.

			The girls’ performance was simply play. The space behind the mirror was a cross between a child’s bedroom and a playground. On one side there was a swing, a slide and a tricycle. On the other, a bed covered in stuffed animals and dolls, a toy box and a small table with two equally small chairs. These furnishings were only available to the girls while the carnival was in operation, so their enthusiasm for these playthings was abundant and genuine and when on display, they played until exhausted. 

			The clear attraction of the girls was in their movements, how they used—or didn’t use—the length of their arms, and how and when they used their smaller ones. One of the activities that received the most enjoyment from viewers was when the girls pushed themselves on the swing. Eveningside’s smaller arms holding on to the chains while Morningside’s longer arms propelled them, her fists and excess joints braced against the ground; their span lengthening, extending and retracting in the girls’ to and fro. Also fascinating were their contrasting likenesses, dark against light housed in the same being, a human eclipse. As they went about their play the patrons were always mesmerized, not only because of the girls’ striking appearance and the deformity of their body, but in the beautiful harmony of their voices. When speaking, their tones layered and blended like a song, and when in song, they sounded like angels. The Young Man had observed the more tenderhearted guests, women and aged men, brought to tears when the girls serenaded themselves.

			Morningside and Eveningside were the carnival’s second most popular attraction. Their leading attraction, by far, was the beasts.

			Exotic animals were not typically a feature of carnivals; circuses, yes, but not carnivals. Having the beasts is what set them apart. While circuses usually displayed only lions and tigers, Terminus’s carnival had a variety: Bobcat, Ocelot, Lynx, Jaguarundi, Jaguar, Snow Leopard, Lion, Cheetah, Siberian Tiger, Cougar, Mountain Lion, Black Panther; twelve felines in all. All raised together, all trained together by Terminus himself. Tremendously fierce to everyone and everything except each other and their master. Kept individually in cages that circled the main performance ring, the big cats were a magnetic framing to the acts that came before. Their random growls and roars throughout the show built an incredible suspense. A further whetting of the crowd’s building appetite. 

			When the time came for their performance, they were a sight to behold. Before their release, a steel cage was erected around the ring; then, when it was secure, the cats were let out one by one. The beautiful array of their divergent sizes and pelts coalesced as oils on canvas and rendered their exploits almost dreamlike. Their mixed breeds working together in harmony an aberration of nature manifested before the crowd’s very eyes. A primal power held in check by the command of the skeletal man at their helm. The beasts’ finale was a spectacular ending to a worthy show. No visitor ever left the carnival less than thrilled.

			The Young Man loved all the players. The talented dancers, acrobats and thrill acts that paved the way to the finale impressed him to no end. Watching Terminus command such beautiful and dangerous beasts, creatures he never knew existed, continually took his breath away each time he witnessed it, which was many. In his sheltered life the Young Man had never seen such things, and to now be immersed in their world each day, a part of such wonder, it was dreamlike. But out of all the incredible acts, the one that chilled his marrow, the one that he could not comprehend, the one act that rattled him throughout was the magician.

			In his entire life, he had never seen anyone else do what he could. This secret thing he locked away for fear its unleashing would bring a punishment against him demonstrated so flagrantly by this man! This man shouted it! To crowds! Whose response was not condemnation, but applause! The Young Man had never been more confused, conflicted, baffled. What was this . . . magician?

			He knew the man, of course. Every face in the troupe was a familiar one. Even if you did not speak to each member, there was no one that was a stranger. This man was quiet, hardworking, but in no way distinct among the members. So, when the Young Man first witnessed his performance as “magician” he was taken completely aback. How could this man stand before so many people and reveal his Otherness as if it were something that could be shared with the world? As his tricks progressed, the Young Man felt horrified and confused at the same time. The faces in the crowd were not of anger or fear, they were of delight and fascination. He searched the faces of the troupe members and not one of them seemed aghast or shocked. Everybody was treating his performance as a natural thing. How could this be? The Young Man was at a loss. He needed to know more. He needed to learn.
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			It was after six months of travelling with the group that Terminus granted the Young Man a robe.

			“The waiting period has been well reached,” he explained. “You have served the troupe well and have become a valued member. Your position on TwoFour’s tethering crew has been more than beneficial. Tomorrow night, we will have the robing ceremony and, with it, your entry into the orbs. Too long you’ve been sleeping outside, yes?”

			The Young Man could only nod and blush with smile. This one separation had been gnawing at him these many months. They had never addressed it with him, so he had never questioned; he was not one of many words, and rarely felt deserving of anything more than what he was subjected to, what he had to endure. This news elated him in new ways. 

			Within one day’s time he would finally see inside the orbs!

			He had long imagined the inner landscape of each orb. Throughout the troupe’s journeys from town to town, the unloading, setting up, dismantling and loading, the Young Man knew each orb held a purpose. The largest orb housed the members while on the road and, in the dismantling, it became their main performance tent. This meant that during the carnival runs—usually three to four days—the members would divide themselves between two of the emptied equipment and supply orbs at night. The ones that did not fit or wanted to lie underneath the stars would sleep outside in a cluster of cots, the rest working in rotating teams as security for their camp. One of the orbs was strictly for beasts, used both day and night to house them. The three remaining, emptied orbs were converted into smaller tents that showcased the carnival’s games, food and sideshow.

			The orbs, once emptied, were deflated and formed into the tents. After his join with TwoFour’s tethering crew, he was more than eager to investigate the material and quick volunteered to help with the assembly: elevating and stabilizing the metal “ribs” while others layered and fed the strangely malleable orb fabric over the framing until the entirety could be hoisted and secured. The material felt like a heavy canvas, but with an odd spongy quality to it. The part of him that housed the Morethan felt within it a candle’s wick of intelligence, an ethereal energy dynamic held inside its threads. Is that what made it able to float?

			In the years the Young Man would spend with the troupe, he would never find out the orbs’ true construct or origin. Terminus, after so many years of indulging innumerous questions from countless townsfolk about their magnificence, would simply continue the mystery, only saying, “Come to the show and find out for yourselves.” But, of course, when they arrived, no explanation was ever given; the wonderment of the carnival took over, distracted.

			The Young Man enjoyed this mystery, and so never sought explanation.

			After a celebratory meal and an evening of music and dancing, the Young Man was presented his robe.

			The ceremony was simple. It segued easy, as conversation does: One minute the group was merrymaking; the next, Terminus had made space amidst the dancers, his own body moving with the music as he did so. A circle spread around him, all hands clapping. Terminus finished his playful shuffle, bowed with a grin, then held up his hand indicating silence. 

			“May I please have our lovely Violet, and the gentleman of the hour, join me in the circle?”

			The group cheered, clapped as both made their way to Terminus’s side. Violet held in her hands a small white bundle.

			“As you all know, the orbs keep us safe. They are our trustworthy steeds and silent showmen; in turn, they must have the same trust in us.” Terminus put his hand on the Young Man’s shoulder and continued.

			

			“Over these past six months, beginning with delivering us from the endless forest, this Young Man has gained our trust. He has proven himself a hard worker and dedicated member of our troupe. His foreperson, TwoFour, has spoken to me personally, expressing how the newest and youngest member has been a great boon to his team. He is more than worthy of joining the safety and comfort of the orbs, so that is why, tonight”—Terminus paused, taking the robe from Violet’s arms—“I am pleased to present him with his very own robe. May you keep it poled and filth-free and may you wear it very, very well.” 

			The crowd cheered as Terminus handed his robe to the Young Man, who pulled it against his chest, tucking his face into it to hide not only his overly enthusiastic smile, but the sheen of tears that had come unexpectedly along with it. 

			That night, newly robed, the Young Man fell in line behind the others and, when his turn came, pushed himself into an orb for the first of many times. 
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			Losing few members, gaining just as much: Terminus kept their core. He did not see purpose in adding outsiders unless essential. A precise balance he held firm to, as to him, it was chemistry. Terminations were made only if it was determined the individual was a threat to the whole. Additions always well analyzed before being decided upon; new members had to be more than a benefit to the group. Everything scrutinized—it was a family, after all. 

			The long-timers, such as Violet, Cornelius and the less public yet highly integral family members who had been there long before the man, stayed strong. These were fixtures. How they gathered and treated all as family, as blood. 

			Violet—the mother of them all—spread herself as such among the group. This was not a calculated positioning, but rather her fostering nature, the act of which brought to her this beloved reverence. With her radiating such a genuine essence, everyone felt her favorite, but they all knew: First and foremost in her heart were The Sweets. 

			The Sweets, a group of women, spread old and young, who—in Violet and in the carnival—had become found. Each of them once lost, now at home. Their needs understood and claimed by Violet, for she too had been one of them in what she referred to as “The Before.” It was nothing she freely spoke about, yet within the workspace of The Sweets, it was known. Long hours, laboring as one, seeped stories both shared and unspoken. Every one of The Sweets had lived a segment of one another’s lives. This fact, what made their union stone.

			

			Every Before was different, yet the same. Some brought Befores of brothers, cousins and uncles who’d eaten pieces of girlhood with greed; gristle, bone and blood thick on chiseled chins and chests. There were some Befores of fathers who took things from daughters. Things that fathers were never meant to take. Most Befores were of lovers who became husbands who became monsters. 

			The common thread: men. The common garment: women. The Sweets, as one, had lived them all and shared them now, together.

			Collected across the years and miles were these women. Something in the mystique of the carnival called to them, a savior. They were drawn to it as more than a beacon of bewitchment (as it drew everyone else), but rather as a gleaming harbor. A place where they could be swallowed and swept away, creating a new path for themselves wherein there could exist a Before.

			During every stay of the carnival, Violet’s vigilance was open and ready. It was unintentional, a state of her being. The same way a mother is constant braced for the distress of her child. In her not-hunt they appeared to her via sight or scent. She held a sense-memory that detected mad desperation, a skill unknowingly honed in her Before. Visually, it was in the way their eyes shook and darted with the pleading seek of an animal trap-stuck and bleeding. The smell was of hot agony, a sharp sourness that preceded fatal action: the acrid scent a body released as it readied itself for death. One of these cues or a combination of both set Violet to rescue. Once spotted, she corralled them, the dullest cattle ready for rope or blade. Few words needed to be spoken; the wounded fell into her easily. Her ebony skin, a soft place to fall. If paired, she separated them from whatever beast had them kept. In the chaos of the carnival at high time, it was an easy thing to do. These ones were quickly ushered, robed and orbed until the town was long behind them, along with the woman’s Before. Her darkness now buried in distance. 

			Governed as he was by his quest for balance, Terminus fought Violet’s additions, angered at how she quick-robed them; these strangers, unbalancing the orbs in the haste. After she caught the second one, he brought her to his orbspace and told her it must stop. It was then she explained to him her Before. Terminus’s displeasure turned limp. “You can collect these women, Violet, but know they must earn their keep. If we cannot earn enough to feed these more mouths, we cannot keep them.” She swore to him they would. This promise, more fuel for her tent to be fruitful. 

			The women immediately fell under Violet’s wing, working to support the food tent. Early on it was the standard fare they helped with: hot dogs, corn dogs, lemonade, pickles, popcorn, etc., both the preparation and serving of. Adept in the kitchen, the women worked in a casual harmony: their bodies and voices crisscrossing as they stirred, sifted and squeezed; a delicious dance. Violet rarely gave instruction, the ladies knew what was needed and the needs got taken care of, without argument, without struggle. When more flour was needed, more flour was fetched. When it was time to corn the dogs, the dogs got corned. Onions got sliced while tears were laughed through. Lemonade was sugared and approved by many eager mouths. Songs sprung up, the melodies fueling the work. Never songs of sadness: It was as if with this new family, the dreg of the Before had stopped its infiltrate. The women sang promise songs, songs of spring and sun. The heartbeats of which carried only upward. By the time the tent was ready to open, all bins were stocked, the lemonade vats were full and chilled, and the women were tidied and sharp. “Pretty equals profits, ladies! Don’t forget that!” Violet would tell them, her efforts always for the prosperity of the carnival. 

			Still, they were not yet The Sweets. 

			As the carnival prospered and the crowds grew, the added hands increased profits. Violet’s small tent was turned for larger. 

			“Bigger dollars, bigger space!” Terminus acclaimed one afternoon after calling Violet into his orbspace: an honor bestowed only for moments of high esteem or strong admonishment, sometimes even banishment (an event that rarely occurred, but had, in fact, happened). She had first worried when he had called her, recalling the previous time she had been requested. But knowing no wrong her or her team could’ve summoned, she went, pushing beast aside. Violet’s pride in her gaggle and their work was a glow; any reward from Terminus was revered.

			

			The night of their promotion, after their work was long done, the ladies celebrated orbside, mixing their heralded lemonade with small pours of Evershine—a heady concoction distilled by the tent-tether crew and usually not shared with (or desired by) the women. 

			When Violet requested it of Brunt, the head tetherer—a stout, roundish, older man who rarely found it important to wear shirts—he flustered, then laughed red-faced. “Why, my sweet Violet, my thoughts of you never neared a place of inebriety. What ya want it fer? Please tell me it’s a new, off-the-menu drink for boozy townsmen, will ya? Terminus know about this?” With that, another loud guffaw.

			“No, Brunt,” Violet responded with a grin, understanding his amusement, “my ladies and I have been up-tented. Terminus himself gave the order. ‘Bigger dollars, bigger space!’ he said.” There she paused and studied Brunt’s face, not wanting to miss seeing it change from teasing to taught. 

			And change, it did, in a way even more satisfying than she had hoped.

			“Eh?” he grunted, deflated, eyebrow raised. “Terminus? Up-tented, ye say?”

			“Yes. Today. In his orbspace.” Violet couldn’t help herself.

			At the word “orbspace” both of Brunt’s eyebrows raised. He’d never been called to Terminus’s orbspace. Not many had. 

			“Me and my tetherers haven’t made heard of this, aye. We’d have to wrangle the up-tent. When are we supposed to know? We cain’t just . . .”

			“I’m sure Terminus will well inform you soon enough, Brunt,” she said, interrupting his escalating rant. “It only just happened end of day. Now, please, the Evershine?” Violet asked again, giving him her most Violet smile. She was always well entertained by Brunt’s simmering grumble, easily poked into action.

			All headshake and muttering, Brunt did as she asked. Violet received the smooth glass pitcher with a small, cross-legged dip and a genuine “Thankee, sai,” a customary phrase used as a sign of respect.

			Brunt reluctantly returned Violet’s gratitude with the customary response “Grace is all mine, sai,” marking it with a very Brunt grunt before walking off in a quick huff.

			

			The telling of this tale to her ladies half-pitcher brought ground-body fits of laughter and three pairs of watered bloomers. 

			They celebrated late into the night and, come morning and every day thereafter, they couldn’t spy Brunt without giggling.

			The up-tenting drew much congratulation around camp. With kin this strong, it was not a passovered event. The ladies—of which, at this time, there were six—became especially kind-marked among the group: hats tipped, well-wished and—from some of the younger members—small-gifted with handpicked wildflowers, small wooden carvings and berry baskets. They received it with a bashful gratitude, which they then passed upward to their Violet, the one who saved them.

			That was why, when it was time for Violet to be saved, they did not hesitate.
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			Before the robe ceremony, and after, as the carnival made their way from town to town, the Young Man’s fascination with the man who shared his similar powers continued to grow. He’d not only try to catch his every performance, but he’d also go out of his way to observe him around camp, waiting to catch him using his Morethan during his daily activities, seeing if he too would choose to paint the sky. So far, there was nothing out of the ordinary that he’d observed, but still, he watched.

			The magician’s name was Sullivan, but he performed under the moniker “The Great Lafayette.” His act was comprised of simple tricks using items such as cards, colored scarves, small balls, cups and metal rings: making them disappear, reappear, change colors and so on. Sullivan’s grandest trick, the one that would close out each show, involved a white rabbit. The Great Lafayette would pull the bunny out of an empty top hat, place it onto a pedestal, cover it with a red cloth that he would then—with a few special words—make burst into a flash of flame and smoke. This would always result in shouts and shocked screams from the audience. Sullivan would quickly remedy their upset by pulling the perfectly healthy white rabbit back out of the hat to thunderous applause. 

			The Young Man, still ever curious, continued his relentless shadowing, so it was no surprise when, one day, Sullivan confronted him.

			“You got a problem, boy?”

			Startled, the Young Man shook his head and went off in another direction. He curtailed his following thereafter.

			

			Their next encounter was a much gentler one. It was on break in between towns on a day so sweltering, Terminus stopped the travels midday and had the camp set up under a grove of trees next to a nearby river. The majority of the family immediately made their way down to its banks and into its cool, while the remaining either went about their chores or another choice of recreation to fill the unexpected free time. 

			As he watched the others diving and jumping into its depths, he was reminded of his favorite swimming hole and his Platform Rock where he’d lie in the sun, alone with the forest. He felt his heart suddenly reach out for the forest and wondered if it too ever missed him. 

			At Morningside and Eveningside’s request, the Young Man began splashing around with them in the river’s shallows; the girls didn’t yet know how to swim, and he wondered, due to the shape of their body, if they ever could. A pity enveloped him then, knowing the level of peace and joy swimming had brought to his life and realizing these girls, these darlings, might never experience the same. At this, something inside him bolted and unhooked. He saw Miss Zella’s face set against that vibrant sarong; the sunhat halo; how she taught him despite her pain, her arms holding him in the water; how he felt, for the first time, belonged. The memory pushed a tear forth that he did not wipe away.

			“Girls,” he exclaimed, shooting to standing. “Today I will teach you how to swim!”

			Eyes wide and trusting they clung to him. Morningside’s yards of arms snaking around, between and through him, Eveningside’s tiny arms foregoing the safety of her sister’s neck for his as he carried them through the water, his body cocooned in limbs. 

			He started the way he remembered Miss Zella starting—with gameplay. 

			“Bounce and spin! Bounce and spin!” A game and a song in one. Water splashed against the girls’ laughter, wetting their squeals, dowsing their giggles. Each bounce, each spin quickly easing any apprehension they may have been harboring. The more they sang, the more their grips loosened, the more they let themselves sink into the sway of it, trusting. The three: a spectacle of pure joy. Others who had been swimming stopped to watch, chuckling at their twins’ giddiness and the beauty of how they loved the Young Man and how he loved them.

			When he felt they were comfortable, he switched the song to “Out and in! Out and in!” Holding the bends of arms closest to Morningside’s body and slowly pushing them away from him, and back again, singing the matching action words stretched and drawn. Letting the girls trust the space between their body and his. Pushing them out, pulling them in again, again, again . . .

			The lesson progressed to a song comprised of all four words. He sang and moved them and, as bravery won them, they sang and moved themselves, taking over the song and movement in tandem, two mouths speaking the same words, two bodies’ motions synchronized without consult: the magic of their unique connection. It was at this taking over he knew he had succeeded, for he had done the same during his lessons with Miss Zella. With that he knew he could teach them and that they would learn. Swimming would reflect differently on their body, would be its own method, but he knew he could get them there, regardless. A memory of him leaving the pool’s edge and swimming across its length on his own into Miss Zella’s waiting arms, the pride on her face his fuel, came to him then. He was excited for the day the twins would do the same, perhaps carrying that memory in a place within them warm with such things. 

			Eventually, the girls tired. Water wears hard. The Young Man brought them to shore and sat with them on a sun-warmed blanket that had been waiting for their return. Together they sat, letting the sun take their wet: the girls in front of the Young Man, his fingers pulling through their hair like a comb. 

			When the drips ceased and the sun had begun again its cruel, the Young Man walked them back to the camp, where they found Violet sitting on her own blanket—one much cooler—underneath a tree, wrapping colored candies in crinkly, bright paper. 

			

			“Well, it’s just the people I need!” she greeted, enthusiastically. “I could use every one of your hands, girls. Come help Violet wrap!”

			The girls, who adored Violet and were very aware what the tasty compensation for their labors would be, heartily agreed and skipped over to sit next to her, singing goodbye to the Young Man, who waved his response. As he walked away, he could hear their normally synchronized voices fighting to tell Miss Violet all about their river adventures, each of the girls too excited to wait for the other. He smiled. 

			With most of the population playing in the river, the camp was oddly quiet. The Young Man wandered without purpose, having taken care of his chores earlier that morning. He considered exploring the banks of the river, maybe taking a walk downstream, pretending he was once again alone in a forest that kept him there, but the stifling heat quickly deterred him. 

			Eventually, perhaps as out of habit, he found himself searching for Sullivan. He hadn’t remembered seeing him down at the river. The Young Man began to scout out the area around each orb; he didn’t bother to look inside, as he could see most of the robes were poled. Only a few poles stood naked—the ones next to the orb where the beasts were kept: their bearers probably inside tending to the cats.

			Tripping over an errant stone while making his way around an orb, the Young Man literally stumbled across Sullivan. He flailed before catching and righting himself, but it was a tremendous save; his body had catapulted in all directions, horizontal and twisted as if in seizure. In the pause to regain his composure, a hearty laughter erupted. The Young Man looked and saw Sullivan bent over in the throes of his amusement, slapping his leg.

			“I’m sorry, boy! But that was just about the clumsiest thing I’ve ever seen!”

			The Young Man blushed, looked at his feet.

			“Come on, now! Don’t feel bad. I’ve tripped over my own feet more times than the years you’ve been alive. Hey, why don’t you come over here? I need some feedback on something I’ve been working on.”

			

			The Young Man looked up. Sullivan sat on a stool under a makeshift shade, a large tarp strung between two trees. In front of him was a small table with a dark black surface. On the table was a golden goblet and a red scarf. Intrigued, the Young Man walked over.

			“Watch.”

			With quiet flourish, Sullivan performed the effect. Announcing the emptiness of the goblet, he handed it to the Young Man for further inspection. After it was examined and handed back, Sullivan set it on the table, proclaiming riches would erupt from the shine of its bowl. He then covered the goblet with the scarf, shouted words the Young Man had never heard before and didn’t understand, reached down, grabbed its stem and began a firm, tiny shaking. The Young Man watched intently, waiting. As he shook, the scarf began to balloon slightly and then a tinkling of metal against metal began as golden coins fell from underneath the scarf to the table. Sullivan ripped away the scarf, revealing the goblet now filled to overflowing with golden coins. 

			Sullivan looked at the Young Man for reaction but saw only wide-eyed silence, which was truly the most favorable reaction of all. His mood a good one, he pressed teasingly, “I know you aren’t much on conversation, but a little applause wouldn’t be too much to expect now, wouldn’t it?”

			The Young Man grinned, shyly.

			“Well, didja like it?”

			He nodded, stifling the flood of questions that had been flocking his mind since the time he first witnessed Sullivan’s feats.

			Sullivan did the same, agreeing with the sentiment. “I think it will be a good addition. All the gold . . . it’s fancy. Impressive. If only I could get the release right every damn time. This version keeps jamming.” 

			Sullivan grabbed the goblet by the stem, tipped it over and emptied the coins onto the table. He pushed the bowl of the goblet down onto the stem, which the boy now noticed was much longer than it had been when Sullivan had first handed it to him. The bowl sprang back up and Sullivan swore, pushing it back down. 

			

			“Somehow the spring won’t stay. Not every time. Just when it wants to make me mad. Temperamental junk!” 

			He continued to press it down and it continued to spring back. As he fiddled with it, the Young Man could see a slit inside the bowl that wasn’t there when he inspected it. As Sullivan worked with it, a few coins slid out. 

			“No matter,” he said, setting it down. “I’ve fine-tuned worse props than this. Come showtime, it will have been perfected. Thanks, kid.” And, with that, Sullivan turned and picked up a small tool from a box that sat on the ground next to him. Taking the goblet, he made his way to a stool, sat and began tinkering away, focused.

			The Young Man, dismissed and forgotten, left in a daze, more confused than he’d been before. Props? Did this mean Sullivan had no Morethan? Were his tricks all manufactured? All of the tools manipulated in certain ways to give the appearance of this thing called magic? His head spun as he tried to hold this new information.

			He made his way aimlessly through camp, eventually finding a cool, quiet spot between the orbs and the river where he could sit and think over this new finding.

			If Sullivan created all his tricks with his own hands, he was only pretending to use an Otherness. The tricks were a lie. An illusion to make the audience believe the impossible was happening via a power held inside “The Great Lafayette.” His performance so perfectly veiled and practiced that even after watching dozens of performances, even he had been fooled. This man had no Otherness. This man was as any other man. Sullivan was merely a skilled performer. 

			From that day forward the Young Man looked at Sullivan with new eyes. He caught even more performances than before, striving to catch every detail within each charade: every movement, every flourish, stared and studied. Slowly, he began to locate each deceit: a switch here, a distraction there. Everything he failed to notice previously, now boorishly loud and stumbling before him. 

			He knew, now, how the audience missed the fakery and accepted it as truth; their eyes were like his had been: bewitched and trusting, unskilled and stupid. He felt somewhat a fool, but more than that, he felt once more alone. Kindred now lost. 

			Still, the Young Man was fascinated. Regardless of his absence of Morethan, the glistening fantastic of Sullivan’s tricks continued to lure a longing in the boy. What he first thought as a kinship—finding another who shared his dark blight—had sparked something that would not cease burning. Perhaps within this artistry, a way he could find release. The Young Man found himself continuing to seek out Sullivan, hoping to find him in fair temper, and to be once more invited to firsthand review a burgeoning effect.
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			Sullivan couldn’t uncast the Young Man’s shadow. The kid had become a common at his afternoon performances, his black face an easy one to spot in the crowd despite his attempt to hide. Each day a finding: the Young Man walking past his workspace, following a clumsy distance behind him, shooting him furtive glances at mealtimes or during evening break, when he always found a way to be wherever Sullivan chose to recline. He presumed his surly scared the boy, which was good; he liked being feared, as it kept people away. The rest of the carnival folk—while genuinely embracing him—didn’t exactly fear him, but he was sure to be brusque enough to keep them at a distance. He liked to keep to himself. He was happy to have this position, but with it came “the family,” as Terminus liked to call it, and he made it very clear the day he offered Sullivan the chance to come aboard.

			The proposition came after one of his street corner performances in a heavily touristed area of a large city Sullivan lived in. He’d returned to magic ever since he returned to sobriety, which had almost been two years. It was a side job, his moneymaking coming primarily from his janitor duties in a nearby hospital working the night shift. It had taken him a long while to work on his magic, the reasons for him giving it up the same ones that had caused him to drink. It was the mundane, empty routine of his life that revived it. He needed something more to live for or risk falling back into the bottle, even though doing so might lead him back. He chose to fill the empty regardless and unpacked a deck of cards. The one given to him by his older brother. The deck he hadn’t touched since the burial, six years prior. 

			He got good fast. The effects coming back quick and sharp, his fingers and hands flipping and gliding over the plastic-coated paper in that clean, slick way only true magicians harbor. Alone in his living room, television on but muted, Sullivan worked on his tricks, his brother’s voice an echoed taunting in his mind: Still not as fast as me. I can see every double-deal, every undercut! Do it like this! Again! Horrible! Stop trying! You’ll never be as good as me! A horrible ghost he did his best to shake. He couldn’t fall to the bottle again.

			When he conquered the cards, he moved on to the new, incorporating props, starting with the familiar—his brother’s routine—then, on to his own, cautious. He knew what horrible could happen if one grew too fast. He found himself again, drowned the ghost voice in his sharpening skills and began small performing. His spirit sparked and lifted.

			The stick-thin albino constant-towering over every spectator viewing his weekend shows was unsettling enough, so the day the skin and bones giant stood last after the crowd’s disperse was even more so. Sullivan busied with his props, collecting and awaying them for another day, eyes down, all the while wishing him gone.

			But Terminus did not leave. Instead, he engaged Sullivan, first complimenting his performances, then introducing himself, his position and at last, his need.

			“Your fit would be a perfect one. Our show is one ripe for such wonders. However, understand that we are a unit, every member working individually and together for all. A family. The days are long, the in-between town travels even longer. You will see the same faces a seemingly thousand times and need to be fine with that. I know you’ve been on your own for some time. Would you like to be part of a larger? If so, we are set up on the east end of the city. We will be there five more days. Please come see us.”

			And see them Sullivan did. The energetic excitement overwhelmed him, so used to his quiet life as he was. When Terminus showed him the main performance tent, a fissure inside him yawned and cracked open, taking in the stands full of gape-mouthed, smiling, wide-eyed watchers. To know it could be him underneath that spotlight, commanding them was enough for him to make his decision. The fact that his brother had never had such a crowd could’ve been part of the sway, but Sullivan kept that small. What happened with his brother was in the past, a woe long behind him. He’d moved on. And that was how he agreed to join Terminus’s family.

			It was this recollection of “family” pulsing in the hidden pocket of his brain that pushed him to finally turn towards the shadow of this Young Man instead of his continual away. The gift-offer Terminus had given him so many years ago had recent-rose fresh in his mind with the hover this boy brought. It split him between flattery and obligation. Sullivan was happy in this travelling life. A life he may never have had if not for the albino’s overture. In this knowledge was the contract he had made of “family” of which this boy was now one. Sullivan could not continue his ignore, he’d never been pursued as such by anyone in the carnival. Nobody had ever shown such an enthusiasm. This idolized interest not only sparked his ego but also kindled memories of his brother as well as tender sympathy for the idolizing young brother he had once been. How he had once shadowed, begging to be taught. 
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			“Hey, kid!”

			The Young Man, who’d been helping to finish the last of the poling—the carnival having begun their setup at a new location—looked to find the voice, and after finding it, looked away and back again, surprised at its owner.

			Sullivan laughed at what the Young Man must’ve perceived as a strange turn of events. “How about you come by my rest tonight after supper?” and then, in a stern tone, “I think it’s time we have a talk.”

			The Young Man, at first too stunned to nod, eventually did. His hands fumbled and dropped the pole he was about to stick as Sullivan turned and walked away, a grin tucked on his face.

			The day was long, as setup days usually are, and the rest after supper couldn’t have been more welcomed by all. Sullivan chose his rest a small way apart from the group, as per usual. He liked to stay close enough to the folk to still be considered as together, but far enough to message he’d like to remain in his alone. The countryside air lulled with a murmured quiet, strange for such a large gather, their tired deflating any social energies. The sky newly void of sun began a blue gray. Sullivan sat against a large rock; his back leaned into its rough, enjoying the heat it still held and how it warmed him. 

			Sitting, belly-full and waiting, he watched as the fires were lit. Tonight, there were four. The glow and burn of them doubling, tripling until they were thin towers of flame and crackle. He enjoyed this part of the day when it turned itself into night. The transformation of people and objects despite there being no change at all other than how light fell upon them. The rock at his back’s warm secret, how certain creatures fell silent and new ones began their noise, the way sound carried different, a strange lift, float and fall to the ear rather than straight and purpose; something in this subtle a privileged secret to those that chose to heed. He sat and took it in, the window a small but precious one.

			It didn’t take long. The Young Man came just as the fires hit their sweet peak. His dark shape framed by their glow, an eclipse.

			Unsure, he stood and shuffled, his stare everywhere but Sullivan.

			“Come, kid, sit down, take rest. Your day was a long one. TwoFour’s crew’s hands blister most on settling days, it’s a fact. Please.” Sullivan motioned to the ground in front of him and the Young Man sat, easy for him to do as he was told.

			“Now, I’d like to know why you won’t leave me be. I can’t dare take a shit for fearing you’d be staring at me from behind a tree! Explain yourself and it best ring true.” Sullivan kept his voice stern. He knew the answer to his own question; he just wanted to hear how it came from the boy. 

			The Young Man stabbed apart the dirt with a stick he’d grabbed upon sitting. The pokes picked up speed and strength as his silence grew, dirt and stones spreading spree in front of him. Sullivan sensed a building. He knew the kid was short on words. All the more reason he needed him to answer.

			There was no push. Sullivan still let himself relish in the new night, even relaxing his posture into further recline, a relay to the Young Man that he was ready to wait. They sat silent in this way for a small while until his stick went still and he started. His voice coming slow and clear.

			“You perform the fantastic and everyone shouts for more. I want to know what it feels like to do the same. Openly. Embraced.” The Young Man raised his eyes to Sullivan’s and asked, “Could you teach me?”

			Sullivan smiled and nodded. “I will teach you, kid, but you follow my rules. It’s my way or the highway,” he gave a soft laugh and shook his head at hearing his very own brother’s words fall from his mouth. “Deal?”

			

			The Young Man nodded.

			“Alright then. Now, get outta here, you got dirt all over my dirt,” he teased. The Young Man laughed and rose to his feet.

			“Thank you, Mr. Sullivan,” he said quietly.

			“You’re welcome, kid. And it’s just Sullivan. However, you may be wanting to call me some other names after we get started. Just don’t let me hear them when you do.”

			The Young Man grinned before turning and walking back towards the fires. Sullivan noticed a certain spring in his step, which brought a grin. It felt good, this thing, he thought, nestling back against his rock. It’ll be interesting to see how he fares. He himself almost opted out of it all after what his brother put him through. The kid made it into TwoFour’s crew so he may have the patience for a little magic training. 

			He sat in the dark and considered what he’d commenced. Thoughts of his younger self and his brother now even more woven into this new cloak, Sullivan began to realize escape was never going to be possible and for the first time that night, he felt its chill.
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			The rules for the teaching were simple: Do whatever you were told, speak of nothing you were taught and only practice when your work is through; primary carnival duties come first. Any deviation would lead to termination.

			“Now promise me.”

			“I promise.”

			And so, it began.
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			When the Young Man came, just before noon, Sullivan was ready. He’d thought about what the best way would be to start, and it all came back to how his brother began with him. He was unable to see another way. If this kid stuck it out as he once did, it would be clear this could be a true path for him and not a simple lark.

			“Sit down.”

			No greeting, no polite, Sullivan pointed to a large rough stump set just outside a circle of shade cast from a large nearby tree. The Young Man who’d arrived with a cheerful look on his face, culled with eager, quickly folded into unsure encountering Sullivan’s blunt tone. 

			He sat.

			“Don’t move.”

			While he didn’t move, Sullivan walked away, behind him. He heard a grunt and a shuffling and then a large bucket was dropped in front of him. It was filled with sand.

			“You’re going to work this sand, boy.”

			The Young Man looked up at Sullivan, confused.

			“You got three things to do in that bucket,” Sullivan raised his hands in front of him. “Grab, jazz and twist,” he said, miming the actions as he said them. 

			The Young Man stared at Sullivan, his brow furrowing further.

			“What’s the problem, boy?” Sullivan asked, raising his voice. “Can’t understand simple instructions?” 

			

			He raised his hands again, saying each word while demonstrating each motion:

			“Grab!” he said, making a grabbing motion.

			“Jazz!” he said, splaying his fingers.

			“Twist!” he said, grabbing the air in his fists, twisting it.

			“You’re gonna stick your hands into that sand, up to your wrists. You’re gonna grab, jazz, twist that sand until I tell you to stop. You can do all grabs, then do all jazz, then do all twists or mix it up. I don’t give two shits. What I do give two shits about is you best get those hands in that bucket right now and don’t stop until I tell you to.”

			The Young Man did as he was told and after a few supervised moments Sullivan grunt-nodded his approval. He moved off underneath the tree’s shade, leaving the boy and his bucket in the sun. 

			The Young Man had no idea what making fistfuls of sand in a bucket had to do with magic training, but he’d agreed to the rules and wasn’t going to start complaining the very same day he started. He figured Sullivan wanted to deter him from his request and he wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction. TwoFour first believed he wouldn’t be able to work the tethering crew, but his hard and careful work had proven the man wrong. He would prove the same to Sullivan.

			But as the sun stung his skin and the sand kept its relent, the Young Man felt his fight waning. His hands were exhausted, sore and his palms felt raw. He’d examined them every so often and was constant surprised to see the flesh intact, albeit red. He didn’t know how long he’d been at it, but it felt like it could be an hour or three. Each time he heard Sullivan stir from his shaded seat and shuffle over, he prayed he would call cease but instead he just held a hover, sometimes just laughing, sometimes saying things like, “Stings boy, doesn’t it?” or “Can’t wait to see you try holding your fork tonight.” 

			It was only when Sullivan’s shade was gone that he called the Young Man halt. 

			“Good job, kid,” he said, slapping the Young Man’s back. “Go soak those paws in the river for a while, it’ll help.”

			

			Once again, the Young Man did was he was told, the unexpected affection softening any scorn he’d wallowed.

			When supper came, he was pleased to see it was stew. Bringing bowl to lips was easier than trying to hold a spoon in his swollen, sore fingers. He ate with relish, ignoring the call of “How’s that stew, boy?” as Sullivan passed. 
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			The “training” resembled nothing close to magic for many weeks. The “lessons” seeming no more than trivial activities created more to dissuade him from his pursuit rather than prepare him for performance. The sand work continued. Sullivan making him carry the bucket in his follow, having him set it and work it as he worked his props, mended his costumes or took a nap. It welled an irritation in the Young Man, a sensation restrained and rusted, long as it had been for any allowance of rebellion within him. He felt maybe there was some joke being played on him but still, he pushed on. Trusting.

			Eventually, Sullivan must’ve reached some satisfaction and the Young Man was switched from sand to newspaper. Setting him down beside a stacked tower collected from patrons, ready for recycle Sullivan said, “I need you to separate each page, and using just one hand at a time, crinkle it up into the smallest ball you can. Really give it a squeeze, like this . . .” Sullivan demonstrated what he wanted, holding up the finished product like a prize, then tossing it into a bin set across from the stack. “You’re done when the stack’s gone or the bin’s full. Have fun.”

			The Young Man, as always, did as he was told, siphoning his annoyance into his actions. The papers were tight-crushed in no time at all and he delivered it to a shade-sat Sullivan, dropping the bin from an unnecessarily high loft before walking away. An enthusiastic “See you tomorrow” sing-songed from Sullivan, trailing after him.

			It continued as such, with new “training” methods introduced and added from camp to camp. In addition to the sand and newspapers, Sullivan had the Young Man tying knots. He’d crafted a sort of knot-tying apparatus for the Young Man to use. A long board, with eight lengths of varying thickness of string, cord and rope attached to it, each one specific to a different type of knot that Sullivan taught and practiced with the Young Man until he was proficient. 

			“Now, I need you to tie all those knots using your lesser fingers. I saw which ones you used to tie each, now I want you to use the others. Go.”

			The Young Man sighed but began, clumsy and fumbled. Sullivan sat and laughed at the Young Man’s awkward. Teasing him with push.

			“Not so easy now, is it?”

			“Thought this would be cake for minute, didn’t ya?”

			“What’s wrong, kid? Can’t tie a simple knot anymore?”

			“Why, old Cornelius could do this faster than you!”

			All these jabs watered off the boy as he worked. Sullivan stood admiring the kid’s resolute. He’s on his way, he thought.
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			They’d travelled many cities with the Young Man’s lessons laboring nothing of magic. He’d resigned to these strange Sullivan-assigned rituals and had gotten used to the stares of family folk at their new duo, the unlikely partnership probably more diversion than his odd practices. The twins had even quieted their maddeningly incessant questions of why and what he was doing, over and over and over again multiplied as they were. His practice and their companionship eventually became rote. It was then it finally changed.

			On an in-between day, at afternoon rest, Sullivan asked the boy on a short walk. The sky was a gray one, breath-held ashen clouds loomed fat and brooding. They stopped at the base of a hill where he motioned for the Young Man to sit; a handy scatter of large boulders to choose from. Sullivan stood quietly for a moment before reaching into his back pocket and pulling something from it that he held in a closed hand. 

			“Let me first say how proud I am of you. You’ve followed the rules and have done what I’ve asked of you with nary a complaint.” He tilted and moved his head side to side with a grin, “Well, none that I heard out your mouth, anyway.”

			The Young Man smiled, bashfully.

			“I know none of what I’ve had you do has made much sense to you. ‘What does any of this have to do with magic?’ you must’ve asked yourself a billion times!” The expression on the Young Man’s face said it all. “Ha! Well, this is the day it starts making sense.”

			Sullivan opened his hand, revealing a deck of cards.

			

			“This will be your new best friend.”

			Morphing into his magician’s flourish, Sullivan—nay, The Great Lafayette— went through a five-minute routine of flash and dazzle. Fanning, slicing, flipping, twisting, turning, flicking, shuffling, cutting and flashing the cards as if they had their own pulse. Every movement sharp perfection. The Young Man mesmerized at the spectacle, his mouth agape. He could’ve watched it continue for hours.

			The magician ended with a flaunt and a customary bow, which prompted the Young Man to applaud. Sliding the deck back into its pack, he handed it to the Young Man.

			“My older brother gave this pack to me and now I give it to you. Your fingers, your hands now built with enough strength and dexterity to handle it.” Sullivan’s voice sombered, “My brother was a great magician. He taught me just enough to do magic, but not enough to be great. I had to do that part on my own. Later.” He paused. “After . . .”

			The Young Man gripped the pack in his hand, sensing the unspoken weight behind the words Sullivan wasn’t uttering.

			Sullivan shook his head and with a sudden anger shouted, “If he just would’ve taught me more, I wouldn’t have tried to prove . . .” he cut off his abrupt tirade as quick as it had come, taking a deep breath and walking away. The Young Man saw Sullivan wipe at his eyes and hung his head in a gesture of privacy.

			Rain began its fall and for a minute the Young Man wondered if he had walked back to camp and that maybe he should follow, but he heard Sullivan’s footfalls and held his place.

			“I’m sorry, kid. Maybe one day I’ll tell you about my brother, but today isn’t that day. Now, let’s get back before this storm gets rolling. You’ve got a lot to learn.”

			Sullivan gave his hand to the Young Man, who reached up and took it, letting him be pulled right.
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			Over a handful of months, the Young Man learned every one of Sullivan’s secrets. Sullivan starting him with the cards, then coins, then balls, then handkerchiefs, then props. Each of them worked hard and repeated until won. Sullivan a tough teacher, demanded every flourish, every turn, every nonsense word be copied and spoken as twin. The Young Man even perfected the pacing and rhythm within and between each trick because, as Sullivan touted, it was key to being a great magician. “You have to control the crowd, kid,” Sullivan would explain. “This is more important than even the tricks themselves. You gotta know how to draw them in, how long to let them hang there, how long to let them dangle. Know when to yank them back in or when to clobber them over their heads! Snake charmers, boy! We’re snake charmers!” 

			The Young Man admired Sullivan’s creativity and hearty passion for his trade. He had a loose way about him, his moods unpredictable and varied, shifting from kidding, gruff, serious, aloof, tender and then back to kidding again. The confusing dichotomy pulled the Young Man in, gave him the chance to let himself trust this new male. Each day he expected it to wane, to be pulled back, vanished, much like every close relationship in his young life, much like the magic tricks they continually practiced, but it never faded. That’s when he began to trust its truth. He had never been shown such patience, such care as he had during his training with Sullivan. He worked hard to win the smallest praises. Even the quietest, most off-hand “Good job, kid” made the Young Man feel taller, important, like something shiny and worth keeping. It filled a liquid place inside of him, rendering form and solidity. 

			Eventually, he learned every single fraud. And in the process, he found a truth, the apprenticeship became a friendship. 
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			As the carnival’s miles added, so did the years. The troupe rolled on like the well-synchronized machine it was. It was an organism, an alive thing that sustained on the blood of the crowd, the bones of cities and towns, the marrow of curiosity and wonder. In turn, their service fed them, this world hungry for wondrous distraction. Symbiosis. 

			All the while, the Young Man that had been a Boy that had been a Son had now become a Man. Time didn’t hesitate.

			After his join, and his float around camp to in search of a place to be a strength, he was grateful he found a home in TwoFour’s tethering crew. TwoFour demanded nothing but the hardest work from his team and his men did just that. In turn, they were in Terminus’s constant praise; their setup and tear down the quickest since Brunt’s time. These hard labors built a pride within him, a new crave that drove him as he worked.

			Since his enlist into the tethering crew, the man heard the stories told of Brunt, the prior head tetherer. From all accounts a good man, strong, exacting but fair with the heavy recollect upon his gruff and his easy goad to fluster. Given how most carnival folk were lifetime, Brunt’s absence seemed irregular. All talk of him reserved and shut down after words flowed a bit too freely late night. From his gather, Brunt’s story tied to that of The Sweets, exactly how, he wasn’t sure. The man knew to just keep hard in his work, it was nothing he needed to mind, just occasional fodder to dwell on while he labored, which was often, their travel a constant.

			

			Their coast-to-coast route was always well concentrated. The carnival traversed so many miles and hit so many villages, towns and cities that they only began revisiting those places after approximately thirty-three months. Only once an entire coast had been conquered did Terminus release them for a one-month break before they commenced the long route back to the previous. There were three such breaks, one on each coast and one at the mid-point. The members were encouraged to take personal leave, wander about, visit blood-family and such. But, despite the freedom, most stayed, their families either with them, long gone or non-existent. The carnival was the beating heart of what they had. 

			In the seven years travelling with the carnival, the Man had found permanence. That yearning for family he bled so many years ago while in the forest that kept him, now claimed and satiated. In this misfit troupe he found a semblance of family, handfuls of variations of mothers, fathers, sisters, uncles, aunts and friends. 

			His tethering crew—those he sweated beside, his brothers. Their bond built with muscle, bruise and often blood every time they set up and broke down camp. 

			The youth of the Young Man twinned with his hard work birthed a quick affection among the tetherers. It was that kid brother kinship that earned him the early nickname of Hush due to his mute nature during the first several months alongside them. His “conversation” no more than head shakes, nods, smiles and points. The team learned to have fun with his silence, ask him questions that would never get answered. “Been waiting all day for ya to tell me about that pole break last night, boy,” they’d say to him, knowing the silence that would follow then after a beat yelling, “Hush! Nobody needs to hear all that! We got work to do!” then breaking out in hearty laughter. Hush was warmly meant, and the Man didn’t mind the moniker. 

			As he began to trust and allow himself to believe in their caring, inside him a rebuilding began; a flimsy yet eager framework pieced together precarious atop a fetid swamp. The tortures of his mother no longer fresh and cutting wounds, their infection no longer the whole of what he thought he was. The memories no longer haunted daily. Their only evidence his screams in the night brought about by vivid terrors that infiltrated and bloomed during this most vulnerable state. A horrifying echo of his mother. It was as if she wanted to remind him that despite him leaving her, she would never, ever leave him. 

			And even without the dreams, the Man knew she was right. Underneath everything, each day, she was there. A pulsing fiber threaded extra, an added component that hinged him together as muscle, as ligament, as bone and blood. A presence as true as the Morethan that also lived inside him; two tangibly intangible essences housed within him. His body a shared thing. At his core he longed to rush back to her, her waiting arms. How it would be different, how they both had changed. How now, she’d embrace him, beg forgiveness, become what he had always wanted her to be. This childish wishing shamed him and whenever he’d begin a falling, he’d turn away from it, angry. How could he still have such a biting need?

			How could he not? 
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			The becoming of The Sweets was a tale infrequently told around camp, hinged how it was on some tragic dark. The long-timers—who knew the story, as they’d lived it—were the ones that main dictated the quiet, the grave of their faces all they were willing to tell.

			In the seven years travelling with the carnival, the Young Man that had been a Boy that had been a Son had now become a Man. And in those seven years, he had yet to hear the full story of The Sweets. Because it was never openly spoken about, he felt it wrong to inquire. He let it remain myth, as he did the tale of Brunt, which was somehow tied to the other, so in turn was part of the quiet.

			It was on one of the mandatory rests that the man had a breaking down, and in that shatter the tale of The Sweets was told.

			The day had been a long one, the troupe having double-traversed before finding an area adequate to set their orbs. In their eager to put miles in between their last showing and their respite, they broke faster than normal, the day speed a heated stride rather than their normal ramble which always had objective but no rush. Further, the route Terminus had chosen ran through land that seemed to bear only small hills. After they’d well-tread at least two gradual miles of it, the mounds doubled, then tripled. Humps as far as the eyes could see. Terminus would later find out they had walked into a span the locals deemed The Tombstones; the legend, it was once a giants’ burial ground. Headstones as big as cars and houses now long buried and covered, the earth eating what had already been eaten. The punishment for the disrespect of their trespass—the incredible toil. The sun, which had spent the last weeks as friend, turned to an angry sibling who burned for fun and torment with no parent in sight to beg rescue from. Once they realized their struggle, there could be no rest as rest could only come with flat land. The dips between the headstones were not suitable for their vast; most of them streamed with water, muck or cut small with the roots of other hills. The group had no choice but foster on until satisfactory land was found.

			It wasn’t until the day’s night had turned into the next day’s almost morning when they found an area large enough to camp. With the glow of the moon doing battle with the glow of the orbs, TwoFour’s crew took to tethering while the rest robed themselves; all eager to enter their orbspace and collapse into fatigued sleep. If they’d arrived at an early time, the orbs would’ve been both tethered and unpacked before anyone even thought of being robed. It was unspoken and understood that, in this case, the orbs would not be unpacked until morning. 

			The tethering crew finished quickly, which was nothing short of their normal performance. Lauded as they should have been for their fast tether despite the coarsen ache their muscles must’ve held, their finish was observed in silence, everyone too exhausted to demonstrate their appreciation or too conscious of breaking the held breath of the night. 

			The group slowly separated and made their way, one by one, into their respective orbs, none of them surfacing until the breach of the second morning. 

			After a simple but hearty breakfast of honey-drizzled oatmeal, the group quickly untethered and began again their walking. Despite their sore, they made their way, everyone eager for the hiatus they were soon to have, knowing that first they need to arrive there.

			Knowing the anxious of the troupe, Terminus took it upon himself to release a horse from the beasts’ orb so he could ride ahead and scout a location. Normally a task assigned to others, Terminus felt the want and the exhaustion of the group, and like a concerned father, felt it his duty and his alone to get them to the place they worked long months looking forward to. He, after all, was the one who had errantly steered them into the tombstone hills, and, as he did in the endless forest, he must take measures to get them out. He was never above any labors, but when the members saw him take ride, their hearts swole into their chest cavity knowing the meaning of this gesture.

			It was late afternoon when Terminus rejoined and led them in a direction not too dissimilar to the one they had already been traveling. 

			They arrived at the location under darkness and late-tethered once again. 

			It was this night Violet woke to screams.

			The space within the orbs shifts to accommodate; its material recognizing the robed and arranging its guts to fit. With an orb that has yet to be unpacked, the normal compartments fall differently. If your regular orbspace is a languid vertical, sloped with rises, during periods of travel it might be channeled sharp and deep with nary a slope or rise. Where once you orbed alongside the same members, with a packed orb you might be alongside double the amount or none at all. The orbs’ malleable used its space as need dictated. While seemingly boundless in its workings, the orbs had their limits, and the slit would shut if capacity was reached. The clan had a general knowledge of how many would fit where and if space was reached, where they could go next. If nights were nice, oftentimes cots were brought out for outdoor sleeping. Yet, even out of doors, everyone stayed orbside, within the glow of them. There was something in their light that felt like safety. 

			This night, Violet’s orbspace was horizontal but with a hungry tilt. It was staggered across many others whose orbshapes were morphed similar. The comfort wasn’t optimum, but it wasn’t unpleasant either. All berths altered to provide an easy slumber. It was their way and complaints were few. Allowances were made while travelling. These were a hardy people. 

			It was midnight when the screams woke her. The horrifying sound churned her out of bed. Shrieks so loud and piercing, she scrambled for her ears, for shelter, assuming some terror had joined her orbspace; a thing thirsty for blood, audibly impairing her before beginning its brutality. 

			

			But nothing came.

			She lay in a shuddered curl, tucked while the shrieks scoured her. Their horrid boast falling into a ragged rhythm. Each distraught outpour a new harrowing release. There was a terror in its pitch that kept her there, even while it was clear these cries were from one in deepest sleep. The horror it spoke made her paralyzed in fear, as if whatever was coming for the dreamer could also come for her.

			Violet lay there, huddled in the screams until came a last word blasted in begging plead before a silence that slayed like a sword, 

			“MOTHER!” 

			It was the crying that roused her from her wrap. A bawl as pitiful as the screams were horrifying. Their distress woke the mother in her. She rose and slid from her orbspace, desperate to find and comfort.

			The slick-dark of the passageway held a hard quiet. Where had the sobs gone? It was as if the egress from her orbspace shut the sounds like a switch. Perhaps the dreamer’s space was in a position locked from hers and she would have to course round the orb until she could find it. An option, in her tired state, she didn’t want to follow. Instead, Violet stood still. Waited for them to come again.

			It took only moments. Once she recognized the direction, she gave the passage wall a swirl of her hand triggering a low amber light that radiated her path as she hunted. The orb’s fabric was in harmony with the touch of all who robe-entered. Navigation was early taught; identifying orbspace markers and the simple hand swipes, swirls and fist presses that were needed for illumination and orbspace entry were easily learned.

			Against the first turn she heard it loudest and stopped. The entrance cleft was one for a single orbspace, no markers (as was standard for an unpacked orb). 

			As was custom, she bade entrance; push-holding a fist on the left side of the cleft until a flash-bloom of black rose from underneath it. Inside, the sobbing cut. 

			Again, she waited, knowing that whoever was inside was most certainly thinning the cleft sides to see who had requested entry. 

			Then, her name and she knew. The cleft parted and she entered.
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			His orbspace smelled of burnt wire as if something metal had been torched until ruined. She expected the white glow of the orbspace to hold black curls of smoke, but there was nothing. The surface of his berth was rippled with barbed gouges as if he’d fought against it with something broken and sharp. At the headrest, something akin to bite marks. The berth wouldn’t be ready for use again at least for another day. With that amount of damage, the regeneration would take hours.

			Across the orbspace the Man stood, his breath reducing from a frantic panting to a hard breathing that shook as it entered and huffed as it exited, a wailing child’s recovery. His eyes red-swollen, the black of his face sheened with tears and sweat, his posture unproud and hung ripe with faint; he looked like a man run from death. All of this expected, she thought, save for his skin.

			It was then she realized she had never seen him shirtless. On hot days or on occasions when he’d swim with the others, keeping covered was a trait in him she’d gotten used to. Shrugging it off to whatever customs he might’ve come from before joining with them. But now, in the mid-glow of the orbspace walls, she knew his reasons.

			His torso was a painting: brutal abstractions broken into segments of ribbon, scrape and burn; a collage of black with undertones of pinks falling just short of scarlet. Black, the background. Black, the paint. Cragged basins, smooth plateaus, spidered ribs of flesh thick and blossomed, twisted ribbons both furrowed and raised, angry craters carefully clustered; all features the work of an artist most patient with their infliction. Its topography mesmerizing in its abundance. 

			Its landscape called to her fingers. A need to trace each disgrace filled her. A want to isolate and define each mar, discern their borders, isolate them from their brethren, hear each of their stories, know every why, every how. Every how could you. His torso not just a scarred mass; his torso a landscape composed from many brushstrokes, its dimension built from many colors. To ignore the details for the mass would be to negate the torment the canvas endured for the painter. 

			Violet saw not one overwhelming grotesque. Violet saw scores of singular sufferings.

			She went to him and him to her and in the orb’s ivory glow she held him.
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			She knew to go first. It was her experience that the worst tellings didn’t come straight forth. They needed priming; one terrible coaxing the hand of a worse one. It was what she’d seen from certain Sweets. The ones whose Befores rivaled hers and most everyone else’s. Being first to reveal your Before unfurled a carpet more apt to be walked down. 

			So, she spoke, and he listened. Despite her tale being ever told, each time it was relived as first. As the words came, they churned loose, long-rotted, stenched debris from the depths into which she had retreated them, eventually filling her with a sick that showed not only in her face but in the way her body lessened, as if a smaller version of her replaced the larger. 

			The Man had never seen her cower. Had never seen her cry. Had never seen her anything but joy. Witnessing this transformation alongside her story carved open a wound inside of him. A piece of him broke knowing someone such as she had suffered such as he. Violet’s telling of a man who loved, at first. How she fell into that love, unaware of the trap, taut and waiting. The man she spoke of made up of many uncles. The man she spoke of made up of one woman most beautiful, who smelled always of lavender, and who delivered torment for pleasure. Her story a familiar song and in hearing it knew they shared a dance that he thought he alone knew the steps to. 

			After Violet finished and he did the holding of her, he sang to her his song. 

			

			The lyrics, never uttered, came rusty to his lips; his story, a long-locked tomb no one had ever searched for. Telling his truth was like finding words from another language, arranging them and working tongue and teeth to push them forth. 

			At first it was all start, stop. Fragments she patiently pieced together. Cold. Hot. Alone. Scared. Burned. Dark. Quiet. Loud. Hurt. Fear. Always. Never. Buried. Bad. All joined together by the constant staccato: Mother. 

			As he continued, the song became fluid. Words became phrases became sentences. As it flowed, she watched his eyes leave the place where they were for the place of his song. His gaze in an elsewhere that brought the night screams. She saw the Man of him leave and the Boy take his place, the grown mass of him thinning. As he told of uncles and their uses of him, his body rocked and shook. The assaults told in a child’s language, in a child’s voice. It chilled her. 

			His rocking rose as his song went on, the speed of each increasing in tandem, the fluidity now regressed back to words and phrases, uttered as if he were reliving. A horror-play performed so palpable she struggled not to seize him and run. Speech devolved; his little boy’s voice began screaming from his man’s mouth. That was when she grabbed him, clutched him close, hoping to make the nightmare he’d slipped back into stop. 

			Rocking him, shushing him, stroking him into calm, he fought at first, then his song suddenly broke into another, a lilting vibrato that carried high. Its pitch so much like a woman’s, Violet almost released him to see who she was holding. 

			The new song was from another’s mouth. His impression, she could tell, a replicate, the way its sound was in no way his, its composition like nothing she’d ever heard. The song a scar she knew he must hear in his nightmares. Wordless, its beat came cheerful, carefree, but throughout, its edges held a sadistic tinge that frightened her. A jovial jingle dripping with a carnal evil that permeated her skin as crawl. What monster was this mother?

			

			The song ended in sobs, his body crumbling, then building back up. The Man of him returning. Recognizing the shift, she resumed her there, there. Continued her rocking embrace until he felt solid enough to let go of.

			Looking at his face, she saw a flash of where he’d come back from and she needed to know, so asked, “That song . . . What was it?”

			With dead in his eyes the Man looked at her and said, “Bad things coming.”
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			Violet held the man and his scars once more. She didn’t want to send him to sleep just yet, thinking it was very possible he could slip back into the place of his song. Instead, she told him of how The Sweets became.

			The day she first spied them enter her tent was branded into her. A man, mountain large, and the small girl with two-colored hair. The man’s flesh was paste, smeared ’round full and folded. The contour of his body a wide-necked vase, but nowhere near delicate. Folds of him tiered in wider and wider strips poured from chest to hips, spreading outward like ripples, each one clearly outlined beneath a worn chambray shirt that stuck to him, sweat-wet, in the midmorning heat. His walk, heavy-footed, each step rocking a stoic side-to-side, purposeful but with an undertone of struggle. The magnificent wide of him feigned a scoped height when he was just an average tall as if everything on this extreme body should also be. 

			His entrance into Violet’s food tent dimmed the sunlight, causing her to look up from her work. That’s when she saw the girl, even before she saw him. A feat nearly impossible given his size, but Violet’s instinctual seeking for women like this rose. 

			The girl was a wisp, except for the bold curve of her belly that she held with both hands like a small pet she wanted to protect. The pout of it perched on her slim frame like a pig on a post. Her face was fair with a promise of even greater beauty once her girlhood was left behind. Most striking, and perhaps why Violet’s eyes fell onto the girl before the man, was her hair. Rich waves of jet black and snow white that fell below her shoulders; the colors painted unequal but working together in a balanced harmony. The locks evoking such soft thickness and shine it made Violet want to reach out and touch it. But lying beneath the beauty, Violet saw a girl at sea, long-waiting to be saved. And when she let herself notice the girl’s guardian, and how he kept one hand firm-gripped on her shoulder, Violet knew for certain.

			Well before The Sweets became, Violet’s saving had a mode. First, she would assess the type of guardian and what best would keep their interest: what tents kept their attention, which performers mesmerized, how closely did they monitor their women, how venomous they seemed. Second, she would determine a way to harness that guardian and stray them away from what they kept confined. Violet had many a trick up her sleeve and—so far—all had been proven. Third, once she felt the guardian’s attention was wrapped fully elsewhere, she went for the taking. Each time, a fear-laden thrill. Each time, worth the worry.

			All prior takings had been foolproof; these keepers so confident in the imprisonment and fear they’d instilled in their captives they had no overt worries that they’d ever look to take flight. These men more concerned if outside men looked upon their women, if their women looked at outside men and if their women took pleasure in anything at all besides their keeper. All transgressions saved as ammunition for later when they’d return to their cage life and be reprimanded in large and small ways as to their transgressions while existing in the world. These guard-men both insecure and gloatingly confident at the same time, which was exactly what Violet relied on.

			Counted on.

			Given his size and the way his eyes became plates as he made his way through the tent, Violet knew this would be an easy saving. I could give this one endless tastings until he vomited and begged for more, she thought, he’d never know her gone. This will be easy.

			With this saving, Violet was the gloatingly confident one. 

			* * *

			

			He led the girl through the tent while Violet watched, making sure her scrutiny was camouflaged by her labors. Not once did she halt her hustle, calling out to the ladies as needed: “Sahara, there’s a gentle lady who needs help over there.” “Good gracious, Glenda! How many times I must tell you it’s two napkins per guest? We don’t want folks with sticky fingers.” “How’s the popcorn coming along, Samantha? We got a few hungry youngsters up here!” Her constant buzz a comfort in the tent. It felt to most who entered, like coming home.

			The girl’s demeanor was unlike the kept Violet had hunted in the past. This one’s attention was neither downcast nor timid. This one’s attention sprang vast across the tent, taking in every inch of it, her eyes plated wider than the eyes of the man who continued to steer her wherever he wanted to go. As Violet stole glances at the pair, what struck her most was how the girl’s attention focused as much on what was happening behind the counter as on the delicious goodies that lay on the shelving.

			Violet decided to make first pass. It was a water-testing, a way to determine if the girl would connect, receptive.

			“Sahara, hand me the sampler, please.”

			Sahara did as she was told. Violet took the tray of cubed cake and moved from behind the counter to the space beyond.

			She approached the pair with a smile, raising the plate as she neared.

			“Free samples. Please help yourself. No obligation.”

			Seeing the girl up close, Violet tried not to react to her beauty, or to her great youth that was glaring vibrant now that she was able to observe her up close. It was clear this girl was very young—perhaps no more than thirteen—and it stoked the saving fire burning in her belly even more. It also provoked an anger, knowing—with the man’s owner’s grip on her shoulder—who might’ve put her into this condition. 

			The girl looked at Violet and then up at the man.

			“May I?” she asked, timidly.

			The man gruffed and the girl looked back at Violet.

			“Why, thank you, ma’am,” she said, gingerly taking one small square and putting it into her mouth.

			

			Her eyes widened. “Ginger cake?” she asked.

			“You are correct, my dear.”

			The girl smiled, swallowing the small bite. “Is that cardamom I taste? I’ve only had it once before, so I’m not sure, but . . .”

			Violet grinned, “Why, yes, child. You have a keen tongue.”

			The girl blushed and as she opened her mouth to speak the man’s grip small-yanked and he gruffed once more, saying, “That’s fine, ma’am. We’ll be shopping now.” 

			Violet thought dog, then nodded, “Very well, sir. Come find me when you and this miss might be needing anything.”

			And then, as she passed alongside the girl, she whispered, “You need anything, just let Miss Violet know.” 

			The girl gazed back, her eyes a curious gleam. The man, her father, glanced, suspicious.

			Even with the up-tenting, it didn’t take long for the pair to make their way to Violet’s station. She made sure to focus her attention first and foremost on the man; anything other than that, she’d learned, could bring trouble to the one at his side. 

			“Hai, sir,” she chimed. “How may I help you this fine day?”

			“Butter Cake, fried dough and lemonade,” the man answered, plainly.

			“Fine choices, sai. How many slices of the Butter Cake will do ya?”

			Violet saw the man’s hand—which hadn’t once moved from the girl’s shoulder since they’d entered the tent—squeeze-push her and she replied, “We’d like the entire cake, please, ma’am.”

			Steadying herself, Violet replied, “Of course, sweetheart. I’ll have Sahara wrap up one for you fresh.”

			The girl, who was wearing pants, did a small mock-curtsy, which made Violet smile. 

			“I’ll go fetch your dough and lemonade,” Violet said, being sure to address the man.

			Sahara presented the cake at the same time Violet returned with the order. “Well, here we are!” she said. “That will be thirty-three dollars for the cake and seven for the dough and lemonades.”

			

			“I ordered just one lemonade,” the man said, hard. 

			“Oh, my apologies. I thought you ordered one for your . . .” She trailed off, now unsure what this pair consisted of.

			“My daughter isn’t thirsty,” he answered gruffly, placing bills on the counter and grabbing the dough and drink. “Here’s your money. Sybil, fetch the cake.”

			Violet was stunned. Daughter? Daughter! The weight of it sickened her and she buckled against the counter, her gaze at the wake of the two walking away. 

			“Are you okay, Miss Violet?” Sahara asked, laying a hand on Violet’s shoulder.

			Violet wrenched away, her mind on the man’s hand in that very place, on that young, young girl.

			His daughter.

			“I’m sorry, Sahara. Mind the tent for a bit, please, I’m not feeling well.”

			Sahara nodded as Violet excused herself, leaving the tent’s hot-clutch in a drunk sway.

			The outside air restored her. She took a deep breath to clear her head, but the thought of that small girl, heavy with her own father’s baby, swayed her once more and she quick-staggered to a nearby stool, where she sat and tried to steady. 

			I have seen many sins, she thought, but this is too grievous. The women she had saved all burdened with horrible transgressions from all sorts of men, fathers included, yet none sprung full with child from such a breach. 

			This knowing broke her stun and she rose in hunt, the image of their leaving crisp in her mind and one directive: I must find her.

			But they couldn’t be found. Violet circled the encampment twice over, checking each performance tent and every pathway in between. Her face a focus, her hair sweat-matted and messed, Violet was missioned, unaware of every pleasantry sent her way by carnival-folk who stood surprised by the slight that was so unlike their Violet. How she darted away, hurried and sheen.

			

			They were nowhere! The one she felt needed her most, lost. She had failed. 

			The balance of the day was well worked by Violet, who buried herself in task and action. Her toils fraught with coiled glimpses of the white-black-haired girl, the hovering eclipse of her father, the blend creating a sick ache in her belly. It was, come night, robed and bed-tired where the tears came. 
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			The following two days for the carnival were bustling ones. This location set amidst three small and one central townships. Terminus had set here before with similar gains; hence, they were well prepared for the influx. Not many a supply run needed to be made. But after the scheduled five days showed no signs of reprieve, Terminus decided to extend their stay five more. “These folks are hungry for us, and we aim to feed them!” he exclaimed the night of his announcement. “Tent Runners, assess your supplies. Provide a list by midday tomorrow and we’ll see what needs fetching to run us through. I’m not about to leave money on the ground here! Praises to each and every one of you. Your best faces and strong backs through these full days and nights reward us all.” 

			Since she’d lost the girl, Violet’s being was unset, restless with a sense of something unfinished. Each day she sought the girl, hands on her tasks, eyes on the crowd. Each day she left her ladies more than once an hour just to take a stroll through the camp to search for her. Each night she fell into her orbspace, a failure. When Terminus announced the extension a bit of hope bloomed inside her that now there was more time.

			True to Terminus’s task, she had the ladies pull a list of what was needed to hold them through the extension and on to the next stop. After the Tent Runners met and reported, a trip to the central township was prepared. Violet, who would normally stay to run her tent and send a few of her ladies to fetch the supplies, decided to make the trek. A trip to town might help shake her loose from the dread of losing the girl. But Violet also hoped that perhaps she would stumble across her. 

			

			Still needing more than her own two hands, she brought with her Glenda and Samantha, two of her younger gals who hadn’t run supplies more than once. “Time to get you ladies experienced!” she told them, as they stuffed their packs and readied the cart for the short trip. “The older I get, the less these town-runs are as leisurely as a park walk.”

			The group took their leave early morning. It was best to do business and return to assist by the time the carnival was in full swing. 

			As it had been throughout their stay, the sky was clear with a benevolent sun that minded its business and let them tend to theirs. They bantered as they strolled, talking of the many eccentrics that had made their way through their camp, the unique interactions as well as the ever-present camp gossip. Who was lovin’ who and so forth. The mood was as light as the morning and the walk went quick and soon they were entering the main township.

			It being a weekday, the crowd was more than bearable. Violet took her ladies to survey the vendors they’d need, showing them what to look for, what questions to ask and how to test the quality of each item, all without showing any disrespect. Eventually she let them do it while she supervised. 

			Once satisfied their trade would be a good one, they made their way to the line. The wait was a short one. Violet had the girls stand beside as she haggled. The exchange was far from hostile, as bargaining was expected. They went a few rounds until a bottom price was agreed upon. After the two shook hands the Processor rang a loud bell, which summoned a Dispatcher who took the list and ran.

			“See, ladies? Easy peasy!” Violet said with a satisfied smile. She had a knack for always being on the upper hand of a bargain, or at least feeling like she was.

			“Now, let’s go get to waiting. Who knows how long the others will take.”

			There were plenty of comfortable spots to choose from underneath the small grove of acacia trees that shaded the waiting area. The three chose one of the many picnic tables rather than any of the simple wooden lounge chairs randomly spaced on top of the lush lawn speckled with white bits of sunlight that had fought through the weave of leaves and branches to illuminate its green. They sat down with relish, their bodies now awake to the trip’s labor.

			Violet’s bones creaked when she sat; her muscles answered with their own version. I’m getting old, she thought. These sorts of errands taking new tolls on her. Good thing I’ve got these spry youths to take over such things. My trading trips are not far from being far behind me. She giggled, audibly, and the girls looked at her with amused grins. 

			“Don’t mind old Violet. She’s just happy to be resting her old bones on such a beautiful morning.”

			The trio sat, taking in the day. It wasn’t often they could plainly sit and watch goings-on. Whenever their tent was the fullest, their heads and hand were buried in busy, leaving no opportunity to enjoy the crowd. Sitting under the trees, watching new-faces of folks they didn’t live and travel with, was a delicious treat. 

			Always in yearn of new foods, Violet’s eyes fell on the refreshment stands that bordered the rest area. Each stop in a new place usually revealed new meal opportunities not afforded in others. It was wasteful to not try them, let alone not even gander. 

			There were the staples: roasted meats, baked goods, beverages and varieties of meat- and vegetable-filled breads. The stand serving ales and fruited wines—not unsurprisingly—had quite a line in front of it in comparison to its neighbors. The one exception was a booth she couldn’t quite identify, as it stood apart and back from the half circle of the others. Whatever it was selling many were lining up to buy. Violet’s interest now piqued, she decided to ignore the call of the bench to her buttocks and make her way to see up close.

			Thwarting the line, Violet made her way ’round the eager bustle. She just wanted to peek, not yet to buy. 

			And there she was. The girl.

			Violet startled. Distracted by the divergence of the day, her worry had waned. The appearance of the girl fell against her as mountain-cold water and she froze with it. But as quickly as it came, it melted. For now, she realized, was her chance.

			

			The girl—Sybil, Violet recalled—was in a rush. Alone in the booth, she stepped, reached, smiled, grabbed, spoke, bagged, boxed and bustled in her attempt to take care of each customer. Violet grinned at the familiarity. She would do well on our team, she thought. This girl is a Tent Runner!

			Still unclear on the wares, Violet needed to get closer. She approached from the periphery, not wanting the girl to see her just yet, which wasn’t a problem, as the girl was so focused on her efforts she could barely look elsewhere.

			When Violet saw the goods, it was clear why Sybil’s attentions had been on the goings-on behind the tent’s counter and not as much on the treats laid upon them. The girl was selling sweets.

			Shelves full of cakes, cookies and pies tiered behind her and in front, so many different variations, Violet’s head rushed. Tiny cakes and pastries in multitudes of shapes, sizes, each of them decorated with details so finessed the idea of eating them felt sinful. Fruited blossoms, icing-swirled flowers and laces, chocolate-drizzled spirals and webs, pulled-sugar-shined nests, candied nuts piled and strewn, rainbow sprinkles, berries dipped and glazed. It was beautiful.

			Seeing no other way to speak to the girl given her circumstances, Violet got in line and waited her turn behind the others. 

			The line moved patient, the day warm enough to enjoy the wait and cool enough to allow it, all patrons blissfully awaiting sweet reward. 

			Anxious as always before such attempts, Violet tried to arrange what she was going to say, but all that came was bluster: fits and starts of pieces and wants of words. She tried to calm but still, her thoughts fluttered. The exchange would need to be quick.

			The girl just knew. 

			Maybe it was everything resting held-breath behind Violet’s eyes. Perhaps it was the full of all she wanted to say braced inside the skim of her body, rippling just under its brown. Or it might’ve simply been like recognizing like. 

			Whatever it might’ve been, the girl just knew. 

			Upon seeing Violet, the girl halted, her arms falling dead to her sides, dropping a caramel-lacquered bun to the ground in the process. It was the way she looked quickly from side to side: wide-eyed and darting as prey searching for predator; that, Violet knew. That whatever parlay would happen next must not be detected by . . . him. She rejoined Violet’s gaze with a severe purpose and grit, not the polite countenance tossed as rote to the customers prior.

			Realizing what was happening, Violet knew to speak fast and speak direct. 

			“Our stay has been extended five days. We will take leave this Friday.” The last statement calculated and firm. The girl nodded.

			“If you need another cake, you should come find me before then. I will take care of you.” 

			The girl nodded once more, then added, “Sorry for the wait, miss. The booth working’s been trying since my sister’s leaving. Give me a minute to collect your order.”

			“The waiting’s been fine, miss. Take your time. I know how it is on that side of the counter,” she added with a smile.

			She turned her back and began her bustle, grabbing tissues, then grabbing treats and carefully placing them into a baker’s box. 

			“Let me just tie this up for you,” she sang, turning her back again, her hands busy.

			Handing the box to Violet with a smile she said, “Your receipt is in the box. Be well.”

			“But let me pay you,” Violet urged, raising her satchel.

			“You forget, ma’am,” she laughed. “You’ve prepaid!”

			Violet nodded in understanding. 

			“Thank you very much, miss. I hope to see you soon.”

			“I, as well,” she replied with a small curtsy.

			Violet returned to the girls at the bench, untied the box and removed the piece of paper she knew would be there. Three words:

			Take me away

			“What’s that?” Samantha asked, gesturing at both the box and the paper Violet held.

			After a moment, Violet grinned and replied, “A job application.”
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			Violet didn’t begin to worry until the third day. Up to that point, she felt certain the girl would show. The girl’s note stayed in her pants pocket, proof of such. But as evening fell on the third day out of the remaining five without a sign of her, Violet began a stir of worry. She went to be with the note under her pillow and a prayer on her lips: Please bring her to me.

			Her prayers were answered the following morning, when—as Violet was passing the sample plate through the tent—the girl slammed into her, knocking the plate and its treats into the air and Violet almost onto the ground.

			“I’m so sorry, Miss Violet!” the girl blurted. “But I don’t have much time. He’s barely let me go this very moment, to run ahead of him to order another Butter Cake, so’s he didn’t have to wait. Please, can you take me? Now?”

			Stunned from the surprise of the collision and the appearance of the girl, visibly frantic and pleading, Violet quickly collected herself, understanding the severity of what was happening. 

			“Miss Violet! Are you alright?” Glenda, a nervous girl, had rushed to Violet’s side, gathering the tray and then Violet’s arm, steadying her. 

			“I’m fine, Glenda. I’m fine. Thankee,” Violet replied. “Be a dear and gather those poor fallen bites. You and Sahara mind the tent, I need to tend to something right quick.”

			Glenda nodded in understanding, her eyes strong on the girl, who had yet to stop shifting.

			

			“Of course, ma’am,” she said, obediently. 

			“Come with me,” she told the girl, taking her hand and leading her through the tent while Glenda watched, a memory of her own saving suddenly swooning hot in her pulse.

			“Not this way,” Sybil urged. “That was where I left him.”

			Violet turned and went opposite, making their way amongst the bustling carnival at a modest speed. It was critical they not draw overt attention. It was already unfortunate the girl was so striking with her unusual hair and protruding belly; they need not bring any more on top of what she already brought.

			One quick turn ’round the rim of the main performance tent catapulted them into a quiet: a rogue curve away from the crowd’s busy mob. The path led to the outskirts, the area where the troupe lived. It was where they held the orbs.

			The girl gasped when she saw them: two giant white globes evenly spaced, surrounded by multitudes of white robes that seemed afloat, held aloft by poles, their limbs drifting in the soft breeze. It looked like gods being worshipped.

			Resolved in her mission, Violet didn’t have time to revel with the girl, aware of the effect the orbs had on those unfamiliar. Violet needed to get the girl inside. Safe.

			“This way.” 

			Violet pulled her towards the left-side orb, grabbing a robe as they approached.

			“Put this on,” she instructed, thrusting the garment into the girl’s hands. “You will slip inside this orb. Once you are inside, the compression will alarm you. Remain calm and count your breaths. Make them deep and even. You will feel the press loosen once the orb feels it knows you. When it retracts and the air is cool on your face, you will be able to proceed.”

			Now fully robed, the girl nodded. Violet could tell she was doing her best to stay brave.

			“If it is dark, you need only to swipe the wall with your palm and the light will come.”

			

			With this, Violet demonstrated, opening her hand, fingers wide, moving it in a half circle against the air.

			“Make your way into the orb as far as it allows. When you can go no further, remain still until it grows a space around you. Rest. I will come for you when I am able.”

			“But please, can’t you join me?” the girl pleaded, small-voiced and worried.

			“I cannot, lest my absence at the tent arouse suspicion. It will be fine. I promise. Now, go.”

			Violet spread apart a seam in the orb which the girl hadn’t perceived before, and pushed herself inside. As she was enveloped, the words thank you whispered sweet and sincere.

			Once the seam merged, Violet took a giant breath, and released it loud, eyes closed. Her body began a small quiver, her limbs vibrating as the adrenaline she’d been hoarding liberated into her bloodstream. Each time she’d rescued had been a rush. This was no exception. 

			Eyes still closed, she let it wash over her. The waves’ crashes weakening with each breath. Maybe I’m getting too old for this, she thought. 

			Only once calmed did Violet open her eyes. I must get back to the tent. If he comes looking for her and I am absent . . . She shivered, squeezing the last bit of adrenaline out of her system, along with the thought of the terrors such men can deliver when angered. 

			When she turned, he was there. His mass so great that from such a close distance she felt concussed. It was as if she’d suddenly beamed from the open space where she once stood, to one next to a large wall. After she recognized it as a man, and the very man she had stolen from, Violet froze, dizzy.

			“You’ve taken what’s mine. Now I take,” he said, gripping her arm much like he’d held the girl’s shoulder. But this was no firm steer. This grip came with strength and fury. As if to assure he meant harm, he clenched until his fingers met. Violet yelped, eyes tearing.

			It was then an echo flared: a high-pitched squeal that ended as brunt as it came. 

			The man turned—his vise grip taking Violet along with him—and there was Glenda, hands over mouth, eyes wide.

			

			The man laughed, an ugly gurgling. “What is it you think you see?” the man asked the frightened girl, drawing Violet against him like a shield. “I’ll tell you what you should see. You should see a caught thief.” He violent shook Violet twice with the last two words and she called out in pain.

			Glenda, hands still over mouth, stepped forth, then back, then shrunk, her head shaking.

			“There are things we are allowed to do to thieves in Mid-North,” he said, drawing from his pocket a pointed metal more needle than knife and placing it stern against the brown of Violet’s cheek. “But I will not do those things, if . . .” He trailed off. “. . . you do something for me.”

			Glenda continued to stare, dumb, cowlike.

			He scream-charged at Glenda, “ARE YOU LISTENING?!” and she recoiled, fell, while nodding, tears volcano-erupting.

			“You can keep that dirt-burden of mine. I’m almost thankful you took the action from my hands. There were so many ways I considered ridding myself of her that your thievery is almost a blessing. But stealing is stealing, and you can right this wrong very simply.”

			“Tell your people they have only to deliver me three hundred thirty-three sweets, well wrapped for long-keeping, each one the best you could ever make. The dirt-burden you stole from me will know what I want. Have them placed at the treats booth in the Heart and we will be done.”

			“There were only two things this daughter was good for. One we will not speak of in such feminine company.” His grin, a twisted grotesque. “The other is her baking, of which the evidence is clear,” he said, wanding the needle-knife up and down his girth. “Provide me with this stock within three days and she will be returned to you. If within three days I receive nothing, so will you. Are we clear?”

			Glenda nodded.

			The man gruffed. “Good. Now, you stay there. Do not rise until you count every blade of grass you sit upon.” He thrust stepped towards her; Violet buckled in his hard clutch. “Now, put your head down and COUNT!” 

			Glenda dropped her head as if shoved and began her count. 
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			“You were taken?” The Man, who had been listening in rapt silence, finally broke it.

			“Yes,” Violet answered. “I was.”

			He sat quietly for a moment. “But you are here now. So, it turned out okay.” The statement almost a question.

			“I am here, true. But none of it was okay,” she told him. “There are things that happened that will never be okay. They simply will always be.” Violet took his hand in hers. “Our lives are but parchment that is written on every day. Every goodness, every evil, every nothing, every everything, accumulated into that scroll, the length of which is unknown until it is. We are but storybooks. But the tales within are our lives. The words written into our skin . . .” Realizing what she’d uttered, and the wreck of his skin still new in her mind, she reached to caress his face. He reacted first in flinch, then relaxed and let her hold him there. 

			“We can get lost in the worst of its pages or we can read and remember the parts that lift us and get lost in those.” 

			The Man nodded quietly, contemplating. Violet hoped he’d read the deeper meaning in her words. 
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			“We must do it. There is no other choice.” Terminus, stoic and solemn, addressed the group. 

			Glenda had counted and counted while her tears wet each blade. When discovered by a passing carnival member she became hysterical, repeating, “He stole Violet! He stole Violet!” over and over again without calm. When others came and couldn’t console her, she was brought to Terminus, who took her aside, became a balm, and was given the story. He then sent a team to shut down the carnival—a measure he’d never before taken—and called a gathering.

			“Family, one of ours has been taken.” 

			The crowd hushed as if struck.

			“Our very own Violet has been stolen from us.” 

			An outburst of upset split the day. 

			“Not to worry, not to worry,” Terminus continued, motioning the audience to calm. “We have means to get her back, and we will get her. I wanted to let every one of us know, as we are family, and this situation has never come upon us before.”

			“Violet is not our mother but she mothers us all. As long as I’ve run this troupe, she’s been at my side and alongside all of yours, helping in all ways both large and small. She is a woman that never demands our best but always receives it because she is a woman that calls us to want to give it to her.”

			The crowd murmured and nodded in agreement.

			

			“It is time for us to help one who has helped so many.” His gaze fell upon her tent ladies—who were soon to become The Sweets—as well as a new face: one very fair, very young, with a belly full of child. A face framed with a mix of locks both black and white, the likes of which he’d never seen before. She stood prominent from the group as blood on snow. He understood how it was she was easily caught by Violet’s vigilant eye.

			He’d been told who she was, why she was here, and after questioning her, he understood the urgency with which they must act to get their Violet back. The man that took Violet—this girl’s father—was largely beast, whose women he’d used and ended. This girl’s mother, who, when her limits were finally reached, tied rope to waist, then to rock, then sent all off a bridge. Shortly thereafter, the oldest daughter did the same. Left behind to bear it all was Sybil, who crucial-knew in her soul that a girl grew in her belly and there was no way she would let her unborn daughter be succumbed as she had. She would tie rock to rope before she’d see the day her fatherbeast inflict her daughter.

			“I will now meet with her ladies and the facilitation will begin. I expect that if any assistance is needed, we can call upon you to pitch in. You well know she would do the same and more, if it was one of you.”

			Calls of “Here! Here!” “Aye!” and “Get our Violet!” rang out; thrusting fists upon skyward arms peppered the crowd. 

			Terminus answered with his arms lifted, palms slicing the sky.
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			The meeting with Violet’s tent team was fraught but focused. The ladies loved their Violet and, knowing they had a primary role in her return, stirred their worry. Terminus used his regal serene to settle their stress as he was known to do, his natural air. He needed them strong for this saving and assured them it would be successful. That there was not one person in this carnival who would ever let Violet stay taken and all would be accountable in this endeavor. It would not fall on them completely. 

			After a short discussion with Sybil, Terminus addressed the ladies.

			“I’d like Sybil to take the lead in this effort. She’s well versed with what this . . . man wants. She can ensure we provide him accordingly so there will be no chance for switchbacks once the goods are delivered. We want our Violet back, seamless. I do not want any room for reverse. So, please do her well. She is a new face here, but one that Violet meant to stay, and that, we must take care to remember. Thankee-sai.”

			“Thankee-sai, say aye!” the ladies sang in unison.

			“Alright, I leave you to it. After you assess, report to me and we will attain anything you may need. Farewell.”

			Terminus took his leave but not before motioning to Sybil to take his position. Timidly she made her approach, then began.

			“Beg pardon in advance, misses and ma’ams, for I’ve never been one for leading anything. I can see the great love here for Miss Violet, and knowing it was my kin done this, I mean to help undo it.”

			Sahara piped up, yet said kindly, “’Tis fine, miss. Please tell us.”

			

			Sybil lowered her head, smiled, then raised it, her poise hued more bold.

			“I know what he likes and we can make it for him. My sister . . .” She stuttered on the word, choked, swallowed, commenced. “Cry pardon. We have been doing it since I can remember. It’s all I know. Cakes, pies and his favorite sweets, all . . .”

			“But we don’t know any sweet making, miss,” Glenda interrupted. 

			“I can teach you,” she replied, a new brash blossomed in her voice. “Your tent had cakes. Your tent had pies. Sweets aren’t far-off neighbors from those. I watched how y’all worked together. Side by side like sisters. We can save her.”

			The ladies nodded.

			“I feel ya, miss, and thankee,” Sahara chimed. “This is something we can and must do. Ladies, let’s get started.”

			And start, they did. The list of treats to be made came first, and how many of each, in how many hours it would take to make them, came second. Ingredients were calculated and supplies were assessed and whatever lacked was immediately reported to Terminus, who dispatched horsemen with wagons to the nearest townships to attain. 

			Sybil taught them sweets first. The efforts largely stovetop; she thought it best they know their makings up front so ladies could work them in between their baking. 

			Not having worked with cooked sugars and syrups before, Sybil started there, showing how to mix in the correct amounts, how to monitor its melting and how to achieve the desired colors. She had them watch as she separated and swirled it onto sticks as discs, as globes, as twisted towers. She demonstrated how to make colored drops, sprinkles and webs. The ladies took to it eager, gleeful with the fun and fancy of it; all of them feeling their girlhood again.

			She taught them how to make and work with chocolate. The different flavors, the ways it can be molded, mixed, infused and shaped. All dirtied fingers were licked clean over and again. 

			

			Caramel making was taught. And she showed them how to dip apples and how to decorate them using the sweets she’d taught them earlier; the way things could be drizzled, sprinkled and iced. 

			It didn’t take long for the ladies’ pace to full flow. These women already adept in the kitchen, learned as ducks to water. Their training more like play as they began combining the proper elements, then adding ingredients of their own. Sybil coached and aided as needed, assisting until she felt the ladies on track for what she knew he would expect. Terminus’s words hung strong in her heart. She didn’t want any allowance for her father to null the agreement. A thing she believed he could and would do if unsatisfied; he held a fierce mean. To that end, she continued her corrections, showing the ladies how to make cleaner dips, clearer lines, even hues and smoother swirls. “It’s all in the details,” she told them. 

			Once the sweet making was on target, the ladies divided into teams, each heavy-based on skill and ease of labor. There was a team for preparations: sifting, chopping, stirring, coloring, measuring, whipping, kneading, rolling, greasing. There was an assembly team who combined ingredients in the correct measure, poured or placed or spooned them into their appropriate pans or molds. There were ladies who took on the bake time and were ready to remove the hot pans from hot ovens when timer bells rang, and to pull the cakes, cookies, pastries and pies from their pans onto the cooling racks. Ladies with the best decorating skills took on the final touches; icing, sugaring, drizzling and dressing as required. In between these tasks, women worked on the sweets, Sybil at their side. The mood was light yet serious, everyone clear on what was at stake. 

			Violet’s tent was—under normal circumstances—a place the members came daily, if only to stroll through or pass close by. Short trips ’round camp frequently made long as members took errant routes just to swing by. The visit, an easy errand that could quick fill one’s spirit on days that tolled harder than others. The hums, calls and songs of the ladies blending with the sweet scents always made it a welcoming. Violet (and all of the ladies, for that matter) always had a kind word, and a tasty morsel, for all who were greeted. Her tent was the unspoken heart of the carnival.

			So, it was no surprise that it was the same during this grave situation. The tent was quickly overrun with those who not only came to help, but to witness; everyone looking to feel a part of things, less helpless. With the abrupt carnival shutdown, most had returned to their responsibilities to put things into order they had been interrupted from, but once finished, they floundered. Normally, at day’s end, all would relax, then retire. There was mealtime, perhaps some casual entertainment, music, games or dance, but not this day. Today there was an unfinished rattling inside them. There could be no respite until their Violet was returned. The busy ladies well watched and cheerfully encouraged by many eyes and hearts. The all of the carnival, together as one, for her.

			They worked well into the evening, until they’d spent enough supplies that not much more could be done until each of the wagons had returned from the townships; as of early evening, only one of the four had returned. There were more ingredients to be had before they could effectively resume. It was decided that the team retire to their orbspace and get rested for the flurry of the next day. Reluctant but exhausted, the women agreed, and left the boxing and wrapping to the volunteers that had come to help. They quick-washed, robed and slept deep, without dreams.
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			If they had scheduled a waking, each would have been up ahead of the sun, their standard call. But the irregular circumstance kept them in their slumber well past the sun’s rising. Knowing their overt labors from the night before and how much work lay ahead of them, Terminus instructed they not to be awoken until the last of the wagons arrived. He wanted them refreshed and ready for what he knew would be an even longer day. Given the ladies’ rigid standards, he knew there would be upset at the length of their sleeping, and he was ready to take their ire in exchange for the energies acquired for the day ahead.

			As predicted, there was more than a sour rumble once the ladies woke to a sky-high sun serenaded by the ominous ticking of the clock they raced against. As they rushed to ready and saw the last of the flour sacks being stacked into a space now laden with supplies, they understood Terminus’s reasoning, but still held fast their rumble. Tongues bitten, they quickly aproned, the long-tressed tied back their hair, all washed and resumed.

			The work progressed nicely. While hurried, the energy felt not harried, but thoughtful. Any frenzied rush that was expected was replaced by focus. Sybil made it clear that perfection would be expected. That this wasn’t the time to be sloppy. “He will inspect! He will taste! If we fall short, so will Miss Violet. I say true!” The ladies held to this as they dutied, as if they were making these for Miss Violet herself and not a half-beast man.

			

			In and around the tent, the carnival watched. The mood was anxious but light. If the ladies brought song, the rest chimed in. Encouraging hoots rose from the crowd, calls of praise and support. The words morphed as the day went on. Initial calls found their way from “Violet’s ladies!” and “Violet’s lasses!” to “Sweet makers!” to “Violet’s sweets!” and eventually tapered to simply “The Sweets.” And there it was, and there they became. 

			All day long groups lined the finishing table to admire the careful work. They had never seen such treats put forth from their kitchen before and they marveled. “Oh, my! Look what these Sweets have done!” “Violet will be so proud!” “’Tis a shame such beautiful work wasted on such evil.” 

			The end of the day came as anticipated; Sybil’s calculated planning had their output just beyond what they’d wanted. The finishers—who were the last to touch each treat before it was packed and counted—informed them they were over halfway there. The next day’s work need only be 113 and they had just enough supplies to carry them through. 

			Despite their hearts wanting to press on, their bodies thought otherwise, and The Sweets let themselves retire for the evening, this time making sure Terminus was clear that they would be waking up long before the sun did.

			True to their word, they rose, and by the time Terminus came to visit, they were close to finishing.

			“You Sweets are truly amazing. Violet will be so proud,” he told them.

			“We should be finished just after midday. Could we start loading the wagons just prior? We shouldn’t waste any time,” Sybil urged.

			“Yes, Miss Sybil, that sounds fine. I’ll give instruction so we’ll be ready to go.”

			“Aye,” she replied, turning back to her work.

			Poised to leave, instead Terminus stopped to watch her. The frightened and timid girl that was brought before him just short days ago had turned leader. 
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			Making room for error, The Sweets decided to produce over and above the 333 in the case the man decided to reject anything. They wanted to be as ready as possible; there was no way they would leave that township without their Violet.

			Two wagons were loaded and a group comprised of Terminus, Sybil, some of the stronger-natured Sweets, Brunt and select members of his crew made their way to the Central Township.

			The trek went fast, the crew intent to get this done and behind them. Upon arrival, Sybil led them to the booth and they began unloading. When they were close to finished, Sybil called out to a small group of boys who had been staring at their spectacle, “Shelby! Go tell my father we brought what he asked. Tell him to bring what we were promised.” The boy did as he was told. 

			The last of the boxes stacked, the group became still. The scattering of townsfolk as well as some traders hovered nearby continuing their watch, sensing something more was about to happen. The day hung quiet as if it, too, was eager to see what next would come.

			The moments added together as the group shifted in little ways; movements nerves made when tested. Pulls and yanks of clothing and skin, twitches and shrugs, impatient leanings, popping of knuckles and stretching of necks. They knew this needed to go right and be done. They wanted their mother back, seamless.

			Heads turned and lifted as one by one each saw another doing the same. Just beyond the Heart, the man was coming, slow and loom. His tremendous size forged a new way of walking that was more roll and sway than step and glide. The pace achingly slow for a gathering this anxious. In tow, on leash, a wrist-bound woman, head hooded with a dirty sack. The brown of her hands and print of her dress evidence of who it was.

			The despicable manner Violet was being led sickened each of them and an anger built.

			In the taut linger, Terminus leaned close and, to Sybil’s ears only, broke the quiet with a question: “Why 333?”

			Without hesitation she replied, “It’s half the devil’s number. He’s too scared to use the full figure. I guess the evil’s not fully burned out what’s left of the Christian part of him.”

			Terminus nodded, then walked central, to meet the exchange.

			The two coming together; one man as thick and round as the other was thin and stretched was a sight. Adding the bound, hooded and tethered woman created a strange and staggering vision. A painting one could look into each day and never put together its true meaning.

			“I see you’ve brought what I’ve asked. I hope you don’t mind that I take some time to ensure the count and quality. I wouldn’t be a wise man if I didn’t perform my due diligence.”

			“Please, be my guest,” Terminus offered. “We’ve readied the goods so they will be easily counted. Inspect and taste as you like. The only rush we are in is to complete this exchange and be on our way.”

			“Fine, fine,” the man responded. “Let’s go, my dear. Just a little ways ahead.” He jerked the thin cord that wrapped tight Violet’s wrists, the squeal that came from underneath the hood liquid and bubbled. It was then Terminus saw the smeared red on the cords around her wrist.

			“Why don’t you let the lady sit here,” he offered, pointing to the rear of one of the wagons. “It will be easier for your inspection.”

			“You are ever so kind, my thin, pale friend. But this one sticks with me until I’ve decided she doesn’t. Is that clear?” He yanked again. Bubbled squeal again.

			The yelp froze Terminus. “Fine, fine. Please just be easy.” His tone even, not wanting to cause any more undue infliction.

			

			“I’ve been easy on her every night,” the man jeered, laughing a greasy laugh. “Isn’t that right, my brown lovely?” Yank. Squeal.

			Erupting with growl, primal and fierce, arms out bear-like and thrusted, Brunt rushed forward. Even at the speed he hurled himself with, the distance from where he stood to where the man held Violet was too great, and as he met them, it was the knife-needle that stopped him. Pierced through his neck and out. Its puncture clean, the point slick shined out the back of Brunt’s thick neck. Almost pretty in its wet glimmer.

			Brunt slammed still, his hands around the air at his throat. The growl he’d made now a whistled heaving. If he was to turn and the crowd to spy his face, they would’ve seen a man confused.

			They held there for a moment, one large man spearing another in the stunned silent.

			Brunt falling to his knees, Terminus lunging to save, Beastman yanking blade from its quick home and against another; these three actions simultaneous.

			“Do NOT or I stick her next!” Beastman threatened, halting Terminus, who then released a scream unlike anything the family had ever heard. A chilling discharge of pain and frustration that shook them. 

			Brunt’s body slumped and piled on the ground, his hands still clawing at nothing. The spray of blood from the cleave of his neck pooled on the thin grass, their blade ends growing shorter and shorter until disappearing. 

			Terminus stumbled, his knees finding the same grass. His eyes on his fallen friend, with a heated rage he commanded, “Go! Inspect! Then return her! If any of her blood is spilled, you will answer!”

			The man laughed in response, “Indeed, indeed. Know that I did not intend to spill anyone’s blood in this exchange. ’Twas your friend that attacked me, I’ll have you remember, say aye. I was standing peaceful before he lunged, is the truth.” He surveyed the gathered crowd, seeking any naysayers. 

			Needle-knife to Violet’s neck, he began his roll towards the booth. 

			“Now, let me get on with this before these townsfolk decide to enact any newcomer justice. I haven’t told them yet how you’ve stolen.” The man emphasized, his sneer turning from Terminus to Sybil, who did her best to hide her shivering.

			The group let him pass and he set up station inside the booth and began his careful assess. Hearty grunts of pleasure, small groans and words and phrases rolled unintelligible through grinds of food filled the still. 

			The group stayed in their stun, unmoving, their gazes on and off their fallen friend, unbelieving. Their broken father, who’d slowly found his feet, stared silent, the glisten of tears sheening the white of his face. 

			After an ample amount of time passed, the man emerged, his shirt, his face cloyed with sticky remnants.

			“You did good,” he exclaimed. “I knew my Sybil would guide you fine.”

			He walk-rolled through their cluster.

			“The trade is accepted; I’ll take these treats and you can keep both of these spoiled fruits. I have taken all my use from them.”

			“Now, before I drop this lead, ready and climb aboard your wagons. Be sure to take your feral friend with you,” he said, motioning to Brunt’s lifeless figure. “After you’ve kicked the horses, I’ll have this lad take her in your follow to just outside the township. You’ll be able to see me get him started. Do not have any worry; like I said, I have no more use for her. Now, go!”

			They watched him cautiously while they loaded, Terminus having nodded to them to do what was instructed. As the wagons were set into motion, so was the lad. The crowd parted, letting the bizarre parade pass through. They travelled in this manner until the agreed-upon area was reached where the boy dropped the lead and ran. 

			Before she could hit the ground, Terminus caught Violet in his arms and held her until they were both finished sobbing.
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			The Man sat quietly as Violet’s last words settled between them. His reverie broke to find her face fresh with tears. It was now his turn to hold her. 

			After the comforting, he asked, “But what of Sybil, Violet? I’ve seen no lady of such description among your Sweets. I would think such an eye-catching woman, with hair of black and white, would stick out and be well-known to . . .” Here the man halted. Violet watched, knowing what he was solving.

			“Morning- and Eveningside,” he gasped. “’Twas her babies.” 

			“Aye,” she replied. “You’re correct. The carnival carried on, as it always has, as it always will. Terminus never seemed settled with himself since that day. I think he felt it his fault. Brunt’s death, my . . . time spent held. But we moved past. We had a new member in Sybil, whom the Sweets had already full embraced before even I had a chance to. That girl . . . a beautiful, strong soul she was.” Violet smiled, lost in her memories.

			“She taught us all that you now see in our tent. All the animals, and little objects, all shaped from sweets. Her doing. She said her and her sister made them as friends; that beast father of theirs keeping them from having anything outside of their own walls,” she spat, shaking her head, in her eyes the fire gleam of a fury he’d never seen her hold before. “Never matter. She taught us all and in that she will live on. And of course, there’s the girls.”

			

			“Sybil was very strong. Even when, in her eighth month with her belly grown to bursting, her skin stretching to split as the girls grew in bounds, she fought us to let her work. We didn’t let it happen, of course. Practically had to lock her in her orbspace to keep her still,” Violet smiled again, lost in thought. 

			“We knew something was wrong,” she said gravely. “Nothing grows that rapidly, fighting through the skin like it was. Nothing normal, anyway.” Violet sighed. “We didn’t know it was the girls then, we thought mayhap it was her youth. Maybe her frame wasn’t ready. Any which way, we kept her as comfortable as possible, with many visitors to keep her spirits up. She’d bonded to most everyone in camp, so she had many to keep her company. Most of the time we had to send folks away so she could get her rest. But as the weeks added, so did the worry. We had to keep her belly bandaged, tight. You see, the splits in her skin were widening. Spreading. We’d never seen anything like it. We tried to keep a calm face in front of her, but she knew the truth. She even asked me once, ‘Is it because the baby’s all my own blood?’ I told her all pregnancies were different and hers was one of the harder ones, is all. I told her everything would be fine.” Violet shook her head, eyes gleaming wet. “What else could I do? I didn’t want her any more scared than I knew she was.”

			The Man squeezed her hand. “You did her kind, Violet.”

			Violet sniffled a bit, nodded, continued, “The girls came at midnight. Broke right through her skin. I’d been sleeping in her orbspace, knowing how much pain she was in. Poor girl was in and out of our world by then. Half here, half wherever beautiful souls head off to once they leave us. A banshee scream woke me, I swiped the wall and there they were, pushed through the bulge of her belly. Blood everywhere. I ran to her, but she was just . . . gone.” 

			Violet sat a moment. Gathering.

			“The girls, well, I was confused about what it was, you understand? They were squirming, fighting to get air, I suppose. Her belly had fully ruptured, and only Morningside had emerged, her being the larger of the two. I dug in and did my best to pull her free. It was—difficult. So much blood. My poor Sybil!” She began crying. 

			“I pulled and pulled, not understanding why the baby wasn’t coming. That’s when I saw Eveningside, and it became clear. All of it. But then, of course, after I pulled them out entirely there were the arms, of course.”

			“Boy, those girls cried!” Violet grinned through her tears. “It was like they knew they’d lost their mama. Like they passed each other along the way, understand?”

			The Man nodded. “I cleaned and swaddled them. Rocked them until they quieted. I knew Terminus would need to be told first. About the unique of the twins. About Sybil. It was an uncertain time. But he came, he held them. We wrapped Sybil, swaddled her just like her girls. Then he called another gather and let the family know. He made sure to explain the girls’ special, so they were ready to be embraced. And, you well know, they were.”
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			There was an outside. 

			What everyone saw was an older, sometimes crotchety, sometimes jovial, largely solitary man and magician open up to, welcome in and mentor a much younger, much darker, close to silent Young Man who was, once upon a time, found wild in the woods. They also saw a youthful, untamed soul, wide-eyed and earnest, being guided and taught. The pairing was unexpected. The troupe became somewhat enamored by this new Sullivan; they had never seen such a side to him. The friendship between Sullivan and the man was well-known and recognized by the troupe and the unlikely duo was often teased, good-naturedly, because of it. 

			Terminus, on the other hand, was more captivated by what had become of the timid scrawn of a boy they’d found long ago, half alive and seemingly mute. Since his finding, Terminus had been worried the boy might not find his way within the family. That he might have further weakened and fallen away instead of forging through, paving a path of strength. Terminus, who felt an immediate affection for the boy, did not want to have to turn him out so was more than glad when the boy found a position in TwoFour’s tethering crew. Tenting was hard work fraught with ache, injury and age. Having a boy aboard was a boon: his youth invigorating the longer timers, a chance for them to teach their trade to one so fresh, a wild boy from the woods, no less. Now that he was learning another skill with Sullivan—one that was unnecessary given his tethering crew position—meant he had become a valued member. 

			

			As the years went on Terminus watched and admired as a man begin to emerge from the emaciated mess of feral boy they found so many years ago. His muscles honed from the sweat of his labors and his mind sharpened from Sullivan’s teachings. Their pairing, a charm. However,

			there was also an inside.

			The inside was visible to only Sullivan and the now Man. It was something everyone was able to see, if they really looked. But nobody did. The two, long together, knew how to conceal it. It had become second nature; hiding one lost to the bottle became another of the Man’s skills. 

			In the beginning, there was only one view, the teacher and the student. While becoming adept at every nuance of every trick Sullivan had in his arsenal the Young Man grew into adulthood. Getting his young student to perfect every one of his tricks seemed a sport to Sullivan. He wanted everything honed, required the Man to shine.

			And shine, he did.

			An eager student with a shrewd knack for the deft skills required of a magician, he quickly became a replicate of “The Great Lafayette.” By one and a half year’s training the Man could perform Sullivan’s act in his sleep. 

			This enterprise of deceit and trickery achieved through cunning flair and nuance of motion and distraction continued to be an eternal wonder to the Man. The dance between Sullivan and the audience enraptured him. How captivated they were! And by such simple hoaxes! He loved that he now harbored the very same skills. That, if given the opportunity, he too could thrill crowds. The last time he felt so much worth was when he belonged to the forest. 

			However, unlike the encouraging forest, Sullivan stifled this worth.

			It began gradual. It began after there was nothing more to teach. When the student could perform as well as the teacher, it was as though a one-way rivalry began. The Young Man was unaware at first. This new playing field brought with it a changing. 

			This new passion bloomed in the Man as nothing ever had, his insides so long dead. It set him afire. Now that he had this new proficiency, it was all he could think about: where to bring it next, how to push it further, in what other ways could he create thrill. To him, Sullivan’s stock was rote; he had already climbed that mountain and conquered it. He craved new terrain. Every winding evening, as he lay prone inside the sleeping orb, he buried himself in new creations; wonders upon wonders until morning broke, the Man never remembering having fallen asleep. 

			Once upon a time, when he was a Young Man, he believed in “The Great Lafayette’s” Otherness. Something he now knew didn’t exist in Sullivan, only within him. So, it wasn’t long before his daydreams relinquished all borders. The thoughts of what he could do using the threaded part of himself unhinged him with its sheer limitlessness. News of his unimaginable feats would spread far and wide, bringing new triumphs to Terminus’s family—perhaps even making them world-renowned! The pride for him that this could well in Terminus became a prize he obsessed to hold. 

			a son
a son
a son

			Yet, every approach was rejected by Sullivan. 

			The Young Man began making suggestions for new effects. Excited recitations of new tricks to employ, fresh theatrics, themes, props, all rattled off to Sullivan with the fevered eagerness youth brings. The Young Man would tackle Sullivan with his enthusiasm for creating updated manifestations of overused, routine tricks, only to be rebuffed by the magician, who was perfectly fine with the trove of effects he’d cultivated over the years and his rotation of them between towns. “Why should I?” he’d respond. “Each town has brand-new eyes. The rubes have no idea if an effect was performed once or two hundred times!” 

			It was a smothering.

			But the Young Man that became a Man, who was once a Boy and always, forever, a Son, was well familiar with never getting. It was a coat he wore very well. Molded to his frame like a second skin and so easily stepped back into. The more Sullivan shut him down, the more he let himself be shut down. A hammering. Months of crushing turned into years of being crushed. 

			Eventually, the Man ceased any trying. Instead, every excited idea was stockpiled and buried in a waiting place. A vault of one day. The swallowing choked at first, then burned until it dulled into a subtle soreness that beat like a second heart. 

			More familiarity.

			All the while Sullivan performed. And his feats never disappointed. Terminus, the family, the audience—not one complaint voiced. The years during the Young Man’s transformation into a man were strong years for the magician. It was in the years after the Man became adept that Sullivan began to veer towards the drink.

			The inside.

			The Man noticed as one notices a spider in a bathtub. The pair’s long-tandem made any deviation stand tall and black in the snow, the tiniest disparities obvious and shoving until they became too big to back away from. Sullivan’s digression ran silent to all but the man. To him, it was a shouting.

			It wasn’t even the bottles that gave it away. The Man knew long before their discovery, broken, stacked, jagged, tucked, tossed. It was Sullivan: a sour stench that permeated, then seeped to those up close, one the Man knew from so many uncles. A smell that brought with it fresh nightmares. Ones so strong they sent Morningside and Eveningside—now young girls—scurrying to his orbspace; their longer arms restraining, the smaller ones soothing. It was Sullivan; staggering back to camp through morning mist, past his still-poled robe, sagged with dew. It was Sullivan; the new coldness, the quick anger and most of all, the bold indifference towards the one thing that had brought the contrary pair together. 

			Knowing the low tolerance Terminus had for such behavior, the Man—strong with loyalty to the magician who gave him such a gift—became a conspirator. Abetting Sullivan whenever needed. 

			He’s resting.

			

			He’s sickly.

			He’s tired.

			He’s fine.

			Sullivan, having no prior issues, warranted no alarm from the family, and the Man had already proven himself more than trustworthy, so there was no reason to question. The magician’s act was an important component to their success; it could not be lost. Plus, the new habit had yet to become daily, had yet to become incapacitating. He made his performances, he put in his labors, he kept to himself. 

			But the Man saw the inside and monitored it, vigilant for the lunge.
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			Sullivan blamed the kid. All the years he’d worked to callous the memories and the pain, worn away by the kid’s incessant begging. Both the bottle and his brother had found him once again. The two side by side in his devolve.

			In the beginning it was easy to keep it buried; his resolve was stronger, his focus more on the teaching than being the teacher. Now that the student knew as much as the instructor—maybe even surpassed him—things had changed. 

			The kid wanted more. Needed more. Wouldn’t shut up about what else could be done, how things could be pushed further. Every day a new idea.

			“. . . we could have a curtain and bring it out from behind us. I could concoct a flash! Set it off at the precise moment!”

			“What if you have it float above you instead of in front? Have it rise all the way to the rafters!”

			“I’d like to work on disappearing. Larger things. Alive things. Could you teach me? Please, Mr. Sullivan . . .”

			Sullivan’s tact polite at first, this boy now his good friend, but he continued his erosion and the guarded trove Sullivan had long stashed began to glint and, in its twinkle, started another erosion.

			With each deferment he rattled off to the kid, another carve into his mettle: 

			“Sure kid, later, later. My old bones tired right now.”

			“Those are big ideas! Let me think on those for a while.”

			

			“Not sure if you’re ready for something that large. I’ll let you know when that day comes.”

			Each rebuff another shaving of the barrier he’d long built up: the hardened callous flaking and falling into his gut. Oh, how he’d once begged his brother so equally. How he once was this very boy with big ideas, an empty vessel wanting more fill. More! More! More! Until he couldn’t wait anymore and took his ideas into his own hands. His grand reveal: his own brother’s undoing.

			Why young Sullivan thought it a grand idea to debut such a risky trick using his brother as brunt, the torment question. 

			As the demands continued, so did the shaving. Nightmares bloomed, dark and mangled. Visages of his brother covered in slick flame. The stench of his charring flesh as young Sullivan stood shocked at what was before him, the nonsensical question “Is this part of the trick?” flaying his mind while he watched his brother burning. The very trick he conjured on his own, in absence of his brother’s guidance. His brother’s screams rousing him from his shock. How he couldn’t save. These night terrors freed once again. 

			He began waking in chilled sweats, his bedclothes damp clung against him, sitting and rocking until morning, afraid of falling back into the same dream. The days thinning because of the nights. And every day that kid’s nonstop implore!

			Sullivan fought it as long as he could, but when the constant shaving finally met red, healthy flesh and all was raw, he fell. What he had done to his brother when his brother wouldn’t give, rose to its full height, arms lifted, talons bared. It dropped him and he broke.

			Brown bottles were found too easy. Their liquid a salve.

			The boy came as he lay in his rest, far from fireside, sitting himself down and beginning his beg.

			“I was thinking . . .”

			“Don’t.” Sullivan cut him off.

			The boy, who was the man, but always the boy to Sullivan, grabbed up his stick. The one he always brought to Sullivan’s rest. The one he dug the dirt with while he wrestled to bring words forth, the action helping him somehow. He used it now, stabbing the dirt. He should’ve known it would go this way. It always had. Foolishly, he thought he’d try once more.

			They sat for a while in silence while the active thrum of the carnival’s night beat around them like a drum. The Man’s thoughts raced again, boiling his excitement anew, and impulsively he spoke again.

			“If you could get a larger bird, maybe. Larger than the doves. A fancy one! Maybe like a parrot or a peacock! We could build a giant golden cage that could suspend . . .”

			Sullivan’s hand shot true, and gripping the Man’s throat he yelled, “Enough!” in a tone that cried monster.

			The Man, eyes wide verging bulge, stared at Sullivan. His own memories filled with uncles, setting him tremble.

			“No more. I am done with you. We are done. Seek me no more. Understand?”

			The Man, who felt very much a boy, did what he knew best: obey. He nodded against Sullivan’s hurtful grip until it released. It was then he spied the brown bottle tipped against his side, dark and poison. The Man rose and ran, collapsing far from everything, and released his tears into the night.
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			Their separation solidified following one of the carnival’s mandatory furloughs. 

			The group had reached the eastern coast and traversed its length before breaking, creating a ready position to move west once it was time. Knowing the majority of members usually remained during these periods, the location they had ended in was intentionally a grand one. They stationed and secured the orbs behind a bluff that hid in its beyond, a beachside paradise. A mile of wild coastline ready for every kind of invasion—swimming, sand play, fishing, repose—waited for their occupation. 

			Terminus made sure there was a town within a reasonable distance, so they were not too far if they needed to obtain any necessary supplies. Conversely, he made sure they were a reasonably far distance from any other inhabitants. He wanted to ensure they could use this respite for what it was intended. During these leaves they did not exist to be scrutinized. 

			The members that did not leave camp for distant visits spent time amongst themselves for the duration. Besides engaging in every activity that comes with being seaside, they also made their own fun. 

			As had become their custom during these sabbaticals, once a week they had an evening of entertainment with many of the remaining members providing the show. It was usually an evening of opposites: non-performers performing, or regular performers carrying out acts contrary to their normal professions.

			

			Violet, for example, would sing most beautiful songs. Her voice silken and strong. Cornelius, the games keeper, told funny stories—his portion of the evening a constant favorite. A bunch of The Sweets did a song and dance routine. Some of TwoFour’s tetherers did a skit parodying many of the family’s members, bringing the house down. Acrobats played instruments, musicians danced, dancers juggled, jugglers recited poems and Terminus, the tamer of their big cats, acted. Carrying out one-man scenes complete with costumes. The night always good-natured and fun.

			Normally, the Man would not participate, only watch. He had no talent other than magic, and with Sullivan present, there was no way he could stand in front of the family and perform. As Sullivan had stated many times whenever the man hinted at being given an opportunity to perform for an actual audience, “This troupe’s had one magician in its lifetime and that’s how it’s gonna stay, and that’s how it will always be!” 

			But on this particular break Sullivan had left, not stating where he was going, bidding nobody farewell. 

			What this absence created on that first communal night was a prodding and pleading. The family—perhaps realizing the Man’s freedom—clapped and cheered for him to take the stage, chanting, “Magic! Magic! Magic!” They were well aware he was more than capable, because for years they had seen him duplicating tricks alongside Sullivan; the two spending periods from early mornings, lazy afternoons, to full-bellied evenings, practicing and perfecting. 

			After much pressuring from the gathered and a beseeching look from Morningside and Eveningside, the Man finally relented and headed towards the stage. 

			The walk was a short one, but as he made his way, he felt a force against him. It was a pushing back; strong and thick like water, which made the time it took to reach the steps of the stage feel doubled. The group’s clamor became muffled as if it were emanating from behind closed doors. His heart began a heated rat-a-tat in his chest, a signal fire. All of him wanted to run, but he did not, for there was a light deep down inside him that had already begun its burning. It had sparked the moment the crowd had chanted for his participation. Somehow he knew that if this light was allowed to be released so too would be his buried soreness. The years of swallowed aching lanced, leaked and eased. 

			The Man reached the stage.

			His feet pressed the wood and it felt to the man as if they had never done so before; the surface strangely wobbled and untrustworthy. Even the air around him felt alien. 

			His body moved to the center of the stage and turned to face the crowd. Faces he’d known for years now blurred back at him in a kaleidoscope spin. Suddenly, the air around him warmed, then thinned, and his eyes fought to roll back in his head. With a jarring, he thoughtfelt, BREATHE, and taking a deep mouthful of air, his lungs opened and the world before him shifted back into place.

			A quiet became as the audience sat expectant. The Man readied himself to begin and quickly realized he had no props. The materials for the act were kept under lock and key within Sullivan’s chamber inside his orbspace. A dread rushed through him and once again he wanted to run. All of his family waiting and him with nothing to give! 

			It was then a swelling began. A viscous pressing that filled a space near or behind or around his skull, growing with it a ready swelter that felt of begging. 

			The Morethan!

			The performance was extremely simple. He did not have the tools of trickery Sullivan so oft used. What he did have, however, what he did have was a personal connection with most every person that sat in front of him. This gave him a path to follow. He began requesting simple items from audience members and turned each into a wonder. This playful intimacy heightened the show. 

			From Terminus he borrowed a bowler hat he had used in his scene, then took from Violet one wrapped sweet and, after holding it aloft and sweeping it back and forth across the air, ensuring it was well seen by the crowd, placed it inside. Then, with a few grand flourishes, a cascade of color poured forth from the bowler. Waves and waves of wrapped candies showered out of the hat, sending the handful of small children in the group scurrying to gather the candy now blanketing the ground in front of the stage. 

			He invited the jugglers on stage to juggle, and in mid-act, he teasingly announced he believed they could do better. Immediately, the number of balls and clubs in the air began to increase. The crowd gasped watching as the jugglers did their best to keep up with the multiplying objects. Struggling, their arms a frenzy as the objects between them became a pulsing blur, they battled between focus and laughter until impossibility caught up with them and all came crashing down. The resounding clatter competing with the equally loud eruption of applause. 

			And so it went on. The Man continued to entertain; from tiny executions with simple objects eagerly given by the audience, to larger efforts involving multiple participants, rich with comical complexity. 

			It was an explosion. The crowd could not contain their enjoyment. Having been exceedingly familiarized with years of “The Great Lafayette’s” sameness they were overflowing with delight for the unique tricks being manifested before them. 

			Never having held a stage on his own, his pace was hesitant. As the usual routines were not available to follow, his normal finesse and flourish suffered. While he was aware of this deficiency, he did not care one bit, every piece of him reveling in what he was doing, how lavishly it was received. 

			He did his best to make it through. In the days and weeks to follow there was not one negative word uttered of anything that went badly that night, or about any of the subsequent performances the man gave throughout the remainder of the break. There was only a near-worshipping. His presence a rebirth among the family. The ample time normally spent by himself now gone, he became a communal thing. The long-familiar faces reflected at him a different gaze. One he’d only seen given during many of Terminus’s magnificent speeches. It gathered a height within him, made him tower.

			The Man’s soreness now gone, his aching no longer. The hole from their absence replaced by something completely foreign. He felt a different version of himself, one that shined with unique glow, one given by no other. There was a deserving. He had never felt taller than what he was until now. As alien as the feeling was, he ceased any questioning of it. Instead, he let it take over. This new version what he never thought he could be, 

			should be.

			But then, 

			Sullivan’s return.

			Still cresting, the Man hadn’t given thought to any potential fallout once his mentor returned. There were very few secrets within the group, and his performances having been so resound there was little chance they would remain unmentioned. Upon seeing Sullivan back amongst the group, he immediately felt an impending punishment. It jarred him, its black harkening of uncles, his mother. Another something new welled inside him: anger.

			If Sullivan knew, it remained unsaid. During infrequent interactions with the man, he kept his quiet. Part of the man was glad for it, but the other part prayed Sullivan knew, that he was red-branded raw with the group’s praise of the man he long taught but who never graduated. How he hoped the family gushed to Sullivan about the marvels they had witnessed him perform; he wanted the over-pouring to break something inside of Sullivan. The part that held the shackles he’d kept over his pupil these handful of years. 

			The strong pulse of this reaction took him aback—where had his kindness gone? But more thoughts of years spent standing by, stifled, how his caring and covering for the broken man, his magician-mentor, had been spit on and kicked filtered through his mind and the resentment came once more, fresh and cutting. This time, the Man did not question the whereabouts of any kindness. This time, he let it fester and it built.
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			The separation continued to grow as the carnival made its way west, Sullivan no longer seeking out the company of the Man and the Man no longer assisting the magician. It was a tangible rift felt throughout the group. Once always seen in each other’s company, now never seen together. It was as though the beachside break had severed clean whatever dwindling bond the two men had left. Terminus observed the separation and, while concerned, left the two men to work out their affairs. He wanted to avoid any magnification of their troubles, especially as illuminated as they were within the troupe. 

			Despite their estrangement, the Man kept an eye on Sullivan. He wanted to determine if his affection for the bottle was still intact. When he discovered Sullivan’s absence during the group’s break, he thought that maybe his last plea had been taken seriously and Sullivan left to rid himself of his dependence. Having spent no serious time with Sullivan since his return, the Man had yet to get a sense of any impairment. He was well aware of the signs and knew Sullivan wouldn’t be able to fully hide without assistance. The Man, now with a taste for the accolades of performing, lay in wait for the moment he could find an incapacitated Sullivan and, for the first time, broadcast it as a newsflash to the entirety of the family. He wanted so badly to return the crushing, to dethrone his mentor and, finally, righteously, succeed him. As when he was first enamored of the magician, he became a distant shadow: still bent on discovery, but of a different, more destructive kind. It became a pastime. 

			

			Throughout, the carnival continued its migration. Visiting not only the larger metropolises, but the more bucolic in-between places—ones regularly overlooked by other carnivals, circuses and fairs. It was their way.

			In between each city they spiraled handfuls of rural villages and scarcely larger towns in order to gather enough customers to warrant a stop. While never very profitable, Terminus felt that meager earnings shouldn’t prohibit their wonders from being shared with those who would normally be passed by. “Everyone should have an opportunity to experience the unusual,” he’d say. After parading through as many outliers as they could, they’d set up camp in a predetermined central location and wait for their patrons. 

			It was never a long wait.

			Violet’s treat-filled tent continued to please with its colorful abundance, The Sweets at its heart. Cornelius’s games tent was always busy with laughter and a cacophony of nonsensical sounds: beeps, beats, bangs, bells and blares. His singsong, persuasive cajoles ever breaking through the din. Age had yet to weaken his best tool. 

			Morningside and Eveningside were still ever popular. No longer little girls, Terminus had removed the one-way mirror. It was a gradual process, bringing the two worlds together bit by bit, culminating only when the girls were mature enough and resilient enough to handle the reaction of the crowd. The love and care given by the family had forged the sort of strength inside of them that Terminus always wished for them to have. Having strangers gawk, gasp and stare at them was not an issue for the girls; they knew they were more than anyone else and they took pride in that. 

			The two eventually aged out of the original configuration, so the tent had to be redesigned. The slide was removed, as they’d become too big for it. The small swing had been replaced with a large porch-style one, which the girls used while reading books to each other or singing. There was still a bed, albeit larger, as were the table and chairs. The toy box had been replaced by a record player; the girls loved music. Whenever the girls danced it overwhelmed the crowd.

			

			Too large for a tricycle, the Man had found an oversized scooter that he modified to fit the girls and gave it to them on their tenth birthday. Overjoyed, they buried the man in arms and thank-yous. Those gathered laughed at his blushing entrapment. 

			For the seven days after their birthday, they were a blur around camp: Eveningside steering away, Morningside’s pushing tirelessly, hair and arms flowing behind them. Noting their zeal for the scooter, Terminus felt it would be a perfect addition for their display. Not wanting them to tire of it, Terminus restricted its use to their performance tent. He constructed a small track that ran the perimeter of the tent, and the girls rode it around and around until exhausted. The audience watched their activities from the bleachers above, transfixed. 

			The performers in the main tent continued to delight—an important staple to the troupe that always dazzled. The dancers, acrobats and jugglers regularly exhibiting their finesse, agility and beauty without falter. The only addition to these existing thrill acts that Terminus had made over the years was a strongman called “Titan,” who he had unexpectedly found during a supply run at a small, rural town. 

			A tall stone wall, age-weakened, had begun to sway with menace, endangering passersby when Titan—who was born under the much humbler name of Timothy—noticing the impending calamity, rushed to the wall, braced his back against it and yelled to those in the marketplace to get out of the way. Legs straining, face contorting, scream-grunting he held the thick wall up until help arrived. Terminus witnessed the entire scene and, amazed by what had taken place, invited the man to a meal of appreciation. After much explanation about the family, and the thoughts he had about what his role could be, Terminus asked if he would like to join their troupe. Without any hesitation, the man answered, yes. 

			There was no surprise that Timothy was a lonesome man—Terminus had an aptitude for collecting members with little or no attachment to the world around them. If there was an intent behind this, it was never clear. Was Terminus doing himself a favor by taking on those who had nothing else to be diverted by? Or was he doing the members a favor by giving them something they could be a part of? 

			

			Titan complemented the mix perfectly, lifting, pushing and pulling everything impossible. His strength was bottomless. Everyone in the troupe fought for space inside the tent to watch him perform. His finale was lifting the lion’s cage; the metal enclosure on his back, the fierce animal inside on hind legs, roaring. It was an incredible sight. 

			Sullivan’s “The Great Lafayette” still entertained, his act a mystical buffer between Titan’s incredible feats and the carnival’s most anticipated attraction, Terminus’s beasts. The big cats’ finale performance was what everyone left talking about. The lauding spread wide, pulling bigger and bigger crowds in each consecutive day; a mixture of repeat and new; new visitors coming to see for themselves, repeat visitors to see if what they saw before was true. 

			Townsfolk, village folk or city folk, all attendees left the carnival feeling elevated. The world they left upon entry was never the exact same world they exited into. There was an offsetting. Clouds floated loud. Colors felt as temperature. How time varied its step became a friend beside them, pacing, with heartbeat. How things—invisible before—became a shouting, such as how a loved one’s eyes shaded during a whisper and how the pauses before or after they spoke, I love you, felt warm, billowed, pushing. 

			This awareness didn’t last for more than a handful of days, and nobody spoke about it while it did. Each one believing it was their own mirage. Each one lost within their own reality. Each one some kind of hollow after it ended. 
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			Months of never discovering Sullivan succumbed to his weakness; the Man—who was very long ago a Boy, hardly a Son and most recently shed from youth—was boiling. 

			The anger inside of him mounted. An emotion he had never allowed himself; this feeling always having been starved from him. Its permission removed from him since the beginning. Now introduced, it pyred. Its consuming burn, though scalding, welcome and huddled against.

			There had been a reversing. The fleeting taste he had been given of becoming one with his passion had ruptured instead of catapulted. A starving man given one mouthful of food and then, never again. Torture. What he experienced he wanted—nay, needed—more of. He had been celebrated! Never had he seen them treat Sullivan with such adoration. Why did he have no spotlight? Year after year of the same dull tricks and yet there is no call to replace him now that his vibrance was known? It felt an insult. A gross stew of bitterness cauldroned.

			His nightly bedtime imaginings of every conception he could manifest before a crowd had slowly been replaced by scenes of vengeance. Ways he could eliminate Sullivan and triumphantly take his place. How the entire family, especially Terminus, would praise his new position, lamenting over and over again how it should’ve happened sooner. How the crowds would become an invasion; the news of a master magician now a flame in the night they were compelled to flock to. How their week-long stays would have to double, then triple to accommodate the influx. How Terminus would ask him to become the new finale of the main tent.

			How Terminus would call him son. 

			My son.

			These bittersweet ruminations leading into night after night of fitful sleep did not fare well. The multiplying unrest only added to the Man’s annoyance, which lay thick-layered shallow underneath everything he did and all that he was. No longer was he sought after as a light, as an uplifting. Met with constant shun, even the girls, whose adoration for the Man existed since the beginning, had ceased their attentions. There was a shutting off about him now. It had begun tandem with their westward flow, worsening each day. His once good-natured demeanor now biting and curt. The Man who had come without voice, who—when it was finally found—had little to say, who—when he finally couraged enough to converse—was seminally joyful and kind, was now a hedge of thorns. His cutting words aside, the glare that harbored his eyes was enough to keep everyone at bay. The Man, in an obsessed pursuit of the one thing he could not have, was losing everything he had once longed for.
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			The idea came to him weeks before he put it into action. Some sort of seed inside him kept its execution at bay; a bold child tempered by the reality of consequence. Instead, he held on to it, kneading its perfection, much like the sand he was forced to work so long ago. Its potential for victory became a preoccupation for the Man and that probability filled him with a giddiness. His anger glazed over with a malicious glee, his face deceptive with smile. 

			The return of his amiable gaze, not unnoticed by the others, launched a new reaching out. They were eager to have him back. The Man reengaged, joining with others, agreeably. Joking and laughing as he had before. Terminus, well aware of the ongoing change in the Man, was glad to see this turn. He had spent many troubled days and nights in concern for his unusual brashness. It had become a disruption within the family that he struggled with having to address. Terminus had a deep affection for the Man and did not want an escalation. The rules he ran the troupe by were few, but they were steel and well enforced. The number-one rule being: Anyone who became a harm to its whole had to be expelled. Terminus dreaded having to impose this on the one man who had become such a backbone. Every day he hoped for this darkness to pass, and it seemed that it might finally have. 
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			There was no metaphysical call that rang out inside of him. Nothing that woke sweat-screaming from some internal bed that advised him the time had come. Rather, it was a gradation, a subtle knowing that permeated over a period of days until it cemented in an overt confidence. The Man felt a tide pull itself out to other shores and saw clearly what had been left behind shimmering in the wet sand:

			his moment.

			He had never been more sure of something in his entire life. The urge to put it into action so very strong as the group made their route-spiral, the Man had to calm and resist. The time and place wouldn’t be until their coiling had ceased and not before. The nexus of their corkscrew where his life, their lives, would be forever changed. 

			It came on the day of the third night when he knew the crowd would have begun its doubling. The group was settled in and the cadence of the daily routines kept everyone focused on what their main purpose was and always had been. 

			He woke with a childlike excitement, knowing how the day was to end. The Man readied then robed himself, not before tucking the item that would catalyst into his knapsack. He wanted to have it with him at every moment. He wasn’t sure when his chance would arise and needed to be ready when it did. 

			The man had made just one foray during the family’s promotional touring: one stop, one purchase. As he left the store and put the item into his bag, the innocence and simplicity of the object versus the largesse of the outcome it would bring made him grin. The phrase, an acorn into an oak, an acorn into an oak, duplicated in his head like an echo. 

			As he exited the orb, making his way into what would be the last day of an old life and the beginning of a new one, he felt the tender weight of the bottle in his knapsack thudding against his thigh as he strode. In its rhythm, the same phrase, an acorn into an oak, an acorn into an oak. 
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			The ease in which the plan actualized was seamless. The Man had long felt Sullivan was both simpleminded and, when it came to his role within the family, self-important. It was these beliefs and the memory of Sullivan’s fist wrapped ’round his throat that propelled him in his quest.

			The Man had waited all day to approach Sullivan. He needed him alone with his bottle close to showtime. If given too early in the day, the drunk might recover in time and muddle through the performance, killing any opportunity for the man to take over. Knowing Sullivan’s short stretch of sobriety coupled with a bottle of his favorite spirits, and the curtain call less than a few hours away, he expected there would be no arrival of “The Great Lafayette” come showtime. Instead, there would be another.

			The old magician was easy to find, the Man knew. Look for every away place removed from any groups of people. Sullivan always standing himself apart. 

			It didn’t take long. The Man found him behind the sleeping orb, sitting on a bench he’d dragged to the edge of the tree line that bordered their camp. He had his repair box at his feet and was fiddling with something. Probably one of his ancient props, the Man thought. God forbid he create anything new.

			The Man made his approach loud so Sullivan would see him early. He wanted to give fair warning, have the magician see his slumped frame and cowered face. A walking white flag.

			Sullivan set his tools down as the Man arrived, his face questioning. It had been so long since they’d spoken.

			

			The Man stopped and shuffled, wise that these actions would garner no mistrust. How weak he used to be! The reflection of how he once was generating even more anger.

			Stammering, he began.

			“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Sullivan. I see you’re working over here and it’s just, I . . .” He let the words out awkward and unsure.

			“’Tis fine, kid. Nothing more than tinkering. Go ahead and speak true.”

			“Alright,” the Man nodded, shuffling nervously. “I brought you this.”

			He reached into his knapsack, pulled from it a large bottle of Sullivan’s favorite brand of whiskey, the intimate red label looming. 

			Now it was Sullivan’s turn to stammer. “I . . . no . . . you keep it.” 

			“Please, Mr. Sullivan. I want you to have it.” The Man pushed it into Sullivan’s outstretched hand that belied his reluctance. He took it and brought it to his chest, sheepishly.

			“Why?” Sullivan asked, still stammering, shaking his head in confusion.

			“I never thanked you. All that time, all those lessons . . .” He paused. “All your patience. You didn’t have to, but you did.”

			Sullivan sat quiet before responding.

			“Well, you’re welcome, kid. It did me well too, until it didn’t, and I’m sorry about that.” Sullivan stuck out his hand. “Bygones.”

			The Man hesitated for a moment, the apology unexpected. Something in his chest unburied for a second and his hand wavered on its way to meet Sullivan’s. They shook hands.

			“Okay, then. I’ll be going.”

			Sullivan nodded, his face grave with an expression the man couldn’t figure.

			“Have a good show tonight,” he said before walking away, a smirk growing on his face as he turned.

			Terminus watched the odd exchange between the reunited pair from a withered distance. His heart urging that it was a favorable thing, his head whispering otherwise. 
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			The forever-running of the carnival had refined a regularity that worked as machinery. Its consistency, uncanny. The blood of the carnival was its people. The workings of its people, the pulse. When Sullivan’s arrival time at the main tent came and went and went and went, a bedlam became.

			The Man, who had made sure to be on hand this particular night, watched the development with bridled pleasure. The frenzied scattering and alarm expanding exactly how he had envisioned. Whether or not they found Sullivan, however and wherever the man had drowned himself, didn’t even matter. Either way they would come to him. He would be sought and begged for. All he had to endure was patience and the battle to control a satisfied grin. 

			It was at the onset of Titan’s act that news of Sullivan’s finding broke. Words such as “unconscious,” “inebriated,” “sprawled” and “vomit” peppered the panicked pandemonium that had already been fevering backstage. His plan had worked! The Man eagerly watched the face of Terminus as one of the ring supervisors delivered the news. How soon they would come for him! Their rescuer! 

			As the ring supervisor stood beside Terminus, explaining the situation with agitated gestures, a shift manifested. Time began to slow to a near reverse. The Man saw Terminus’s brows come together and his face cloud with a cold, intense fury. It was a look he’d never seen him wear before and it chilled. For a moment his purpose shriveled and a voice of a younger him moaned, far off and childlike, What have I done? In that same slowed space, Terminus lifted his gaze from the still-distressed supervisor and drilled his eyes directly into the Man’s, filling him with a quaking that nearly buckled. With eyes locked, Terminus nodded, and the supervisor scurried off. 

			It took all the Man had to not look away; cowardly, guilty. A feeling akin to choking back sick seized. It was a fight heavy with force, thread-width to losing. 

			Terminus knew.

			Amidst the struggle the Man misplaced his bearings. Knew only those eyes and their message that conveyed a knowledge they couldn’t possibly have. 

			How? Was he so transparent? Had his own ego shut any awareness?

			The two held connected in this way until the supervisor, frantic and breathless, grabbed the Man’s arm, shaking with earnest until he had no choice but to break the stare and engage. 

			“Sullivan is unable to perform. You must take his place. Per the request of Terminus. Please, say aye!”

			The Man nodded, “Of course, yes, of course.”

			“Thankee! Please be quick! It’s almost Titan’s finish!”

			After all was conveyed the Man looked at the space his eyes had last left but Terminus was gone.

			His debut now rattled, all anticipation drained from the Man. His excitement and urge to display his prowess lay deflated. The pool before him once blue with water now shallow-mucked with dregs. The workers came to him, faces smiling, hands slapping his back, words rich with well-wishes and gratitude. Friends who’d heard the quick-spreading news came in support, excited to watch his magic once more. Eveningside and Morningside received permission from Violet to darken their own tent so they could visit his. Both sets of their arms wrapped around him, both mouths giggling good luck. The girls ushered to a special spot up front. A charged whir thrummed the tent. 

			Here was what he wanted, what he planned for. His wishes coming true yet none of it merited. All of it hollow, weightless. The punishment in Terminus’s eyes had ripped everything away. With no chance of my son, my son, his purpose died. The Man longed to run but there was no way. The dam had collapsed, the river was already barreling. 

			In front of the curtain the crowd gave a mighty cheer. Titan’s back heavy with cage and beast; his set coming to an end. Within him, an alarm discharged. He was next!

			It was then he realized that after so much time carefully spent planning the creation of this moment, he had spent no time at all preparing for the moment itself. He had no costume, no props. All of Sullivan’s equipment remained locked inside the storage case housed within the sleeping orb. Having never delivered an official performance the necessities required did not even cross his mind. He had lived for months daydreaming the magnificent feats with which he would astound but now that his time had come, he stood scared and skeletal. 

			After hastening away repeated stagehands that came to him for instruction on where to acquire his equipment for ready, the Man tried to calm himself; it felt as if the ground beneath him was falling away piece by piece. Moving to the staging area he hovered in the place between the bright and dark waiting for the well-familiar musical cue that preceded the performance of The Great Lafayette night after night after night. Ordinarily, its coming brought an excitement. This time it felt as a heavy axe, raised and hungry.

			The passage from behind the curtain to before the curtain was blazing. As the music began and built, the Man’s body staggered forward trailing light. His movements sliced through the spotlight that had captured him, its beam cemented to him as he advanced, hanging on him and trailing like ribbons. It felt slow and thick. Blind, he went forward with a base automation; cheers, crowd, stage, until the music drawled off into a booming, satanic bass tone that quieted all else. As it pulled back and left him in silence he halted. He knew he had reached his place. 

			Hesitation cocooned him. Any movement, any speech, any thoughts froze solid. He could hear the rustling of the crowd, could feel their expectation sweating from their skin. Panic battered his heart until it was all he could hear, until it drowned out all else, until he begged to cover his ears but his body that was no longer his held rigid. He stood in the center of it all, a maelstrom statue; brutalizing energy escalated until it broke. 

			It came forth uncontrolled. (Sensing a need? Sensing a saving?) Never since childhood had he felt at such whim. Ever a savior, it responded. Pushing him aside the Morethan grabbed his reins and rode.

			Puppeted, he flailed and bent. Harsh movements, jerky and whirled. The crowd stilled, then murmured, unsure. The Man watched from an inside distance, felt the fury of what had taken his place and began a useless pleading. But it was too late: The Otherness had commenced its lashing, set forth by his own breaking. He wrenched, face framed in the pinhole of a tunnel, helpless.

			Inside the tent a pulling began. A bubbling against everyone’s skin; a repulsive sensation of simultaneous absorption and evacuation. A confusing effect of being both victim and nucleus of the tug intensified close to screaming, causing everyone to both frantically claw and push at their skin. The stands erupted in a writhing mewl. If each person could’ve spoken at once no words would be found to plead for their release. It was nothing they’d felt before or after. No way to beg it off them.

			While the crowd struggled, a voice that was his not his sounded out to the crowd, COME THUNDER, and in response there it came. Its explosion so sudden and deafening inside the tent it sent most to the ground, heads covered, huddled against companions. Arms that were his not his tore his body around in a twisting and faced the half ring of caged beasts behind him. The cats, frantic with the chaos, careened against the bars of their cages, throwing themselves against every facing in a futile attempt at freedom; roaring, gnashing, crazed. 

			A voice that was his not his sounded out again, COME LIGHTNING, and from his fingertips sparks began. His arms not his arms slowly raised from his sides, jagged spikes growing outward. The flares stretched to bolts, snapping and crackling, spreading an electric smell of burning that swelled panic in the tent.

			From the stands they beheld the fantastic; the rear of a man dwarf-blackened by the brilliance stabbing out from his fingertips. A figured-sun, rays as spears sizzling towards the white-walled curves of the tent. A spin of caged fur, whirring with fury all around him. This was not what they came for. Something had veered. 

			It was then hell unleashed. It was then the bolts swelled and exploded. It was then the metal of the cages snapped, bent barbed and serrated. It was then the panther ruptured, guts flying. It was then the smell of hot death. It was then the beasts insane. It was then the crowd rushed in terror. It was then the cats took chase. It was then the Otherness retracted, his body an abandoned husk; fallen. It was then each beast found a body. It was then the victims built. It was then he began regaining, a frame refilling. It was then only stampede and screaming. It was then he owned again his eyes. It was then their first viewing was as the lion ate the girls. It was then his own screaming. It was then none of their arms could save them; splintered twigs. It was then blood blood blood. It was then the shotgun. It was then the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun the shotgun. It was then Terminus, blood-smeared albino skin, through the smoke. It was then only the sounds of pain. It was then only the smell of dying. It was then WHAT HAVE I DONE. It was then he begged forced his legs to lift and take him away, please take him away. It was then Terminus turned at him, reloading. It was then he pointed with the shotgun, chest first then away. It was then the hate-suffering in Terminus’s glare killed everything inside him he had spent these years building. It was then a death of that inside him. It was then he staggered out, past all of the pieces, through all of the moaning, and out into the night and his new banishment.

			Once he was far enough from the horror, the Man, once a Boy and a Son that became a Young Man, now—and forever more—the Magician, collapsed and prayed for death.
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			After the carnival, the version of the world he entered was not the version he had left. This altered manifestation devoid of beauty. The shift had placed an oppressive shroud over everything that either hid it from his sight or took it away. He wasn’t sure which. In the beginning he had tried to test this empty, seeking out things that used to move him and take them in. All attempts only resulted in more of the same continual deadness. His life had grayed. The last colors he remembered seeing—really seeing—was on that fateful night. And it was those colors he most wished he could forget. 

			In the ten years since he had broken apart on that hillside, sobbing into the bloodied pelts of Terminus’s beasts under the moon that shone like a god, his life had held. That moment a placeholder that never moved. 

			He was back to not belonging. After seven years of being a part of something, to being again on his own was an unyielding adjustment. The part of him that believed he was less than, the part that his mother had cultivated within him from his very birth, began again its thrive. The carnival had calloused it by meriting him worth and here its ugly head began its rear. The torture this added on top of the punishment he was already enduring elevated it to a level of insufferable that crushed. 

			Such distance he had made from being a wild thing found in the forest that yearned to leave his alone and join with something larger. In his years at the carnival, he had discovered his value through the eyes of others, learned he could be more than less than. The Magician had bloomed amongst the community of wayfarers, all of them lost then found. This severance from the troupe to a singular existence tore him apart. 

			This was the second largest loss of his life. 

			His first: the Mother. 

			But is something really a loss if it was never ever had to begin with? 

			As the years progressed, the loss eventually calcified, and he settled into his aloneness. The shame of the tragedy he had wrought awoke the less-than part of him and it was not long before it shed its dormant ways and regained its position; selfishly deadening his memories of kinship, laughter, belonging. Muddying faces of those he was most fond of, muffling the sound of their voices, blurring their singsong ways. His recollection, when he would fight through, would become an ache.

			Mercilessly infrequent yet hard when visiting, they came. Each time replaying heavy the horror of his first performance as the Magician. Some versions viewed through his own eyes where—as in actuality—he was a reluctant passenger in his Otherness’s murdering. Other versions he rode as a horrified spectator watching himself from the stands, absorbing the terror of the crowd, witnessing their screams, the carnage, the chaos. He’d wake from these nightmares clawed and twisted, sweat-soaked screaming. His room wrecked from the swell of the Otherness that had reacted to his torment while he slumbered, swirling a storm to protect him from what only existed in his nightmare. Even his relief in waking was tempered by the destruction of his Otherness; no respite from his suffering. His life had become a cruel snake biting its tail. 

			After the bloodshed, after he had run, after all screams could no longer be discerned save for his own, the Magician hid himself. He knew there would be heavy blame and that blame would churn a hunt. Judging by the speed in which the carnival tore down he knew Terminus realized this too. 

			But it wasn’t only the villagers that had lost those that belonged to them. The troupe had lost their own as well. For as long as he would live the Magician would never be able to unsee the tearing apart of his beloved twins. Always the centerpiece of every nightmare, the slaughter of their last minutes amplified by the duality of their voices—not in song but scream. It was a sound that disintegrated. 

			The constant knowledge that it was he who brought this pain to so very many was what made his daily wish one of death.

			When from his hiding place he saw a huge figure approaching—its shape amorphous and daunting—he managed to quell his wailing. As it drew closer, and its bulk grew definition, the Magician had to fight himself not to renew his wails. Here, glowed in moonlight, was Titan, his back draped with beast. No longer separated by steel, no longer a majesty, now limp and cold against his muscled flesh, now a grand tragedy. 

			One by one he brought them. One by one he laid them out gently, as if preparing small children for bed. 

			The Magician stayed under the moon weeping among the bodies of the beasts while the troupe made their frenzied disassembling. He could almost hear TwoFour’s firm demands from where he hid, commanding the team to make haste. “Faster!” “For your fathers’ sake!” “For the family’s sake!” “Move, men, move!” A pang rose in his gut knowing how his brothers pressed without him; the cause of their rush. 

			He remained atop that hillside until he could no longer see or hear the carnival’s escape. The last vision of them one similar to the first: seven white orbs glowing deceivingly small into the black of the distance. 

			In the morning, blood-soaked and fragmented, he began a wandering. These travels a blankness. These movings a translucent fog. 

			When he finally awoke from his blankness, it was as if he had been lowered by a large hand and set down. His bearings a smear. Who he was, what he was to do, where he was to go, the same. Knowing no other way, he continued his wanderings. He needed a beacon and to find it he had to search. 

			No beacon came. Every town, every village, every city the same; places that lived on without him. The Magician, a shadow. A black figure whose visibility came and went. Had he become part of the gray? He, like the colors he could no longer see, seemed to have faded.

			His life continued, transient. As ephemeral as his existence, so was how he made his way. Having had his needs met for so long based on common work for the good of the troupe, the Magician was unprepared for self-sustaining. No longer was there a chain of old women ready to give food and shelter, no longer was there a father-forest providing and protecting. In their stead this unembellished world that granted upon him no gifts. All it gave was harsh weather of either cold or damp, cultivating within him a constant chill. He often daydreamed of the forest and its days of second suns; letting himself feel their fraudulent warmth until he’d awaken back into whatever wet, cement-block surroundings he had surrendered to. His every waking day a fight to be visible. There was nobody who could fully see him. He had become a peripheral flash that one turned their head to chase. He was an indeterminate shape approaching in the darkness. He was manifest after tired eyes were rubbed or after a window had been cleaned; not there, then suddenly there. The Magician was a fluctuation of permanence and he never knew just how much any one person would be able to detect him. 

			He was on his own, invisible.
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			The Magician soon found the smallest place in the biggest city and his ceaseless wandering finally came to its end. A city large enough that he could circle many times without duplicating audiences. He walked through its streets collecting assemblage as their troupe had once walked from place to place, this time without fanfare or grandiosity. 

			This time, without family.

			This profession—more curse than choice—reluctantly performed for survival. The darkness he never wanted to acknowledge now called upon almost daily in order to make his way. There were no other means. To subsist he must perform and to perform he must bring forth. 

			Slowly he found a rhythm and in that rhythm a routine. Street corners and buckled alleys his stage. Abandoned buildings, empty lots, his tent. He never knew how or if they would come but they always did. Souls like black crows falling out of gray sky around the Magician, gathering and giving. The small amounts slowly adding up to what he could begin to live on.

			This new life, still lonely. His apartment in a building close to derelict, his furnishings similar. The fixtures sparse and few. He was used to not having. The lifestyle for travelling folk was not one of accumulation. The apartment was in no way a home, it was simply a place to come back to.

			During his years with the troupe he had only his clothing, some props he had developed for Sullivan and two trinkets gifted to him by the twins. He kept them hidden, as the memories they brought were still too painful. Morningside’s bauble was a fish-shaped river rock that she’d glued sparkly blue, green and purple gems to. “Because you called me ‘Little Fish’ so much when you taught us swimming,” she’d said while handing it to him one afternoon for no special reason he could surmise. While Eveningside’s was a birthday gift: a small, hand-carved tiger, painted orange with black stripes. “I know how much you love Terminus’s cats,” she’d said while shyly smiling as he’d opened her small wrapping. 

			The gift of permanence came with the price of using his Otherness. The more he practiced, the more he bulked heavy within the world, able to greet the gaze of others as a fixed being. What he had fought so long to bury, the thing that could never be buried, now to be embraced, a partner. Cautious, he moved forward in inches, the leash tight and taut. The Magician could not risk again. 

			The clamor he once had for accolades was no more. His ego was gone, extinguished by the damage he had caused with his selfish pride. Thinking back on the arrogance he had, how he sabotaged Sullivan to be front and center, and how that sabotage killed. It sickened him. Now, his display was one of survival, not of entertainment. The pleasure he once sought in being in front of a crowd had now become that of a chore. 

			Propless to start, it was strictly Morethan. He made do with whatever was available, manifesting anything that would enchant, releasing just enough to capture them into giving. Dispersing the smallest allowance of what was threaded through him, a pinprick beam from a blazing sun. 

			Nothing joyful came through the Magician. Every effect had the taint of horror he had caused. His magic was framed with it, woven with it, much as the Otherness was woven through him. No matter who was watching, no matter who came—children, women, aged—what he displayed always resonated with nightmare. Even simple tricks, such as ones with coins or cups, were tinged with this intangible; those who viewed walked away feeling the need to run, as if behind them lurked something large, hungry. 

			The terror ignited by his magic was not missed by the Magician. He could see it. The way anyone in pairs would strong-grip one another; long nails drawing blood when paired with thin flesh instead of coat or sweater. How the bleeder would seem to almost welcome it, pulling the grip in tighter, pressing the nails deeper, as if a way to feel something other than what was unfolding before them. The way the aged seemed to cross over, glimpse a place they feared the most coming for them, gates wide glowing red; how they’d hunch broken, unnoticed tears sliding. Children, of any size, wrenching and arching, soundlessly, as if their bodies were infected with something begging to get out. Their parents too hypnotized to notice or care, even when their offspring’s jerkings converted to ceaseless drooled rocking or repeated strikings of their own head; their small hands punishing their skulls to numbness. These actions then repeated in the days that followed, the parents concerned, unable to comfort, often joining them in these repetitions, not knowing exactly why, but compelled to do it anyway. Their side-by-side psychosis. 

			And still they watched.

			And still he brought. 

			Unable to stop. Even as they fractured before him. Despite the knowledge he was tearing apart. For him there was no other choice. Punishment added to punishment. 

			His day by day.

			There came the day he passed a magic shop. At first, a stone wall with a fiery slice in it, his brain registering it as a blazing eye. A quirk of vision he disbelieved, for this was a place he’d passed by before and had never seen any such thing. 

			Or so he thought. 

			Knowing how his presence within the world once hung fickle, the Magician made himself stop and center before turning his head to look once more. Validation was important. His initial glimpse that remained an imprint had been of the word magic in a bold and broken lettering above a spreading black cut with a center that smoldered orange, a shape that, indeed, verged on becoming that of an eye. But looking now, it sat boring. Ordinary. A rectangle of window, flanking a door that sat behind a metal gating; two identical shapes set two different ways. The sign above the orifices stated magic & novelties,  the lettering of which matched the image he’d harbored in that place behind the eyes, within the skull, that captures all.

			He stood more than several patient moments, watching the storefront, making sure it stayed, his thoughts turning to whimsical, colorful props that might help to dilute the malevolent tone emitted from his performance. Giddy memories of the times he and Sullivan shared developing the fraudulent wonders they couldn’t wait to use on the crowds. During the span he took, the gloom of the day brought itself closer, molesting itself against him, wet and heavy. Its redundant normalcy that he had been acclimated to suddenly replaced as new and, in that newness, repulsive. It sparked a resentment inside him and he quick-cursed it for not being warmth. Never being warmth. In response, the malaise of this world he had been living in for so long gripped him tighter, in a threatening embrace, one where the aggressor cares to remind the other who is in control. It ice-veined him and he shivered.

			Propelled by the need to escape what had wrapped around his skin, peeled muscles through to bone, the Magician moved himself into and then across the street until he stood in front of the gate that stood in front of the door, that sat next to the window that hung under the sign,

			magic & novelties.

			He entered.
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			The entirety of the store was a clutter. Every inch of it bulged tall and wide with objects. Shelving, if it existed, buried invisible beneath its passengers. Floor to ceiling, a sculpture. The Magician could not move, he could only stand, overwhelmed.

			A voice from somewhere within the space broke his stupor. “Come in! Come in! Help yourself! Help yourself!” It was an elderly voice, he thought, glazed with an energy of youth. He mumbled a reply that was intended to be words but fell short. He was displaced, all of it a swimming. 

			His movements throughout the store were in inches. There was no easy way. If he moved too fast, he would cause a toppling. If he moved too fast, he would miss too much. His eyes demanded to devour; there was so much to take in. 

			Time inside the store gelled and moved alongside him. Later, when he would leave the store, his organs would call out; stomach, mouth, bladder, anus all clamoring for what he had suppressed or had not been allowed to recognize. Perusing the wares, all else was forgotten. There was no room for anything else than what was before him. He had never seen so many magic-related items in his life. Even the archives kept by Sullivan were nowhere near this profound. There was anything and everything, half of which he had no understanding for. There was little organization of the mess. No real categorization that he could discern or follow. 

			

			Statues—mythical creatures, animals, human and combinations thereof, life-sized to half-sized, busts and broken, gargoyles, gods, goliaths, in every manner of material: bronze, plaster, concrete, marble, plastic, stone. He didn’t know if they were props or decoration, but they were everywhere he turned. Twists of wire molded taut, kettles, every type of cup, every type of ball, strings and ropes, hoops, tubes, boxes, beams. Many types of mysterious machinery, mechanical creations that he assumed worked wonders when activated. There were clocks, coins, cloths, candles, candlesticks, candelabras, cones. Mixed throughout were curved bottles filled with colored sands, delicate bamboo fans with painted scenes, floral patterns, spheres made of crystal in sizes that varied from that of a beach ball down to that of a billiard ball. Elegant birdcages gilded and spine-swirled, with capacities to hold a solitary sparrow, a flock of finches or a murder of crows. There were vases and butterfly nets, baskets, scissors, keys and skulls. Tables, chairs and pedestals grip-molded against the rest of the mass, none of them ready and welcoming. All manners of tuxedos and tailcoats, kimonos, top hats, parasols, feathered turbans and gloves—articles he’d never seen outside a performance or a movie screen. Blindfolds, scarves, milk bottles, dice, newspapers, pocket watches, wineglasses and brooms embedded into the mess as mortar. Chains, padlocks, straightjackets and manacles in amounts enough to supply a small jail weaved into and around everything else. Saws, knives, swords, scissors, sabers: so much sharp! Variations of guns and rifles, even a cannon. The quantity of items and the clotted horde had become magnified. He didn’t know for how long he spun but he spun.

			The only area with order was a wall made of cages, inside of which held every sort of small animal. Bird to beast, the Magician marveled. So many birds. So many mammals. So many reptiles. Yet, all of them quiet. No more than a rustle or twitch came from the wall, despite the ways they flapped, crawled or skittered. He pictured then an avalanche. A careen of cages, breaking open and releasing. A stampede of primal canvassing his body as ground. The vision the length of a shiver passed through him. The Magician felt compelled to put his fingers against the weaved metal but did not. Something about the vision and the odd soundlessness of the creatures made him wary. He felt in them a waiting.

			Interrupting his tremble came the voice. This time, with man attached. “You’ve had a nice stay! A nice stay! What’ll it be? What’ll it be?” His words urgent and piercing in the quiet.

			The Magician did not know what to say. There was nothing he could discern he wanted. The selection was too much. The man swayed from foot to foot, his energy palpable, his stature small, looking both old and ageless. 

			Receiving no response, he repeated his words again. This time tinged with demand. 

			The Magician hesitated, stammered and looked around with scattered eyes, wishing an answer would come to him spontaneously; something to rid him of this man’s attention. 

			Finally, he blurted, “I need something to bring light. Lightness.” 

			The man clapped his hands together, hard, making a noise like a gunshot. “I know! I know this!”

			He spun around and sped off, out of sight. The Magician heard him zooming about, echoing with all kinds of noises like things were being wrecked. He reappeared empty-handed. 

			“This! This is what you need!”

			He pointed at one of the cages. Inside, a white rabbit. 

			“Lightness! Light!”

			The Magician nodded. It felt right. It made sense. Of course.

			Sensing his agreement, the man hard-clapped once more. “Good! Good!” Then, with a quick leap, he climbed up and across the wall of cages until he reached that of the bunny. 

			The Magician watched as the man began to yank on the rabbit’s cage. He didn’t understand how the weight of the man was not pulling the entire wall to the ground. The crawl of his earlier vision skimmed through him and he began to move back and away. His heart pounded as the wall swayed with every tug of the cage.

			The cage came free without catastrophe. The man held it outward while shimmying his way back down the wires. The Magician was astounded that nothing had come crashing down. The wall of cages remained intact; another animal in another cage filled the space the rabbit had been in.

			Unwinded, the man handed the cage with the pink-eyed creature to the Magician. “Yours now. Yours.”

			The Magician took the cage and eyed the furred creature. There was a calm in him. Lightness, he thought. Yes.

			“How much do I owe you?” he asked.

			The man told him and the Magician paid.

			“Thank you. I believe this will help me.”

			Before the man could respond, a loud hum began. It built into a screech and as abruptly as it started, it ceased. Then, a loud metallic crash from the hoarded depths within the store.

			The man seemed suddenly alert. His eyes shot open with something like fear. “Please, don’t go. Please wait.” An urgency tinged with demand. He sped off down the aisle, turned and disappeared.

			The Magician again heard the zooming, felt, via the sound of his movement, that he had made his way to wherever the crashing had occurred. What was he doing? What was he now waiting for?

			The man returned quickly. In his arms a dress form, one used for seamstresses. On the form, a coat: long-tailed and a brilliant sequined bloodred, its cuffs and collars trimmed in flat black. He knew immediately, even as it sat on the armless and feminine dress form, that it would fit him perfectly.

			“Here,” the man said. “These belong to you. They are yours. They have been waiting.”

			Before he could speak, the man shoved all of it into him and he had no other option but to embrace it. He juggled the rabbit’s cage in the process, attempting to save it from a spill to the floor.

			“Go! Go now! You’re all done. All done!” The man rushed him out from behind.

			All the Magician could manage was a “But . . . But . . .” before being impolitely pushed through the door.
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			There was no lightness. The objects faded and turned the moment they exited the store. The coat burned black, its sequins smoldering, then smoking to an ash that held as fabric. Its scarlet brilliance turned matte charcoal. The rabbit coated gray. Its pink eyes as black as the coat he carried. The only item that remained close to its colors was the dress form, which held itself burlap but—as he would discover when he got home—had stripped-away sections with exposed metal framing underneath. In the darkness of his small room, it looked like a corner-punished, bare-skinned woman, torn apart and bloodless.

			Despite their darkened transformations, the Magician included the items in his performances. The rabbit he named Crumb for reasons he could not explain. Crumb, though silent and unengaged, became an unexpected companion. He would find himself staring at the creature as it sat in its cage, watching its twitches and shiftings; another thing with breath in the room with him. He did not want to be alone with the dress form, its looming presence reminiscent of another watchful woman. This was why, after the first Crumb destroyed itself, he went back to the Magic Shop and bought another. It was why after each Crumb tore itself apart he bought another and another and another. He needed something beside him that retained a heartbeat.

			The coat was a different entity. From its very first clutch it merged with him a warmth, a resonant vitality. The fit, fine, as he knew it would be. The cut of it brought a dignity to his presence that hadn’t ever existed. There was a communication with the coat, an understanding. It felt a horse to his rider. It knew the needs of each trick and provided accordingly. The Morethan recognized this new vehicle and wired through it as well. The Magician felt the strength of the new pairing and it stirred a confidence that spilled against the audience. He no longer felt a guilt for the way his tricks blighted his onlookers. If they paid to watch, he felt obliged to show them, no matter the repercussions. 

			No matter how much he ignored it, the unsettling of his spectators wore on him. He had already brought so much upset into the world; its continuation bothered him. It hurt to watch, day after day after day. The unequal way their eyes separated, the self-injuring of skin, the unintentional guttural moans and, most bothersome, the children, the children the children. The Magician knew he must change something. He could no longer bear being such an infliction. No matter if it was his only way to be in the world. Something had to alter. He needed lightness to offset the unrelenting dark that wouldn’t stop feeding itself through him. 

			A standard performance held the marriage of the trick and the darkness, a ceremony often started with smoke. In a space empty until full, he begins . . .

			There is a lazy way the smoke pulls at his ankles. He feels it through the holes in his sagging socks. It is a useful feeling and it reminds him that he is here for the trick. He must remain on task. The smoke is a taunter, that is its job. He does not kick his feet to shake the smoke, for that is what it wants—no, it wants him to be vigilant for the trick. The crowd is watching. The crowd waits. The smoke keeps him on task. The smoke has good intentions, always. He must remind himself of this. After all, he was the one that released the smoke. It is him every time. It frames the trick. It draws importance from the air and corrals the crowd into anticipation from any wandering.

			It’s filled the space now and carpeted the ground in its gray. The audience exists from the knees up. The wise ones scan the walls with worry at how the smoke is creeping up several feet in amorphous strands that stretch slow-motion like thin arms leading with ghost fists, higher and higher while the Magician continues to perform the trick. The wise ones see this and want to tug, want to tell, but their eyes come back to the Magician and they forget. They want to see the trick. That is all that they want. 

			So, he gives.

			The aluminum pots sit four fists apart on top of a tattered sack that lies atop a shopping cart laid sideways. The Magician reaches down through the smoke, up to his elbows in the brown paper grocery bag that is no longer visible. He fumbles for a minute, his ebony eyes hidden by his ebony lids, eyebrows crunching. He feels and finds and then a flourish! 

			Above his head: Crumb!

			The smoke wraps around Crumb. Crumb wriggles his nose and twitches his ears before laying them flat against his back. The gray curls dissipate, leaving Crumb alone with the gray he was born with and perched high and lone in the Magician’s black hands. The crowd sighs.

			The Magician levels Crumb at his face, then rides him in a slow circle as if offering his gray reality to the crowd. They accept with nods they never notice. He places Crumb onto the sack between the domes. The aluminum pots have no shine and there is rust in their dents, which are many. 

			“Please to be astounded, for this rabbit will be transported from one pot to the other right before your very eyes!”

			Instinctively, the crowd takes a step forward; a mass, intent. The Magician waves them back and they go. The smoke thins and thickens.

			The Magician lifts one of the pots and Crumb hops into the space it leaves. He places the dome over Crumb and holds his arms out to his sides after flaring the tails of his coat with a snap.

			“Behold! It is now!” And with the word “now,” the Magician’s arms pound the pots while his head stares the crowd. His eyes have a burn in them that will make these witnessing souls turn in dreams from which they will pray to escape.

			There is a yell and a scuffling from the crowd, but the Magician pays no mind. It is the trick’s time. It is now. He lifts the opposite dome.

			There is Crumb but Crumb is now black. There is a bit of Crumb separated from the rest of Crumb which Crumb proceeds to eat which makes Crumb scream, but Crumb continues to eat and continues to scream while he eats. It is a sound that will accompany the burn of the Magician’s eyes in the dreams of the witnesses. It is a sound that scars.

			The crowd falls back and away; some over one another as they fall into the smoke, now receding. They stumble with escape. The Magician stares at them and then at Crumb and at them and at his hands. The palms of them lighter in color than the backs of them, the same parts of him different. 

			Crumb has finished eating; therefore, Crumb has finished screaming. There is a chunky residue of pinks, grays and whites that smear the burlap. The trick is done.
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			Lightness came as he was about to replenish his darkness. 

			The latest Crumb—number seven or twelve, he had lost track—had lasted almost six weeks, which seemed to be the average time a Crumb would last before turning on itself. He saw them slowly disintegrate with each act. The degeneration would manifest in different ways. Their twitchings would begin to increase to an exaggerated rate, their bodies exhausted with their frenetic workings. Often, they would randomly scream in a way that sounded like a child being hung by its hair. Sometimes their fur mutated, its silk clotting to coarse thickness, in lengths uneven and wrong-hued. Towards the end the Crumbs would repeatedly bash themselves into the walls of their cages until patches of pelt fell away replaced by raw, cut, bleeding skin. It was at this point that he knew it would only be a matter of days before a new Crumb would be needed. A matter of days when a clap of his hands and a takeaway flourish would reveal a screaming Crumb, muzzle red, its bowels dripping wet mess. A matter of days before he would be spreading new horror. A cycle of destruction. 

			Choosing thin companionship over continual undoing, the Magician set out, once again, for a new Crumb. 

			The day’s color was like every other, staggered shades of gray. Everybody he passed heavy-bundled in clothes that trapped warmth. As he walked through this dinged world, streaming through its ashen wave, it heavy-sunk him. A sullen feeling that drained. How he longed for color. Anything that shouted from the bleak, a wink of bright yellow or glimpse of extreme green. It’d been so long since he’d seen unmuted colors. He hoped they were still out there, underneath the dreary, waiting to be scrubbed free.

			Wading through the wearisome, he slowly noticed an ache in his muscles and a soreness in his feet as if he had walked an exceptional distance. This realization removed him from his mechanical meandering and he saw that he was far beyond what he had set out for. A chill set upon him, his thick layers now wet with collected damp. How long had he been walking? Confused, he reversed, going back the way he had come.

			Knowing he should be close upon it, he kept his eyes attentive. He wanted this errand to be over. Alert and anxious, they turned over every building, signpost, tree, fence and storefront, waiting for the right combination of each to slip soundly together; long-lost puzzle pieces joining as one. He began to find segments but none of them even close to the correct composition. All of it seemed scrambled. Familiar fragments set down differently. For example, a defaced stop sign he well knew—for some vandal had taken the time to repaint the red a brilliant pink—stood mid-block, at least fifteen feet from a crosswalk. A stunted tree that normally sat on the edge of a concrete playground, easily identifiable by its fat-hammer-shaped thickness, now across the street in front of a rundown motel he recognized from an outside edge of the city. 

			Nothing was where it belonged. 

			With the knowledge the streets had shifted, the Magician navigated with great care, watchful for any and all signs that would lead him to the Magic Shop. He had a sense it had hidden itself from him, although he could not reason why. There had been no troubles in the past; all Crumbs easily bought and paid for, the shop easy to find. The owner remained odd, but no trouble had ever risen between them. The only thing that continued to gnaw him, that had nested with him since he found the place, was how it first appeared to him as a blazing eye: that of a dragon or devil. Perhaps it was an eye. One that could close or open at any time. Maybe it had opened that very day. Was it closed now? Was there any way he would know? With no provided answers, he kept on, kept wary.

			

			The clues came like breadcrumbs. First, a flowerpot then a stairwell then a van’s shattered windshield followed by a tree-tangled kite, all familiar markers that fell along the usual path to the shop, each of them dropped in front of him, easy places where they could not be missed. Although positioned differently, he knew what they meant. Knew what they were telling him. He felt a calling. Somewhere, a large hand extended his way. 

			The last landmark before his world changed forever was a barely thing. A significant insignificance that he knew all too well. He had to. It brought him terror, faithfully. It guarded, cemented playfully between iron fence posts as if its six orange-and-black-striped inches could frighten away one single thing, and yet, with him, it was successful. Every time he passed it, his body swelled with chill and his blood paralyzed inside his veins. Knowing where it waited, he would try to look elsewhere, avoid the memories it surfaced. Here it sat now, in an unexpected place, a pouncing. The toy tiger, its tiny fangs, its immense prey: his regret, his sorrow, his shame. 

			Unprepared, his body took all its attack and more. Bloodied images, a thunder and lightning blindness and frenzied growls braided with little girls’ screams assaulted his position in the real world, set him stumbling, and then running, down the sidewalk. It was not long before he fell, the reassembled terrain laden with fresh obstacles, his tired limbs already tested. 

			Exhausted, he let his body lie there, cheek to ground. His fervent breath roused dirt from the pavement while the remnants of his flashback shivered themselves out of his system. The knowledge that he would never be free from his tragedy a broken-jaw-truth he wanted to be rid of. In that moment, The Magician revisited his wish for death. A place he hadn’t returned to for many years. He envisioned a grassy cliff, and a running, and a leaping and falling he’d feel as flying. A silence of peace full around him as he plummeted. He wanted to live in that peace, even if only for seconds. Even with the results it guaranteed. What else was there to live for? He’d endured this broken life too long already. Why should he maintain it any longer? A glint of understanding for his many Crumbs came to him then, a sudden sympathy of the wearing away wearing away that begged an end of self-destruction by any means. 

			Crumb. Yes. The reason for this vexing journey. He sat himself up and into a beam that broke against him.

			This was it. He didn’t know what it was, only that it had come. Something he didn’t know he had been waiting for his entire life had just entered. There was no fanfare, no cymbals, no angels singing, and yet he felt an equivalent of these things and more explode inside him. His being recognized there was a greatness taking place and it shook him.

			Dazed and blind, he struggled to understand what was happening. What was this oncoming glow and why did it feel hooked into his chest? A hard pressure under his ribs clenched strong, wrapped with tickle. He felt giddy, light. Rolling in the gutter to his right, a red plastic cup; bright and glossy. How was there color? He stared at the bright red of the cup, mystified. Its vibrant a long-lost friend’s return. For a second the magnificence was forgotten—there was RED!

			It was then a touch took him away. A hesitant tap on his shoulder, so dainty, it was as if a small bird had alighted, changed its mind, lifted, then alighted and lifted once more, flying off. Yet, this delicate touch engulfed him with a hurricane strength, slammed his mind and body back into focus as if they had fallen from a great height. Abruptly, he found himself back on the sidewalk, legs out in front of him, glow gone, wondering if what had just transpired had actually taken place. His morphed errand-trek and subsequent fear-sprint and tumble had set him adjacent; spun. He wanted to grab that feeling back, the remnants of which now lifted from him like airborne cinders. A sadness crept into the places they left and he figured it must’ve been some mirage, a false daydream of too good to be true. Another wicked taunt. But, as he began to hang his head, he glimpsed his sock; its usual cool gray now hugged his ankle bright blue. 

			The Magician marveled at its hue. An involuntary giggle, high-pitched and childlike, escaped his lips and he grabbed for the blue with both hands, pulling up his pant legs laughing, an infant on the pavement. 

			

			When the pink came in, it stopped him as if slapped. Its form was in that of two small shoes, slippered: smooth-pointed and satin-textured as if ribbon-wrapped. They stepped first, then stopped, light and floating. His hands—which had just begun their enamor of the blue of his socks—now begged to part from them so they could encircle and enfold these lovelier things. It was not only having another new color in front of him. There was a pull in those pretty shoes, and it yanked with his mother’s strength. A recollection paraded his vision, dozens of her pretty shoes overlaying what stood before him. A marching. He found himself shivering in the flash of it; felt himself shrinking back to that small, scared boy whose head rarely lifted enough to glimpse much more than these pretty shoes. A merging of memory and moment. In him, a feeling of little boy tousled. A need to serve, please and shrink tried to find its old foothold. 

			Equal amounts of desire and reluctance to follow the legs all the way up paralyzed him. He was frozen; hands on his blue-sheathed ankles, eyes locked on the pink. What would be there if he dared raise his head and glance? Would there begin a smell of lavender? Would there begin a special song? He fought an urge to flinch and hug himself small.

			This could not be his mother. 

			This would not be his mother. 
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			The dainty tap came again, and as if sensing his need for permission or release, a voice asked, “Are you alright, sir?” 

			He looked up as if into the sun. The glow that had lanced him moments earlier blinded him once more, then disappeared, leaving his retinas scarred with its burst. Involuntarily, he shielded his eyes using one bent forearm. However, he did not lower his head. That voice. In the chance that it should come again, he wanted it to fall directly against the skin of his face. He wanted to be washed with it. Such a lullaby!

			“I’m sorry!” It came again, as he had hoped, powdering his face warm like dappled sunlight. It was the softest thing he had ever heard. He fought the urge to open his mouth, catch any of it on his tongue. Instead, he pushed past his quest for tangibility and searched for a suitable response to extract the pained regret from whatever the angel was that stood over him. 

			“I’m okay.” 

			He responded through the thick of his sleeve. The Magician wanted to drop his arm before he spoke but some part of him wasn’t ready to remove the barrier. He was fearful. Not of anything sinister, but rather because he knew that on the other side would be more than he could have made in dreams. How would such a thing claim him? What would the taking feel like? Could he be consumed without consequence? Most of all he wondered if he could let himself be raw again, and in the end—for he knew there would be an end—what marks would be left, and would he be able to survive them? The Magician more than understood that survival did not mean just escaping death. Could he withstand having then losing once more? 

			This part of his life had been too long. It was time to leap. Even if it was into the arms of a new death, for he felt it would at least be one of bliss and OH IT HAD BEEN SO LONG SINCE HE KNEW ANYTHING CLOSE TO LOVE. 

			The Magician clenched, unclenched then lowered his arm. 
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			When the Magician lowered his arm, the world bloomed. In that moment its fracture mended and it spurred to life as if handed back its heartbeat—now in it, an angel. This word, the only one that surfaced when he finally saw her face unhindered. 

			Angel.

			There were no other words that sufficed. What other word could encapsulate this beauty falling on him from above, surrounded in a golden stun of hair, haloing? What other word explained this glory that had just blinded him as a human sun? What else would be so magical before him, wrapped in a mist of white feathers? This could be nothing other than a celestial attendant of God, the lowest of the nine celestial orders below seraphim, cherubim, thrones, dominations, virtues, powers, princedoms, archangels, set down upon this earth, this city, this sidewalk, dropped onto his path, to lift him.

			Angel.

			He felt the urge to disappear, to run from this being that rattled the cage of his soul with threat of a new beginning, of possible worth, while knowing already how it would end. How he would fail this opportunity. The Otherness felt this fear in the Magician, began its trembling, protector always. But still he stared at the angel. At Her. Something in her stare grew in him a new bravery. A yearn for love so long starved it won his fight with fear and quelled his urge to flee, tempered his protector. 

			

			Once he was able to keep her gaze and gather enough strength into his body to work his muscles, he rose from the ground; hesitantly leaving those pretty shoes, following the fall of feathers, finding her flawless face, her daze of hair and the abyss of her eyes, the blue of which he had never seen before or since, until one long away day forthcoming, wrapped in a black of ash. 

			After he reached his full stretch—his shoulders and spine struck in the proudest pose they’d ever attained, resulting in a height and breadth he’d never worn before—it was he who now shined over her. His towering posture and point of view, the reverse of the supplicant position seconds before, further grew his bravery. 

			She was not small, yet she was diminutive. Her bones, the thin breadth of wicker. Her frame, lace-delicate but with a supple thickness that whispered, strength. How she could be these two things at once confused the Magician and further drew him towards her; a gravity. 

			There they stood with the city stopped around them providing them the grace-gift of quiet, a spectator with held breath. Two body-pillars close-framed to one another: one dark, one light. Each the other’s half of their destined whole.

			In the city’s silence, they stood, unmoving, taking each other in as if wonders. Their heartbeats skittered and tranced as their souls reintroduced, combining, long lost. 

			She spoke first.

			“My love.”

			Then he.

			“Mine.”

			Taking her hand with the word. Closing firm around it as it left his mouth. As if in claim. As if finally finding.

			In that clasp, a coming together. A latch slipping into place. The moment stretched eternal, the spectator city age-collapsing around them, then rising once more as it held. The two of them, monuments. 

			Eventually, reluctantly, they returned. Back into the time they had left. Back to the sidewalk where he had fallen. Back into the day that brought them together, that changed them forever.

			

			In that landing they were finally able to look away from one another, get their bearings. 

			Breathe.

			“The Magic Shop,” she said, awakening. “I was looking for the Magic Shop.”

			He explained that he had been as well, and they grinned at the synchronicity. 

			“Are you a magician?” she asked, a thin spread of excitement in her voice.

			“Yes. And you?”

			She smiled, demurred, shook her head. “No, only an assistant. I need to find work. This new city . . .” She trailed off, motioning at the world around them.

			With this the Magician knew it was not yet another Crumb he had been meant to find, but Her. She was to be his lightness. She would keep the audience from turning on itself. This was what he had needed all along. Of course! And, oh, what a discovery!

			In the swirl of this finding the Magician did not ponder the self-destruction of each Crumb. He did not consider the Otherness, its intensity, and how it permeated minds, unseen. A poison within walls, slow-leaking into the skin, tainting the blood, how the proximity might affect this angel. In his bliss, the Magician could only think

			Her

			Her

			Her

			Together, TOGETHER, they went to find the shop, but even though the city had begun to put its streets back together, it was nowhere to be found. Instead, they found only a stretch of brick with a black-painted sharp-swish that one, if called upon, could say resembled a squinted eye.

			“It is no more. But,” he said, looking into her blue, “I believe it is no longer needed.” 

			At that, she smiled. He took her hand and they walked into the day. 
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			They had no destination, only the instinctual need to keep moving—hands clasped, lungs pumping, hearts beating—all proof of life pushed and working to ensure this finding would remain permanent and not revert to a brick wall scrawled with a blazen eye. 

			The colors that he had long dreamt about, wished for, that had surfaced the moment she came, were emerging all around them. The traffic’s granite blur now popped with the bright yellow of a taxi, the apple green of a transit bus, the burnt orange of a rusted pickup truck. Once-muted storefronts now dotted with red neon open signs; fluorescent, hand-lettered banners advertising produce prices; multicolored cigarette ads; and shiny red candy machines filled with a rainbow of colors. Amazed, he watched as a canvas awning recolored itself one stripe at a time as they made their way under it. Street signs, streetlights and billboards, once hazed, now brilliant with color. Even the trees began to molt, the dull of their leaves now lustered with the colors they always were that he could never see. The hues peppered into the landscape like popcorn. The Magician’s head could not stop turning. It was a coming back to life; not only for the world that had been muted to him since the night he fled the horror of the tent, but for his heart. He did his best not to weep, knowing it was his vision alone and he did not want to concern her with his awakening. It had been so long since he’d seen anything vibrant; he’d forgotten what it was like to truly see.

			Before the finding the day had been a cold bruise, the streets morning-filled with its head-hung inhabitants braced and succumbed against the world’s chill, repetitive sore. Their bodies thick-wrapped to fight its cold. Now, the Magician noticed a thaw. While the colors emerged, the sun leveled the cold, strangled the damp; not merely providing the light, it was finally heating the world as it should. 

			As the temperature warmed, so did the people. The crowds they walked amongst began a shedding. Thick fabrics, woolen and flannelled, began to fill the pavement. Small items at first; errant gloves, scarves, hats and even socks—some their vivid, true color; some still the dull of before—scattered across the sidewalk like fall leaves, clustering in crannies, collecting in corners; downy detritus. The pair did not witness the discarding, only walked past its evidence, amused by the growing volume. It was when the larger coverings became too much for people to bear that they saw the disposing. Coats upon coats taken off and thrown aside in a fervent spirit of an action long desired. The two smiled at the joy of it all. The way passersby tossed the items away as if they had waited a lifetime to do so, their faces lit up, heads lifted towards the warmth of the new sun. A buoyant cacophony began to fill the streets. The world spiked with a soft-strident pitch he’d never heard before. 

			The city broke against them a river, they a rock. Hand in hand they wandered through this grand day, their legs wading through the coat-drifts that were piled and bulked like dunes. As they made their way so lost, the Magician marveled at how he had never felt so found.
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			After their aimless walk while the city shed its skin, they both knew there was no way they could part from one another. Not only for fear the other would cease being palpable, but because it felt physically dire, as if each would wither if moved apart. Despite the reluctance the Magician felt at taking her back to the shame of his apartment, there was no other choice. She had just landed in this city and had no place to go. So, when the day blended to darkness, their legs and feet finally acknowledging their wear, and after profuse apology, he agreed to take her to the place he slept at. 

			It was not much further, given the distance they had already traversed. They walked until the action of the city’s streets began to stretch and calm. She could sense they were leaving behind its heartbeat and were heading towards its extremities. 

			The building sat alone on its block surrounded by rubbled lots strewn with half remains and groups of things left or dragged from elsewhere. Browned, bristled brambles flourished unfriendly around the fragments, a salad of trash caught in its anger. In the shadowed black absence of streetlights, it hovered, a monolith, rising a chill in her she did not admit to for fear it would further anxious her Magician. 

			As it approached, she saw it had more than four sides. In fact, she couldn’t actually tell how many facings there were, as walls dipped from view then reappeared as they got closer. What a strange way to construct a building, she thought. It looked like a jigsaw puzzle piece, but with all squared edges. 

			

			The entrance was a set of double doors at the end of a concrete walkway with a sign above that simply read, arms, the word set to the right. She assumed its descriptor must’ve fallen away. Two stone pedestals framed the doors, stone vases set upon them holding blackened, dried flowers she thought might’ve once been roses. Inside the doors they were greeted by a red-orange teddy bear, its fur pressed and matted as if long loved, sitting in the center of the entryway, as if waiting for its owner to return from a long day at school. Instead of this image provoking some sort of sweetness, a creep of foreboding bled through her, as if the bear had been sitting there for decades, waiting for a child that had yet to return.

			“This way,” he said, giving her hand a soft pull, as if he’d read her mind.

			He led them to one of two far-set elevators and pressed the call button. The cold silence of the lobby was suddenly interrupted by a clang-chunk and rattle that shook the walls for a quick moment before settling into a guttural hum as the car lowered to claim them.

			They went inside and he pressed a button numbered 33. It lit up, the doors slid shut and they began their ascent.

			As they rose, she observed the numbered pad and how oddly the buttons were spread. They weren’t arranged in the standard, linear order, they were haphazard with no specific alignment or consistent spacing. Also, the buttons were all different sizes ranging from the size of a dime to the size of a half-dollar. Two, set at calf level, were shaped like half-moons. She wondered, if pressed, where they would be taken. Most of the buttons had numbers on them, but there were an equal amount that held strange, simple symbols. She’d never seen anything like this and wanted to say as much, but before she could make mention of it, the car came to a halt.

			The doors slid open to what seemed like an endless hallway, framed with doors. 

			“I’m afraid we have some more walking to do,” he offered. “My door is at the end.”

			

			She answered him with a kind smile and a squeeze of his hand and together they exited the elevator and started down the hall.

			Their time in the hallway seemed to expand and in that expanse its details magnified and she fixed on them, or, perhaps, they her. Initially, she thought the hallway dark, but there was some sort of ambient, rust-colored glow that glazed the space, the light of which seemed brighter at the ceiling and dimmed towards the floor, which held a thinned burgundy carpet, the pattern on it now worn and blurred. There was a sweet, high-pitched smell that wrung with a dank must, the odor verging on the edge of unpleasant. Between the variety of sounds one normally finds in apartment buildings—televisions, radios, shouts, stomps, etc.—there were two sounds that remained constant, both of them clearly evident whenever they reached the quieter spaces. One was a dull thud of some constant machinery, a repetitive, muffled clanking and the sense of a coming vibration that never manifested. The other was a faint sound of laughter or crying. A woman’s, she thought. Familiar, she thought. It was a thread through the walls while they walked and stirred within her an uneasiness that would persist until the day they took leave of the building for another. The distance between each door was seven steps. She had begun counting after they had passed nearly a dozen.

			“It seems like the hallway is too long with too many doors for the length of the building,” she said.

			“It is not always so,” he answered. “This building does often what it wants. But the cost is what I can bear, so I have learned to live with it.”

			At that, he stopped and she saw that somehow they had suddenly reached the hallway’s end.

			“See?” he asked. Then, pointing to an adjacent door set with a frosted glass panel, he added, “The bathroom facilities are shared. They are behind that door, down the hallway, ladies’ to the left.”

			The Magician retrieved his keys and, with a deep breath, opened the door to his apartment and immediately started apologizing. 

			“An angel should have no interaction with a place such as this,” he lamented, frantically rushing to try and tidy the small space. “I am forever sorry. Can you ever forgive me for bringing you to such a hovel?”

			She watched as he flustered. The space itself was not unpleasant, only cluttered, as she would expect from a man long living alone. She had seen worse. However, it was claustrophobic in its irregularity. It was one room interrupted by odd corners that jutted in at meaningless angles, creating small, strange nooks around its circumference. The largest alcove was a kitchen, comprised of a sink, hotplate, microwave, two overhead cabinets and a small refrigerator. The rest of the recesses held stacks and piles of magician’s props except for the narrowest one, which held a worn-looking seamstress’s dress form. Creating no easy way to set furniture, the only piece—a twin bed—was placed in the center. The room shape—the inside of a mutant, stunted star. 

			“There is no need to apologize, my love,” she assured. “Anywhere I am with you is heaven. Rest now.”

			Focused on reversing the strewn state of his apartment, her Magician kept at it, unhearing. She could almost feel his hummingbird heartbeat as he desperately tried to put things in order.

			Still cleaning, unstopped, she went to him.

			In the room she touched soft and he flinched hard and she pulled away burned. In the room, she, shhhhhh. In the room, he started, stopped, a turmoil interrupted. In the room she, again, closed the space between them. In the room, he tried to stay there, his body flurried, a moth in new light. In the room she raised her hand calmly, warning him of its coming, its sweet intent. In the room it rose between them. In the room, he held fast, trying to allow kindness that came without a song. In the room, she stilled him, stroking his face, his head, his neck, his face again; all brown skin against her white. In the room he calmed, his eyes slowing then focusing into her blue, her magnificent blue. In the room, she continued with her hands, exploring the cottoned-cocoon of his body, surveying what was held inside: shoulders, arms, waist and again. In the room, his heartbeat rose, his hands forgotten. In the room, she pushed his coat off and surveyed anew, the landscape condensed, leaner, more discernable. In the room, a heat began. In the room, her hands smoothed his chest, his stomach, in slow, mirrored circles as if polishing something back to bright. In the room he remembered his hands, willed them to find her skin, all of him ablaze as they did so. In the room, they stood, exploring. In the room, his hands in a softness he’d never known and never wanted to leave. In the room, she removed his cocoon, brought his bare before her. In the room, she caressed, her hands bringing a new life to his flesh. In the room, he struggled to keep from staggering, everything electric and heated. In the room, she stepped back, the lift of her hands leaving a cool in their place. In the room he watched as she shed her feathers, revealing a new beauty, taking his breath. In the room, she put his hands where she most wanted them to go, and they went, eagerly. In the room, she was so much skin, a bliss for his hands, a home. In the room, their mouths met chaotic fraught with panting, hot and animal. In the room, she laid him down. In the room, her body moving above him, he was initiated. In the room, night into day, everything fell away. In the room, they became one.
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			It was months before he stopped flinching. That initial feeling she had the day she came upon him on the sidewalk—the one of creeping cautiously, as if he were a thing that would startle easily—was a righteous one. How recoil had become his natural state she did not yet know, but she was determined to stifle this reflex; he did not need such defenses with her. She learned to move slowly with him, learned to temper her natural buoyant and move with calm and diffusion instead. It wasn’t long before his shoulders dropped and she learned how to become syrup against his skin. 

			The initial days then weeks after their joining were ones of slow-burn bliss. Every morning in the bed meant only for one, he woke before the sun, checking his skin for hers. His fear was she would be gone. Lifted from his life as abruptly as she’d been lowered into it. Each day he found her skin and each day he let his heart try to believe.

			Only once his fear tempered, did they embark. The Magician suspended the call for his performance and, instead, took her hand in his and together they floated through the city. He’d never watched for beauty in its colorless streets before, his interest only in its most forgotten spots. Now, with Her, with its vibrant, he saw it all anew.

			They took it in, a devour. Entire days spent in parks, laying on blankets of grass, sitting under trees or before small ponds, lakes and stone fountains. Every place brighter than the one they slept at; it was easy to get lost in it all. The Magician took her every place he knew and she helped him discover every place he did not. All the while, they learned each other.

			Nights were quiet, their bodies well-worn from the traversed day. There was always a meal, something purchased and brought back. They’d eat on the floor, their backs against the metal frame of the bed, plastic forks into the food, into their mouths and into one another’s mouths, a lovers’ feeding. 

			Bellies full they’d take their walk to the bathrooms, shower and return for bed. Sleep would come only after their bodies’ quest to learn everything about the other’s was finished. 

			Knowing everything about one another became their drive. And within a week, their nightly sharings brought them current with one another.

			When he asked her to tell him her life, she did, starting with the relentless bustle inside her. A strive for constant motion, need for a blind seeking. Every stop made on her life’s path always found to be temporary despite her desire for permanence. Assisting magician after magician, never settling with one for too long. How finding him felt like the end of a journey. 

			She explained to the Magician how, to her, assisting was a gift. Not only to her and each and every one of her magicians, but to the audience. It was the perfect outlet for the way she walked in the world—an always need to provide wonder. The desire to show others how to look outside of everything they could see, until they found Morethan. To look between what their eyes told them and let themselves feel beyond what their senses conveyed. Whenever she could, she tried to share this cause. She knew people needed more, wanted more, and it frustrated her that it was all around them if they would only try to see. But in the walking world, everyone was too busy to hear about her cause. But with magic, they sought it out. They made time for it. With magic, it could not be ignored. The sole purpose of magic was to create wonder. She was there as part of that purpose, and in that presence, her own purpose was fulfilled.

			

			“What about before all of this? Your family?” he asked.

			“No family,” she replied, quickly. “Before anything I remember a warm white and flying, that freedom feeling you sometimes get in a dream. So blissful that you want to stay there and so you fight your waking. Then it’s just a blur of being traded, a sensation of being passed along. Not in a calloused way, but in a way that I felt treasured. I have vivid bits and pieces of places and things, but the people weaved throughout are viscous and fogged. I didn’t know this was unusual until later, when asked questions such as this. I hope it does not put you off. I wouldn’t want you to think me strange.” She grinned then, trying to weight her levity over her insecurity.

			“I could never think you strange, my dearest. But you may feel such about me, after you know my beginnings.”

			And with that, he told her of his mother. And when he removed his shirt, she wept.

			The Magician told her of his pup and his bee and how they saved him, each in their own ways. He told of the old lady chain and Miss Zella and how he learned he could be useful and not just used. He told her of his Father Forest and how he found his way alone, again, but stronger. He told her of Terminus, Violet, his twins, his tetherers, the carnival, and, of course, Sullivan; his first family. When he told her of their ending, she held him as he broke. 

			The nights heard it all until there was no more to hear.

			The Mother and his migration could not be told without telling of the Morethan, and the Magician did not hold back. When she began to ask more questions of the Morethan, he did not hesitate. If she was to assist, she had to know of its presence and its power. She had to understand the props were mostly meaningless conduits for what was flowing from him, created to convey each effect in ways that could be well received by an audience as magic.

			“Then, am I not needed?” she asked, confused.

			“Oh, no, my love, quite the opposite. What comes from me can break a man. I temper it as best I can but there are the weak that come to watch—children, women—and no matter how I try, they succumb. I can’t bear it.”

			“I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” she replied. “The only audience reactions I’ve witnessed were wonder, delight and awe.”

			“Yes, and my performances garner all of those things, but all of them bundled in a sort of dread grip trance. I do not know what exactly they are seeing while they watch, but I know it is something burrowed within the Morethan. Something dark and unsettling.”

			She stared at him, doing her best to understand, her confusion apparent. 

			“Having you with me,” he continued, “will balance the Morethan. It is what I attempted to do with the Crumbs, but the Crumbs themselves were too weak to withstand, let alone alleviate the darkness from the gathered.”

			“Your presence will allow me to expand my act in ways one man alone cannot do. I have waited so long for the chance to create grander effects; I cannot begin to tell you the ideas I have now that you are by my side.”

			She understood this need for grander creation. It had been conveyed to her by almost all her magicians each time she was brought on board. Every one of them giddy with the possibilities the addition of an assistant brought. It was a common thread that ran through the breed of man who needed to spread spectacle. A trait she admired and was obviously drawn to, as it ran deep in her as well. Her drive as an assistant was sparked by this drive in her magicians; it created a feeling of being necessary and important.

			One thing she was not familiar with was the use of authentic magic he was speaking of. Every single one of her magicians used trickery, illusion and deception, nothing organic and true.

			“Should I be afraid,” she asked. “You mentioned the Crumbs. How they broke. How am I not to break as well?”

			The Magician hesitated longer than he had meant to, not wanting to cause her concern, but the truth was, he was unsure if she would or even could remain undamaged. He believed the Crumbs fractured because they were small and weak, and that the repetitive use of creatures so simple caused their disintegration. While he’d seen too many of his spectators fragment and crack, he’d never seen any of them decay in front of him to the degree the Crumbs did.

			Unless, he thought, they went away festered and broke later. Quickly shaking that thought away, he responded. 

			“I will not let it infect you. When I am performing, it is at my command, a well-understood dance in which we are partners, I at the lead.” He neglected to share how, when overcome or deeply threatened, the Otherness had thrown him aside and taken the lead, often to a deadly outcome. He was not yet ready to tell her this. Already he sensed her nervous with this information as it stood. He told himself, in time she would know, after she gained confidence in his abilities. 

			“Could I watch?” she asked.

			“My performance?” he replied.

			She nodded. “I need to understand. Fully.”

			The Magician hesitated, knowing the risk in her witness. He did not want to lose her.

			“Yes, of course, but understand you will be bringing balance to the act, and the viewers will torment no more. Also know that my Otherness can be a healer. I have seen it take injury away.” The Magician grimaced, dropping his gaze to the floor, thoughts of his bee, his mother and her eye. 

			“Healer? How so?”

			“That is a story for another time. For right now, let me show you. Let us go.”

			Outside, he let it take him. He never knew where it was he would be going, only to trust he would be brought. It was like the Usher that took him to Miss Zella, he was only to be a passenger. The destination would be wherever it was meant to be. He was only to ride. Ever since he became seen and let the Otherness come gradually loose, did this steering begin. A feeling of subtle pull that emanated from the back of his skull and through his eye sockets like a breath being inhaled back into something or someone. He learned to let himself ride on that breath until it felt gone. That was when the people came. That was when he knew to perform. He did this now, with Her. 

			Together they went: sidewalk to bus, to sidewalk again, until they found themselves outside the doors of Lai Lai Chinese Restaurant. 

			“It says ‘closed,’” she said, as they stood there. He responded by squeezing her hand. 

			Seconds went by before the door opened and a small woman motioned them inside and he put on his coat.

			“Watch, but also, look away. Do not fear. Remember our love.” He kissed her, turned and entered the dining room.

			After days and days of averting his work, the Magician let her behold.

			In a room that buckles inward with a red-orange tilt and a dusty shine that fights and loses to the dim; this is where it will hurt. But this is where it must happen. It was why he was brought. It is why he is always brought. They are (not) aware. They only know let him in, we must watch and so they do.

			A lone black face on a black head compressing a black body with the weight of everything inside of him; a flattening with a crush that taunts gravity. His perfect two-colored hands flash in and out of the insides of his coat: linings, pockets, sleeves; fabled, fairy-tale, fingered fishes flashing beneath a forgotten pond’s filthy facade. There is something about those hands and that coat and how they are dancing with one another to music they can only hear yet the audience tilts their heads, trying. They don’t know, but somehow they sense that if they can hear that music they will finally understand what it feels like to come back to life. 

			He is a symptom of what they have been feeling throughout their day. While they served, while they cooked, while they filled square white boxes with wire handles and made pyramids inside white plastic bags, handle holes knotted at the tops. A dragging. A filthy weight pulling their insides bloody. Hope being choked or the promise of release. A torture balance. 

			The bustle gone and sweat drying on their polished brows squared by blacks of hair they sit rimming table rounds. They have not been called together; they have just assembled, filling the room slowly like smoke. Some wipe their hands on their aprons. Others un-bow ties, remove vests. In the corner, a deaf old woman, cane-hunched, shells pea pods with a rhythm and a speed that defies her age. One pile grows while the other disappears: her performance. Her tongue is fat and fists its way through her pickled lips with glopping wet sounds one wants to hide from. 

			Has he been summoned? Nevertheless, he is here. He stands before them. They sit back. They get ready. The sign at their backs reads open where it once read closed. They know it is time. The sound of dishes is over. The street outside says nothing. There is only the steam of tea blurring their faces.

			It is never a gift, but it is or it could be or it isn’t.

			A palm faces up. A palm faces down.

			They wait for it. They know it is coming. The trick. It crawls across them. The Magician shuffles his feet and lifts his face, eyes closed. He sucks in the air, drawing it in slowly. It fills his chest. It puffs his shirt. He releases it, steady. Pulling his coat tight around himself he tells her, “Whatever happens, don’t let go.” He knows that he could tell her to let go and at least in the falling he would know she had been holding.

			But he does not. And she does not. And they do not.

			The Magician unwraps his coat hard. It releases with a snap and in his outstretched hands there are still-meaty skeletons of fish; above his fist the head, below—the tail hinged and swaying on a white of ribs. He rotates at the waist, back and forth, presenting them to the crowd. The congregation follows the fish with their eyes glazed. The fish: Their eyes glaze back.

			“Now, what needs will come. What needs will come now!”

			A light begins. It flutters clean and then steadies. It shouts against the red-orange and reflects it up and out against the walls of the restaurant. The source is unclear and the hunt for it is forgotten as the room suddenly splits with a thin vibration. It trembles skin and ripples water. A menu falls to the floor. Brown bits of fern shake loose and scatter. Words are crossed and heads frenzy as the crowd numbs their hands on the rims of the tables, the seats of chairs, feet spread to strong the floor. 

			

			Thoughts begin. Ken Rah wishes he’d never stayed, wants to run for the door. Tina Yee can’t stop seeing the face of her dead baby cousin the morning she found her blue in her crib. Annie Chan looks around for the sharpest knife. Chin Lee fingers an old scar, remembering what he took when it was given. Tim Au now knows where to dig the next day. Inwong Hwang promises to say yes the next time and every time after that. Alco Hon remembers what he did, what he has worked so long to forget, and collapses in the darkness of it. Tam Yuang feels safe for the first time. Stan Wang grabs his dick and begins to stroke; it’s the hardest it’s ever been or ever will be. Lisa Liu wants to forgive him, for each and every thing he’d ever done to her. Meichi Wong wants to put his hands into the warmth of blood again though he knows he promised he would stop. Ming Yang remembers being ten, his jacket catching in the metal of the Rocket Blaster and how the tug became a pull became a demand and then a crushing. The thoughts happen in a moment, and in that moment, they are anywhere else, but they are the most present they’ve ever been.

			The transition begins. The thread that dangles them snaps and the crowd comes back. The vibration has steadied to somewhere within them all, everything solid sits witnessing. The light retreats to its origin and grows a beam that blinds. They see it now: the source. It is the old woman. Her body is no longer hunched. She sits rigid, straight, with an electricity that brings a lightning glow to her skin. Her eyes are only whites. Her outstretched arms have pierced the piles of peas on the table before her. Her performance is over. 

			Her performance begins. The light blazes from her mouth in a violent way as if it is going into her rather than coming out of her and maybe it is both. The witnesses gasp, heads and bodies lost in a panic that screams within the razor moment where one realizes the flames have spread too far and too fast to throw water on; the feeling that hovers between fight or flight; an adrenaline space; the tiniest hell. She trembles, rises, falls and shakes. The beam is wild and true as it follows her unsteady. The witnesses cry out and duck, afraid to be caught in its path. She struggles, rises falls and rises again, this time triumphant. She turns towards the Magician. The beam from her mouth cutting the room, she walks. 

			The communion begins. Heads turn and turn as the performances launch their collusion. No sides are chosen. There is only one side—the trick’s—and its lines are already drawn. They have always been drawn. It’s only now the skin is finally peeling back and as the old woman walks the bone shows, the blood. It smells ready, prepared; its muscles tensed and bunched, saliva clear and dripping on the floor, fangs bared, breath heavy with purpose. It’s been waiting for this moment: in a hospital bed, on a street corner, under a bridge, in a pink bedroom, twisted inside a steering wheel, in a nightmare in a daydream. 

			The Magician begins. “A need comes!” His voice cuts the room right back and the statement unites the crowd. The old woman, hobbling along her wavering route, turns towards his voice. Her path, now made clearer by his call, strengthens her stride. The Magician does not evade the slicing glow of the beam as it begins to cut across him. No, he waits, hands still outstretched, still with the fish corpses dangling, majestic. His eyes do not glow, but in the days following and in the years after, when telling of this tale, eight out of the twelve will swear that they were, three will refuse to talk of it and one will say they do not remember. The one who claims to not remember will wake many nights screaming, “The trick! The trick has come!” fever red, bedclothes soaked in sweat. When their bedmate asks what it means, they will cringe at the cursed words delivered from the mouth of the one they love before answering, “I don’t remember.” 

			Now, mere yards away, the old woman stops, legs apart, arms wide at her sides, a gunslinger. She faces the Magician; her open mouth sprays the white-yellow beam at the space above his head. “I see you, trick! The trick is here!” He swivels his head, engaging the crowd. “Watch while I give its need!” 

			The Magician stares his (glowing) eyes at the old woman, completely widens his already outstretched arms and punches the air. The look on his face is one of anger. The still-meaty fish bones wobble and shake, their tremor of silence a terror cadence. It pauses the moment, giving a tender meaning to the lull before what would happen, happens.

			

			The unfolding begins. The Magician’s arms raise until his clenched fists rest in the old woman’s beam. They come together with a strength and a sound like a snap. Inside of that sound, inside of that beam, the glow intensifies and expands like an explosion from the clump of fists, fish. It is a slow thing. It is steady. Then it is ready. The brilliance lessens from blinding and thins with a luminous clarity. A drone builds and holds. It’s a hollow sound as if something is coming forth from a dark place, and something is.

			The drawing begins. His hands in the glow, giving echo to the drone, the Magician commands, “Bring the need now!” And from the old woman’s mouth comes a blackness. It stabs through the light, a twisted, thin mass. “Yes! Come!” he shouts, his hands still strong above his head, harnessing the ball of light around his fists, fish, like a god. 

			The emerging begins. The black thing pushes through the light, into the world. The old woman’s mouth does not close around it, does not bite down, it is open wider than what is right; unhinged. The black thing stretches forward, a twisted tongue. It brings itself up and out, towards the Magician, towards the ball of light, the fish, his fists.

			The merging begins. It stabs, piercing the intersection of fists, fish and light. The marriage of black and white, dark and light, explodes upon impact. A crack and then a blinding and then a hush of black smoke that lightens to gray, then blue, then white. The Magician is hidden in its thick. A thud, then a rattle in the raptured still; the trick’s climax weighs itself against the room, heavy, as the smoke thins.

			They see now and the Magician lets them. The spine lays on the table before him; its white is staggering. Its delicate structure, so keen with strength, breathes its viability in gulps. He places his hands over it, then brushes them across its length, a lover. 

			“Behold the need! The need has come!”

			The Magician grips the spine with both hands, lifts it, presenting, before feeding it to his coat a vertebra at a time.

			Nobody moves to aid the crumpled old woman. 

			From the foyer, a quiet, awed stun sits Her down, shaken. She understands.
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			Births aren’t always beautiful. They are often fraught with unexpected complications, panic and gore; a sight to hide from. Their outset was as unseemly. It pained the Magician to have to bring his treasure to such crude locations; all polluted and broken, all crusted unsafe. Platforms far beneath the elegant arenas she was meant for, had performed at, platforms she would soon again grace. It was the only place they could start. It was all he could reach for. 

			He was reluctant and told her as much, but, as was her nature, she assured him it would be okay. “I am here to be by your side, no matter where it is you are standing.” 

			Yet, by his side offered no protection on the day of the overcoming. 

			They had set out at their usual time, which was long after they had rolled around together in that lazy way of sleeprise; the intertwining of limbs still weighted with slumber, inching each other awake by virtue of blind touch. Far after they had sipped their morning tea, eaten their fresh biscuits spread with fruited jam. They set out after they had bathed then dressed themselves in the uniforms of their trade: sequins and feathers. Their lives held no hard schedule, only one that served their together; everything else ranked secondary. 

			By the time they headed out the streets were teeming with afternoon, bodies on their way to definitive places, purposed. The day was bright with clear sky peeking between the tops of the buildings. They stepped into the motion and moved along in its current. But even in the hectic, the air clutched a humid stillness like a breath being held.

			

			Why he had her go ahead was for a beautiful reason. “Set our stage. I’ll be only minutes behind you.” Even as the words left his mouth for her ears there was a bickering in its promise. It resonated through him as an off-putting, a sour note. Yet, she smiled, trusting his words, hearing nothing awry. And that smile—oh that smile—broke the echo of the flattened note and all he could see was the endless blue of her eyes, a color he had to pull back from falling into every time they immersed. 

			With that erasure, he kissed her three, then four beats, then one more. Despite being inseparable after so many days, weeks, months, their lips had yet to memorize each other. It was as if they wanted to remain forever uncharted. Thus, each kiss brought a hunger for this knowing, their mouths eager to search 

			and search

			and search. 

			All the while his hands tasted the warmth of her skin.

			He didn’t turn until her back became a blur amongst the city’s cluster; its cars, crowds, swallowing her pretty. A pang coincided with her vanish; their cord now thin-stretched. The Magician quelled the urgent to rejoin her and hurried to collect the reason for this small separation. 

			He had spotted the flowers as they walked. At first, he thought them feathers, for from the corner of his eye they were a piled fluff, resembling remnants of a fowl’s butchering; a clean white dotted with bright red. But as he turned to stare, he saw they exploded from stems and as he passed, a waft of fragrance, candy sweet, bent around him. She gave then a swoon, low in her throat, a noise cultivated from their lovemaking. Its carnal-familiar brought a pulse to his loins. “What is this bliss?” she asked, inhaling deeply, eyes closed, her hand quick-clenching his. It was in that moment he knew he wanted to bring her that bliss. Give her cause to make that sound again. Give her another reason to love him. 

			This small errand, a beautiful reason.

			This small errand, a tragic consequence.

			This small errand, a bottomless flagellation he would endure until death.

			

			In the empty lot carried with ruin was her body, writhing in moan. Strewn garbage pails, the still-smoking black of tire treads a slash in the street, evidenced the accident that must’ve happened during his dawdle.

			He had hurried, he thought. How, then, this?

			As he dropped to her side the bouquet dropped from his fist, falling into her liquids pooling so unprecious in the dust. Its sparse red flecks slowly spread to solid, bottom first, a rising sun.

		

	
		
			

			12

			She had been carelessly inflicted. How could anyone create and turn their back on such a wreckage? It rose a rage inside him, and he felt a known blankness shutting upon him, a steel door lowering towards a thundering boom. Yet, the Magician held no fear of this coming. For once, he welcomed the uncontrol. He knew the mission in the Morethan would be on his side. It always was, even when it was to his detriment. This time, there was no fight. This time he let it come.

			In his surrender, it pushed him aside. In his surrender, it went for her first, bypassing the inflictor. In his surrender, it heated his hands. In his surrender, memories of his beloved bee, bringing its resurrection. In his surrender, it wrapped her. In his surrender he heard himself begin a chanting, a voice hisnothis. In his surrender, a building. In his surrender, it thrust out of him, into her, then back. In his surrender, he witnessed her remaking; how one by one the scrapes sealed themselves, how each angry bruise lifted its black from her porcelain, how the swollen of her face retracted, the knit of a bone snapped and tight. In his surrender, he did not feel how they moved, duplicating themselves on his skin. In his surrender he only saw how she fluttered back, a flashing of that immersive blue, and he close to wept. In his surrender, it was enough that she was repaired. In his surrender, he let himself fade away, knowing she was safe. In his surrender, the Morethan found the inflictor, whose car sped and turned itself wrong, found another impact, one that had no give. In his surrender, the Magician dreamed of everything he had ever lost.
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			The healing took just three days, but it felt to her as triple. It wasn’t enough that she had to live his injury that was first hers, there was also his turmoil to witness. In his unconscious, he was a wild; screaming and writhing as if tormented or attacked. The shouts of Mother too many to maintain, each uttered in a way that felt as pleading or as pain. This inside-suffering seemed to her more ruinous than his external. It rendered her helpless, no location for applying salves or bandages. No way to foster a mending. 

			The horror she found upon waking in the havoc of that lot became an endless loop she could not shut off. How she raised to find a gathering, all pulling towards their nucleus as if drawn. What was the spectacle? She had yet to understand her position, had yet to notice him prone beside her, the even further blood-soaked flowers sogged between them. Her body felt wrenched but sharp-clean, as if something had been wrung violent from her. A grog heavied her skull, making the situation hard to decipher. It was only when she followed the path of their eyes did she discover the body alongside her, limp-bloodied. Although his face was bent in new ways, its structure ballooned and askew, there was no way she could not recognize the only man she ever planned on loving. 

			She did not remember when she stopped screaming.

			One by one his wounds lessened then removed, no moment absent from his side. It was a wonder how they faded. Sometimes she could see as it happened; the skin barely rising and then spreading to smooth, its swollen gone. How was his body erasing them? This must be the healing he spoke of, she thought. What he drew from had such power, she knew its strength well, as it had embedded and overwhelmed her before she learned to obstruct it. In this knowledge she recognized it could take whatever it wanted. For her Magician she was glad that what it wanted was him. Alive. 
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			It was not overnight that their world got large; it was a trail of years. What he was able to do, what he had done since birth, and with this, together with her, manifested a spectacular. She ignited him, and in doing so, the Otherness caught fire as well. What this blend materialized could not be contained on a street corner. Could not be limited by a vacant lot or alleyway. This would soon be proven. 

			After the overcoming, their street performances did not endure for long. With his coat’s colors restored—the soot-sequins now red-glitz mesmerizing, and her pale beauty flitting alongside his dark, mystical strong; with the trick blossoming between them, around them; with their display a blur of bright crimson and frosted feathers, the colors alone a pageant of attention—their calling was one of greater stages and they propelled there at a steady speed. The gatherings grew to crowds. The crowds built to congregations. The congregations swelled to mobs. The mobs blocked the streets. 

			They had become a frenzy.

			There had never been such a madness around any magician she’d paired with before. The mania was astounding to watch. She’d never seen anything grow so quickly. How only after a matter of months they left the street corners, parking lots and alleys for backyard birthday parties, local halls, then small stages, and how those theaters swiftly swelled to over capacity, which led them to their performance’s permanent home: the grandest arena the city had to offer. The minute they had the means, they left the trickster Arms behind and moved into a luxurious loft with a wall of windows, and hallways that never changed. It was not long before the world began to pursue them: first locally, then nationally; their likenesses and their love broadcast to millions. The boy that was raised a hidden thing, and a man once turned invisible, now seen by more eyes than he could ever imagine.

			This staggering success that would normally dismantle did not impale the pair. They let the world stare and question while offering nothing more than polite gratitude. 

			When asked about love between the two, they would respond, “Our performance holds everything you need to know.” 

			While the audiences clamored for more and the cameras snapped away, the couple smiled and bow-curtsied their thankfulness, always more than gracious to those that begged for more of them but were never fed. This enigmatic front they kept only made the public want for more. The two could not be left alone and had to develop clandestine ways of being out in the world to avoid every manner of lens and every well-meaning inquisitor. For them, the attention was only what they had to endure before they went back to what really mattered to them, their cloistered world. 

			The Magician lived a dream. He knew this because his sleep had only ever brought nightmares. Endless terrors he’d twist and run from, dumping him into awake: exhausted and pressed. His life with her was the dream. It brought only what his heart had ever wanted. And blessedly, the waking never came. 

			Yet, the daggers left by his mother still pestered. The distance of time and the strength of love combined to provide him heartbreak perspective. His son-guts wrenched with why. How? Memories of the tortures at the hands of her men, performed to the lull of her song, stirred sadness more than anger. How he was made witness to graphic slaying and how his only loved things were brutal ripped from him. A child. A boy. It tore his soul. The resolution that would never be satisfied, ached. Now that he had love and knew he could be loved, these questions nagged.

			Love. He had never known it like this. His bee, his pup, mere glints, not this blinding. And his troupe-family—the twins, Violet, Terminus, his Tether kin, even Sullivan—paled against this love so immense it was able to temper the abomination that had been his life. This love so consuming it informed every minute, every movement, every thought. 

			How it reshaped him. 

			How it treasured. 

			How it did not age. 

			How she put him above everything. 

			How he’d never wanted to die for anyone else before. 

			Her tender heart in his hands and his in hers; almost one. 
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			When not on stage, they spent their time entangled. Their new space a complete opposite from the first, modest with glossy finishes and soft furnishings and so many windows it was as if they lived outside as well as in. The rooms were large but few, which suited them, for they never wanted far from each other. They craved constant connection, a tangible presence of one another through sight, sound or touch. She loved listening to his absentminded humming while he tinkered on whatever new prop he’d come up with, and he loved hearing her busying in the kitchen creating foods built from fresh ingredients collected during one of their secreted outings. Their ordinary sounds, their symphony.

			The days belonged to them, but their nights belonged to everyone else. It was a muted segue, shifting from their holstered together to a brandished one. Despite the exposure, this work was not reluctant, for this magic was what they were both meant for and performing it together was its own kind of dream, one bared before all.

			Four nights a week, one hour before showtime, they were driven to the theater in a liquid-black limousine that cloaked them from the outside world. Once there they went into makeup, hair and wardrobe, the style of which was determined by the particular show they would perform that evening. The pair cycled through several productions so their act would be as fresh as possible for any returners. New shows were added once a quarter. Rehearsals and development for these took place on the days they didn’t perform. Their life was measured and regular, a river with few bends. There was no way they could’ve foreseen the waterfall’s plummet just ahead.

		

	
		
			

			16

			Yet another engagement night; their untangling, their readying, their critical clutch to one another in the back of the limousine as their bodies braced for the exit from its doors where they would commence belonging to more than just each other. Upon arrival, going separate ways to transform, each alone then reunited as two spectacular versions of themselves, her in a down-cloud of sparkle-feathers, him in his trusty coat, bloodred, trimmed black. All of this their ritual. 

			Behind the curtain, hands clasped, they waited for the conversion—the theater’s daylight turning to darkness and its clamor hushing to quiet—that was their signal to separate. For when the house lights came down and the ambient music settled across the audience and slowly built to its crescendo, the Magician did his gathering. Once he released her hand she knew to step away. She knew to get to her position stage right before it could tether to her. 

			After they were announced, the curtains opened, the audience erupted and the two began their dazzling. 

			As ensured, all of it came. It was why they had grown a fervor: The Magician brought the impossible. 

			First, the fish. 

			Presented, the tank; its hundred or more gallons, covered blue. Her peeling its blue-shiny satin, wrapping it around her twirl, the blue binding her length, compressing her feathers, stretching her height to extreme, squeezing her skeletal across the stage until, pole-thin-colliding against his body collapsing into an emptied pile of fabric, gone. 

			

			The Magician, now alone, now alongside a rainbow of swirling fish, now brandishing an axe, steel-glinting, now a strong swing shattering stripping the tank of its glass. The audience gasping, hands shielding. The fish aloft, still swimming. The audience, applauding. The Magician, wound with flourish, sending the liquid capsule of colored swimmers over the audience. The glutinous mass slow-waft expanding towards the seats, a floating trudge. A luminosity grew within it, magnifying its mass. The Magician calling out commands SNAKE! and the fish-blob submitting, its shape morphing above them in sluggish rolls. Each change a lethargic progression. The audience—held hypnotized—felt hours pass within each transformation GULL! while the watches that bound their wrists recorded only minutes. 

			DRAGON! The entirety of the trick the quiet danger of a beast at rest. Each form created WAVE! held a subtle-threat provocation. As it drifted and shifted, its mass bulged towards the raised faces EYE! coming slap-close then retreating WHALE! all of it lazy and grotesque. The fish within maybe distorting from beautiful to something sinister and back. Maybe not. Not all were sure. But those that were shivered to their core. 

			The audience, while entertained, clutched hard to whatever was closest, fingernails unconsciously digging more than deep in some sort of bracing or some lifesaving grip from an imagined plummet. Targets: upholstery, purses, coats, thighs, arms, hands, wrists, faces; everything accessible. The show was one where many patrons left bloodstained and bruised from damages that come in those little ways when one’s mind is unconnected to body, held elsewhere. Petite gouges and tears that announce their soreness later, confusing the injured. Souvenirs. 

			The Magician’s presentation always worked big to small. This was an adjustment he had to make after their transition from streets to actual venues. When their shows began with the smaller effects and built up to the grander illusions and finale, the audience was unable to leave. In the bright glow of the house lights, they would sit in a raptured suspension; eyes open unseeing, some mouths gaping hung and drooled, others rocking, eyes closed, some tear-faced, moaning, but most quiet, hands white-clasped, eyes forward still seeing whatever it was the Magician had shown them. This suspension would last varying lengths, troubling the owners, who needed their seats to be emptied and didn’t know how to handle such catatonia. Eventually they learned that beginning large and ending small released the patrons from the cleaving by the time the house lights went on.

			After the last of his commands of the fish were made, the Magician wound them into a whirlpool, his hands stirring the air above his head. The gliding gob complied, spread itself and flattened-round, thinned out wide over the expanse of seats, then spun like a plate, faster and faster until a whir sounded. The fish within, if they were still there, had become a blur. The maelstrom continued until the whir became a siren causing the audience to grab for their ears, then it broke, raining a sort of flaked glittered soot, covering them all like new snow. The shavings, shaped like fishes, if one chose to look closely. 

			At this point in the show, her return to the stage was pivotal. The audience had to be brought back or they would be lost. Knowing this he stepped backstage, both to refresh and to re-gather while she made her entrance and gave to them what he received every day. As he heard the crowd return via their joyous build of applause, his heart swelled with this gift she was able to continually give. So different than what came from him.

			She never remembered where he sent her, only that she returned with the sense she’d been to a better place. There was no fear, only trust. When they began the preparation for their theater shows, he detailed the arc of a propless trick that culminated in her disappearance and it confused her. But where are the trap doors? she asked. How will I hide with no secret panels? Every other magician she had worked with dealt with concealed doors and hidden panels; she knew no other way. He explained to her there were none, which perplexed her even more. But how will I not be seen? Where am I to go? I will be sending you away, he answered. To where? she asked. To this he sighed, put his hands over hers, looked straight into her eyes and quietly, firmly, told her, I’m not sure where it is you will go, but I promise . . . I promise . . . that I will always bring you back. 

			

			Those words settled her. She had no doubt her Magician would always bring her back. All along she knew his magic held within it something greater. A strength that not only made the impossible possible but was powerful enough to bring bodies back from more than broken. She had seen it with her own eyes, felt it during every performance. And while it unnerved her, it was part of who he was and there was no part of him she could ever reject. Perhaps he had commanded the larger thing within him that she was to be carried and put down safely. Perhaps it acted on its own, knowing the Magician’s love for her—she noticed it tended to do his bidding whether he gave it outright or not. Either way, she felt safe in all of his arms.

			After the intensity of the opening act, her entrance was a grand one. It needed to be, in order to bring them back from where her Magician had taken them. 

			Announced with a timpani rumble, a roar of music and a spray of light, she appeared aloft at the back of the theater. Suspended, an angel, still white-feathered but now with the addition of wings—their span at least twelve feet—illuminated radiant as if she were caught in the gaze of God himself. The sudden grandiose beauty of this shift within the room began to break the spell that held the audience and slowly their faces pulled towards her and the room spattered with applause that, as she floated above them and down to the stage, grew to a roar. 

			They had returned.
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			It had been twenty-six years since she held the same space with this him and yet from the moment he took the stage the vile hatred that had been a constant simmer for over two decades ignited as new. The intimate proximity of finally being un-mothered from this thing she had never wanted, never asked for, flooded her mouth with a desire mucus-thick and she wanted so badly to swallow. 

			There had been no hunting the night it fled, no chase. At that long-ago time, the lust for his capture and destruction was equal to the fear and wariness it had inserted into her with the command of that bee. How it came from nowhere, pierced her eye, blazing a fiery agony she had never felt before, not even in the times of her father, her brothers. How the doctors told her she would never use that eye again, then how it healed. Quickly. Reversing like something had changed its mind and taken it back. Despite its gift, how she felt it part of his evil.

			There was something in the Mother that knew if their paths would cross again, she would finally do what she had come so close to doing so many times. (What she should have done.) There was patience in that knowing. The contempt for him never lay dormant. Instead, it festered. Fueled the punishment of her men, visiting upon them multiple tortures in not just physical, but mental and emotional ways. Having these beasts break down in front of her while still begging for more please more, helped calm that contempt, provided some sultry satisfaction. In the years since he had fled, the Mother’s darkness built upon itself to the point where any gentle parts the son might have memories of were burned and battered remnants. Her evil had taken over. 

			Her discovery of this him was inevitable. His fame had reached such a point that there was next to no one left who hadn’t heard tales of the fantastic magician who altered all who witnessed him in person. The moment she saw his face, even though it was that of a man all widened and filled, she knew. It was the eyes that told her yes, this is him. There were no changes there: their doe-like bigness, black-dark and shouting sweetness. And as she stared at the poster frozen with his image, an urge to break him in so many ways came over her, a wanting she hadn’t savored in decades, a wanting she didn’t realize she had so desperately missed. The time had finally come. 

			Their reunion. 

			However, attending a performance was far from a reunion, she knew this. Curiosity propelled her to purchase tickets. She wanted to see the abomination in person, even if she couldn’t make contact. Yet. 

			And now, here she was, shoulder to shoulder with a spellbound crowd. The first act’s heavy blow had shaken her: a state unfamiliar, as she was always in control. Although she had heard tales of what came forth during these performances, nothing could have prepared her for such a consumption. 

			She knew evil. She was grown and birthed from it, suckled its teat, lived hand in hand with it, but where that him had taken her after the lights lowered was a place that towered over evil and looked down upon it as if it were a coddled child. Where the Mother had been delivered was a place that had made her feel—for the first time since she had been that little girl chased by brothers—small and scared. The wicked thing had brought her to the exact place she had built her life around avoiding. 

			It was as if he knew she was there.

			This witnessing solidified her decision. What she brought into this world, she would remove. A tumor, gross and pulsing.

			Her plans soon became action.
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			That night and those that followed were wracked with dreams the Magician thought he had long drowned. Composites of old terrors, he knew too well: his mother’s mouth spraying a flood of bees upon the crest of her song, their mutant stream finding its way into his mouth; vivids of his small being towered by uncle after uncle, that blood-hung moment between her song and their begin magnified and held, a dread-wallow orchestra build that never broke; the blood-beard back with its bashing and cudgel, lucid as it had ever been, reaped with fresh horror. The mud swirl of these ago tortures new visiting him, hard. 

			After what came for him in his evening depths sent him into violent torment, his Her would attempt to soothe him, heft-screamed and sweating; the echo-shake of the cudgel’s predator thud still jarring his bones.

			She worried. The last time he’d suffered so was when he’d taken her trauma, absorbing her injuries after the attack. His writhes and screams of Mother a reluctant echo residing within her own depths. In the next days’ dawns, she would soft-stroke his skin to waking. Raising him gently from his second slumber—peaceful and long after the horrific first—she’d ask him to relay, as if releasing it could heal. A sucking and spitting of poison. 

			“What came for you last night?”

			His response the same; a body cower, a retreat of his eyes, and a stuttering “No, no, no . . . There are no words.” She knew that whatever it was, it was bad, so she asked the question she was scared to hear the answer to.

			

			“This . . . thing,” she began, “will it come for you in the daylight?”

			The Magician paused before answering. He’d wanted to say no, but the remnants of each night’s dreaming felt lingering. It felt as if segments of every one of these worst nightmares he’d ever had were sticking to him, more bits coming through each time, something piecing itself together on his waking side. 

			“I’m not sure,” he replied instead. “I’m not sure.”

			The dread of these words uttered to the one he always strove to keep safe devastated him with failure, but he did not want to lie. He was clear with her on the Morethan, he did not want to mislead her now, even if it shook her.

			“It is okay,” she answered, taking his hands in hers. “We will fight whatever comes. Together.”

			Knowing they needed distraction, they used each of their rest days to do just that. Instead of their usual sequestering in their together, they broke out instead. The first day, after an early waking, they dressed bulk and drab, caps and glasses and ventured into the city. The obscure dress keeping the secret of who they were. 

			It had been so long since they had strolled hand in hand through its streets. Memories of their first meeting not lost on their buoyant stroll.

			“Remember how the city shed its skin for us?” she asked him. “How our together brought its thaw?”

			“I do, my love,” he answered. “I also remember how you brought the colors back. My world gray for so long until you came upon me, wrecked on the pavement. Oh, how I bless that day!”

			They kissed and laughed, laughed and kissed; large schoolchildren, almost skipping, in love.

			Distraction.

			They wound their way through the streets, stopping only to embrace, eat or relax. They visited many of the hovel nooks they’d performed in, reminiscing about their small but remarkable beginnings. How they made their way to now. 

			“Who would’ve thought?” she asked him. 

			

			“Who, indeed?” he responded. “I was content with street corners. When I was just a boy-thing, I could never have dreamed for anything even close.”

			At this, she squeezed his hand. Other than when he first laid his childhood bare to her, he did not freely share about his youth. So, this mention touched her. When reminded of his childhood, it rose a rage in her. She could not fathom how one in charge of loving and caring for their very own did more than the opposite. 

			Despite their spent from the day’s street wanderings, that night they made love with a fervent desperation. The normal tenderness pushed aside for a more animalistic entanglement. Every touch ungentle. Every utterance elevated. Their joining more crush than coalesce. It was almost as if they wanted their bodies to be imprinted with this encounter, scarred permanently and held.

			That night he had a gift of no dreams.

			Seeing that the day’s distractions brought him a peaceful slumber they decided to do the same the next day. However, this time they trekked outside of the city.

			He’d missed the countryside. It had been a sweet pining he kept locked away, the memories of the carnival entwined with it. How they spent their nights under the stars all fireside and frolic. The simple delight in sitting among the troupe’s raucous after a hard day’s tethering, watching the landscape’s skin shift in the warm fade of the sun’s setting. Recollections of early morning forays to collect firewood for the breakfast pots that Violet and her Sweets would prepare while on the road; the blazes needing to be readied for their kettles before daylight; their days in between locations always early ones. He’d loved making his way through the woods’ humming still, its pulse beginning to wake in front of the day.

			There was always a sweet peace for him being among nature. Ever since he’d made his escape from the cudgel, he’d found a safety in its breast. Its quiet brought him his first comfort, its darkness a friend. Then there were the protective and punitive arms of his Father Forest, who kept him when he had nobody else. When his magician’s ego’s plotting brutally ripped it all away, it force-severed him from seeking the familiar serene of country. The two, painfully enmeshed.

			But in these past days, the yearning had reawakened. Bits of his past bubbling through the barrier he had strong built so long ago. Had time healed? 

			Could time heal?

			He thought of his mother then. His man heart searching for anything he could scrape as forgiveness and finding none. Satisfaction. Had he finally broken his need for her love? Did he finally accept her evil as all she was? Testing, he let his Son heart search; the Boy in him so easy to become. He sent him out and it took no time before he found her. An awe before him, he stared. The Magician watched him as Son watched her as Mother and wept as he found the want of her touch was still there, a red ember. 

			After buying enough food and drink for two picnics, they bade their driver to head west. Reclined in the curves of one another, they simply relaxed and enjoyed the soothing passage. Soon, the outside-blur of buildings and busy thinned, and as more time passed, made its way to sparse. Small cities, then smaller towns, skimmed alongside them, until the scenery became rural. Upon seeing a distant peak surrounded by woods the Magician perked and called out to his driver, pointing. “There! Over there! Take us, please.”

			The car wound its way until only trees bordered their path. The Magician and his Her no longer lounged, they stood straight, eyes wide, taking in its beauty.

			“So lovely,” she said. “Why did we not come before?”

			“We are here now,” he answered.

			It didn’t take long to find the perfect spot. Both gasped as it eclipsed around a sharp turn. A petite meadow of soft green dotted with clusters of white and yellow wildflowers fanning out into a rim of proud forest. In its center, the most stunningly beautiful tree they had ever seen. 

			Broad more than tall, it was a brilliant arc. Its vibrant colors set it apart from its plain, mass brethren, just yards away. The crowd of them set back, as if in reverence. Its small, maple-shaped leaves formed a red-orange canopy, some edges clustered with bits of rose, purple and blue. Its ebony trunk was of a delicate thickness that spawned upward into snaked limbs that twisted and curved to support its brilliance. From underneath it looked arterial, lacey veins and twisting arteries weaved into an exquisite heart. It felt summoned from his magic, alive brandished in front of them. For an instant they felt how their audience must.

			They made their way to its beneath and laid their blanket, set their banquet.

			“What were you thinking? How could two people possibly eat all of this food?” she teasingly asked after everything was displayed.

			“Me?” he answered with mocked peeve. “I believe it was you who filled the bulk of our cart while calling each item ‘delicious’!”

			“Well, whoever’s to blame, we both need to clear this blanket of food or we’ll have no space to lay down and nap afterward.”

			At this they both laughed and began to feast.

			Admiring the spread, the Magician couldn’t help but think of Miss Zella and her garden feast. How he’d never been treated to such a thing before. A first shine of what true kindness looked like. A quick flood of memories of his first almost-Mother swept him and welled tears, which he did his best to hide, not wanting to taint their carefree afternoon with his melancholy. Instead, he let her memory lift him and sent her silent gratitude for what she’d gifted him when he needed it most. After these many years, he thought, Miss Zella is certainly with her Jonah. This knowledge lifted him even further.

			It took some time, and many playful belches, but the pair did their meal justice.

			“Look at your belly!” the Magician remarked, laying his hand soft on her protruding middle. “I’ve never seen it so round before!”

			“Shush! Look at yours! I bet we can’t even wrap our arms around each other if we tried! Our stomachs will keep us too far apart!”

			“Let’s try!” he said, reaching for her. 

			Giggling, she twisted away. “No! I’m too full! Our bellies might burst!”

			

			The Magician made a few more light attempts to capture her before ending the play.

			“Well then, perhaps it’s time for that nap we spoke of earlier. We’ve definitely made enough room for it,” he boasted.

			“That we did,” she agreed.

			Their silence became as their laze pulled over them as a blanket. Before the drift of sleep took them, she whispered, almost as if in dream, “Let’s stay here. Forever.”

			He responded, equally reposed, “Your wish is mine, my love.”

			Curling into each other, they slept.

			The rest of their afternoon was spent in slumbered splay. The two always touching; hands onto hands onto necks onto thighs onto arms, arms across backs and over chests over leg, leg across leg under leg, head nestled into waist into breast, a dozing black-and-white beast. Rhythms of warm breath and delicate sighs paired, then apart then paired again. How they synced even when asleep. Above them, the radiant canopy hung its God-arms span of shelter. 
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			Taking her was easy. The Mother well knew the weakness of men and the one she bore was no different. Such clods. Part of her had hoped that a thing of her blood would be more wary, would hold an ingrained vigilance around itself that lay in wait for anything that might come. Of course, this him would be no better than her fool father and brothers. Her female blood obviously the superior. Her mother’s lessons still truth.

			It was easy.

			Her cudgel man had arrived within three days. Her most valiant, he was one of the longest in her stable, his vicious at her command. The Mother, an instrument for his savage. Together, a murderous pairing. 

			The cruel way he detained the woman, bruise-grip and push, slap-punch and shove, giddied the Mother. The woman’s terrified shrieks and screams became a bathing she soaked in. Her fear and pain a balm that the Mother drew from, filling that place inside her that needed it like her body needed oxygen.

			Too easy.

			The woman’s begging cries of please and why peppered amidst her wails, decorating the broken space they stood in.

			“Don’t worry, young thing. He will come for you,” the Mother assured. “They always do.” 

			And when he does . . . she thought, I will be waiting.

			Her plans had gone better than she’d anticipated. The lives of these two untouched by misfortune, they had no premonition of upset. Adoration was their expected, so they’d entered the trap she’d set, seamlessly. 

			

			Secluded as they were, the Mother had to study their patterns. Had to find a way to bridge them during any vulnerable. It was easier than she first thought. Their constant: the show. They would have to make entrance and exit, so this, she studied. Surveying the theater, finding where they arrived, finding where they left and by what methods. So careless, she thought. This will be easy. 

			The crowd her cloak, the Mother simply slid into it, effortlessly pushing her way to the front. Anyone who attempted to hold their ground buckled upon meeting her gaze. Not only was the Mother strikingly beautiful, but once one got past her beauty and met her eyes, they found an evil held there. The combination concussed. There was nobody that stood in her way. 

			For very long.

			Her elegant appearance—a midnight-blue lace and chiffon dress, her golden hair smoothed into a chignon, delicate tendrils framing her face like an offering—was of one who had attended the performance, although she did not. There was no need. It was their departure she was interested in, not witnessing the wicked trickery they inflicted on these cows that crowd in cluster waiting just to catch a glimpse. Knowing what was about to transpire, the Mother felt as excited as those around her. Her thrill drawn from a different sort of anticipation.

			The buzz of the horde flared as a black, slick-shined limousine pulled to the curb, aligning its rear door at the end of the velvet-rope-rimmed path that ran from the theater’s exit doors to the street. An older, sturdy-framed security guard stood in the clearing between both throngs, looking attentive but bored. People were checking their watches. The show had ended more than a half hour ago. Where was their Magician?

			It didn’t take long. The metal doors of the theater made loud chunking noises, which set the crowd to whir. Around the Mother, bodies jostled, positioning themselves for their mark. People lining the walkway readied cameras, pens and papers, all voices heightened. Excited squeals dotted the squall. The Mother scoffed at the hysteria. If they could only see the truth of this him as she did.

			

			The doors pushed back and the crowd erupted as the Magician and his Her stepped forth. 

			The evening dim lit up with bright flashings as cameras went off in a frenzy. Their flamboyant stage attire gone, the two were still dressed remarkably: the Magician in a dark gray three-piece suit and tie and She in tailored white, high-waisted trousers, a pearl-colored halter and a white-feathered, floor-length coat. They stood in the doorway for a moment, smiling and waving at the congregation, before making their way down the path.

			A nightly ritual, the two took their time. Signing autographs, shaking hands, giving photographs. Graciously accepting accolade after accolade with genuine thanks and kindness. 

			The Mother watched it all with an animated disdain, her emotions torn between what was and what was about to come.

			As the pair approached, the Mother stepped back, allowing fevered fans to move in front of her. It was not time to be seen. Yet.

			She hovered carefully, waiting for her moment. It was important this go as planned. She would not be thwarted again.

			As the two made their way closer to the street, the satisfied portion of the crowd—photos and signatures in hand—began to thin. Their boisterous slowly abating as they left for their vehicles, their homes, elated that they’d been in proximity to the Magician and his Her. 

			The Mother stepped forth. Ready.

			Her timing was impeccable. She watched as his Her gave autographs to the ones last in line; the Magician just a few patrons behind, shaking hands, signing autographs, taking pictures. Still, she noticed, he kept her in his sight, lifting his head to check where she was and how she was. This him could not be more in love. The Mother grinned. 

			Weakness, the Mother thought and then, 

			I am so very clever.

			Her heart began to race as the moment began. Its pieces began to freeze-frame as adrenaline slowed her world as she prepared for what was next.

			

			The Mother watched as the woman her him loved approached the limousine, pausing to give her last goodbyes to the dissipating crowd. 

			The Mother watched as her cudgel man—harshly handsome in his black chauffeur’s suit and cap—rose from the driver’s seat and walked around the car to the rear passenger door.

			The Mother watched as the golden-haired beauty turned away from the crowd, turned away from her Magician and stepped towards the car.

			The Mother nodded to the cudgel man, who nodded back, greeting his passenger with a respectful tip of his hat while opening the car door.

			“Good evening, kind sir,” she responded, stepping into the vehicle.

			The Mother watched her him glance again then turn back troubled, a brief flash of worry or upset on his face. 

			Her leaving his cue to take his own, he abruptly began his farewells while the last of his fans still tried to engage, calling, “Magician! Magician!” Still delighted. Still wanting.

			It was when the passenger door slammed shut that the Magician’s cheerful countenance cracked. The Mother watched as he turned to see her cudgel man’s back as he headed around the car to the driver’s door. 

			The moment was here.

			In a dark-timbered voice that broke loud through the clamor, shutting it silent like thunder, the Mother called out a name so barely uttered she knew it would seize his immediate attention,

			“_________!”
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			It was only much later that he realized his unprotection could not be avoided. The Otherness could only see so much and without his awareness to grow its guard, there was nothing for it to save him from, nothing for it to lash out against. Instead, he recalled the night it generated the burning, how the performance faltered and the nightmares that came thereafter. He should’ve paid attention to its rumble. Listened to what it might’ve meant. Some part of the Morethan was aware there was a rabies approaching, yet it did not know as he did not know. The two of them—the one of them—exposed and hairless. Crawling.

			The Mother.

			It didn’t resonate at first; all he saw was a strikingly beautiful woman and, in the initial quick seeing, a flicker of his her; but no, this beauty was other. An older woman age refused to fully touch; merely swiped with butterfly brushstrokes if one studied up close; tiny lines at the corners of her eyes, the skin of her face radiant but loose, the veins at the top of her hands raised and blue. For a moment he was drawn as if pulled, a flash-wanting that jolted his sex and for the first time since she was gifted into his life he forgot about his feathered angel. Even though it was only for a second, he became swamped with shame and flushed red, forgot where he was, what he was to do. Rattled, he tried to regain, pull himself stable. But the burning that had come before new-flared through him and lit his skin, unsettling him further. 

			Something was happening. 

			

			What was left of the crowd turned and retreated as if they were following orders, something within them sensing the forthcoming. 

			The woman moved slowly towards him, the click-clack of her heels unlatching a doorway inside of him that had been long closed, the sound—one from his nightmares—ripped him from his fluster and he saw them and shuddered. 

			Those pretty shoes and

			something broke inside him. 

			He regressed and she knew and smiled. He regressed and all else stopped. He regressed forgetting how he had built years and a life and a strength between them. He regressed to a shattered son, thin and used. He regressed as she threw her head back laughing at his disintegration, saying, “Yes, it is me.” He regressed, releasing bowel and bladder, all control jellied and gone. He regressed through the burn that built to flame as the Morethan realized it had found the obscured objective. He regressed as the limousine roared away from the curb, his Her inside, without him. He regressed as the Mother said, “I have her now. She is mine.” He regressed, horrified at this grand taking; so much more than pup or bee. He regressed as his Morethan began to flare behind his eyes, its tremor building. He regressed as she took out the gun, looking her most beautiful, even more so than in the heat of her youth, a beauty so gross that if any of her men witnessed it they would bite through the easiest vein in order to lie dying enveloped in this perfect vision. He regressed as she lifted and aimed, saying, “Unleash that wicked and never see her again.” He regressed, shifting all strength towards shutting the Morethan, holding tight its stampede, thoughts of Her, Her, Her pushed into its heartbeat. He regressed as any shard of hope the BoytheSontheYoungMantheMantheMagician had ever held buried of winning the Mother charcoaled and died, her pure hatred realized and owned. He regressed as she stepped forward, perfume close, her lavender sending him to his knees. He regressed as her free hand softly stroked his head, the contact a cancer. He regressed as she whispered, “Find us, O grand Magician. If you want her back, you will have to come get her.” He regressed as she turned and left, her pretty shoes, that sound, the lavender lingering, then laughter and more laughter. He regressed as he collapsed, alone. 

			Again.
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			He awoke, face to pavement, still buoyant in the exhale of the dream that seemed not like a dream at all, but rather, like a life lived. A life long lived in desolation, culled with loss—was the Morethan showing him his future? If he’d not roused where he knew he’d lain the night before—in a cold corner of a parking lot—he might’ve believed he had just walked through that dream door and into that waiting gray. The same gray he now met with morning-clouded eyes. This knowledge relieved him, for that dream life had marrow-burrowed his with a numbing loneliness and he never wanted to know that suffering again.

			With the mood of the dream fueling his course, he arose and began his search. He had to find her.

			He shook his head remembering his actions of the night before. How, after She was taken, after he buckled, bereft, he scoured the streets crazed and blind. Looking but lost, unable to use words or coherent his course, his frenzy almost brought him to casualty as he accosted people upon people in beg of his Her. How he continued his berserk ravings until his body gave out and he collapsed into a hidden niche, huddled and hollow.

			He could not risk similar today. His weakness could not win. He needed to be strong. For Her. 

			He stretched, surveying the morning. The new day was grayer than usual, or was it his imagination? Had the colors already begun their fade in her new vacant? 

			This notion dropped a pang in his gut. The thoughts of his alone days in the city living a life without color, the chance of going back to that existence coupled with the dream he awoke from, evoked a low terror that gorged. If he had to resume that life, he would die, he thought. Now that he knew a life with love, he could not endure the nonexistence he once led.

			Rather than let it consume and take him, the Magician pushed the overwhelm back and began to walk. He couldn’t allow himself to wallow.

			Uncharted, he ventured. It was early and the streets were quiet. His body still ached from his night on the hard ground, and as he walked, it slowly loosened and warmed. While determined to find her, the Magician’s mind in this infant morning was strangely empty. He walked without aim or plan. 

			It felt as floating. The Magician was of two minds: one that knew the urgency of what he must do and another that stood stoic, watching the other; together doing nothing. 

			He walked on, tied in this biding place, yet unworried. He questioned this demeanor, given the rabid conduct of the night before, but still, for some reason, he was warm with calm. He decided to not argue with himself and instead pressed forth. A trust in something he was not aware of, building.

			Thoughts of his mother began their surface; one question replaced by another and another, none pausing for response. How did she find us? Why was She taken? Where had she been? Why now? What did she want? Now that the blunt force of her appearance had passed, his mind bubbled with query. He wanted answers.

			I could get the answers, he thought, recalling the last words she’d said to him: Find us, O grand Magician. If you want her back, you will have to come get her.

			“I need to find them both,” he said, aloud, stopping his stride. “Not just Her.”

			This awareness awakened something inside him and his two minds shifted to one. A purpose bloomed and where his mind had been blank, a focus came. 

			There was no need for this wandering when he had an arsenal at his command. 

			

			A memory of when he wide-net unleashed the Otherness during another desperate juncture, when his Father Forest starved him. When survival was at stake, it took itself out, ahead of any permission, threading the forest to bring him sustenance. 

			This recollection quick drew another as if in retaliation of the first, the destruction of his carnival family. When ego devious-brought him to grand perform and in his paralysis was pushed aside for the Morethan to release hell, he vowed to obstruct such unchecked deliverance from ever happening again.

			The common in these two happenings: its unbridled.

			He spoke as if in performance, his posture raised and ready. “Today will be different,” he said in a new voice, one with an assured density. “Today, it is I, the Magician, who will curb and cast the Morethan. My bidding and my bidding alone it shall heed.” 

			At this, a cindered boiling began to thrush in his core. The Magician made motion to unfurl his coat—the way he began—but there was no coat. He would have to do the seeking without it. 

			Deep breathed he summoned the visage and smell and skin of his Her as kindling, and a turbulence built. To ignite, he sunk himself into the gravity of what had been taken from him, furthering the tremor that rattled under his skin.

			Raising his arms, he began.

			It came fast. 

			The Magician beat his breast, pulling everything towards him with a fury that would’ve frightened if he’d been still enough. But in his pillar of tremble and strength, he was far from still. 

			There was a stir in the gray standstill of the city that surrounded him. It began to bend in barely ways. Ways one cannot see on purpose. Slit eyes could see. The heartbeat before impact could see. An indistinct coming together; thousands of open ovals transparent, stretching across one another in an urgent rhythm and swell. They layered the air and multiplied, a translucent force. 

			

			The Magician—head back, arms threshing strong and clawed—conducted the symphony of seeking. The crystalline stagnation, now alive, now with pulse, now demanding its recognition, trembled and weaved the sky, flickering the gray with its overlap. Above and everywhere, glints and sharp shines boasted when nobody was looking and

			nobody was.

			The Magician, eyes closed, began to sway, a murmur on his lips. A chant? The sway became a circle; his waist, a pivot point. As his spin began to accelerate the air began to become. It compressed, decompressed, a contraction of a birth gestated in mere moments, amniotic waters threatening a flood. 

			From his spin a wind built. Built outward, a ring. Built wide. The Magician’s head, arms blurred in their swirl, their speed a hum growing a roar. The sky pulled, pushed, gave itself to the Magician’s wind. The ovals came. Were caught. Collected. When the wind became a funnel, the Magician stopped his spin, stepped back, it

			hurled

			hard. Clear 

			in its task. The cyclone swelled to bloat, then explode-spread in a shimmered radius that shook the gray. The ovals—now the Magician’s eyes—saw everything as they sought. He became buried in their broadcast; drowsed children clinging to bedclothes, people tethered and yawning, dogs, bacon, burned toast, toilet, showers and stockings, trash trucks, street sweepers, stretches and underarm newspapers, pecked-cheek departures and workday greetings. The images frantic flashing with feeling as they whirl-engulfed him and he watched, waiting for the one glimpse he needed.

			Within the skim of seconds, or the flog of days, or the pound of minutes, it came. And crushed. 

			They held her. A hovel.

			He knew.

			Cleaving the Morethan, he ceased transmission, leaving the painful image of his fractured Her behind. He stood alone with it, hands in clench, fighting back the pulsing Morethan that wanted out with a scorching vengeance.
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			“Such ruin,” sighed the Magician, surveying the blocks of broken that surrounded him. “How could I have ever brought Her here?”

			Once they’d left the Arms, they’d never returned. Dozens of random forays into the city’s streets, and not once did they wander back to the dilapidation of their earliest days. It wasn’t for haughty notions that they never visited—their acclaimed position and success not something ever boasted or lauded—but rather, it was the surround of rotten that gauzed the walls while they lived there. 

			It was nothing they wanted to acknowledge during their reside—the place being their only option. Instead, they buried themselves in each other. But it was always present: a foul corruption waiting to pounce.

			The landscape hadn’t changed much since they left: wasted blocks with broken buildings, garbage and graffiti, corroding furniture, car corpses, decapitated streetlights, manged dogs and cable-tailed dark things scurrying underneath it all. Did they once really live here?

			The vast breadth between their low city beginnings and the heights to which they rose compressed to a thin focus, and a high-whistled thrum gleamed through him. It took an instant for the Magician to recognize the feeling as pride. Now that he stood on the cusp of losing, the threat panged him once more. He could not go back. He would rather live no life at all than the half-life he’d lived before.

			He must find her.

			The east end of the city was spread in low decay with only a few heightened structures spiking its skyline. It always felt to the Magician like an old man’s teeth. Many lots were pure rubble, other blocks had one to two crumbling structures: old houses, duplexes and stray storefronts. Any vegetation was either lucky or robust, successfully finding sanctuary for their roots within the cement sea. 

			But within its desolate landscape a few buildings stood tall and, when surveyed, could be easily counted above the broken. One such building was their Arms apartments. It looked exactly the same as he remembered, a haphazard structure, monstrous in size, black with foreboding. Even though it looked abandoned, he knew otherwise. He remembered when he’d late return to its walkway, no lights ever shone through its windows despite its occupation. It was as if it wanted to keep itself concealed. Its tenants, sequestered. 

			Though he was blocks away, the Magician shivered at the sight of it. A sensation that it had somehow recognized him spurred his pace.

			Alongside him stood the largest of the still-standing buildings: an enormous industrial facility almost half a football field in length and several stories high, an old factory of sorts. The Magician walked past, dwarfed in its shadow. A bleak sun halfheartedly bled through the building’s broken windows and fallen walls, exuding something that could never be called a shine. There was no warmth the Magician could hold on to. Though not exactly cold, the Magician wanted his coat, wanted to be wrapped in something safe, sure. 

			There were more tall buildings dotting the horizon—more apartments, a dilapidated church and a collapse of a hospital—but it was none of these the Magician had interest in. It was the one that stood just four blocks ahead. The hotel.

			The hotel had been a constant when he’d lived there. It was one of the buildings where—whenever he passed it—he got lost in daydream. It seemed like it had once been very grand, its half-moon driveway that curved around the remains of a fountain, sculpted columns and its arched triptych windows all indications of its former grandeur. It didn’t have the extreme number of floors like the ones in the modern part of the city; it held a low number spread broad across the full of its block. It was the one derelict structure that caught his admiration each time he walked by. He always looked past its blemish and into the beauty of its youth, envisioning it polished and shined, fountain intact and flowing, lush trees and hedges framing its facade. One day, curious about its interior, he’d wandered within, exploring what it was while imagining what it used to be. That’s when he discovered its grand ballroom: an immense, four-sided space boasting a wraparound balcony, a dramatic double staircase, the remains of a domed skylight and what once was a polished parquet dance floor. He’d get lost in musing about performing there, imagining himself captivating an elegantly dressed crowd, taking multiple bows during standing ovations that never tempered. 

			The Magician smiled in the delight of the memory of his younger, despondent self dreaming impossible dreams. Little did he know that one day those dreams would come truer than he could ever have imagined.

			This grand ballroom of his early days was what he had seen in the ovals.

			It was where they were brutal holding his Her.
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			“Please!” the Mother shouted up to the cudgel man, snickering. “Leave some of her to be rescued, my dearest!”

			Abruptly the screaming stopped. The woman who had been gleam and shine when taken was now matted and rust. A tattered rag doll held vertical by the giant of the Mother’s most favorite.

			“Good man, good man. The reward for your unwavering obedience shall be proffered shortly.”

			He will be here soon, she thought, clenching and unclenching her jaw. I feel his approach even now.

			The Mother was still basking in his breakdown from the night prior. The instant his eyes met hers and recognized. His immediate buckle. The glory of his bowels releasing. Such weakness, she scoffed. But did I expect anything less? Despite living a luxury life of admiration and fame nothing had changed from the inept waste she’d known as a child. 

			“You can put a tuxedo on a pig, but it will always be a pig!” she called out. “Aren’t I right, dearest?”

			Her cudgel man nodded and she smiled up at him, satisfied.

			The Mother—who had been using both hands to hold her man’s namesake—dropped the heavy end and it thudded onto the wood of the dance floor. Holding her palm on top of the thinner end, she danced around it like a lover, dipping and swaying it as she twirled, the skim of a song on her lips.

			

			“I hope you don’t mind my borrowing your precious,” she called up to him. “As you know, I rarely carry out my own assignments, but in this case, I’m making an exception.”

			The Mother continued her mockery of a dance. The scalloped mesh lace hem of her cotton gauze dress flared out and twisted back as she moved and spun. The graze of a song had now become an escalated belting, nonsense words and noise. Her movements and her music collisioned together in a crazed mania. 

			As if he knew what was coming, her cudgel man took a fist of the woman’s red-streaked locks and pulled her head back. Together, from the balcony, they watched the Mother both-hand seize the cudgel and high swing it screaming into the remains of a table. Her shriek suffused the room as it destroy impact shattered the table to shards.

			From the balcony, the woman wept.
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			Each step brought an amplify. As the hotel moved forward, the Magician forged a resonance of strength. It weaved through both his mortal and his extra, red-embered as molten steel ready to be struck. He pulsed with it.

			His collapse of the night before shamed strong in him. The memory of how he failed Her—falling apart in every way while she was being taken—tore at the man of him. How he’d weak succumbed to his Mother like the child he’d once been. As if he hadn’t advanced one measure since that day he sped past the cudgeled uncle, horrored at the nightmare beard blood about to cruel. He whittled that weakness away as he coursed up the curved cobblestone driveway, black limousine parked at its head.

			It would not happen again.

			Everything was as he remembered: the gape-mawed lobby entrance, the dank smell of decay, the vandal spit sprawled across everything that once lustered. He immediately felt transported back to those early days. The standstill of timeless wreckage. 

			The Magician stood in the hotel’s lobby. Paused in the raw quiet, he began to gather. It was impulse that spawned prior takings and this time, he would not go into action unprepared. He needed to tame the Morethan.

			Cracking open an ovalled slit, eyelike and sharp, he warn-coaxed it forth, allowing through only a thin, bright steam. He knew he must be dominant with it. He could not risk letting it reign unfettered. It slid out and around, girding itself in the space. Even now he felt its vengeance hunger, a swarming that felt as a cloud of bats searching for night sky. He would not lose yet another in its unbridled wrath.

			He let the steam collect around him. When he felt its full, he lifted his arms, spreading them wide. Using his own wrath, he sculpted it, his hands molding the air until he felt it cower and crystallize. Satisfied, he pushed into it, commanding its at bay with a voice black and guttural. 

			“This is my battle until it is yours. You will not assault until I release. Until then, you wait.”

			He felt its childlike thrust and pound, heels kicking, so he seize-twisted the air until it surrendered. 

			Leash in hand, the Magician stood taller, a new power burgeoning within him. Still gathering, he shoved the glimpses given by the ovals into vibrant hue before him; his feathered angel a bloodied pulp, agony screaming while the lilt of an all-too-familiar laughter resounded behind it. They are breaking Her for fun. He collected the torture, devouring it like a man starved. Jabbing its visceral into every soft part of him. It roared a fire in him and he began to fierce. 

			If one were witnessing, they would flee; the Magician never as towering, never evoking such a weighted vicious as he did in this moment. If one were witnessing, they would thank their god, promising prayers to the end of days in gratitude it was not them set in his crosshairs. If one were witnessing, they would see more monster than man, eyes close to flame, pulsing with a malevolent wrap. If one were witnessing, they would endure constant nightmares of which they would wake in scream, begging for one night free of its visit.

			With nobody there to endure, the Magician—more ready than he’d ever been for anything ever in his life—made his way to the ballroom.

			As with the lobby, the darkness of the hallways and corridors that formed the path to the ballroom hadn’t changed. Grays turned to charcoals, then to blacks, as the resonant light from the lobby’s ample windows retreated and fled the deeper he went into the hotel. Even in the dark, he knew his way; so many times he’d visited in the before. Still, the Magician navigated it slowly, cautious of the strewn of debris that littered its shadows. While he knew his mother anticipated his arrival, he didn’t want it early declared with loud crashes or bangs. Pushing open the double doors, blazed with ready, a bold jarring in the dismal quiet—that was to be his announcement.

			The walls closed with the darkness and the Magician resisted a stifling. The musty, wet smell gave way to a heated rank, as if something had long ago crawled in and died. The foul, mixed together with the dust new raised by his passage, became a paste in his throat. Still, all of this was as much nothing as a feather in his face, so focused was he on what was to come. 

			As he approached the ballroom, a sinister massed, quick collecting like a trailthick of ants black-clustering to an army. Resolute, he cut through it, a blade. More nothing. Then, ahead, the doors; a glint of light from its beyond outlining its perimeter. He remembered the domed skylight it held, most of its panes shattered and gone. When he’d first found the ballroom, its sudden sunlight blinded, having stumbled through the dark hallways before its discovery. The bright treasure of the ballroom felt like a secret. Its former opulence captivating his imagination. He knew the skylight must’ve been magnificent—its remnants both frosted and colored—the only lasting bits held at the edges where the strength of metal kept them close. Kept them safe. 

			In front of the doors, he snapped the leash once more. Felt it fight, taut and slack. Content, he took the handles and with a sweated clench, pulled them wide.
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			As before, the light blinded. Forcing his eyes to remain wide, the Magician stepped forward. No weakness could be evident. Not to her. Not now. 

			The ballroom was as it was before, a wilt of its departed grandeur. The parquet floor was buckled and torn away in places like old carpeting, fragments of tables and chairs scattered around its perimeter. The railings that framed the four sides of the balcony were few and sparse like the teeth of an old comb, with broken chunks of furniture hulked in the gaps, poised in threat of jump. The barren hole of the skylight hung above it all, the white glow of the new afternoon sun spilling through it. Even in the brace of this moment, he yearned for its once was; a clutched sympathy for ruined beautiful.

			The double staircase dipped before him, a Y, with him in between its branches. He dared not pick a side to travel until he knew what tests this room would bring. Instead, he walked to the railing that cleaved the Y and called out,

			“MOTHER!”

			The ballroom swallowed his shout and responded with a monolith of silence. In the wake of his resounding herald this quiet sunk dense, deeper than the one he’d first walked into. He took the railing in his hands, scanned the room below for a hint of movement, a morsel of sound. They had to be here, he thought, I was shown.

			A heated swelling came from the Morethan. It culled against him sharp and tight, then cutting. The Magician endured its alert. It had begun. 

			

			From beneath, a chirping laughter crawled, spreading into the silence like sickness. The Magician fought the immediate react to the horror sound of his youth, a curdling in his gut and bowels. Instead, he pulled himself steep, drawing in a breath blue with calm. He felt the Morethan swell larger, and sent it soothe, a palm’s stroke on a tiger’s back. The laughter grew, filling the space from every angle. The Magician tightened his grip on the railing, eyes frantically searching for where she might summit. He would not let this end easy.

			A thudding sound cut the laughter, and with it a muffled shake. Another came, louder, closer. Now, earnest leaning over the balcony railing, the Magician looked in every direction, his head darting in all ways. 

			It came again, even louder. Then once more. Its pounding thunder and growing jolt, approaching like a gusted storm. A fevered primal urged him run, something in the sound a grisly familiar. The Magician fumbled for it like the brief loss of a favorite song. The more he probed, a fear permeated. I know that noise. Then his mother stepped into view and a glint of nightmare chinked into the day.

			“Magician!” she called. 

			Even these many years later she still won’t call me son, he thought.

			She mimicked glancing at a watch and then smiled. “You didn’t waste any time. I knew you wouldn’t. A dog to a bone.”

			In her hand, the cudgel. Its visage sent a shudder through him that he tried to hide. 

			“Remember this?” she asked with a grin. “By the look on your face, I see that you do.”

			She swung it, catching the heavy end in her opposite hand.

			“It’s a beautiful piece of wood, isn’t it?” Using both hands the Mother angled it in front of her like she was admiring an infant. “Mahogany. It looks rough, but it’s polished,” she paused, smiled, and continued, “easier to clean. He left these ridges and notches for grip as well as character.” She swung it in a circle, landing the heavy end back in her palm. “It’s surprisingly light yet heavy when it needs to be.” Holding the thick end up, she tipped it in his direction. “Polished brass tacks. Do you see them?” She twisted the head while raising it towards him. “He hammered them himself. Quite a craftsman, don’t you think?”

			The Mother twirled it again, then let its heavy end drop to the floor where it struck with a thud.

			“But enough about craftmanship. You did not come to speak about craftmanship, did you?” 

			The Magician, doing his best to hold his seethe, replied, “Where is she?”

			“Why don’t you come down and join me? It’s been so long. We have a lot of catching up to do.” The Mother swayed, almost cheerfully, while the gauze of her dress bunched and flared, bunched and flared. “Do you like my dress?” she asked, coquettishly. “It has pockets. Do you believe that? A dress with pockets?” She continued her swing, the deep blush of the fabric, bunching and flaring, bunching and flaring. 

			The Magician’s gaze snared in its hypnotic. The dark rouge against the creamwhite of her calves that even now held the same lovely. The lace ends of her dress softly skimming her skin, and her shoes—those pretty shoes—glitter brooched and beautiful, the click-clack of those shoes, the coming towards, the walking away, the smell of lavender, the wanting of more of her . . . any of her, the warmth from her adjacent against his . . . 

			Her chuckle broke the spell. “You haven’t changed, boy.”

			“Show her to me and then I will join you,” he commanded in a forceful voice, an attempt to atone for his lapse.

			“Of course, of course,” she replied. “What was I thinking? You want her and I will get her.” Keeping eyes locked with the Magician’s, she bellowed, tilting her head upward. “Now!”

			Directly across, on the far end of the balcony, a commotion. Tattered remnants of burgundy drapery that barely hung began a thrash. A heartbreak sound sprung, syruped with the most pitiful he’d ever heard. In his heart, a fracturing. It was his Her, choke held by the blood-beard uncle from his nightmares, his thick arm wrung around her neck like a death collar. Her legs, kicking weakly—as if She believed any war could be waged against this mountain of a man—furthered the pitiful. Her body, all but naked; the elegance from the night before now indistinct, red-soaked rags. He could not see Her face for the blood-matted shroud of Her hair and thanked God for meager grace. With the golden color now completely sodden with crimson and Her only sound a coagulated moan that verged between agony and despair, he could only imagine what damage lay beneath. Her porcelain skin, quilt patched with gore-shred and bruise. It looks like she was attacked by dogs. The thought spun in his brain, Where were the dogs? His mind stammered with it, unable to make sense: vicious dogs? the cudgel uncle? The grisly wreck of his most loved helpless before him. The overwhelm swallowed, his knees gave and as he fell, his guts churned and released. Both hitting the ground at the same time. 

			“There he is!” the Mother exclaimed, laden with smug. “The great Magician!” She laughed, heartily. “I see my father in you, boy!”

			The Magician awoke from his disorient boiling with fury. Head hung and slump, he dropped the leash and around him, a zealous swelled. It adhered to him, breeding new fight. A wrath well ready to release. Fused with its inciting, he rose. Tall. No need for any crutch of a coat, his arms began their movements. The space between his balcony and his Her crackled with spark.

			Absorbing this new posture, the Mother raised her arm, snapping her hand into a fist. At this, the cudgel man adjusted his arm collar, revealing her throat. Placing a gleamed blade against it, he took the prettiest slice. Her scream—gurgled and sharp—echoed its pain.

			The Mother shouted, her voice fortified with warning, “Boy!”

			His verge stunted with his Her’s scream and his Mother’s call, seizing the momentum.

			The Mother, voice resonant with a madness, addressed him, “You control your beast and I’ll control mine. As long as your evil remains dormant, I promise she will live. Do we have an understanding?”

			Arms shaking, the Magician struggled to contain the propulsion. How does one stop a storm? The embedded Morethan fought to resume its advance as did he, both intent on punishing and saving. With his angel’s life a knife’s edge away from ending, it changed everything he’d planned. The Magician heaped a compression over the attack and pulled. The force tore through him, tendon and sinew stretching, still, he held. Its resist roiled strong. A hot white flared in his skull, scald-blinding him; giving in to it there was a glimpse of sanded plain, desolate and dry, then gone. He pulled once more and in the ripping before the relax the Magician screamed, sending what had been intended to save out through the skylight, shattering what was left of its glass. 

			“Good, good,” she nodded, pleased. “Now, join me.”

			Surrendered, the Magician began his descent. 

			Then the Mother, “Today, you will learn about sacrifice as I had to learn about sacrifice. From the day I felt your polluted growth corrupt inside me, to the day you spewed into the world a blight, to the day you dared escape, depriving me of proper disposal. Every day a sacrifice of who I was and what I had sworn to never be. Yes, I tried to end you before you could even begin, and in that, I failed. Your demon spawn tight clung like a leech, sucking my lifeblood to bolster your own. Taking! Why do you think I took so greedily when it was time to take?

			“Had I known the curse I’d unleashed on this world, I might’ve ended you then”—she paused—“if that evil would’ve let me. But instead, I rose above. Learned how to enjoy you. Do you remember our games? So many games! What about your uncles? Many still ask about you, you know?” the Mother laughed. 

			The Magician reached the landing, turned towards his mother and started down the last flight.

			“You certainly remember this uncle,” the Mother said, motioning behind to where the cudgel man knife-held the fractured woman. “You attacked him with your bee. They had to remove his tongue.” Then, up to the balcony, “Didn’t they, my darling?” A stomp grunt and another wail from the woman as he yanked his arm collar with a force that broke teeth.

			“He’s not happy about that,” she sombered. “That’s probably why he played with your lovely just a little too hard last night. I think she still has most of her tongue, but we’ll have to wait and see. His was intact for a while before it began to rot. She may be lucky.”

			The Magician reached the ballroom floor. 

			Paired, they stood facing one another, him at the mouth of the once-grand staircase, her in the center of the once-polished dance floor, underneath the once-glorious skylight, her hand on the grip of the death cudgel like a cane. Through a time-lens, fogged, flipped and spun, the scene could’ve been one of fable romance, the passion point preceding the dawn of a dance. Two lovers reunited after long leaving, about to know each other’s touch again. The crowd falls to hush. The lights dim save for the one spotlighting the pair. The music begins. Then, 

			the dance.
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			On his journey down the staircase, well before her song began, the Magician knew what must be done. His story—his mother’s story—had only one ending. It always had. How feebleminded was he to think that he could ever outrun it? His escape, his path ever since, was only postponement. Somewhere, deep down, he always knew. And in that knowledge, he found a cold acceptance. 

			There was no way he could let Her die. He could not risk saving if it could end up killing. His mother gave a promise. Even if he didn’t fully believe it, he had to hope that his mother had already been satisfied. Content in having brought Her brutalized before him, forcing him witness the display of Her suffering. Fulfilled in knowing this torture had ended him already. And in this gratification, she would release his Her.

			He had to believe in this.

			So, when his mother’s song began, it was this belief that sent him towards her instead of away.

			The Mother’s last song began with a husk whisper, always different, yet the same. A steady rise and fall, rise and fall, chanted to stupefaction; its breadth turning ballroom to church. Its cadence rose, pushed with vigor, it rolled deeper, then deeper still. Her voice a dungeon. Its tone from elsewhere—her throat incapable of bearing such sound. The Magician cowered but continued, part of him feeling he’d come home.

			Her eyes never leaving his, she sings. Her boom shifts to sunshine (a benevolence), its pitch dulcet and sweet, now alluring. Its rhapsody lifted into a joy, her voice ageless, pristine. For the first time the Magician feels the song without fear, finds within it a freedom.

			As he meets her, the sunshine peels back and the song emits a sinister; dark notes sliced between the light. It splits the melody, two sides living simultaneous. The menacing beat grows from serene to buoyant then carries to lively, a perverse celebration. The Mother, radiant with smile, sways again her dress, lifts the cudgel, ecstatic.

			The Magician kneels at her feet. Her pretty shoes close enough to kiss—he stifles the urge, his yearn eternal. Even now. Instead of shame, he embraces, tired of the fight. Quiet tears flow as she raises to take her first swing. The Magician lifts his head, ready for release. 

			The blows come but do not break. The Mother has waited too long to let death come quickly. Instead, she punishes.

			With a strength that belies her age, the Mother cudgels the son with cursory blows. Chin, chest, rib, knee, and on. Her face furrowed with an evil that if made manifest could itself cudgel ten men. Every part of him a target, she follows as he crawls, hammering him into collapse, using his prone to catch her breath before his new crawl begins. 

			As the bashing continues, the Mother’s heaves and grunts are as much carnal as they are feral. The son, though surrendered, still moves from the pain, instinct a survivor. Eventually the damage overcomes and his crawls become cocoons, his body fetal-wrapped and rolled. The Mother above him, legs spread in a leverage stance, assesses the next soft to connect hard. There is blood on the floor.

			“Get up!” 

			The Son cannot straighten. His body, unable to heed, lies in scant writhe. 

			“I said . . .”

			The Mother kicks into the soft of her son.

			“Get!”

			The Mother kicks into the soft of her son.

			“Up!”

			The Mother kicks into the soft of her son.

			

			He has become his own song. Its only note: pain. The blows had turned from singular agonies to one indistinguishable anguish. A solidity in its persecution. With a pathetic feeble, his breath hitch and gasp, he tries to lift. Using the strength of that wholeness, he stands.

			“Wasn’t that fun, boy?” she asks, her breathing labored. 

			The Magician does his best to keep his legs from collapse. Head hung, body wilt, he teeters, regains, holds.

			“How about we have a bit more? You know how much I love games!”

			The cudgel man steps forth, placing the listless figure within one of the railing’s gapes. Leaning forward, he dangles her above the ballroom, her neck firm in the crook of his arm, a rag doll. Below, the jagged teeth of splintered furniture, piled and waiting.

			The Magician’s eyes widen with lucidity, a flare of headlights through a fog. Deep within, an orange pinprick.

			The Mother, elated with the reaction, goads, “You really didn’t think I was going to let her live, did you?”

			Hurled with primal impulse, the Magician cast the Morethan. As the cudgel man released and as She began Her slide, it struck. And—as they’d seamlessly executed night after night, month after month, year after year to arrays of amazement and applause—his feathered angel 

			vanished.

			The sudden disperse unbalanced the cudgel man. Unscreaming, he fell through the gap and impaled on the wreckage below.

			Her most favorite now a bloodied spiked splayed grotesque, the Mother was a catastrophe of shock. Every stroke of pleasure gone from her face and replaced by pure outrage. Realizing his beast had been freed, she dropped the cudgel and reached into her pocket for a more petite yet powerful weapon. One made by man, not magic or Morethan.

			The Magician saw it coming. She was so close and the Morethan was so far. Too far to pull back to the new target, he knew again what he must do. 

			

			In a heartbeat’s breath he surfaced the Morethan until it was a scalding singe on his skin and as she lifted to shoot—the boy, who grew to Young Man, that aged to Man, forever a Son, now and always the Magician—leapt, open-armed against the body of his Mother. 

			Her arms wrapped around him in a desperate cling before body impact, gun askew and useless. 

			In the split second before she too vanished, he—for the very first time—felt the embrace of his Mother.
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			The Magician woke or came back into being, he wasn’t sure which. His lungs led with a breath taken hard and fast like an infant’s first. His throat a rasp. Lying on his side, the skin of his cheek flush against the ground, the Magician—head still thick from sleep or unconscious—wondered where he was and how long he’d been lying there.

			In an attempt to orient, he tried to roll onto his back, but the effort brought a shard of pain that halted with scream. His wail a lonely echo all around him. When his eyes found the skylight—a blank, watchful eye above him—it all came crashing back.

			The cudgel.

			His mother.

			His Her!

			The panic seized his breath to choke. The dust and dry that had found its way inside him while he slept breached free. As he coughed and spat, his body wracked with his wounds, he discovered a fresh depth of pain. Was any of him free of injury?

			As his body awakened to the pain, he also felt in it a vibration. A subtle thrum, warm and radiant. The Morethan, he thought. It’s mending. Shifting his focus from the pain to the warmth, he felt its rebuilding. A tiny knitting, buzzing with current. The tenderness of its care moved him and, lying on the ballroom floor, all of him broken, all of him alone, the Magician wept.

			

			The second waking, he was still adrift. Had a day passed? Had several? He searched the space for a change of light but could detect none. The only thing the skylight revealed was “daylight.” There was nothing on the ground to cast a shadow. No newspaper to inform. He was in a place that stood still.

			He didn’t have to move to find the pain; it was there when he opened his eyes. Also present—the knitting, subtle and thrum. One solace in his desolation. Where was his damage? He began to assess, testing each limb, each extremity, to see what was capable and what was not. Carefully flexing, touching, stretching, adjusting to see just how wounded he was before attempting any movement. He did not want to destroy further, but he could not remain prone. He had to find his Her.

			As he investigated, he found progress. However long he’d lain there, the Morethan had done quite a job. He could adjust his position on the floor—albeit slowly—without feeling he was tearing apart. Hope.

			Air brushed the crust of his throat. He needed water. His body was restoring, but the thirst reminded that it was the most basic of needs and it could not be long ignored. The more he wanted to neglect, the harder it came. 

			Could he conjure? Would tasking the Otherness with his thirst stop its care of his injury? 

			He decided one could not regain without the other, both necessary to his survival.

			Careful, he went gently. Armless—both still too fractured to flail—he used fingers, most still unharmed. In a delicate tapping, like the playing of a piano, he began a drumming. His eyes, closed. His mind, collecting. The Otherness broke fast from its thrum, taking little to no effort from his summon. It already knew. And it gave. 

			From the skylight a slim chute of water fell. The Magician opened his mouth to accept. 

			After taking more than his fill, he slept once more, face wet with both water and grateful tears.

			

			The third waking was at night and in the hold of its black, he felt close to new. The thrum remained but had fallen from constant to pulse. I must be nearly recovered.

			He decided to test again; flexing, shifting, lifting. While cruelly sore, there was more movement than resistance. Could he stand?

			With cautious speed, the Magician began his attempt. Every movement deliberate. Praising each muscle and encouraging each joint, he lifted. Without rush, he exerted, a new affection for all parts of his once-crippled body. 

			After many long moments and with the pitiful efforts of an old man, the Magician found his feet. Staggering as he stood, groaning with abandon, his body arguing the upright stance; yet still, he was standing. 

			Unsure of just how many nights he’d spent on the unforgiving floorboards, his body almost back from waste, he felt welcoming of the pain and greeted it with a sincere gratitude anyone would think strange. But anyone did not know what the Magician had come back from. And here he was. Alive.

			“Now,” he spoke aloud, “to find Her.”

			The first thing he did was seek. Despite every part of him that knew how she breathed, smelled, tasted, touched, felt, sounded, but that sensed absolutely nothing of Her in this world, he had to try. 

			During performances when he’d have her vanish, she always felt close, as if she’d only slipped behind gossamer, repositioned, and reappeared. Unseen, the Magician could always sense her, a feeling she was close enough to reach out and touch if he’d tried. He’d trusted the Morethan with this trick and it had always returned her. Safe. But those transitions were quick, disappearing and reappearing within minutes, never longer. 

			How long had he lain there? 

			As he’d sprawled injured and even now, there was only an absence. A cold, haunting hollow. He knew that this time the Morethan hadn’t returned Her. In this recognition, a terrifying worry.

			Was she too broken to bring back? 

			

			He shoved the thought from his mind before it could finish, his knees trembling with it, a weakening. A sway took him, but he regained. Once more, he must be strong.

			In the ballroom, he began. In song.

			The Man of him sang first, and in its pouring, a release. A song of suffering, not yet of seek, he let it come, and come it did. Of its own accord. Moving the Magician of him aside, it came. Pus before blood. A sorrowed sound: desperate and weep it flooded, almost a howling. When its last echoes left his throat, he shifted to search. The Magician now pushing the Man away, stepping forward, collecting breath. The tune came sweet, his voice close to angel. This tall, black-skinned man, in bloodied rags, gashes scabbed, swelled skin still settling into shape, mid-ballroom, magical. His aria: a joyful ocean of their lives, gushed in waves, dense with pure love. His tenor, his cadence, operatic. A storied melody of unfinished words instead of complete sound, it dual filled the space as substance. Ears could see how they loved one another, eyes could feel their enmesh, skin could hear how they were whole, together. His voice echoed in the ballroom, a performance as he’d never given in a place that soaked in its beauty as life-giving, granting it a radiance of its former dignity. His song scrubbing the age from its walls, as it poured directly from his heart; rotted to polished, shattered to intact, ripped to mended. Carried on the wind like pollen, its echo falling soundless, all it landed on sudden feeling a longing for a love never thought possible. 

			This, the Magician sent, and then Morethan

			pulled

			him

			in.
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			A climbing and falling through black, then a brightness. From everywhere. Entering. Seeping in. The black stood away and let the light begin around him, filling the space where he rose, spun, sank. A free fall. All grew soft around him. He tried to turn, tried to understand if his eyes were open, tried to know if he was breathing, tried to regain thought, tried to hold on to upright, tried to hold on. Then he

			let go.

			Oh, then (Her?) arms! White. Then the laughter. Oh, how it came! His ears gripped tight but it tickled and dove where he could not follow, over and around his body while he turned. It faded in and out, complex measures, tumbled, teased. He did his best to chase it while the white arms grew around him, the warm press of them as they strengthened for their catch. He wanted to ask the arms to wait. For once he was so close to the rope of Her, could almost grip it, pull it, until She came and collided and, oh, how he wanted that crash!

			He twisted, begged the arms to slow, sought the rope, chased the delicate chime. In the fight. Again. Time important. Again. The Magician could not let (Her) be lost. Again. He fought. Again and. Fought. Again and. Fought.

			Again and.

			Lost.

			Again and.

			The arms found purchase. They buoyed the Magician and he rested in them, relinquished. Weight began to fill his limbs. His core slowly cemented. The Magician felt the form coming back to his body, felt as gravity reintroduced itself. He felt himself losing his lost. Felt himself lowering, the direction certain in his skin as the bearings settled back into his being. 

			Feeling safer than he’d ever been, he let the arms hold him. He gave himself over to trust. Let himself feel secure. Let himself feel. Let himself.

			Land.

			He had eyes to open and when he did, a white sand landscape, barren and bleak. I’ve seen this before. In slivered glimpses, he thought. I’m in the Otherness.

			An embryonic silence cocooned him, pressing against him in a soft swaddle, warm and full. Ever so slowly its pressure began to swell his eardrums. It was as if he were coming down too quickly from an extreme altitude or rising too rapidly from a nautical depth and he slammed his palms against his ears, bracing for pain he didn’t want to come but still, it came.

			Before the point he felt his eardrums would burst, the pain disappeared. He pulled his hands away from his ears and cautiously lowered them, unsure. The pressure cocoon that had sealed him in an absence of sound had lifted. Noise from the world he was now in began to register. It seemed as though he were hearing everything, no matter how small. He could hear the gritty whisper of the rocks as his feet shifted slightly on the jagged sand, the susurrus of the brown tuft of weeds by his feet as they shivered in the slight breeze and a soft ruffling like a rattle of small birds. 

			As he established his bearings, he saw it. The source of the fluttering. Before him an enigma, white feathers heaped in a huddle; a pile pulled in on itself as if in protection. The tips trembling fast in a quick wind. Was this his Her? These were only feathers. This is not something to save, he thought. This cannot be right. 

			Hesitant, he advanced. 

			

			A sea of soft. The Magician searched the white soft with his eyes. Searched for that blue. The easiest thing to find. Confident it would be easily seen, a flash in the dark. 

			He looked. The feathers ruffled and flapped but did not fly away. He questioned their lightness. Knew feathers were something easily taken by air. These seemed tethered somehow. The shape, amorphous, was not a bird, nor anything else he could put a guess to. 

			Concern changed to cautious now; curious, the Magician bent, reached his hands out, a blind man. Slowly, palms out, as if ready to bless, he stretched. 

			It was hard to approach slow. He wanted the fluff of it. Wanted it all at once. Delirious with the way it promised to be another place for him to disappear. He did not want this slow approach. A suspicion of something so welcoming; a mistrust of a handshake, hug. It felt wrong, but he had been fooled by beauty before. 

			His hands took one moment and hovered above the flutter. The feathers did not rustle like leaves. Their crowd was quiet as if they were waiting for someone to make the next move. The air was standstill again. He felt its pause heavy against his back. The world peering over his shoulder waiting for what would happen next. 

			Pause finished, taking his hands, he pressed.

			There was a gentle giving way like he could push through the feathers all the way to the ground. The Magician’s hands buried to the wrists in down. It felt like everything he wanted it to; warm, accepting, delicate. His palms kept their push, still slow. He waited for them to hit resistance, but the feathers, though they compressed, did not stop his hands’ advance. 

			Now, elbows deep, he realized he was pressing something. The sides of the pile had pillowed outward, the rise unnoticed before, now obvious. He was displacing its bulk. It was something that held shape. Her? It must be.

			The Magician stopped then, gathered. Closed his eyes, opened himself 

			up. 

			

			Let himself 

			feel 

			a heat, missed while lost in memory, now apparent. The Magician felt it strong against his palms. As he let the shape’s heat transfer to his own, he began to feel a pulse, muffled, like a heartbeat through water. 

			He spread his palms outward and slowly discovered structure. He stroked; his hands shaped; he watched the feathers contour and hump, ambiguously malleable. Its form was so subtle, so slight, it was as if he were sculpting foam. Eyes open now, he watched as his black speckled through the white. The feathers smooth along his skin.

			As he felt, he searched for an end, an edge, something hard to hold on to, the Magician sensed a subtle firmness beginning to build beneath the feathers. Their down continued to give way but there was a slight resistance that wasn’t there before. The Magician thought of paint drying, of water turning to ice, the pliable skulls of infants hardening to bone. Transformation. What was becoming here? he thought. Something was

			shifting.

			The need for distance, sudden, spoke to him from the place he gathered from. The Magician trusted, as he always did. Slowly, he stepped back. His hands pulled away, were empty again.

			He stood in the standstill, stood with the world, also waiting. His eyes on the plumes that no longer piled so much as poured. The fluff now seemed condensed as if it had squeezed out all empty space leaving just the feathers to crush against one another. 

			Woman-sized, he thought, hopeful. 

			A moment, not as long as he believed it to be, passed and then another. When the third moment came a curl writhed through the shape, something like a wave. It came gentle at first, a cat’s purr. It rippled the white. The Magician knew this was the beginning of something. A birth. 

			He watched a tremor erupt. The feathers began a concentrated shaking, then a stretch. Small sections bulged, withdrew, bulged again, boiled. A steady surge; each wave hitting harder than the last. Projections stabbing outward, gaining length, shape. The feathered protrusions started to stretch so far, so thin, the Magician could see something like a skin—vinyl, opaque—underneath, between. 

			It rolled. Its waves expanding now from slender spikes to bigger bunches, like small children trading embraces beneath a blanket. The Magician now saw there was nothing becoming under the feathers. The Magician saw that the myfeathers were what was becoming; every wave, every roll, every tremor absorbing the plumes into itself, digesting itself, building from within. There was no longer a pile for him to fall into. This was now form, being. This was on purpose. This was his 

			destination.

			The wholeness divided under the motion. Creases began to split the mass; long lines began to define. He could see what they wanted to be because he already knew: arms, legs, shoulder, head. It was a sarcophagus becoming its captive, the formless merging with the formed. It was another transformation and the Magician held no hand in it; for once, a watcher. 

			Everything masked, a thing not fully forged but an easy guess. There was no mistaking what was coming forth, its shape more than suggestion now.

			Its pulses settled now, it stretched. Hands first, fists, straining to push themselves away from the main of the bulk, expanding the creases until they thinned, lengthened, elongated. The Magician thought of things that stick and swallow: tar pits, glue traps, quicksand. He sensed a struggle, something not ready to let go. He remembered Her last heartbreaking sounds, his panic, the way he wanted to rush in, the way he wanted to save. His heartbeat began its pounding again, adrenaline butterflied his lungs. The side of his eyes watched the world advance and contract against his space, shrinking any availability for breath. Ovals returned and rearranging. He felt compressed, urgent. His insides telling him, Thetimeisnow, thetimeisnow, pushed him forward. He

			went,

			bending down, hands unsure of where to slide. Almost formed, yes, but it stretched, strong. How do you grab a birth? 

			

			The Magician took his mind back to when he had last done that—that thing with arms, that thing with another. His mother. Where had she gone? Was she also in this world? The Magician knew this was no time for pondering, the need had come, the time was now. He

			reached, slipped

			his arms between the becoming and the ground and heaved against his chest, braced himself to the heft of it expecting his weakness, his tired, to take over and topple, but it did not. It was just light enough to endure. A perfect weight, he thought, like if it were given one more ounce he would’ve collapsed. 

			He set his feet, paused to breathe in this new thing. 

			The heat was the first thing that surprised him. He had expected warmth, yes, as his hands had found before, but it had intensified since his initial contact. Now the heat it gave off was close to burning, a pour of lava in a soft, white sheath. He pictured a tiny universe exploding itself into existence—silver-orange rupturing bright through an ancient blackness. He was not afraid. Like the weight, he knew the heat was just enough for him to bear. His skin, for once, was safe. It did make him wonder, though: What sort of creature could live through such a genesis? 

			Secondly, the consistency confused him. The Magician expected the sack to be solid, a body with bones. Instead, it was a melting against him. A thing that shifted, slipped, an embryonic sac. The balance of it was tricky, like trying to hold honey in a bowl of hands. He angled himself at a tilt so that it would not slide free, letting its weight do the work. He did his best to secure its position. Using his arms he pressed the shape so the bulk that was solid stayed fixed, so the parts that seemed like liquid couldn’t pull the all of it from his embrace. 

			The third unexpected thing: the hum. A barely discernable drone, but invasive in its intensity. The Magician shook his head several times to rid himself of what he thought was a winged pest, but when his shakes resulted in no change, he realized the sound was nothing he could swat away. It was simply the Morethan, doing its knitting. 

			For Her. 

			

			Where to go with this burden? The Magician surveyed the horizon, spun, seeing nothing. No sign. No beacon. Yet again he would have to trust. He picked a spot in the distance, one no different than any other, and began to walk, his mind full of silent begging for something to show him the way. He worried the weight, the heat, the hum would take him down and any saving he was supposed to have done would die next to him on this granular ground, under this stranger sky. 

			As he walked, the shape grunted with shifting. It wasn’t an audible thing, more like the startled jerk a cough forces upon a body, but slower, like contractions. The Magician tightened his embrace through each of these episodes. He walked, stuttered with its movements that made his own unbalanced. 

			Unfocused on the blur of the distance, the Magician’s mind began a slow dissolve. The writhing in his arms became everything his heart wanted back: perfume whiffs, laugh whispers, the flush of feathers—eyelashes, hair, skin, Her. Her in their bedroom. Her radiant in sunlight. Her presence warm in the room behind him. Thoughts ran parallel with dreams, a familiar place. The Magician swam with them while he walked, occasionally pulled himself from the depths to find his own eyes closed, lips stuck in a smile, pasted there on the dry of teeth. 

			Its growings quieted as the task gradually became in his clutch, its weight no longer a slip of pliable heat, its thickness now heavy with density. Now defined “arms,” now scissored “legs,” now “shoulders,” now a “head,” now a living thing. He felt it more as a body now. Now, it was something he could save. 
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			He did not know when the doorway had come, only that it had. It stood black against the horizon, small but with a reckoning. It resonated with promises. The Magician could taste them: bitter, cool, wet.

			He walked towards it as if it were real while he wondered if it was. The smell of Her, Her hair, Her eyes, Her sighs against the skin of his chest—all these things he conjured as he crept closer. As if he were part of the knitting. 

			The door towered now. He could see ridges, grooves in the black of it, defining its mass with large rows, could now see its knocker, a thick brass club, hanging heavy and hard. The knob, a curved, arched offer reached out to him, beckoning the meet of his hand. Its frame big enough for two, set strong into the nothing of this world. 

			It was one of the most beautiful things he had ever seen.

			Taking new breath, he approached the door. The Magician steadied his feet and pulled hard the knob. Carrying Her like a bride, they crossed over the threshold.

		

	
		
			

			AFTER

			Dusk, like a thief, had stolen the day and the light he’d had just moments ago, now a warm dim. The kitchen windows faced the sunset. They’d wanted it that way. “Every end to every single one of our days should be bathed in brilliance,” She said before wrapping her arms around him and bathing him in strong kisses. 

			And so it would be, and so it had been. 

			They’d had it built to fulfill every wish of every dream they’d wanted for a home to shelter in. Its secluded beauty a daily intake of purifying breath. “Every day it’s like waking in heaven,” She’d said.

			With the full length of their cabin spread north–south, and with a wraparound porch and floor-to-ceiling windows making up close to every wall, there was hardly a chance for any brilliance to be missed; not a morning’s daybreak, nor the sharp anger of a summer lightning storm, nor blessed rainbow whenever sun and rain fought for the same sky. Placed high on a tree-lined ridge, meadow spreading from one side, forest and peaks bordering the other, green and blue sky laid out all around them, brilliance was unable to be shut out.

			She’d promised to return before the bread was done baking. Its mouth-watering aroma had filled the kitchen almost to the point of madness. He kept resisting the urge to open the oven door, steal a small slice, slather it with butter, and shove it in his mouth. But he didn’t want Her scolding. So, he would wait.

			She would be back soon. 

			This thought declarative. Factual.

			

			Instead, he continued his cooking, stirring the sauce he’d agreed to make for their pasta. Taking a small spoon, he gave it one more taste, nodding his head in satisfaction. It was time to fix the salad. 

			Pulling vegetable after vegetable from the refrigerator, he set them on the island, next to the sink, and then pulled out the maple cutting board.

			Before any washing or any fetching of knife he walked across to the living room, placed a record onto their player and set the needle. An orchestra’s measures permeated the space and he closed his eyes and let it fill him. There was hardly a day that went by without the waft of music in their household. 

			Thoughts of his gatekeeper came to mind, their once hovel. Such a long time ago, he thought. How far we’ve come.

			A pang of dread stabbed into his stomach with the knowledge of how things could’ve ended. Always a cursed impression to oppose the good, he thought, frustrated at how his mind could never simply enjoy. 

			“What could’ve happened didn’t. We’re here. Now.” He argued aloud, terse.

			He tried. They both did. To leave the past in the past. But no matter the trying, it was always there, raising its head when least expected. A coming of catastrophe. Like right now. In this moment that should only be serene there hung Her promise of being back by dusk and here it was and here She wasn’t and he could not be without concern.

			He shook the worry from his mind. Nothing can hurt us now. Then, Nobody can hurt us now.

			They’d given up everything and moved to this distant peak for that very reason. Something in them that assumed all safety had evaporated. What had happened to them, ruined. Their performing life felt too much of a risk. Too exposed. They knew they could no longer enjoy the life they once lived. He no longer felt safe releasing the Morethan. It was a doorway they no longer trusted to be opened. Not since he’d brought Her back. Not since the other was still missing. 

			He walked back to the kitchen, grabbed a large bowl and a knife and set them down before turning to wash the vegetables.

			

			While he washed, he again reassured himself that they had been through the worst of anything that could ever happen. The memory of when he’d brought Her back and stood with the shape of Her—not yet Her—in his arms, in that cold ballroom tinged with the stench of death, haunted him. How he felt so lost. Unsure if he had saved. Not knowing how to unveil the semblance he held against him. 

			He knew now that She’d been taken and kept by the Otherness because he’d been too broken. They both had been. If She’d stayed and he’d set out to take her wounds, together they would’ve perished. One shattered thing could not repair another. The Morethan knew this, and in its knowing, rescued them both.

			Setting the last of the vegetables to dry, he repositioned, grabbed the knife and began slowly slicing. Taking his time to carefully cut each fleshy piece, enjoying the bath of the music. The way it filled the house was a favorite. Such a peace it brought. Again, a gatekeeper, but instead of keeping horror sounds at bay, it added one more layer of lovely to the beauty of their everything. He gazed out at the sloping drop of the meadow that fell from the edge of their cabin like a bridal train. The deep yellow of the sky was shifting to a blue-orange rose. His eyes couldn’t help but skim the base of the tree line. It revealed nothing. The bread was almost ready. Where was she?

			Worry. Would he worry until the end of time?

			He knew the answer without saying it.

			Shaking the concern from his head, he resumed his work, letting the music take the creep of the darkness that had once again reared its head. Again, reminding himself of what they’d been through and how they’d overcome. How in that returning, on that ballroom floor, he’d laid down the white-feather-swaddled bundle and wept, not knowing how to save. The futility of his powerlessness bringing back an old weight that sat between the wings of his back, familiar and mocking. Making him the boy again, the son again, paralyzed at the hands of the uncles, helpless. But instead of succumbing, he conquered, with the knowledge he needed to just start, and with something close to instinct, he did. Grabbing a fistful from what seemed a leg, and bracing—reassuring himself he wouldn’t be causing any pain—he softly pulled. The white fell away easily, floating to the rotted ballroom floor like dandelion fluff. No scream or crying out from the shape, only a soft restless. He took again, soft again, opened his fist, let the white fall, and saw the clear space left from his pulling. He saw it was skin, the color more than Hers; a bright alabaster. New. That was when he knew he was saving. 

			He’d plucked tenderly, the feather wisps falling to the floor in surrender. Each tugged cluster sharing new flesh underneath, gradual revealing what she had always been, and it was glorious. As more tufts fell, the more he saw the truth of what he was saving, and the truth was Her. What his heart had already known. 

			The more he pulled, the more down clustered around them, a cloud, and when Her gold hair spilled, slipping through the membrane like radiant silk, his heart leapt through his chest, now certain. And when he uncovered Her face, brushing the bits of plume from Her glass-smooth flesh, and Her eyelids fluttered open, there was the blue he had been waiting for, dreaming of, longing for. He wept. And when She finally saw him, Her eyes shifting bright with recognition, smiling with a ferocious joy, he faded into her blue, and together they held, an island within the white within the ballroom’s dark. 

			He smiled at the memory, letting himself fill with the strength of it. We will be fine. The worst is behind us.

			No longer desirous of hum, he whistled instead. His mood, lighter. Scooping up the last of the vegetables, he placed them into the bowl he’d readied. The colors mixed vibrant in its basin. His stomach began to rumble. The sky had changed again, a red-orange purple. Its glory never ceased to stun him and for a second, he searched for Her, wanting to share, but there was only her absence.

			A beeping began. The bread. He slid on the oven mitts and removed the pan from the oven, the heat blasting his face. He set the pan on the stovetop to cool. She’ll be here shortly, repeating in his mind.

			The only thing remaining for their meal was the pasta and the trout. The pasta was easy; the water was already simmering, ready for a quick boil. It was the fish she’d gone to get. The river’s edge was not far into the forest and they’d built a simple trapping system that had yet to not yield at least one fat fish a day. Despite the trap’s predictability, she loved being the one to check its netting, always excited when she found its squirming prize. 

			She should be back by now.

			The music switched to silence and he quickly turned the record over and the music came forth again, a comfort.

			Back across to the kitchen, the sky streaked with the last of the sun’s blaze, he took out two wineglasses and poured. Once more he scanned the tree line, once more there was nothing.

			Taking the glasses he walked through the open glass door, onto the porch and settled himself against the railing. Dark hadn’t fully engulfed their forest, but it was about to. He sipped his wine, relishing its flavors before swallowing. 

			When She broke the tree line at a run, he startled, spilling the wine. He could see in one hand a stringer holding two fish, flinging to and fro as she ran.

			“What is it?” he called out, trying to cull the fear and panic that had risen into his throat.

			“My God, love! You’ll never believe!” she screamed breathless, as she ran up the meadow’s path. The tone in her voice a blend of both wonder and alarm. 

			He tried to read the expression on her face but even as she drew near, it was nothing he’d ever seen before. What had happened?

			She bounded up the stairs, dropping the string of fish, and embraced him hard, panting with her efforts or with whatever had sent her scampering from the meadow’s rim.

			“Are you okay?” He pleaded. “What is it?”

			She looked back at him, her eyes filled with a confused disbelief. 

			“Do you not see them?” she asked, a smile beginning on her face.

			“See what, my love? Please! You’re scaring me!”

			It was then she kissed him, quick, playful, and then, taking his chin in her fingers, turned his head away from her, until he stumbled to untwist his body, his gaze now almost backwards from where he’d been searching for Her. 

			The green of the forest that spread out below now the color of night, the sun’s last blaze finally gone. Just above the treetops, far past where the river split the woods, the tops of seven glowing white orbs, slowly shrinking into the distance.

			“Do you see them? Aren’t they beautiful?” she questioned, excitedly. “What are they?” 

			The Man, never again Boy or Son, long since Young Man and no longer Magician, waited for his heart to resume its beating before replying, “Family.”
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