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When Mistress Manyara shook me from sleep, 

dawn’s rays already slanted through the chinks in the 

orphanage’s block walls.

“Rugare, you must help old Moses today.”

“I don’t want to go,” I said. I rolled over on my 

mat, glimpsing in the gloom rows of  sleeping forms, 

those I was supposed to call my brothers and sisters. 

“Pick someone else.”

“Who would?” she said, her mouth pinched with 

disapproval. Her tone, though, was kindly. “Here, you 

will need this.” She pressed into my hand a length of  

hardwood carved in imitation of  a machete. A poor 

man’s tool, yet more than a motherless one such as 

myself  could normally expect to wield.

By the time I dressed and went outside, the sun 

had banded the earth’s edge with pink. The village cut 

an uneven line against the sky. Sharp-coned shapes of  

straw-and-mud dwellings split the gentle slopes of  the 

old stone buildings. In the waxing light, the odd lines 

and curves worked into the scrap-scavenged roof  of  

the orphanage’s dormitory almost appeared to glow. 

Some in the village claimed they could descry meanings 

in them. Mistress Manyara called them letters and tried 

teaching me their meanings, but I never fully learned 

to command them myself.

Three people waited for us at the village’s periphery, 

two boys my age and a man. Around them lay supplies. 

An iron pot. A large water skin. A sack of  ground 

maize. Three metal-tipped spears.

“A fine choice, Manyara,” Moses said when he saw 

me. “He has a strong back.”

He was tall and bald with yellow, rheumy eyes. His 

arms ended just below the elbow’s bend, the skin a 

mass of  crusted scar, worn nubs of  bone protruding. 

He leaned in close to me, and a sharp, sour smell came 

off  him. Then I saw what he clutched to his chest, a 

glass bottle cloudy with a patina of  scratches and half-

full of  liquid. Mampoer.

“You must help,” Moses said. “Everyone’s life 

depends on it.”

The creases around mistress Manyara’s mouth 

deepened.

The boys’ called themselves Munetsi and Itai, 

and they seemed no happier than I to share Moses’ 

company. Itai was slim as a stalk of  straw and had a 

quick, haughty sneer, while Munetsi was fat as the full 

moon and wore cords about his wrists and neck strung 

with charms that survived The Breaking. He called 

them plahs-tek. I’d seen bent and broken scraps of  

the odd material before, but none so strangely shaped 

or colored in brilliant yellows and garish reds, milky 

whites and midnight blacks. One even caught the light 
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and threw it in my eyes. He seemed immensely proud 

of  them.

“These spears are yours,” Moses told us. “Never 

set them aside. Doing so may cost more than you are 

willing to pay.”

We divided up the supplies and, taking Moses’ 

lead, trudged south. Munetsi took the iron and flint 

and tinder, as well as a bright-edged knife. Itai carried 

the maize meal and a chipped machete, one of  metal 

rather than wood. I ended up with the cooking pot 

and water skin. The spear made the load even more 

unwieldy and threatened to trip me. Moses cradled the 

bottle in the crook of  his arm.

Before we got far, Munetsi broke into chattering.

“My father, he travels everywhere,” he said, 

“buying here and selling there, and he told me that 

men are coming back to Francistown and Bulawayo 

and Harare, too.”

Itai snorted. “Why then does no one come up from 

the south? I’ve never seen it. Does your father trade 

beyond the veld? Of  course not. How then would he 

know?”

“Men have always murmured half-truths,” Moses 

said, as if  to himself.

As we continued on, the gentle hills flattened and 

the grasses rose. The sun soared higher, and the heat 

mounted.

“It’s hot,” Munetsi panted. “Let us have a rest.”

“I never tire of  heat,” Moses said, not pausing.

Munetsi wiped his forehead with a pudgy hand. 

“My father once met a man from Kabwe who says that 

beyond the sea is a place all ice and cold. I would like 

to be there now.”

“Surely a lie,” Itai said, “Who could cross the sea to 

discover the truth? It’s poisoned and dead. Everyone 

knows that.”

Moses grit his teeth, shook his head and took a pull 

on the bottle.

Loam became bare earth, dry and fissured. A brown 

line appeared in the distance, and as we drew closer, 

we made out an endless tangle of  bushes. Spindly and 

denuded of  growth, they reached just over our heads. 

They looked blasted, barren—dead.

Moses called a halt, and we let our loads down.

“These,” he said, motioning to the bushes with the 

stump not holding the bottle, “are krim.” The single 

syllable came harsh off  his tongue. “Your grandsires 

did not know them, nor any of  their kin before them. 

You’re to dig them up and put them on the fire. You 

must dig carefully. Leave none of  the root behind.”

“Why?” Itai asked.

“If  you don’t, the village will burn,” Moses said. 

“Fire will sweep through them, devouring as it goes. 

Everything will burn.”

“That’s no answer,” Itai said. “These krim, as you 

call them, are far from the village. Were they to catch 

fire, it would only foul the air.”

“They will not remain so.” Moses grimaced 

suddenly, as if  in pain. He pinched the bottle between 

his stumps and brought it to his lips.

Itai barked a laugh, but said nothing more.

“It’s too much work for us,” Munetsi said, sweating 

freely.

Moses nodded. “It is. I once commanded every 

male in the village. Few remember that now. Still, we 

must try. Rugare, come and kindle the fire.”

While we moved off, I heard Munetsi mutter, “My 

father says this is foolishness, a waste of  time,” and 

Itai reply, “As though such dead things could grow.” I 

glanced at Moses and could see from the look on his 

face that he heard as well.

At midday, we boiled the maize meal into sadza 

and ate in silence. Moses did not join us.

We worked until the light failed, digging and 

chopping and burning the krim. Their toughness 

surprised me, the branches far more sturdy and fibrous 

than I expected. Then we made the long walk back 

to the village. However, the next morning we found 

new tufts of  krim in the spot we cleared the day 

before, none standing taller than a hand’s length and 

all appearing brittle and sun-burnt.

“Impossible,” I breathed.

Moses stamped his foot. “You didn’t remove the 

root!”

“We must’ve missed these,” Munetsi said doubtfully. 
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“They are small. Must we bother with them?”

“Missed them? You didn’t miss them. And they 

won’t remain small. Your carelessness has doubled 

your work.”

Itai tore a sprig from one. “There’s no life inside. 

Such things don’t grow.”

“Then how have they swallowed the veld?” Moses 

scoffed. “Tell me that, ditchdigger’s son. Now get to 

your work.”

Itai’s hand tightened on his machete. “Will you 

beat me if  I don’t, crippled one?”

They stared at one another, Moses quivering with 

anger, Itai working the handle of  his blade in a deadly 

calm. Then Itai laughed his sharp laugh, swiped at a 

nearby krim and bent to dig. After a hesitation, Munetsi 

did the same.

I knelt and held my hand up to one of  the new 

krim, measuring. It now stood taller than the tips of  

my fingers.

As days rolled into weeks, we beat back the krim 

back in almost imperceptible increments. Our labor 

not only changed the land, but us as well. My shadow 

grew broader at the shoulders, thicker around the arms, 

more a man’s shape than a boy’s. Itai became thinner, 

but a tough thinness like deep roots.

Munetsi changed, too—he grew fatter. He always 

brought delicacies with him, a sack of  roast mopane or 

carefully wrapped maize cakes. The charms about his 

neck and wrists multiplied, gifts secured by his father’s 

trading and lavished at his mother’s whim. Quick to 

claim the lightest load, he brought the fewest krim for 

burning and came back to the greatest number of  new 

growths at his place of  work.

He also bore the brunt of  Moses’ wrath.

“You’re lazy and worse,” Moses hissed upon 

finding him curled beneath a spreading krim, sleeping. 

I heard the whole exchange while feeding my cuttings 

to the fire. “We will stay here tonight. We will work 

until the light goes and work when it returns.”

“But the food—” Munetsi stammered. He’d 

already consumed his treats, and little remained in the 

maize sack.

“I don’t believe you will starve,” Moses said.

I felt a sick resignation. A night on the hard earth 

would make the work even more unpleasant. When I 

told Itai, he became livid.

“The old snake,” he spat. “He overreaches. He 

doesn’t know how weak his influence has become.”

“He is our elder,” I said reluctantly. “Respect is his 

due.”

Itai gave me a look simultaneously reproachful and 

sly. “You would do well to labor less and listen more. 

There’s much talk about old Moses, about why anyone 

is out here at all.” He thumped his thin chest with a 

fist. “Myself, I won’t waste my strength on a cripple’s 

last grasping for power, no matter his standing, no 

matter if  he says all the world will burn.”

The heat didn’t fade with the day. It persisted, 

thickening the air and forcing sweat from our skin, 

even as the bloody sun slid down the sky and dusk 

swallowed it.

We built the fire high and boiled the remainder 

of  the maize. This time Moses sat with us. Munetsi 

finished first and looked off  in the direction of  the 

village, his trinkets clattering against each other. Envy 

and contempt fought within me. I did not like the 

labor either, but he put forth such little effort, valuing 

only uncalloused hands and a full belly.

Something stung my shoulder—a pebble flicked 

by Itai. Grinning, he motioned silently across the fire, 

at …

… at Moses, struggling to scoop sadza from the 

pot with his stumps, smearing the porridge about his 

face as he ate.

“I have a question about the krim,” Itai called 

loudly.

Munetsi’s head snapped around. He gawked openly. 

A cruel smile split Itai’s face, thin and mean as if  cut 

with a knife. Their reactions horrified me. Many of  the 

other orphans had maladies, sicknesses that made them 

shake or misshaped limbs. I couldn’t understand how 

these two found amusement in another’s debasement. 

But as my gaze swept from Moses to them and back 

again, I found myself  considering: Why would he 
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come to the veld at all? Why not live a simpler, more-

dignified life in the village?

Moses swallowed, seemingly uncomfortable with 

our eyes on him. “What is your question?”

“Why do we not burn them where they stand? We 

are far from the village.”

Munetsi shot to his feet. “Yes! It’ll save time. My 

father says time is more precious than any other thing.”

Moses took up the bottle, and I felt a surge of  

irritation at his slowness in answering. The idea seemed 

sound.

“Try,” he finally said.

“Yes, let’s try!” Munetsi exclaimed. He swept a 

branch from the fire, seizing it by its unburned end. 

Then he ran and hurled it into the midst of  the krim, 

where it flared—and died.

He came back for another, and Itai grabbed one, 

too. This time, they thrust them into the midst of  the 

bushes, wedging them between the branches. The 

flames winked out. The dry, brittle krim would not 

catch.

“What trick is this?” Itai cried.

“That’s why we must dig,” Moses answered. “While 

in the earth, they only burn with another flame.” He 

shook his head. “And even then not as you might 

imagine.”

“But what kind of  flame?” I asked. “Where does 

it come from?”

Moses only lifted the bottle again.

During the night, Munetsi ran off. I found his 

spear driven deep into the dirt the next morning. His 

disappearance surprised only me. Itai grumbled that he 

did not know where the richboy went, nor did he care. 

Moses, who sat by the cold ashes of  the fire and did 

not appear to have slept, said, “He was only here on his 

father’s whim, an attempt to strengthen his soft son. 

I’m sure he will appeal to his mother, and she would 

never make him return.”

Why did I not leave? Was it only my reluctance 

to face mistress Manyara after abandoning the task 

entrusted to me, a simple fear of  shame? No. While 

Munetsi had what Itai and I lacked, a wealthy father 

and an indulgent mother who would cover over any 

wrong, I could not stop wondering why Moses would 

claim the least-desired work in the village as his own. 

Curiosity kept me laboring in the endless heat.

Bend. Dig. Cut. Burn. The work remained the same. 

But my head ached. My eyes burned. My hands were 

clumsy. I hacked at a clump of  roots, hit a stone, and 

the wooden blade splintered in my hands. My patience 

snapped, and I hurled the ruined tool as far into the 

krim as I could. Itai’s voice floated to me, cursing the 

bushes and the heat of  the day and the damn old jackal 

who made him endure both. The rhythmic clink of  the 

machete punctuated his unending complaint.

A heel scraped in the dirt behind me.

“The first night on the veld is hard,” Moses said. 

His words held no anger, only a tired sympathy. “It 

comes from the soil. A slow poison. The ancient 

ones’ weapons could strike further than the eye can 

see and destroy great cities in a breath. When they 

warred and ravaged everything that once lay south of  

us, they birthed The Breaking. But they did not know 

what would come after.” He looked out at the krim. “I 

cannot think they thought of  this.”

Shame welled up inside me as he hobbled back 

to the camp. I possessed two hands, a strong back. 

Why should I stop working, poisoned earth or not? I 

marched back and into the krim, thinking to retrieve 

the tool, to repair it somehow. Ten steps in, I realized 

I could no longer hear Itai or his machete. I stopped. 

An utter absence of  sound enveloped me. Even my 

breath seemed muted. Before me stretched row on 

row of  twisted branches, overlapping, intertwining, 

growing into one another as though becoming a single 

organism.

They were quiet. Waiting.

I broke and bolted out, certain now of  Moses’ 

anger, for I could not work without a tool. But he 

and Itai had already packed. I volunteered to carry 

Munetsi’s portion and didn’t feel its weight, so glad was 

I to leave the place where the silence crouched like a 

living thing.

When we returned to the village, mistress Manyara 
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arranged for me to borrow a knife and kept watch 

over me as I carved a piece of  blackwood into an 

approximation of  my old tool. After returning it, I 

slept, and when I awoke the next morning, the dullness 

had left me. My body felt strong, my mind awhirl with 

questions. I dressed quickly and went early to the 

meeting place.

I found Moses already there. We spoke while 

waiting for Itai, but whenever our conversation closed 

in on something important—the krim’s origin, the risk 

they posed to the village, the strange way in which 

they would not burn—he spun it toward talk of  little 

consequence. He seemed distrustful of  my queries, 

as though I only sought opportunity to mock. And 

every few moments the bottle would rise to his lips. I 

wondered how long he could go without the heat of  it 

in his mouth.

Finally, Itai appeared. He did not have his spear.

“You do not have your spear,” Moses said.

“You do not have your spear,” Itai echoed. “What 

of  it? I have this.” He waved the machete.

“That will not help when you have need of  it. I 

have told you—”

“I don’t care what you have told me, old sow!” Itai 

shouted, the mockery flashing into anger. “You want 

nothing more than ears to listen to you, nothing more 

than people who will—”

“Go get it,” I said, cutting him off. “You’re wasting 

the light.”

Itai dropped the machete and rushed at me. I 

punched him in his side, and he gasped, staggered, but 

came again, more measured this time. He landed three 

blows—two on my chest and one that grazed my ear—

before I buried my fist in his stomach. He went down 

hard into the dust, retching.

When he came back up, he had the machete.

I backed away. Itai’s breathing came in ragged 

gasps, and he wobbled on unsteady legs. Yet a fever 

flashed in his eyes, and I knew even an errant stroke 

with the great knife could kill.

“Stop,” I told him. “This is foolishness.”

Directly behind him lay my spear.

“No,” he huffed. “You listen to his lies. He’s a half-

dead drunk who only wants power.”

“But the krim. Have you seen anything like them? 

They’re dead, yet they grow. They won’t burn, yet—”

Itai aimed an overhand swipe at me. I twisted 

aside, felt the wind stirred by the blade ghost past 

my shoulder, then spun and slid down on one knee, 

reaching out, the spear slapping into my hand.

As the machete rose again, I thrust the spearpoint 

through his palm.

Itai screamed. The machete clattered to the ground. 

He yanked his hand back and, for a terrible instant, got 

caught on the spear’s barb. But then he pulled free and 

turned and staggered back toward the village, howling 

and clutching his wrist.

“We must leave,” Moses said.

I trembled with the enormity of  my actions.

“Rugare, you did well. You didn’t aim to kill. All 

things can be forgiven, but you won’t be welcome here 

for some time. We must leave. You’ll have to carry 

everything. Do you understand? You must bear the 

weight of  everything.”

“I understand,” I said. “I’ll bear it.”

Moses toed the abandoned machete. “Take this, 

too. I don’t think he’ll miss it.”

Firelight flickered over Moses’ face.

“You move quickly,” he said. “That’s good.”

Not only did the flight delay our departure, but my 

added load slowed our pace further. When we reached 

the veld we found scores of  new krim, and I didn’t 

have time to hack them all up before night fell.

“Why?” I asked, hardly hearing. My mind lingered 

back at the village, wondering at the extent of  the 

damage to Munetsi’s hand, at what the healer would 

say of  it, at what everyone would say of  me. Moses’ 

ambiguities held little interest for me.

Moses fixed me with a glazed stare. He reeked of  

mampoer. “We held little hope when there were four 

of  us. Now only you and I remain, and I cannot dig. 

The krim know. They will grow faster. The fire will 

come. It will not be long. But you—you might succeed. 

As I did. Only keep your spear near.”

That drew me back, made me look at him, awoke 
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the wondering. What happened to Moses? He once held 

status for something he’d done, we all knew that. But 

what made him love the fiery liquid? I didn’t know. No 

one seemed to. Some posited a calamity that transpired 

before his disfigurement. A woman, a horrible loss on 

a trade, the slow sundering of  age—I could count as 

many theories as I had fingers. But the old ones hinted 

at an accident out in the veld, the one that cost him his 

arms, and from what I knew of  the labor this seemed 

closest to the truth. Even now, though, I knew nothing 

of  the accident itself.

The words seemed to spring unbidden from my 

lips: “Moses, why do you drink so much?”

At first, I thought he hadn’t heard. Then tears 

rolled down his cheeks. He lifted the bottle, caught 

himself  and put it back down.

“I must,” he said in a slow, thick voice. He held 

out a scarred stump. “The fire, the other fire, cost me 

these. But it did not burn me only on the outside.”

The krim spread like a rash. I discovered why 

by accident. Digging beside the rough border we 

established, I brushed against one of  the large bushes 

and, in an instant, found myself  enveloped in a pale, 

dusty powder. It stung my eyes and burned my lungs, 

and the next day I found a host of  new growths rooted 

in that very area.

“Conserve your strength,” Moses told me. “Let 

them grow up around us.”

They did and quickly. Their multiplication troubled 

me less than an uneasy conviction that I’d never seen 

the pollen before. Also, from the south there arose 

an unseasonably cold wind that sifted sheets of  the 

powder from lines of  krim and bore them in the 

direction from which we came. If  it continued (and I 

no longer doubted that it would), the krim would soon 

grow right up to the village itself.

This did not appear to trouble Moses. As days 

passed, he only instructed me to clear a space for us 

fifty paces wide and deep and to always attend to my 

spear. Neglecting the latter would still bring him to 

anger, although I did not understand why—nor did 

I care. My caring went into the poisoned, strength-

sapping soil.

“Everything hangs on the work of  a moment,” 

Moses insisted. “Everything.”

Then six days after we had arrived, Moses ran out 

of  mampoer.

With only two of  us, the food and water lasted, 

but Moses had drunk steadily since our arrival. His 

demeanor showed little change at first. But then the 

tremors began, and he would babble, recoiling from 

imaginary things. When darkness fell, I built a fire, fed 

him as best I could, helped him squat and cleaned him 

afterwards.

“You are very sick,” I told him. “I must take you 

back to the village.” Even as I said it, I understood 

that such a trip would be almost entirely under a silent 

canopy of  krim, a thought that chilled my bones.

“There will be no village if  you take me,” he said, 

eyes rolling. “Only ash. The southern cities have 

burned. Everything will burn.”

“Even so,” I said, trying to sound reasonable, “you 

must go.”

I bent to lift him, wondering how far we could get 

before my strength failed.

He lashed out at me. “You don’t understand!” he 

cried. “And those who understand don’t believe! Do 

you think they grow blindly, that there’s no intelligence 

behind them? The Breaking brought more than krim 

and silence. But whether it brought it or woke it, I 

don’t know. It seeks what it may devour—the world, 

if  it has the chance.”

I muttered assurances and gave him small sips of  

water. But he refused to be calmed until I promised 

we would stay until morning. If  he didn’t improve, he 

would go back. That consoled him. He relaxed and 

soon slept. I curled up, exhausted, and closed my eyes.

A cold wind, keen as a blade, woke me.

The fire had gone out. Breath steamed from my 

mouth in a cloud. I got up, shivering, and walked to 

the southern edge of  the krim. Frost sheathed their 

spindly limbs. Then I noticed the light, an undulating 

ribbon of  blue and white where sky met soil. As I 

watched, it thickened, grew larger.
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It was coming right for us.

“Now you’ll see with your own eyes.”

Moses’ voice snapped my head around. Sweat 

coursed down his brow despite the chill, but his voice 

held steady.

“What is it?” I asked.

He didn’t respond, and I couldn’t fathom the depth 

in his eyes. One moment, he glowered at the onrushing 

light as though beholding the direst enemy, and the 

next he gazed almost with fondness.

The glow came on faster, and now I could tell 

discern it better: a frigid fire that swept through the dry 

krim, an icy conflagration that burned but somehow 

did not consume them.

Panic shot through me. “Can we stop it?” I asked, 

already knowing the answer.

Yet Moses smiled and said, “It must regard a 

challenge.” After a pause, he added, “Remember, it’s 

brittle at its heart, even though it won’t appear so.”

On it came, the wave of  other flame, and I thought 

it would catch us up in it and sweep us away into smoke 

and ash. But it surged up to the brink of  the clearing 

and stopped as if  held back by a wall, spilling out to 

the east and the west. Moses tottered forward, and I 

feared for him then, so small and wizened before the 

ravening fire.

“Maviriviri!” he cried. “I call you to account!”

Far out in the burning field, tongues of  fire leapt 

and fell, leapt and fell, cradling something, passing 

it forward. When it approached, I saw it was an ice-

encrusted sphere that steadily pulsed with hard light. It 

bobbed into the clearing, and flames coalesced around 

it, a corona that shifted and writhed, that seemed 

a shapeless flare one moment and a massive, bestial 

form the next.

“Who challenges me?” it growled.

“I who did so before,” Moses said.

A sound rippled from the maviriviri, a sound I 

first thought was a brush-fire crackle, then something 

almost like a purr. “You are the first to do so twice. 

You see how soon they cease to care. They do not 

remember. They do not believe. They will not defend 

what they hold dear.”

“I will defend them.”

Frost crawled across the clods. “You cannot hope 

to stand against me.”

Moses laughed. “Don’t you see? I’m not alone!” 

To me, he hissed, “Ready your spear. Remember: It is 

brittle.”

My spear—it lay on the other side of  the clearing 

where I had slept.

“This little one?” the maviriviri scoffed.

“I … I don’t have it,” I said to Moses.

His mouth quivered. “Can you reach it?”

I weighed the breadth of  the clearing. “Yes,” I lied.

“Good.” He squared his shoulders and lifted his 

head. Then, without a word, he ran at the maviriviri.

The frozen ground bruised my feet as I pounded 

across it.

A choked shriek of  agony sounded behind me, a 

cry quickly cut off. I didn’t look back.

Time compressed, lent me a strange lucidity. 

Sharp-edged clods sliced my shins as I slid, blood 

flowing black in the other light. The spear’s steel shank 

shone with frost. A thousand malignant voices hissed 

at me from the darkness beneath the krim. The icy 

earth fissured with the force of  the maviriviri’s roar.

I whirled even as it fell on me.

Other fire ate its way up my outstretched arms, 

flashing my skin into ash, curling my hands into claws 

about the spear’s shaft. Hard light flared in my face, 

and I put all my strength into a single thrust toward 

it …

… and heard a sound like the shattering of  glass.

I don’t remember how I made it back to the village, 

nor the amputation of  what remained of  my arms, 

nor that first drink of  mampoer to quiet my midnight 

screams. Moses was right about the fire. It burns more 

than just the outside. But if  the forgetting is a mercy, 

then the flames are as well, for they burned me worse 

than him, and I won’t live long enough to see my own 

work forgotten.

I testify to what I saw on the veld that night: Even 

as the maviriviri’s body dissipated and the other fire 

faded, a mist rose from the broken shell of  its heart, 
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Different Every Day
 by Kyle McManus

“Do you realize how stupid you look in that 

costume?”

He turned and looked at her, wearing a heavy 

frown and a pout; for a fleeting moment, he looked 

just like a spoiled little boy preparing for a daylong 

sulk.

He stood tall and proud in that dumb tomato-red 

suit, his golden, gleaming boots adding an extra three 

inches to his already impressive height.

His blue eyes were bright and youthful, his face 

smooth and unblemished, same as the rest of  his taut, 

muscular frame. A mop of  wavy blonde hair framed 

his high cheekbones and wide, stubble-flecked jaw. 

Once in that costume (despite its garishness), his 

Herculean body was an idealized image of  the human 

form come to life. But, as he looked down at the mask 

in his hands, the sulky look replaced by a broad grin–

he appeared just as youthful but filled with excitement 

and cheer, as if  she never even criticized him at all.

She wondered if  he could even see her now or if  
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he only pictured a hoard of  adoring faces, beaming up 

at him as he performed yet another incredible feat.

The corners of  his lips curled up at the edges in 

a winning smile that he probably practiced along with 

the obligatory stance that he instinctually assumed 

now, raising balled fists to his hips, elbows and chest 

out, to give maximum flex and maximum exposure for 

cameras; she wondered if  the spandex might actually 

split across his broad frame.

She laughed then–really laughed–and he turned to 

look at her, as if  surprised. She laughed then–it came 

out as a nervous giggle, the kind that would escape her 

mouth as a teenage girl whenever New Kids on the 

Block appeared on TV. She smirked as she ran her gaze 

up and down his body, feeling a delicious tingle run 

through her. He still grinned, baring his perfect movie 

star teeth, but he relaxed the pose. He pulled the mask 

down over his face, leaving only his eyes and the lower 

half  of  his face visible.

“See?” he said. “You’re happy now. I knew you 

couldn’t stay angry at me.”

was caught up by a northern wind and blown until it 

vanished from sight.

What happened to it? I cannot say. Some might 

whisper that it traveled beyond the poisoned sea to the 

bottom of  the world where all is ice and cold. But I 

will not traffic in rumors and half-truths, which only 

stiffen a man’s back so that he cannot bend to cut krim. 

Unlike Moses, I do not go out to the veld. I have others 

set down words with the letters I never learned. I have 

them write in hope that the work might continue when 

I am only dust. I speak of  the thing I saw with my eyes 

and the peace I purchased from it with my hands. I 

can say that it has gone back to the place from which 

it came.

But I cannot say it has gone forever.
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And with that, the tingle became an overwhelming 

throb. A series of  lewd images flashed through her 

mind: Striker throwing her down on the bed after that 

first meeting, leaning over her with that mask clinging 

tightly to his face; Striker grinning from underneath 

that same mask as he removed the rest of  his costume 

within a half-second; Striker flying her up onto the 

roof  of  the tallest building in town and taking her 

passionately, leaving her tousled, exhausted but satisfied 

like never before. And still she had not seen this man’s 

face, had not discovered his civilian name, had barely 

even considered the possibility that there might even 

have been anyone else beneath that costume at all.

She sat up in the bed and let the sheet fall away 

from her. She sat on the edge and thrust her chest out 

then slowly ran her fingernails along her thighs.

“Are you sure you have to go now? I mean, couldn’t 

you just leave whatever it is to the emergency services? 

They do get paid, you know…“

He glanced at her leg with vacant eyes then turned 

back to his own reflection to adjust his mask slightly.

“No. I’ve already taken enough time getting ready 

as it is.”

“But it’s been over a week since we last did this.”

“Has it?”

“Yes. Doesn’t that bother you?”

He raised his chin, tilted his head to the left, to the 

right then nodded to himself.

“Doesn’t it bother you?” she said again.

Three months of  this. She watched him admire his 

pecs and biceps, that awestruck feeling lost now. Of  

course, she enjoyed looking at his body, enjoyed the 

way her fingers just seemed to glide across his smooth 

skin, but now she saw just a man, a man who could fly, 

with seemingly unbridled strength, agility and speed, 

but a man nonetheless.

Most women would have killed to go to bed with 

him: the world’s first and only superhero. But as Jane 

sat on the edge of  the bed and watched him pose in 

the mirror, she decided they those other women could 

have him.

Many saw him as some kind of  god, sent to watch 

over humanity. But she knew he was no celestial being. 

He was born and bred right here, in a run-down part 

of  Slough of  all places. He put his trousers on one leg 

at a time, brushed his teeth, used a toilet. Whenever she 

asked about the source of  his powers, he just shrugged 

and said he had no idea.

She thought about when they first met, when she 

interviewed him for the local paper. She found herself  

almost speechless by just how extraordinary he seemed: 

he had saved thousands of  lives, stopped countless acts 

of  evil around the world and been blessed with powers 

no-one else would likely ever have. She still managed 

to ask all the questions she wanted to, but he never 

gave real answers–he just dropped blatant hints that he 

wanted to see her in a less vertical situation.

One second, his lips kissed her neck in all the right 

places. The next, he jumped up and out of  bed before 

Jane even realized the moment was over.

And God knew, it had been a good long while 

since she enjoyed a moment.

“Are you sure you couldn’t take just a few more 

minutes?” She stood and put her hands on his hips 

then came up on tiptoes to press against his chest. “I 

can make it worth your while…“

He looked at her, considering her offer as if  she 

asked nothing bigger than if  he wanted sugar in his 

coffee, then shrugged.

He stomped into the living room with a theatrical 

sigh like an overgrown child. This side of  him the world 

never saw. He treated them to displays of  courage and 

compassion. They never witnessed his little tantrums 

and hissy-fits. Sometimes, she thought about running 

an article in the paper–probably under the guise of  

an anonymous submission–about the way he really 

behaved behind closed doors. But then, she thought 

about that dumb, cheerful grin on his face as he put 

that costume on, and she accepted she couldn’t do it.

She lay there and tried to remember the last time 

she managed to get through a day without feeling 

jealous of  the rest of  the world. He spent more time 

with strangers than he did with her–and he beat the 

shit out of  most of  them.

She tossed and turned for a while, kicking the 

sheets right down by her feet as if  they wanted to 
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restrain her, then gave up; she felt a searing ball of  

frustration insider her and knew it would just get 

bigger and bigger the longer she lay there. So, with a 

wry smile just for herself, she reached down under the 

sheets with one hand.

Ten minutes later, she showered then slumped 

down in front of  the TV with a box of  cereal; she 

shovelled handful after handful of  chocolate flakes into 

her mouth, choosing to forget all about the extra inch 

of  flab she gained around her waist lately. She hadn’t 

mentioned it to Brendan yet, because he just wouldn’t 

understand; he could live on nothing but fudge cake 

and ice cream without gaining an ounce.

After an hour or so, she turned over to the news 

channel. There he was, in all his glory–spandex, mask 

and billowing cape.

A fifty-story building collapsed in flames, raining 

debris down on the street below. He was pulling people 

out through shattered windows, throwing them over 

his shoulder in a fireman’s lift then flying them down 

to waiting paramedics.

A horde of  spectators applauded and cheered 

his name over and over like a religious chant: Striker! 

Striker! Striker!

Once upon a time, she would have felt ready to 

pop with pride.

She changed the channel.

“Did you see me?” he said. “Did you see me on 

the news?”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes, Brendan, I saw you.”

She tried to type a report at the desk, one she 

spent days investigating: a doctor at the The Slough 

Central Hospital  caught stealing from patients as they 

lay comatose. She couldn’t decide what hurt more–that 

she still wrote for the local rag after sending over a 

hundred samples to national newspapers or that she 

was starting to feel content with her lot in life. Only 

months earlier, she had energy and ambition and a 

belief  that she would be a big-time reporter someday. 

But as the rejection slips piled up, her confidence sank–

it seemed as if  no matter how much she practiced or 

how hard she tried, she would just never be good 

enough. She could only push herself  so far–she was 

only human, after all.

But she kept reminding herself  that while these local 

problems might have been small potatoes compared to 

what the broadsheets covered, it still affected people 

in a very real way, and someone needed to write about 

them. So why not her?

Brendan paced up and down the living room, his 

hands in his pockets, his mouth pulled into a tight grin; 

just like an eight year old boy on Christmas.

“Man, that building came down fast. If  not for 

me, those people would have died, right? Right?!” 

He punched the air with both fists, a swift one-two. 

“MAN! I love my job. I LOVE IT!”

“But I thought you hated being a waiter,” she said, 

without looking away from the monitor; she felt the 

corners of  her lips twitch, as if  struggling to form a 

sly grin.

“I don’t mean that job. I mean this one. It just gets 

better and better.” He let out a deep, satisfied sigh, 

causing a gentle breeze to lift the corners of  her rough 

drafts. “And it’s different every day too! One day I can 

be punching some mugger, another I can be lifting 

kids out of  a burning school bus. Actually, you know 

what?”

He paused and looked up at the ceiling, as if  

something profound happened in that space between 

his ears–though she doubted it very much.

And then, he snapped his fingers so hard a 

thunderclap echoed throughout the apartment so loud 

she covered her ears.

“Idea of  the century!” he said.

She slowly gathered her papers up off  the floor, 

sighing.

“What’s that then?”

“I’m gonna quit that stupid waiter job and start 

doing appearances, signings, charity events! They 

have to pay me, of  course–who wouldn’t want Strike 

endorsing their products? Brilliant, right?!”

“That’s great,” she said. She heard the sounds 

he made but not the actual words. Earlier, she had 

wondered why she was still with this man, especially 

after that morning’s fiasco. She tried to prepare herself  
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to end things but couldn’t shake the niggling feeling 

that she would regret it someday, as if  there might be 

something worth hanging on for.

He went into the kitchen, leaving the door wide 

open. She sighed with satisfaction and continued 

typing, looking forward to five minutes without his 

posturing and ego-tripping.

But then he marched right back in, biting huge 

chunks from a monstrous four-tier sandwich–

devouring food she paid for again.

“You can’t eat all that yourself,” she said.

“Of  course I can.”

He stood behind her and looked at the screen, 

following every bite with a loud gnashing of  teeth and 

smacking of  lips the people upstairs must have heard.

She stopped typing and peered up at him over her 

glasses.

“What are you doing?”

“Just watching,” he said. “What’re you writing?”

“A report about some idiot doctor,” she said. “He’s 

going to court next week.”

“Really? You think anyone will care about that?” 

he scoffed.

“Well, I can only hope.”

“I stopped an armed siege there a few months 

back, remember?”

“Yes.”

“That guy was ready to slaughter everyone, wasn’t 

he?”

“Yes.”

“That was really something. It doesn’t get much 

more important than that. I sure grabbed that problem 

by the balls.”

“Yes, I remember! Can you stop dropping crumbs 

onto my keyboard, please?!”

He looked down at her, his mouth half-open, 

giving her a clear view of  mushed bread on his tongue. 

Then, he stomped across the room like a petulant 

child, threw himself  on the couch and flipped through 

the TV channels. He finally settled on a monster truck 

show–all at the TV’s top volume

“Can you turn that down?” she said.

“Jesus, nag, nag, nag!” he grumbled.

“I’m not nagging! I’m just trying to concentrate.”

“It’s only a little article. You’ve barely got half  a 

page to fill.”

“It’s my job! We can’t all be saving the world like 

you.”

A sudden rush of  air blew her papers off  the table–

that same rush of  air she’d felt a million times before. 

And then, he stood in the middle of  the room, pulling 

that gaudy mask down over his face, that famous skin-

tight body suit stretched across his pecs. He wore that 

costume, sure, but she felt no tingle now. She glanced 

down and saw his boot laces were still untied. She 

considered telling him, but the thought vanished just 

as quickly.

“Big train wreck somewhere,’ he said. “See you in 

a couple of  hours.”

There was that rush of  air again as he leapt towards 

the window, opened it in one fluid movement then 

flew up and away, finally away.

But his boots still sat on the floor, where he had 

stood, the laces lying loose on either side.

She smiled as she picked her papers up off  the 

floor, ready to write the best damn story she could.

Harry looked smaller and flabbier than Brendan, 

but at least he wouldn’t run off  every five minutes to 

give ungrateful strangers priority over her–if  it was 

only them he  ran to. He could have girls all around 

the world, ones he visited when he should have been 

saving lives.

Harry slept beside her, his hairy chest on display, 

his stubble catching the sunlight which streamed in 

through the open blinds. She felt guilty, but she tried 

to look past that. Sure, she was cheating on Brendan, 

but he was a big boy–if  he could stop an office block 

from collapsing on itself, he could cope with the end 

of  a relationship, right?

She put her arms around Harry’s waist. He stirred 

then turned to face her. He had bags under his eyes 

and his hair was a mess. When Brendan woke, he 

always looked immaculate; she couldn’t even begin to 

count the amount of  times she looked at herself  in the 

mirror then looked at him with his ever-fresh face and 
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perfectly parted hair, feeling a hundred years old. At 

least with Harry, she could rest safe in the knowledge 

that he looked as bad as she did in the mornings. He 

managed a casual clothes shop, listened to her when 

she spoke and seemed humble and nervous when he 

approached her in the café a week before–offering to 

buy her a coffee whilst she sat surrounded by the girls 

from the paper took guts, but he stared down the fear 

of  rejection and humiliation with courage.

She said she was involved with someone but told 

him that he seemed very brave. They talked and talked 

for an hour or so and ended up swapping numbers. 

They sent a few friendly texts back and forth since 

then, but that afternoon she called him, asked for his 

address and pushed him flat on his back ten minutes 

later.

“You know,” he said, “you called me Brendan last 

night.”

“What? When?”

“In your sleep. I gave you a kiss on the cheek, and 

you said get off  me, Brendan.”

“Oh.”

“So, who is he?”

“Brendan? How should I know? I must have been 

dreaming.”

He looked at her with narrowed eyes. “You sure?”

“Absolutely.” She leant in for a smooch. Feeling an 

imperfect body next to hers once again was something 

she fantasized about again and again in recent weeks, 

and it felt better than she ever remembered.

“Where were you all night?”

“With a friend,” Jane said. She walked into the 

apartment to find Brendan lying on his back–three feet 

above the floor, as if  his body rested on an invisible 

table.

“What friend?”

“What does it matter?”

“That’s not an answer.” One hand lay across his 

chest, and the other was down his pants. It seemed 

strange to her then, seeing him using his powers in 

simple jeans and a T-shirt. She didn’t know why exactly, 

but it did.

“Take your hand out of  there,” she said. “You 

know I hate that. And why do you keep doing this … 

this … levitation thing? How many times do I have to 

tell you?”

“Hey, babes, you used to love this.”

“Yeah, well. That was then. This is now.” She 

stepped around him then went into the kitchen. As she 

poured herself  a glass of  water, she noticed dishes piled 

high in the sink–at least ten of  them belonged to him. 

She bit her lip, closed her eyes and gently massaged her 

temples with her fingertips in neat, concentric circles. 

Despite what she felt right then, her fears of  possible 

regret lingered–could she really be the woman who 

dumped Striker? Could she live with that?

She stared at the dishes for a few moments, slowly 

narrowing her eyes. She took a deep breath and gritted 

her teeth.

“Why the hell haven’t these dishes been washed?” 

she shouted.

“Babes, I had to take down some guy going nuts 

with a chainsaw at a shopping centre. What can I say?” 

He took his hand out of  his trousers, gave it a sniff  

then put it back.

“And how long did that take, eh?”

“A good ten minutes,” he said, with a shrug. 

“Couldn’t you have done them before you went to 

your friend’s? Or would that have made you late for all 

that nail painting and gossip?” He sneered then rolled 

over to look at the TV–he floated on his side now, with 

his arms folded across his chest and his legs pressed 

tightly together. She wondered if  that was actually 

comfortable or just for show.

She looked down at the empty glass in her hand. It 

was heavy, chunky, and one of  the few things he paid 

for. She hurled it as hard as she could, aiming for the 

centre of  his forehead, but he snapped his arm up, 

grabbed it in mid-air then calmly put it on the floor.

“You’re irrational,” he said. “Hysterical, even. Go 

and have a lie down or something. Why don’t you go 

shopping, eh?”

She made her hands into fists and gritted her teeth. 

She saw herself  tearing his head from his meaty neck 

and chewing through it, from the crown down to the 
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jaw.

He stood and looked out the window. “I can hear 

people calling me. A few miles away. Think it’s some 

kind of  explosion.”

“Oh, so we’re finally getting down to it, and you 

run away again. Typical.”

He shot out of  the room then reappeared in full 

costume a second later. “What do you want me to do? 

Let all those people die just so I can stay and argue?”

“How do I know you really heard something?”

“You calling me a liar?”

“The rest of  the world might think you’re whiter 

than white, but I know the truth, don’t I?” She crossed 

her arms across her chest and looked him up and down 

with narrowed eyes. “You really do look like an idiot in 

that costume.”

He looked down at himself  then shook his head. 

“I don’t have time for all this dumb woman stuff. Put 

the news on. You’ll see whether I’m lying or not.”

He vanished, leaving the window wide open behind 

him, letting cold air in.

Brendan sat on the edge of  the rooftop and 

watched her leave the building opposite. She wore a 

long black coat and high heels; she looked so good, he 

wanted to scoop her up and have her on that roof, to 

give her what she asked for days earlier. He knew he 

could make it good enough to lift her out of  the weird 

mood she seemed to be in.

But then, why had she left an unfamiliar apartment 

building in the middle of  the day? As far as he knew, 

she didn’t know anyone who lived in those apartments. 

And the look on her face–wide-eyed, alert, scared. 

Sure, there was a chance she just finished interviewing 

someone for a story, but everything felt wrong, and his 

instincts were always right.

He followed her all the way back to their flat, flying 

high enough to avoid the usual stares and amazed 

shrieks. He focused his hearing on her car, but all he 

heard was the occasional sigh.

Four days later, Harry sat on the couch, gnawing 

his nails, tapping his feet on the floor in a quick left-

right-left-right rhythm.

“What is it, Harry? You’ve barely looked at me 

since I got here.” Jane stood by the window, the bright 

morning sun bringing out the highlights in her hair. 

She put them in especially for him.

“I don’t think we should doing this,” he said. “I 

think we should end it. Now.”

She stepped towards him, but he just stared at the 

floor, biting his nails with more ferocity, as if  they were 

the only things on the planet left to eat.

“What are you talking about? I thought these past 

few weeks were great.”

“Yeah, well, it’s been all right, but I just don’t think 

we should see each other anymore, okay?”

She crossed her arms and turned to look out of  

the window. The sky turned suddenly grey and heavy, 

as if  dense clouds had thrown themselves in front of  

the sun’s rays when she wasn’t paying attention. The 

apartment block opposite looked older and more run-

down than usual. She saw people moving inside and 

wondered if  any of  them ever looked in and saw the 

two of  them in their most intimate moments.

“So, are you gonna go now?” he said. “I really 

think you should.”

Then something clicked in her head. She almost 

felt it fall into place.

“He came to see you, didn’t he?”

He looked at her for the first time though he 

dropped his gaze back down to the floor a second later.

“Who?”

“Did he try to scare you?”

“Who?”

“I don’t believe this. You don’t need to be scared 

of  him, you know. He’s an absolute loser.”

Harry groaned and stood, as if  he finally decided to 

give up the act. He yanked the door open and gestured 

out into the corridor.

“You can’t throw me out,” Jane said.

“I’m not,” he said. “I’m asking you nicely to leave.”

“No. I’m not going anywhere. What did he threaten 

to do?”

Harry looked away from her, shaking his head 

shamefully, his face suddenly more pale. His hand 
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trembled as it gripped the door handle.

“He said he would throw me into the sun. Right? 

Okay? The sun. God, can you imagine?” He swallowed, 

hard. “I heard him talk about it on the news once. He 

said he’d actually walked across the surface once. He 

said that to him, the heat was just a cosy warmth, like 

being wrapped in your favorite blanket.”

She rolled her eyes and laughed. “That’s rubbish. 

He sat there and practised that little speech with me. 

And he wouldn’t hurt you. He wouldn’t hurt anyone. 

Its against his oath.”

“His oath?”

“Yeah. He’s said for years now that he’s here to 

protect us, that he would never intentionally harm 

anything on Earth. I think breaking this oath would 

mean losing all rational idea of  who he was, of  his 

limitations.” She sighed. “And if  that is the case, we’re 

all be in big trouble.”

Harry’s face brightened a little. “Are you sure? I 

mean, he looked pretty serious when he said it. And he 

hung me upside down at the time. A thousand feet up. 

In a lighting storm.”

She walked over to him and put her arms around 

his podgy waist. She pressed herself  against him, 

enjoying how warm and soft he was.

“Why didn’t you tell me about your relationship 

with him?”

“I’m sorry. I should have warned you.” She sighed. 

“Look, I’m not going to let this end. I really like you, 

and I want us to be together. I think you’re …” She 

looked into his eyes and smiled; she struggled to find 

the perfect word, but there it already sat, right on her 

tongue: “I think you’re super.”

He kissed her forehead and hugged her tightly; it 

felt to her as if  the rest of  the world ceased to exist, 

leaving just the two of  them.

Suddenly, the apartment wall exploded, launching 

bricks and shards of  glass across the room. Harry 

pulled Jane down onto the floor and threw himself  on 

top of  her.

“He’s here!” he said. “Oh, God!”

Harry rolled off  her, coughing and sputtering as 

the air filled with dust.

Jane scrambled to her feet and saw Brendan, 

standing tall in the hole he created. His arms crossed 

over his chest, his hair unmoved by the heavy wind 

.Despite his casual clothes, he had never looked more 

godly. That strange uneasy feeling returned – the same 

one which hit her as he floated in the living room the 

day before.

She felt something drop inside her. She had never 

feared his power in all their time together.

Until now.

Harry pressed himself  against her and squeezed 

her arm so tight she yelped and instinctively pulled 

away. But when she turned and saw the absolute terror 

on his face, she put her hand out. He took it.

“You miserable little bastard!” Brendan said. “You 

couldn’t even break up with her properly.”

“I … I …” Harry started but couldn’t finish.

“You leave him alone!” Jane said, stepping forward.

He uncrossed his arms and dropped them to his 

sides. As he walked towards her, lumps of  debris 

rocked and rolled with every step, as if  a low-level 

earthquake approached.

“Can’t believe you cheated on me, you slut,” he 

said.

“Oh, please. You spend so much time posing in 

front of  mirrors and flying around saving strangers, 

I’m surprised you even noticed what I was up to.”

“You’re blaming me for saving other people’s 

lives?”

“You don’t save them for their sake. You do it so 

you can be adored and be on TV.”

He shrugged as if  there was no point in denying it 

then looked over at Harry backed up against the wall, 

his face pale, his hands and knees trembling violently.

“How about you, chunk? Anything to say?” 

Brendan said.

Harry shook his head. Brendan chuckled once, 

flatly, as humorless as death. He started to walk over 

to Harry, slowly, as if  feeling no need to rush. Jane 

followed, pulling on his tight T-shirt. He stopped, 

turned and looked down at her like she was nothing 

but shit on his shoe.

“Stop that,” he said.
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“No! I’ll kill you if  you hurt him!”

“How?”

“What?”

“How are you going to kill me?”

She looked at him, her forehead slowly wrinkling 

into a frown; in all their time together, he’d never 

mentioned a physical weakness, a fatal flaw. She knew 

no way to stop him.

He turned away with a cocky grin then put both 

mighty hands on Harry’s meek shoulders, as if  he 

preparing to impart some vital, life-affirming wisdom.

“Remember what I said I was going to do to you, 

twerp?”

Harry nodded, slowly.

“And you still couldn’t get her to leave.”

“I tried,” Harry said.

“Right.”

“But … I tried!”

“Don’t you dare do anything to hurt him,” Jane 

said. She walked around Brendan and stood in front 

of  Harry, straightening her spine, keeping her chin up.

Brendan picked her up with both hands then 

calmly set her down behind him, as if  she posed little 

more threat than a nagging child.

As Harry tried to run, Brendan reached down 

and grabbed his legs so fast Jane almost missed it. As 

Harry yelped and fell forward, his face slammed into 

the floor. Jane threw herself  at Brendan, hitting him 

with both fists, wrapping her legs around his waist as 

tightly as she could, but he took no notice.

Instead, he simply lifted Harry by his ankles–he 

seemed as limp as a rag doll-then dropped Jane onto 

her back with a leisurely shrug. He walked over to the 

gaping hole in the wall. The city lay before him, a sea 

of  greys and browns.

“Sorry, Harry,” he said, “but you should have 

picked another girl.” And then, with a sigh, he started 

spinning on the spot–slowly at first then faster, faster, 

until Harry cut through the air, his arms out ahead of  

him, his eyes and mouth wide open.

Jane lay on her back, wanting to help but knowing 

she could do absolutely nothing. She watched as 

Brendan gained more and more speed, until he became 

a blur and Harry with him. Brendan’s feet bore into the 

floor as unbearably loud as a pneumatic drill.

And then, he let Harry go.

Jane watched him shoot up, up, up into the air-

faster than she had seen even Brendan move.

Brendan came to an instant stop, his arms out 

straight at his sides, his head lowered in concentration, 

his knees together.

Jane kept watching as Harry became a speck then 

disappeared entirely.

Brendan laughed with genuine pleasure. He turned 

to Jane, her face as pale as Harry’s had been and her 

mouth locked in a silent scream.

And then the silence broke: “You bastard! You 

monster!”

“Never mind that,” he said, walking towards 

her, “Let’s go home and do some making up–the 

continental way. You’ve asked for more, and now 

you’re going to get it. “He reached down and scooped 

her up in his arms. She slapped him across the face-

once, twice, three times. He didn’t even flinch.

“What is it?”

“You just threw a man into the sun. Why?”

“Well … because you’re my woman, right? That 

guy couldn’t beat me. I’m the better man, right?”

“You dumb prick. He’s not just some obstacle you 

can get rid of, like lifting a fallen tree off  a car!”

He frowned, as if  he couldn’t understand no matter 

how hard he tried.

“We don’t belong together. This has been a mistake 

from day one. And do you know why?”

He said nothing.

“Because I’m human. And you’re not.”

“That’s racism.”

She slapped him again. “You need a woman like 

you, who loves the attention and the power and the 

way that every day can be different. We had fun at 

first–you and me, the superhero and the ambitious 

reporter. But now, I’m just writing about crazy doctors 

at the local hospital. And I’m okay with that. It’s small 

but important. I mean, you wear that mask and you’re 

someone else–something else. But underneath, you’re 

just … I don’t know.”
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“And what do you need?”

She looked up at the sky. “I need a man like Harry. 

A man who can’t do the things you can. A man who 

won’t need to fly halfway around the world every ten 

minutes. At the start, before I saw what you really are, 

I thought I was the luckiest girl in the world. But I 

wanted Striker, not you. You were two separate people 

for a while, but now I only see you as one man, a man 

I can’t even stand to look at anymore.”

Brendan looked at her with sad eyes then gently 

ran his fingers across her cheeks.

“Some women would envy you,” he said.

“I know they would. That’s what has made ending 

things so hard.”

“You won’t let me get away with this, will you? 

Killing that man, I mean.”

She looked at the hole in the wall, at the city beyond 

then into his eyes. “No. People have to know what 

you’ve done. No matter how much this world needs 

someone who does what you can, they need to know.”

He sighed. “Then one of  us has to go. Either I 

leave this world or you do.”

Three streets away, nine year-old Tommy Egan left 

a toy shop with his mother. He wore a replica Striker 

costume, complete with a little cape and shiny shoes. 

He looked up at her and smiled.

“Thanks for the suit, mum.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart.”

“I want to be just like Striker when I’m older.”

His mother nodded as if  thinking about something 

else, then started walking, pulling him along with her. 

Tommy looked up at the grey sky and sighed.

And then, he saw something shoot out from 

the side of  a building, something moving so fast he 

thought it was Striker.

But then he realized it must have been someone 

else, because they weren’t even wearing a cape.

Intelligent Design
 by Sharon K. Reamer and Rob Rowntree

The world ended.

Pierre Bragion shoved it into a higher dimensional 

pocket and drew a Schwarzschild-Bekenstein horizon 

around it. He thought he could divorce himself  from 

his creations.

He felt tired. His hope of  ever getting the 
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initial conditions right evaporated, leaving only an 
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Get a grip Bragion. It was only five billion years 

invested, no reason to get upset. The inhabitants of  

this universe had shown promise. Even though he 

had fine-tuned the parameters, the most advanced 

civilizations that had emerged still hadn’t had sufficient 

time to advance. Walking among them, letting their 

hopes and wants flow through him, had only added 

to his sense of  futility. He wondered if  any of  the 

others mingled with their creations. Nonome had gone 

farther. She had tampered with her worlds and reaped 

a severe punishment for it. No matter, the judges 

would be convening soon, and Bragion would find out 

whether he had pleased them or pissed them off. He 

no longer cared.

He caught a flash of  blue-shifted light as The 

Fold spat a figure onto his float. The quantum lattice 

platform vibrated, adjusting density to support more 

mass. Bragion ignored momentary nausea; his mind 

distracted.

Sharwee sashayed over. He enjoyed the sinuous 

stride accompanied by the sway of  her hips. Thousands 

of  universes had come and gone, and he still found her 

captivating. She reminded him of  someone else long 

ago, a dream he once had and wanted very much to 

have again.

She smiled. “The judges have assembled everyone. 

Your presence is required.”

“No hello, how have you been?” He smiled at her 

in return, putting warmth in it. “How have you been, 

Sharwee?”

“A few days and you’re this needy?”

Bragion hated her flippancy as it so often mirrored 

his own, the way she effortlessly managed to demote 

him to adolescent inadequacy. “Been busy.”

“And there I was thinking that bulge in your pocket 

was for me.”

“Now that would be a nice offering for the judges 

instead of  my usual failure. At least I could have hope 

of  a satisfying outcome.”

“Isn’t having control over the lives of  billions in 

our own private universes satisfying enough?” Her 

mouth curled up on one side, but Bragion saw an 

unsettling greed in her eyes.

He stepped past her. “Let’s get this over with.”

They headed towards a slow forming curdle at the 

edge of  his float. In nanoseconds they’d be home.

The virtual logic tree was packed. There wasn’t a 

niche free that Bragion could see. Bragion hoped they 

still had a few moments before the judges arrived.

Sharwee pointed her chin towards a choice branch, 

low and thick. “Look, there’s Morlac with his little 

cadre. I’d love to wipe the arrogant smile off  his face.” 

Morlac sat in the middle, his arms covered in swirling 

nebulae pulsing in a modulated cascade, each higher 

mode punctuated with a flash of  blue-white brilliance.

Bragion looked to the less than prime positions 

higher in the tree and spotted Nonome and her crowd. 

He saw an arm full of  pumping widgets, wave in his 

direction. Curot; sitting with the rest of  Bragion’s ragtag 

group, just above Nonome’s, in a miserable huddle on 

one of  the mid upper branches. They looked exactly 

like the pathetic assholes that they were. But at least 

they were his assholes.

As he gazed at the remnants of  humanity he 

wondered at the improbability of  it all. Thirty-seven 

geniuses plucked from the ruins of  a dying universe. 

Saved by the judges and tasked with trying again and 

again to get one of  their universes past the inevitable 

triumph of  entropy.

Sharwee nodded as she caught Curot’s eye and 

grabbed a hunk of  bark. The white noise comprising 

its internal structure crackled and hissed. Bragion 

allowed himself  a minute to admire her moving away 

from him, long braids swinging, before he started after 

her.

He got about a third of  the way up when he heard 

an obnoxious whisper, “Hey, Braghhh-ion,” sibylled 

Nonome, “Tissssss too bad about Ssss…”

Bragion glanced quickly towards Sharwee’s 

disappearing silhouette, and a rush of  nostalgia 

flooded in.

On the day their world ended, Pierre Bragion 

missed his bus.

Alicia’s packed bags sat in the spotless white-tiled 

foyer. Clean floor, clean break. Bragion had made café-

au-lait for them both and sat down to wait. He heard 
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the front door open and close quietly after her. He 

willed himself  to stay at the table and not run after 

her like a whining puppy. What had hurt most was not 

the leaving, per se. She had looked at him, her lovely 

brown eyes dry and pupils small as a focused beam 

of  electrons as she told him how much she hated his 

poetry. Romanticism was dead. All a woman really 

needed was a man who could satisfy her.

Cussing at the side of  the road, he gave the vanishing 

bus the finger and began walking. The metro stop that 

would take him to the campus of  the Université Pierre 

et Marie Curie lay only five kilometers south, but to 

reach it on foot from his flat, he had to cross several 

run down immigrant districts and an industrial sewer 

some called a canal. In the warm morning air, he could 

already smell the ripe water.

Clutching his laptop, he walked on.

He stopped for a tea in a shabby Moroccan café. 

Birds darted about the tables, their energetic efforts at 

scavenging played out above silently prowling cats. The 

tea smelled strong and sweet; a breeze stirred through 

hanging rugs, and in the street, barefooted children 

kicked a deflated football against a derelict car.

He sipped the tea. His world slowed.

For a heartbeat, he thought he’d gone deaf  and 

then noticed the sounds he did hear were stretched and 

muffled.

The world ended not with a bang but rather a 

delicate evaporation, a pixel stolen here, there… fizzing 

away with the breeze.

Was he fainting? He’d heard people talk of  their 

vision getting dark, pinpoint spots, before totally 

blacking out. A blue flash burst through the darkening 

view, and a woman stepped from some sort of  room. 

Her dark hair hung in braids accentuating her graceful 

neck. Pierre’s gaze drifted up over the smooth skin, 

past her jaw, to fix steadily on her green eyes.

“You are a hard man to save. Missing your bus 

probably saved your life. It gave me a fixed location for 

extraction.” She hesitated, a spark in her eyes.

Shaken, Bragion’s defense mechanism forced 

flippancy, “Well, then I suppose I should count myself  

lucky,” he said.

“Are you always such a prevaricator Bragion?” She 

gave him another piercing look. “Saddle up; it’s time to 

save the world.”

“…sssssamson leaving.” Nonome’s pout was a 

calculated show, but Bragion sensed she was trying to 

be nice. He suspected her petulance was her way of  

coping with the hurt she must be feeling. He nodded 

to her before climbing past.

They were wretched. Thirty-seven survivors of  

a once teeming earth holed up in a cleft of  twisted 

space-time Samson had dubbed The Fold. So few, and 

since Samson had allowed himself  to be absorbed, 

one fewer. Shortly after Claus Samson and Arundhati 

Sharwee had ‘recruited’ him, Bragion realized he hadn’t 

quite had the ego necessary for the job. On Earth, his 

profession as a cosmologist had been as hopeless as 

his yearning for romantic passion. But once invested 

with the power to create worlds he had only before 

imagined, they had seen something else in him: a 

single-minded stubbornness that manifested as an 

unwillingness to let a promising world die.

Curot hooked him into a niche and passed him a 

flagon of  dragonpiss, their euphemistic name for the 

liquid nourishment they were supplied. Nourishment 

was the best that could be said about it. Bragion missed 

food. Soup, for example – simple but satisfying – a 

whole created out of  a potpourri of  seemingly random 

ingredients. Soup fed the body and the soul. Like love.

Bragion smiled at his friend. Curot’s scars 

contrasted with his gadget-supplemented flesh in 

a way that jarred – an atonal symphony, like a fine 

Stockhausen or a raunchy Xenaxis.

“What happened, Pierre?” Curot nudged him with 

a serrated wheel. It prickled.

“Don’t worry about it, René.” Bragion couldn’t 

suppress a sigh. “We’ll do better next time. At least 

I’ve learned more about initial conditions.”

“Want to tell me?” Curot drained his juice and 

chucked the empty behind him.

“It seems the less we do, the better it works.” 

Pierre glanced at the flask. “The more we tinker 

with our creations…” He gestured and the container 

sprouted tiny metallic wings that caused it to accelerate 



21www.portiris.com

as it sailed into an elliptical opening – the small mouth 

gaped and then closed on the way to nowhere. “…the 

faster everything falls apart.”

Curot frowned. “Who do you think they’ll single 

out this time?”

Bragion knew they had dissected each of  the worlds 

and were now ready to render their decision. But how 

or why they reached their verdicts was a mystery.

On the day this world ended, Bragion’s heart 

sunk further.  He’d sweated harder over this, his latest 

creation, only to see the relentless signs of  failure 

creeping forward.

Bragion’s fold-bubble hung in space, an 

incandescent whisper between moments. The fold-

bubble felt restrictive for two, yet it afforded more 

protection than a float and would provide a safe 

environment to observe the coming disaster. He could 

put up with the confinement for a longer examination 

of  the end.

Although he knew only hours remained, he 

felt proud to have pushed this one further than any 

previous creation. It wasn’t right. The beings were not 

human, yet they breathed, bred, loved, died, built and 

worshipped, thought and ultimately drew conclusions.

Zoomed retinal optics allowed him to view the 

slow moving lights near the planet. Small craft sailed 

between the worlds of  this system, powered by the 

light of  the sun; cargo ships built up huge accelerations 

with highly efficient ion drives, and farther out still lay 

their glory, their first Interstellar.

Behind him, Curot coughed. “You did well. There 

will be no complaint. Amongst the logic tree your work 

will be welcome.”

Bragion shook his head. “I don’t know. Look at 

Nonome. The judges dealt her a hard blow.”

“She’s still here though, isn’t she? She hasn’t been 

absorbed. Not like Samson”

He snorted in disgust. “How generous. They 

stripped her of  the ability to monitor her creations. All 

she has left is her generator. A reminder of  what she 

once had, a sour punishment for sure.”

“She interfered, tried to guide them.”

“And what about Samson before her? What had he 

done? Whatever it was, he clearly chose not to accept 

the same fate. But we’ll likely never know. None of  

those who have been absorbed have ever returned.” 

Bragion adjusted his optics again in irritation. “What’s 

a little meddling compared to our constant failure. Her 

world made progress, demonstrated potential.”

“I will not allow you to compare the wonderful 

achievement you have wrought here to Nonome’s last 

effort. You have used only your initial conditions, she 

on the other hand—”

“She tried, damn it. She wanted to go home.”

“We all want that.”

“Sometimes I think the judges forget.”

Curot gazed out into the void. “Look. It’s 

beginning.”

Bragion gazed directly into the sun, blood orange-

red in its dying minutes, his optics countering the 

brilliance. As he expected, the degradation could 

be more readily observed there. At first, the only 

indication of  change registered as a falling digital 

feed scrolling down his vision. Just numbers, he told 

himself, suppressing his angst, just think of  them as 

numbers. As the Big Fizz began in earnest, the figures 

sped by, and with a heavy sigh he removed them from 

his sight. Before him the sun began to dimple and 

flicker; motes of  darkness scurried across its surface. 

Quickly he glanced at the starship, saw engines ignite, 

and sensed the awesome power released as the huge 

ship pulled up out of  the shrinking sun’s gravity well. 

Too late my friends, too late.

The sun faded. Most of  the distant stars were 

already dead. Beneath them the world he’d created 

became gossamer, evaporating away to join the 

darkness. “This time I came close, Curot. But there’s 

something missing, some integral part of  the initial 

condition is missing.”

Curot sighed. “Time. Eternity. It dulls ambition, 

rips away our desires, and replaces them with a longing 

for rest. Even you must have felt its call. I’m not sure 

we can outrun its grasp.”

“That’s something we’ll have to overcome. My 

ambition’s not quite dead yet – it just smells funny. 

Perhaps others have better news.”
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Being a novice held pitfalls. Not long after Bragion’s 

arrival in The Fold, an offer of  cooperation came his 

way.

Morlac unsealed the cross-dimensional transport 

he had encased Bragion in and clasped him on the 

forearm to draw him out.

“Why have you brought me here, Morlac? Did I 

tread on your robe by mistake?”

Morlac’s smile resembled an upturned grimace. “I 

wanted to make sure we were away from prying eyes – 

and ears. The Fold is not well known for its respect of  

privacy or for its inaccessible recesses.”

Morlac moved away from him, swirling his 

midnight blue cape dramatically. The tiny virtual stars 

within it twinkled. He stopped after re-establishing 

a respectable private space between them. What his 

real name had been remained a mystery to Bragion; 

there’d been clues. He did know MOR stood for 

Mathematics of  Operations Research, an abbreviation 

from the computing literature, which had clearly been 

his specialty. He had also heard his last name was really 

du Lac, suggesting French ancestry.

Morlac was unquestionably a polymath in the true 

sense of  the word and a mathematical genius. He spoke 

at least a dozen languages fluently, some from Earth, 

others of  his own design. Most everyone credited him 

with creating the logic tree in the first place. Morlac, 

Samson and Sharwee had been hand-picked by the 

judges – they were the first recruits. Bragion knew it 

because Samson had told him, but he didn’t know why 

or what had happened at the beginning. How long 

ago had it been? Weren’t they all recruited more or 

less towards the end of  life as they all had known it? 

Samson and Sharwee never talked about beginnings. 

There must have been something highly unpleasant 

about it.

“I don’t appreciate being approached like this,” 

Bragion said,. “First, I’m whisked away in this thing, 

and then you say all you want is privacy. Couldn’t you 

have just asked to talk to me?”

“What is it you want the most, Monsieur Bragion? 

Or may I call you Pierre?”

Bragion shrugged off  his irritation. “Whatever you 

prefer. Names don’t really mean much here, do they?”

Morlac folded his arms into his cloak. “Ah, but 

they do. When everything else is taken, what do we 

have left of  ourselves but our names? They become 

who we are, don’t they?”

Bragion would have liked to look away, but the 

featureless plain where they stood held nothing to 

relieve its illusion of  seemingly infinite extension. 

Land. Sky. “I’ve given up on the idea of  going home, or 

even of  creating a new one, if  that’s what you mean.”

“I don’t mean any offense. I was truly curious.”

“I have a passion for the problem. The one we are 

all here to work on. What else is there?”

“Ambition takes an amazingly long time to die, 

Bragion. Especially if  it is fed, as ours is, by the desire 

for continued survival.” Morlac swirled his robe and 

pulled out a small model of  a rotating blue-white 

planet. “You could increase your options for survival 

by joining with me.”

A laugh escaped Bragion. “Sharwee wondered 

when you would make your move.”

“She is a smart woman in many ways but not one 

to pin your hopes on, my friend. Trust can be illusory.”

“Let me be the one to decide that. And friends? I 

don’t recall sharing any type of  exchange with you that 

would qualify our relationship as such. Are we through 

yet?”

“As you wish. But I urge you to think about it. You 

are new and still under Samson’s tutelage, but one ‘day’ 

soon you will also come before the judges.”

Morlac made a show of  puffing out his breath, 

sending his mini-Earth in Bragion’s direction.

“Keep this flimsy as a token of  my good intentions 

and for your own sense of  security, I suggest you create 

a private slice of  universe somewhere, as soon as you 

are able.”

The flimsy floated in slow motion and by the time 

it reached Bragion, had expanded to a dizzying shape 

that appeared to constantly pulse and change. Its size 

was as hard to grasp as its structure. Bragion was stuck 

with the limitations of  a race that had evolved to think 

in three spatial dimensions. The material at least looked 

familiar – a thin, tightly woven metal lattice.
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“Why do you call it a flimsy?” Bragion asked.

“Unlike your predilection for medieval poems, I 

have a fondness for twentieth-century literature. The 

name comes from a science fiction novel. The item in 

question was a means of  protection from the elements. 

It was also used to wrap the dead.”

“How do you know what I read?”

“Who do you think recruited you?”

Bragion tensed at Morlac’s confession. “I also read 

Moliere and Mistral. They were from later centuries.”

Morlac gestured again to the flimsy. “You may use 

this to find your way to a haven of  protection. If  and 

when you wish.”

Bragion let it envelope him and imagined he heard 

the sounds of  the sea as it swirled him away.

The logic tree vibrated, pent up anticipation 

causing the probabilistic quantum loops binding the 

structure together to alter both its grainy texture and 

produce visually stimulating, rippling waves of  light. 

Bragion, mesmerized as always, watched it.

The judges held power, and thus respect. Samson, 

Sharwee and Morlac had been rescued first – and 

Bragion knew the judges held them responsible. Their 

intrigues, devices and strategies were the meat upon 

which the judges fed. Sustained and satiated, they’d 

decide which universes showed promise, which results 

met their criteria. The judging process itself  engendered 

dread thinly laced with a more fragile emotion.

Hope.

Hope that they, the designers, had done something 

right, that they were getting closer.

And now, thick amongst the tension, Bragion 

sensed efforts were waning, all confidence fading in 

the idea of  ever producing the universe, the one they 

lost. Gazing around, Bragion felt a macroscopic-sized 

chunk of  doubt.

Too few, perhaps. But at first they believed they 

had time as a companion, eons to tinker and meddle 

with the foam of  rising universes they’d created—

“Penny.”

“Pardon?”

Curot smiled, “Your thoughts, a penny…”

Bragion shook his melancholy away, “Just the 

usual. There are always less of  us. I don’t see how we 

can succeed. It’s kind of  depressing.”

“More depressing than usual?”

“More reasons to be depressed.”

“More chances for us to get it right,” Curot said.

Curot’s sarcasm made Bragion laugh, but he cut it 

short as he looked down towards Morlac. He stared 

back. “It would be so easy to simulate some secret 

pocket of  time and space, one that would simulate 

Earth before our universe ended. We could live out 

our lives there, in some forgotten backwater, city or 

farm, or any damned place and forget about this. Why 

do we struggle on? No, don’t answer that—”

The virtual logic tree dimmed; its branches ceased 

their movement.

Engineers of  Creation. Back then Bragion thought 

it felt right, honorable and bold. But now, huddled in 

branches like their ancestral apes he couldn’t shake 

the pretension free: they’d been going at it completely 

wrong. And the judges, prodding with their rewards, 

meager as they were and far outweighed by the 

punishments – powers revoked, even less chances to 

succeed – had misread the enormity of  their task. Or 

perhaps not. Maybe the judges didn’t want them to 

succeed. The thought chilled Bragion, and he pushed 

it away.

Three bright orbs hung before the tree, their 

deific light spectrum-phasing. The implication of  the 

number was not lost on Bragion. Three held a sacred 

significance across various cultures and religions – he 

thought it was likely hard-wired. And what of  Samson? 

He had been part of  another trinity, the first chosen. 

After he had gone – been absorbed – Nonome stepped 

up, eager to take his place. The judges had slapped 

her down – hard. Bragion knew instinctively that the 

impotence caused by the removal of  her creational 

powers came hard. Although Nonome’s ambition fell 

by her own hand, the judges’ final twist of  allowing her 

to keep her intitial-conditions generator felt particularly 

cruel. Nonome had never recovered.

Bragion could almost hear unease settle, like the 

gentle hiss of  snowflakes falling, and felt the mood 

shift as he and the others waited.
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Curot leaned close, “It’s bad news. They never take 

this long.”

A voice, one and yet three voices boomed, “You 

are correct, Curot. Bad news.”

Curot’s servos wheezed and clicked.

Bragion said, “Curot, be still. Whatever the 

judgment, it will be as it is. Later we can talk about it.”

“If  there is a later.”

A strong breeze bent the tree. Bragion fought it, 

leaning forward. Morlac had created the tree. The 

judges wanted to show how easy it would be for them to 

topple it. Mind against mind. If  these beings even had 

minds. Bragion fought off  the scent of  dirt and sweat. 

The Fold, although part of  an infinite mass of  twisted 

dimensional spaces, retained a distinct odor, life’s odor. 

A sudden thought blossomed – it was not only too 

ambitious to try and create the perfect conditions, it 

was lunacy. Who and what were they trying to impress? 

He yearned for something simple and complete, gentle 

hands and a soft voice.

“Perhaps we will have some release from this 

torment,” he said to Curot.

The lit orbs wavered erratically, a low hum 

emanating from them. “We have made our decision.” 

The judges rose, their brilliance increasing. “In light of  

new information, we are terminating the project.”

The shuffling of  unease and shock registered as 

distant thunder, but Bragion now felt and heard only 

his blood surging through his veins. He felt lost and 

small like a little boy on the banks of  a dark great river.

Yet, over it all, a voice soared. “You do not have 

the right.”

Bragion listened, reached out to hear over the 

babble in the tree. Morlac had spoken. He stood to 

address the judges.

“You have pushed us to create, to be inventive in 

our efforts, to stretch boundaries and boot up myriad 

prospective universes We have poured our very souls 

into this, been crushed by guilt, forced to watch billions 

upon billions of  living, breathing creatures perish. Now 

you say it’s over, ended. What gives you the right?”

And there, in a dark corner of  a folded spatial 

dimension, Bragion understood, even as a flutter of  

dread coursed through him again. Indeed. What gave 

them the right to condemn species after species, to rip 

away all they achieved, all they can ever achieve.

The others began climbing down, and the sense of  

panic undulated through the tree. They were leaving, 

perhaps fleeing to places they held dear before The Fold 

collapsed. He wondered if  the floats still functioned. 

Grief  clouded his eyes in a mist he quickly wiped away. 

Perhaps there was time enough for one last life.

Bragion caught a glimpse of  Sharwee, a red-shifted 

silhouette. Broad, inviting hips and graceful arms aided 

her swing into the time stream. Melancholy crept in, 

the mental pressure hard to resist.

It had all been a game. He felt betrayed.

Bastards.

He reached for the pocket, a momentary panic 

ensued when he didn’t find it right away. But it was still 

there. Bragion pulled out Morlac’s flimsy, unfolded it 

and let it take him to the secret place he had long ago 

imagined.

He sat by her bedside and held her hand, the skin 

flaky and hard, flecked with spots. No matter. At least 

she wasn’t alone. It was time he could spare.

“Pierre, you have been a good son.”

“Oui, Maman.”

“Take care of  my garden, will you?”

He folded her frail hand in both of  his. She closed 

her eyes.

He had only needed to tweak a few parameters to 

arrange for this existence, the only son of  a moderately 

wealthy widow. Bragion thought about how he would 

spend his next years. Tend the garden, yes. Find 

someone to love. Even a former master of  space and 

time needed enough resources for soup.

She had olive skin, perfect, smooth, matched by 

dark eyes holding the promise he had long sought. She 

also had a husband with a title, a large country estate, 

and a reputation to uphold. Bragion suffered the role 

of  chivalrous lover. Not only was it a role he felt born 

to play, this would be his last and only chance.

The only deception was the one he perpetrated 

on himself. He, Bragion. Coward. What a fool he’d 

been. He had fled the time stream, no different than 
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the others. The loss made his soul ache, knowing he 

had gotten so close. Could he have changed anything? 

At least it would have been worth it to try, to find out. 

Perhaps, with Sharwee’s help. And Curot.

Alix, the woman he had chosen as the object of  

his courtly love, spent most of  her time in the rabbit 

hole of  her vast manor. Bragion knew she would never 

come to him, would only bestow her favors in the 

truest sense of  the courtly tradition – a stolen kiss in 

a dark corner at one of  her husband’s many banquets 

or with half-lidded glances in his well-tended garden. 

The declaration of  her love was a lace handkerchief  

fluttering over a sweetly perfumed décolletée.

Bragion tried to convince himself  he was happy. In 

truth, he was miserable. Living the dream he had always 

nursed, of  living in a time and place where romance 

held sway among the sweet-smelling growth of  nature, 

had not turned out to be as desirable as he had once 

thought. He clipped dead branches from the gray-

violet climbing rose he had let clamber unrestrained 

through the more fragile clematis and white jasmine 

and didn’t hear the approach.

“You have been hard to track down, Monsieur.”

Bragion started at the voice, pricking his finger on 

the stem he had been trimming.

He stumbled as he stood, reluctant to let the dream 

of  his life slip away so easily. “Morlac. Don’t you have 

your own hopeless existence to lead somewhere?”

“No, and neither do you.”

“What?”

“Come with me. Now, si’l vous plait. We have work 

to do.”

Bragion sucked on the snagged finger, tasted sweet 

blood – Life.

“Why should I?”

“Because there is nothing left here for you.”

The thorns of  panic pierced Bragion, raked his 

chest and made breathing difficult. “What have you 

done to her?”

“It wasn’t me. I assure you.”

“No!”

“Monsieur Bragion, wait—”

But Bragion didn’t stay to hear him, flinging the 

shears as he raced away, up the road to the manor house. 

Courtly love was by definition unequally requited, but 

it was love all the same.

Alix lay on her bed. Her attendants fluttered near 

her but hid their faces.

“Alix, mon coeur. Please, you must try to stay with 

me.”

“Look after your garden, Pierre? For me?”

He gripped her hand; his lips brushed her skin. So 

soft, but clammy. He had never realized how very frail 

she was.

Morlac waited for him on the featureless plain 

where they’d met all those years ago. He had on a 

threadbare traveler’s cloak and soft leather boots. The 

plain had acquired a jagged aspect. It appeared tilted. 

Land. Sky. Helter-skelter.

“Want to tell me now why you dragged me from my 

few years of  peaceful existence? Are you so bored?”

Morlac’s demeanor had changed dramatically. He 

seemed as vital as ever, bright dark eyes and sharp chin, 

but instead of  arrogance, he projected eagerness. And 

his focus had, if  anything, increased. For some reason, 

he reminded Bragion of  a nomad, and he thought 

back to the urchins he’d seen playing ball on the day 

the earth evaporated into the aether.

“What do you think actually happened?”

The question took Bragion by surprise “We either 

failed to please the judges or lost our drive to create.”

Morlac snorted. “Oh, yes. Our creations. Think 

hard, Pierre. What did we create, exactly?”

Bragion had fled the ruins of  the logic tree in 

order to avoid thinking about that very question. But 

he did have an answer; one he had come to realize 

was true but also one he had felt powerless to change. 

“What they wanted us to create was merely fodder for 

their own dreams. All to be absorbed, like we would 

eventually have been absorbed.”

“Excellent. Now take it a step further. Where did 

‘we’ come from?”

Bragion had spent many a subjective millennia 

debating this with himself. It was both the central 

mystery and the answer to finding a way to reproduce 

their world or at least a facsimile reasonable enough 
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to allow them all to exist within it. “Someone got the 

initial conditions right. Voila!”

“Not quite.” Morlac gestured toward the cracked 

mosaic of  sky and land in front of  them. “We weren’t 

engineered, we just were. They didn’t want to risk that 

happening again.”

Bragion adjusted the tie holding back his hair. He 

had let it grow long again at last. “What purpose would 

that serve, then?”

“They consumed universes. Perhaps ours came 

first, but they had a plan for their continued sustenance. 

Us. First, uncreate that which was not created to begin 

with. Then supply a modicum of  new material to repeat 

the process. This time in a controlled experiment. Over 

and over, satiating themselves from our efforts”

“Our universe wasn’t even close to heat death. 

Who engineered that?”

“We did. Samson, Sharwee, and me.  The judges’ 

offer of  unlimited time and power to create new 

universes was…irresistible. It shames me, and I want 

to redress my actions.”

“It’s a little late for that. Your last-minute defiance 

of  the judges’ rendering was admirable but absolutely 

hopeless. Besides that, you gave me the flimsy as a 

means to retreat to my own private world and then 

you…you just wiped it out. That’s a clever way of  

gaining my trust.”

Morlac shrugged. “Nevertheless, I am sincere.

Bragion sneered. “The three of  you set yourself  up 

as Gods playing dice with the universe?”

“Yes, but with loaded dice. As I said, I regret my 

actions.”

“So where is Sharwee, then? Why isn’t she here to 

complete the threesome?””

Morlac flung his cape behind his shoulders. He 

again floated the small earthlike sphere above his 

outstretched hand, a vision of  white clouds and an 

aesthetically pleasing mixture of  blue and green. “She’s 

with Samson.”

“She let herself  be absorbed?”

“No. They’ve gone elsewhere. I haven’t been able 

to locate either of  them. But it doesn’t matter as long 

as they leave us be.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“Sharwee has nothing in her heart but selfishness. 

Her flirtations were merely a game to further her 

ambition.  She played up to you as long as it served her 

purpose. As soon as you started to figure things out, 

you were no longer useful to them.”

“What about you? Weren’t you useful to them?”

Morlac shifted the sphere from one hand to the 

other. “Samson and Sharwee have created a place 

where they can further their own plans. Perhaps I 

could have found them if  I’d really tried, but finding 

you has tired me out. I don’t want the complications. 

And neither do you.

Bragion snorted. “Right.” He watched the 

miniature sphere rotate, a small but significant tilt to 

its axis. Morlac had tried to warn Bragion early on, but 

he had still been dazzled by Sharwee, had trusted her. 

She had left him without a backward glance.

Now here was Morlac, offering hope. “So what 

were we supposed to create? Failures? Of  course, we 

were supposed to fail. How utterly romantic.”

“Yes.”

“But we almost had it figured out.“Bragion stared 

at Morlac, hiding his anger – and his distrust. There 

would be time enough to nurture those emotions later. 

“What do you want now, Morlac?”

“My name is Joseph du Lac. Call me Jo.”

“Jo.”

“Pierre.”

The two men stood not quite head to head, since 

Joseph du Lac was at least a head shorter than Pierre 

Bragion.

Joseph spoke. “Shall we give the universe a chance 

to right itself ?”

Pierre gestured to the fractal landscape. “D’accord. 

But this is a pitiful origin.”

“Oui. But it’s better than nothing.”

“You start. I’ll make some soup.”


