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The eight-book SRU series, plus the collection excerpted from them—The Deadly Caretakers—all took place in another universe.  The last three of the books comprise the subseries, “The Lost Oracle,” with all three designed to be non-public.  The first five explain why.  However, thanks to a tiny loophole, it is possible to publish excerpts from them.  To that end, the covers of TLO-1 and TLO-2 show up as the covers for this diptych.

This, the Caretakers sequel, takes place in our universe, but there appears to be...leakage...into ours from that other one...?!?  How?  In that other Universe, they speculated it had something to do with The Builders.  Exactly the timewave or even chronological order is often speculative.

Who knows how the aether operates?  It is as if some world’s noosphere was “juiced” by an invisible hand and poured into my pen.  Put another way, I am largely remote viewing into an aetheric story window—a literary peeper—then trying to make sense of what I saw to finally write down my contrived narrative into a published gossip column.

It is more art than science.  I collect a bunch of puzzle pieces from dreams, conversations, even some “pillow talk.”  [Blush.]  Then, I do my best to glue it all together in a way that makes sense, is one hundred percent fictional, yet abstractly still tells the essence of the story.  That takes some literary license plus conjecture at times to fill in the gaps.  Yes, names and locations and other details have been contrived to protect the guilty.

Then there’s Paula and “fucking Dunn,” as she calls him.  Somehow, I have been pulled into the story that first punctured our Universe, appearing on my coffee table years ago.  I have faithfully tried to reproduce those books and publish them under the same pseudonym that Rose Samuel used [a man’s name to help her get published], but the “leakage” did not stop there.  This one must be written in my own name; it is my story.  Please respect my privacy.  Welcome to the Scout Report Universe (SRU).

~ Erika Denkle
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As I sit here writing in my journal, my emotions are profound.  Seryina and I both are ancient, having lived through so much change.  We lived in Dejchenauw for two hundred and eight years, and even the city Soryana’s Navel (which is tiny compared to Dejchenauw) for three hundred and one.  Dejchenauw was an amazing chapter in my life, where my research hopefully advanced our hue-men condition.  Now we are back here, letting it end as it began.  We camp near The Navel and house hop in her nearby city.  Next summer we plan to take what may be our last trip home across the Shining Mountains to the Piceance community of my youth, my hometown of Wolf on the other side.  

Scientists now are saying that at the current rate of deceleration, the Universe will cease its expansion in five to twenty thousand years.  I have already lived two hundred circles longer than was the average when I was born.  Those born today...?  We do not even guess at how long they could live.  They might even be the last generation, if my hypothesis is proven true about what happens when the expansion stops.

Then the day came, and that day was ninety-five days ago.  That amazing one I came to learn is actually my ancient friend—Grey Wolf—has left the planet.  Having eaten his death many times over many lives, I ʄeel I ɮnow something unspoken (were that he could talk hue-men).  Something was communicated directly through our soul connection, though I could never prove that to anyone.  I believe his instances are withdrawing from the entire Universe, that their job is done.  They are returning Home.  

You will forgive the salty stains on the paper, brothers and sisters.  This is my first attempt to talk about it. My soul has been hemorrhaging at the loss.  I was inconsolable and would not eat at all for the first three weeks.  You see, he could not return on his own.  That seems to be the law.  

We had spent the last several days before that, hiking near Soryana’s Navel and enjoying each other’s company.  I HAD NO IDEA HE WAS SAYING FAREWELL.

They were the best days.  The weather was impeccably crisp and clean, the atypically non-humid air and modest heat not at all oppressive.  Our great relatives of the high jungle were fat and happy off carrion.  The great cats and other mammalian predators were treating hue-men as friends.  Babies of all kinds could be seen running through the tall grass with that gorgeous glimmer of pure hope and joy in their eyes.  

That morning was so beautiful.  A brilliant Sunnrise.  The jungle was alive with birds and insects.  Friendly-warm, salty air blowing in from the sea’s marshy areas west of The Navel.  It was so peaceful.  Truly, Hevin was near.

Grey Wolf had been running among the people for several days like he was not a wild beast, giving Seryina and others kisses and letting them brush his fur.  They gave him food and all sorts of attention and love.  They threw handfuls of flowers at him and sang.  Sometimes that happens, where friendship from one of our cousins simply triggers something of an impromptu celebration in us.  Maybe we are always looking for an excuse to celebrate?  I don’t know.  But everyone was celebrating Grey Wolf’s friendship for days.  His pack was in the area, but out of sight.

At noon that day, we were alone on a windblown barren hilltop north of The Navel.  Back so long ago, when Saturnos and Rhea had visited Irth, my true mother’s family witnessed their arrival from that hill.  Those beloved uncommon Croni left Irth many years later, about a hundred years ago.  I would love to see them again...but that is not why I write today.  

A shimmering portal beyond my understanding opened up near him while he was lying down.  He was staring warmly at me while I prepared lunch when I saw it appear.  He gave me that one long glance.  Then, he became aware of the portal and leapt up, running to it!  He stared into it and could see something unimaginable, it seemed.

It was like the joy of a puppy, so beautiful.  Yet, I was horribly offended.  It has taken me a good while to understand my ʄeelings.  There he was, whimpering and whining with joy and clawing at the ground and air.  His big tail was more animated than I have ever seen it.  In an instant, I was completely forgotten.  After all we have been through.

I suppose I considered us family.

But in that moment, it became clear that at best Irth—me—and Grey Wolf were only friendly traveling companions.  When his actual family arrived, his attention and all his heart immediately returned to them.  And he was beyond joy to finally be reunited!

It seemed at first glance that all he had to do was run through the portal, which was about four or five meters tall.  I was both afraid and curious to look into it.  I took little terrified glances but could see nothing except a silvery shimmer.  He saw something, though.  His eyes were tracking something.  There is something else to tell you, too.  Grey Wolf is deaf.  But not on that day.  His ears were working overtime.  He was listening to celestial beauty I cannot imagine, ɧearing everything, ɧearing his beloved(s).  Perhaps they were singing to him...?  No, he never was deaf.  I am the deaf one.  He always could only ɧear that realm, ɧear everything that is real, hear his true Master.

I yelled to him, “Go on through, then, brother!” and waved forward, telling him to leap.  (There probably was bitterness in my voice.)  He ignored me and would not even look my way.

I was trying to make sense of all this.  The shimmer was silent.  Zero sound from the portal, just the pained whines of wolf joy.  Someone might have thought Grey Wolf was being tortured, from the sound of it, haha!  Back when I was a sin eater (some say we hold that role for life), I ŧouched the time that never was, many times.  This had that ʄeel, like I had once had an encounter with that portal in that never happened time.  

Then I ɮnew Grey Wolf’s dilemma.

To look away, would be to insult...nothing less than an insult to Glory Itself!  To try and step into it was to disqualify himself.  You see, how could one leave their loves behind and still be worthy?  So, on that day, my dear and noble friend was beckoned to return home.  Yet—bound by that infinitely wise Solon—all he could do is stand there and stare into it.  His great feathered tail sometimes hung loosely to almost touch the rich red dirt of that hill, and at other times it danced in the air.

Brothers and sisters, in that moment I ɮnew what I had to do.  But it broke my heart.  I ran over, and not daring to look into that glorious and terrible portal...it was all I could do...I scooped his hind legs and shoved him forward as hard as I could.  

There was no noise.  No nothing.  I felt him fall away like over a cliff.  I fell away to the side into nothing but dirt.  There was no portal and no Grey Wolf.  It was as if he had never existed.

How can I describe the loss?  When loved ones transition, they still remain in your heart.  They still are in the matrix of the planet’s ɑwareness, after all.  Their ɑwareness does not leave the Universe.  Their essence plays out in new life one way or another.  They are still right here.

But this was something else.  All of him is gathering, leaving the Universe.  I know it.  There is no point in making a point of telling others, but they will never see another wolf on this planet after this generation.  All that is left of Wolf, is the changes to our ɑwareness, the lessons and imprint he left on the soul of this Universe, the noble wolfishness we are now able to project.  He changed us, he added something we needed.  Now, Wolf is gone.  We must fill that role, we must project Wolf into the world.

I try to console myself that he remains a friend in that other realm, remains entangled with my soul, and that one fine day we will see each other again.  But I grieve so deeply.  

For weeks I would not eat, as I said.  In fact, Soryana’s Family found me on that hill, and I do not even remember it.  A call went out and two sin eaters arrived several days later to help ɧeal me.  They carried me to the center of The Navel and let Soryana herself do what she may.  

She sang to me, like a mother with her baby!  She fed me with her soul.  She helped me understand, but I still feel crippled.

Oh, it has taken time to dig out the jealousy I ʄelt at how he seemingly dropped us, believe me.  But I now ɮnow if he did not have love for us, he would have been able to walk through the portal on his own.  Plus, he gave me a parting gift.  An understanding of the joy that awaits all of life one fine day.  It was not only his joy, but our joy he was showing me.

The other elders of Piceance will surely have insights.  I know the legends well, learned directly from Soryana herself by ancient ƨeers.  In fact, I have helped write new legends.  In a time that never was, there was the great ɧealer, The One...Infinite Love.  That One wielded a needle like a surgeon to sew two realms together, the “thread” was also a channel.  That needle is Wolf, so the many stories tell.  Once the channel was forged, Infinite Glory came down into and through the needle—becoming The Spear of Hevin.  It struck Irth from skin to innermost core, right at Soryana’s Navel and dispersed the death shadow so that Infinite Life—Our Mother—could enter this realm and lead us Home.  

I want to celebrate this great milestone completed...and yet...I still grieve.  As I write, the emanations of Soryana Herself come to me, though I am not at the Navel. Perhaps she heard me howling to the sky in my grief:
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— One must lead and one must follow. This time, he leads.
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This shall require some pondering.


~ Soaring Raven, of SRU
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Death Takes a Friend
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“Sometimes love will test us.  We either must let it go...or follow it somewhere we do not belong.”

~ Rose Samuel, of SRU






July 13th

He always knew he had a daemon, but in fairness, so did Socrates.  It was simply his shadow side, he had reasoned, and made peace with it.  Over the years, it had evolved.  For a long time, when he focused his attention on it, what he saw in his third eye was a dark shadow with horns.  Those had evolved into batman-esque ears pointing upward.  It was always a darkness, and there was no way to communicate with it in words.  It has no name, as a feral coyote has no name.  It contrasted nicely with another side of himself that he could not see—the side doing the seeing—the good, well-lit side.

One other thing Jerry Dunn had tried, was to figure out a way to interact or make use of this feature of his soul-scape.  Socrates had figured out that his daemon always in some way let him know what not to do.  Though the jury was out on whether taking a daemon’s direction had been a smart life hack—no one can deny Socrates’ impact on philosophy nor the fact that everyone knows his name millennia later.  So there’s that, he had thought, while reading an online synopsis that had crossed his newsfeed.  Jerry is not known for his reading, and a minute or two of online perusal was it.

By the time Jerry reached his current age of fifty-three, he had also experienced the shadow wings many times over decades.  In other words, instead of seeing the shadow, he could change his point of view and be the shadow.  And have wings.  He can stretch the wings open and even fly.  Then, he tucks them back in.  He does not have to be dreaming, or in an altered state of consciousness.  He can make this perceptual shift anytime, as long as he is reasonably rested and unstressed.  Even though the wings are invisible, he can then feel them.  So now what?  It seemed to him to be the most useless of abilities for making a buck, simply exercising idle imagination.  Surely.

He never said a word of it to anyone.  This led him to wonder constantly about the unspoken inner homunculus or dreaming body lives of others: Are theirs crazy like this too?
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Having worked at the strip mine in this small Colorado town for decades—since his twenties, it is fair to call Jerry a “company man.”  His job—vehicle mechanic—is not the grandest, but it does afford him a decent house for his once-lovely Amer-Indian wife.  Also, if you are going to be an alcoholic, it is good form to only drink the good stuff.  That way, you can say you are a “Scotch Aficionado.”  That sounds better than “Booze Hound.”  Himself, a mixture of Italian, English, and Eastern European, he has dark-toned skin and big, smooth arms—muscular, but “uncut” because of layers of fat over the muscle.

He has a small office, and he is careful to not over-clean it, or give the impression that he is a damn bureaucrat.  ‘Murika: God, Guns, and Glory—that is his credo.  He has a big Skilcraft toolbox on wheels in one corner.  There is a greasy dispenser on the wall—usually empty—of grease remover.  Also, a first-aid kit is kept stocked, mainly with rubbing alcohol, antibiotic, and bandages.  The linoleum floor is scratched and marked up, with grubby baseboards and corners.  A few tools and parts are always on top of the desk.  The fluorescent lights flicker from a tube he can never find time to replace.  Though his seniority bought him supervisory responsibility, it always seemed demeaning to ask even the janitor to replace a mechanic’s light bulb.  “Fucking embarrassing—I’ll get to it,” is what he tells his wife, Janey, whenever she comes to visit him.

For the last couple of weeks, his one “popular” friend from high school had been going through an ordeal.  They had seen each other at the last couple of reunions.  Karl Ivy had been the “total package” back then: gifted athlete in football, basketball, track, wrestling—all of them.  He was the #2 athlete for their class.  He was also the #2 academic scholar, able to solve math problems mentally almost as fast as the top nerd.  And somehow—miraculously—Jerry was his close friend back then, even though neither athlete nor nerd.  Jerry is a nobody.  

Karl had a certain savoir faire and a swagger.  A confidence.  He moved with smoothness and spoke in relaxed yet playful, dulcet tones.  He had everything under control, everything was going to be awesome today.  That is how Jerry felt around him, anyway.  “Dunnn!  How’s it goin’,” he would say.  It made Jerry perk up just to be recognized by him.  In contrast, the #1 athlete—Vance Hornette—fulfilled every asshole jock stereotype, and he in fact had bullied Jerry in the elementary school days all the way into his sophomore year in high school.  Something changed after that year, and Jerry had always suspected that Karl had something to do with it.  Vance ignored him from then on.

Jerry had grown up without a father, but he has always been close to his mother, Cora, and older sister, Penelope.  But he never could share his failures with them, for a simple reason: image.  He had to maintain his macho image.  One of those failures involved his friend Karl.  

Back in their senior year, the day had come when Karl needed a friend.  It was a fight between Karl and a big, surly stoner named, “Ray,” who had only joined the class the year before.  It all happened in the lobby of the high school, and Jerry was right there.  He saw the whole thing.  Karl was stronger, smarter, and the better athlete...the all-round better human being.  Ray was meaner, packed with envy and jealousy, and not weak.  They were tossing each other around and it was not the easy victory everyone had come to expect from Karl.  

This was adulthood sticking the tip all the way in, and apropos, Karl’s good friend stood on the sideline—watching.  In fairness, Jerry felt disempowered.  He had not come into his own, yet.  The bullying, in part, had worked its magic.  But it is what it is.  His friend needed him, and he stood there as an observer.  He thought of this sometimes, while drinking his Scotch.  Would that he could go back, and jump on that fool Mexican’s back, pounding his kidneys and liver, choking him while Karl kneaded his shit-filled brain pan with his meaty fists.  He knows now that there are no rules.  He knows now that Karl would have been a close friend for life, if that pivotal moment had pivoted differently.  But it did not.  He had stood there, afraid to engage.  And they drifted apart after that fight that basically ended in a bloody-nosed tie.  For Karl the class president, a tie was equivalent to a loss.  In fairness, other friends also watched...but in some way Jerry had always felt that it was his inaction that hurt Karl the most.

After high school, things went downhill for Karl.  He was lost for a long time, night club co-owner [read: dive joint] in California, this little job then that little job.  Karl.  Arguably the best of their class.  He was one of those people that peaked during high school and then floundered in the Real World.  

Fifteen years ago, Jerry had taken a trip to Moab, Utah—he was getting more into “rock crawling” with his custom rigs.  The thinking was that it would be a fun community to grow into with his thirteen-years-old son, Ruger.  Along the way, he had stopped in Grand Vista—some one hundred and fifty miles from his sleepy hometown of Keener, Colorado.  “The Vista” was where Karl was living—in his parent’s basement.  

They chatted under a big weeping willow in the backyard, and Karl had lots of questions about his customized Jeep Grand Cherokee.  It was not some outrageous, $100K rock crawling rig, but it had Jerry’s heart and soul all through it, and Karl seemed genuinely impressed.

“You’ve come a long way from high school,” Karl mused, as he drank his Johnny Walker whiskey.  He had put a large glass of it in Jerry’s hands, and the two were sipping it together.  “So what’s new in Keener, Dunn?”

“Same ol’.  ‘Murika!” Ha!  They both laughed.  “You ever see Toni?”

Karl pulled a face that suggested chagrin and that he was over that chapter of having a crush on her.  However, he had never married.

“You two were pretty hot on each other back in the day.  I remember that time you were sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall.  A bunch of us were, waiting on start of classes in the morning, right?  There in the lobby?  She came walking over and stood in front of you, said hello...you probably don’t remember.  I sure do.  She was the girl we all wanted, you know that.  Anyways, you say, ‘Hey Toni,’ and run a finger up the uh, inseam of her jeans, all the way to her vag before she figures out what you were doing.  Hahaha!  That was something.  And she just laughed it off.  These days, it’s probably to the Gulag for anyone.  But no one else could have pulled that off, even back then.  Impressed the hell out of me.”  He raised his glass in a salute, and Karl clanked his together.

“Good times for sure.  Been really struggling though, not gonna lie.  Helped run this little dive club in Oceanside for a while.  It was a good job, really liked it actually.  Had some ownership.  Easy gig, good money.  But after a few years, burned out, time to move on.  Came back here with Mom and Dad.”

“So what are you gonna do next?”

“Well....”  Karl looked up at him through his eyebrows, suggesting he was going to say something unbelievable.  “I’m thinking of going to medical school.”

That did strike Jerry as far-fetched, being so late in life.  

“Huh.  Well, how about that?” was all he could say.  He had enough years under his belt to put little weight on what people were gonna do.  It actually was somewhat a disappointment, in the sense that it struck him as grandiose (not a word he would use, though), and deluded.  He expected better than gonna do from Karl.  

They chatted and sipped whiskey for a couple hours.  At one point, Karl raised his glass and said, “I love you, Jerry.”  It was a “no-homo, I love you, maaan” moment in the Keener vernacular of the time, but it stunned and touched Jerry deeply—totally a surprise.  It was another of those pivotal moments.  He squeezed out, “Back atcha, man,” and the moment was gone.  He could have said so much more, could have apologized for not jumping into that fight with Ray—but that never even occurred to him.  He did not see the moment coming, and never had learned how to share heart-felt emotions with other men—anyone, really, even his high-school sweetheart wife.  Image is everything.

Fast forward to the two reunions.  One was at the halfway mark, between traditional ten-year increments.  It was hard to believe, but they had been to their twenty-five and thirty-year reunions.  Their thirty-fifth had been last month, but neither Karl nor Jerry had made it—that asshole Vance, the #1 athlete, was going to be there, ruining it for Jerry.  His sister had been whining on social media, saying he was butt-hurt that no one had invited him to previous ones.  He had to have an invitation, and none were forthcoming.  Karl, in contrast, needed no invite but received many—was properly begged—even by nerds and geeks.

At the thirtieth, Karl was sporting a new—and much younger—Russian wife [that is how she was billed at the time].  And he was a doctor, a pediatrician living in Phoenix, in a big house with an indoor therapy pool, gym, and ten-seat theater.  At the thirty-fifth, they now had a four-year-old daughter, Callie.  But now Karl had blotchy discolorations on his skin and a long scar running along the inside of his left forearm.  It was not clear as to the cause.

Jerry and Karl talked at length about his time in medical school and how he had built up his very own clinic with several nurses that had followed him over from where he had started to practice.  He had attracted several other pediatric specialists to join it, too, and now it was a fairly big practice.  He was proud to be able to say these things about his life, and Jerry was happy to hear them.  Then, the subject of the blotches came up.

“I’ve had them for a while,” Karl said, dismissively.  Something about his demeanor did not allow for questioning.  He had a pre-written script.  His wife, Hannah, smiled supportively as she sat at his left side.  

“It was a lung issue, and they could not figure out what it was.  Then, a colleague of mine who specializes in infectious diseases, said he thought it was a fungus carried by ticks out east.  Got tested for that...sure enough.”

Jerry nodded, appreciatively.  It is the nod he gives when he is not challenging someone’s story...but he knows it is a story.  It did not ring true.  He considered this ability to recognize a lie to be his primary “super power.”

And that was that.  Karl treated it as a minor thing, and they moved on.  Now, five years later, it was not clear if there was a connection or not, but Karl had become gravely ill just after Memorial day, weeks before the reunion.  He had been camping with his [by all appearances] lovely family, at Maroon Bells, near Aspen.  He had had to be evacuated.  No other information was available.  

Then came news a couple weeks ago that multiple surgeries and units of blood had been required.  On the fifth, there was another surgery to irrigate the abdominal cavity, and more blood.

Then, on the seventh, Karl was gone.  Today, almost a week later, Jerry heard the news.  

A million questions remained for Jerry, but all Hannah would tell him was that he had died from “multiple organ failure.”  This made little sense, Jerry reasoned, because surely every living creature in the Universe that had multiple organs could not die without multiple organ failure during the process.  It answered the question without answering anything.  It seemed evasive.

––––––––
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July 15th 

Then, Janey happened to do a Google search on Karl.  What she found was stunning.  Just before the last Christmas, there had been a major police confrontation at his house.  There were adult step-children involved [no one in Karl’s circle of high school friends had even heard of the other children, only the little girl of theirs].  A drunken quarrel with a neighbor.  A bloody wife.  A struggle over a gun.  Police with guns, rubber bullets, and an extra-bitey police dog all were involved.  Karl had been bitten by the dog and taken into custody.  He had lost his beloved practice in the fallout, the one he worked so hard for, over an apparent trivial dispute with a neighbor.  Something about Christmas decorations.  

“Obviously that was not the real issue,” Jerry had commented to Janey.  The police report mentioned repeated calls for domestic violence and struggling with little Ukrainian Ganna-not-Hannah over a gun.  It was not clear if she was trying to take it from big Karl or big Karl was trying to take it from her.  

Had Karl been shot? he had to wonder.  Sounds like sepsis.  Large dildo in the butt...?  Stepson with knife...?  Who knows?  

“The problem with keeping secrets, is people have to fill in the gaps,” Janey had mused at the time.  She fixates on things and had woken up pondering the issue.  “Could even be he swallowed a metal strand from a scrubbie.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Jerry asked her.  He let his gaze assess her from head to toes, as she got out of bed.  He was already up and dressing for work.  She is tall, with mostly grey hair, and no makeup.  She has packed on a bit of weight but somehow kept her flat butt and is no longer the lithe girl he had showed off back in the day.  Her skin is no longer smooth and taut, either, and her small breasts figured out a way to droop.  But she’s still his love.  That wild Injun heart and soul of hers—has always been the main turn-on, he thought, with no small satisfaction.  ...Lucky man....  

She grinned at him, almost reading his mind.  “Whaat...?” she asked.

He looked into her eyes.  “I love you, Hon.  What are you talking about with scrubbies?”

“Oh!  All sorts of shit happens.  Read about this woman who went to get an MRI.  Got her bowels all cut up, got sepsis and nearly died, because she washed her own dishes.  What I’ve been telling you, it’s not safe.  Yeah!  A strand of a scrubbie came off in a pan, she cooked food in the pan, ate that stainless-steel strand, then got an MRI.  Was like she swallowed a razor blade!  She bought a dishwasher after all that.”

“Jesus!  Well that’s an awful image in my brain.  Can’t unthink that one.  Thanks, Hon.  Great way to start the day.”

“Just sayin.’ We have no idea what the story is.”

All he knew for sure, was that Hannah—Ganna—was hiding information.  For example, she went by a fake name, probably to fit in better in the U.S.  Fair.  Further, she was from Ukraine and not Russia.  And she had multiple other kids from one or more other men.  For some reason, the kids were kept an utter secret from Karl’s friends.

The plot had thickened.

He canceled plans to attend the services.  It would be a long, expensive, drive to support a woman that for all he knew was complicit in Karl’s deconstruction and death.  Out of solidarity, he could not support her without getting some answers.  But their beautiful little girl...?  Gotta help ‘em through life, he knew.  

In the break room at work, he had thrown a question into the air: “Any of you idiots ever see a good man get destroyed?”

“You’d have to be a good man, to start with,” Kayla offered, derisively.

“Not talking about me, Dingus,” he responded.  “You didn’t hear?  My good friend Karl died....”  He glanced at her, then offered some grace.  “No, it’s not like that.  Look.  It’s just that he was the best of my class, and things went to shit on him.  I don’t get it, is all...trying to sort it.”

“Your age?” Kayla asked, trying to resurrect herself.  “Maybe he had health issues.”

“Christ.  Why do I bother,” Jerry said, looking up at the fluorescent lights.  The flickering reminded him that he needed to replace a bulb in his office.  He scratched his short salt-and-pepper hair and replaced his grubby baseball cap.  His oily, olive-complected face was smooth and free of wrinkles.

“He had a mail-order bride made in Ukraine, found out that much.  And some adult step kids that hated him.  I’m thinking it was the family drama that did it.  ...We lost a good one, folks....”

“Yin-Yang Trap,” offered Paula.

“Jesus, did I ask for some hippie philosophy?” Jerry shot back gruffly, but with a warm smile that could not belie affection.

“Hey, reading is fundamental,” she responded.  It drew a twitter from the group.  It was common knowledge that Jerry hates all things made of paper.  “It’s from the Scout Report Universe—well, a blog anyway—not my own shit.  Women and men are from opposite sides of the whole, and by nature try to extinguish the other side.  The Yin wants to turn Yang into Yin, and vice versa.  Like that.”

“Like battle of the sexes, shit?” lanky Tom asked, suddenly interested enough to stop eating his apple and say something.  

“Kinda.  There’s different traps we can fall into: dependence on others, debt, and so on.  Yin-Yang trap is one of them.  Happens a lot, especially when older men marry younger hot wives and have kids with them.  He lived in Arizona, right?  Is that a community property state?”

“I dunno,” Jerry said.  He did a search on his smartphone.  “...Yup.”

“Yin-Yang Trap.  Ok.  So, once he got married, things got all legal, right?  And then this bitch moves in...so now he can’t kick her out without going all due process, right?  See?  He can’t get away from her...the trap closes....”  She looked around, slowly, letting the words sink in for her meager audience.  “And then they have a kid together.  He’s stuck.  He has to take her crazy shit, but she does not have to take his.  Riiight?  You get it?  No way to keep things balanced.  She forces his Alpha Yang into Yin, and that destroys him.  He can’t push back ‘cuz his Yang energy leaves bruises—society don’t allow it—but her Yin does not.  See?  He could not balance her out—society cut Yang’s balls off.  But he never surrendered, see...?  Get it?  He went down with the ship.  Scout Report philosophy lays shit like that out, but you’ll never know cuz you don’t know how to read for shit...Boss.”

“But she’s a woman.  Aren’t you all Yin too?” Tom asked.

“Well yeah.  It’s easier when you’re younger.  But tell you what, big fan of Together Living Apart, honestly.  I don’t want some dude’s Big Daddy Yang energy punching on my cute little face, trying to turn me.”

“Huh?  ...Together Living a-what...?” Jerry asked.

“You’re in a committed relationship, but you both have different houses.  See, if your friend had been smart enough to not get married in Arizona?  And if he had kept that bitch out of his house?  And if he’d adopted a child all in his own name?  Betcha he’d still be doing fine.  Guess he sucked at reading too.”

“Well...he was a doctor...so there’s that....”  Jerry commented.  Secretly, he was impressed that she had predicted the domestic violence.  He had not told anyone about that.  “...So it’s come to me taking advice from a damn hippie....” he muttered, again eliciting twittering from the hard crowd.

Paula scrunched her white, freckled face into a grimace that suggested: “Whatever, asshole.”  She added: “Do you blame the coyote for getting caught in the trap?  ...Not your friend’s fault, either...or his wife’s.  If he’s as smart as you say, he wanted that kid bad enough to die for her.  She needs to know that, just sayin’.”  She turned away, obviously hiding emotion.  The Yin-Yang Trap apparently was something she knew about from personal experience.  “He loves that kid big-time, Boss, I can see it,” she said with her back toward him.  “He died from childbirth the way men do.  He walked into that fuckin’ Yin-Yang trap to summon her.  That was the deal Life made with him: choose one—your life or hers.”  Paula got up to throw her trash away and let a hand fall warmly on his shoulder—for only a moment—as she passed.  

They finished their break in silence.

––––––––
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July 19th

Several times, Jerry had felt Karl’s presence inside of him and around him, over the last few days.  It was like he was wearing Karl’s soul.  It made him move his psyche to a place not unlike it had moved back in high school, whenever Karl was around.  It made him feel happy and confident.  He was with the class president, the cool kid was at the helm, life was going to be great!  He was cool by association.

But today, things took a novel turn.  

It was late afternoon.  He was sitting at a picnic table outside of their home several miles north of town, where they had lived for going on ten years.  He was sweating like a politician watching the mob approach, but instead of going inside to get out of the sun he merely sipped on a large ice tea, enjoying the sounds of the outdoors.  

He had been thinking about Karl and mulling over the little bit of info he had collected.  There was the chance that the “acute G.I.  trauma”—Ganna’s latest drip of info—was the result of freaky make-up sex.  Karl had surely had more than one man’s share of hot sex, and who knows what he was about in private?  he thought.  Or a gunshot.  “Sepsis and intestinal injury of unknown etiology,” would indeed rule out the gunshot, except the info came from Ganna and her words alone could not be trusted—especially if Karl’s stepson was involved.  He needed closure.  For some reason, he was angry at Ganna and leaning toward blaming her either directly or indirectly for his friend’s death, Paula’s words be damned.   

Without notice, that shadow of his was active.  Fully active.  In a new way.  It was still daylight, but he could feel the wings on his dreaming body’s back.  They stretched wide and came to life.  While his waking body sat there at the table, relaxed, his shadow went to work.  It had a mission.

“Dark Jerry” took flight.  Jerry was still thinking of Karl as the shadow flew downward through a dark ocean, using entangled affection to fly right to the target.  It only took seconds.  There was Karl, alright.  The dreaming body projection of his soul sat huddled in the darkness.  It was like a rocky cave, with a dirt floor.  He was holding his knees, with his head bowed in misery, shame, and loneliness.  There was no sound, no other beings, and no ambient light other than the meager illumination Karl himself provided.  

Dark Jerry snatched the soul projection up plus its attendant soul, using foot-talons and hands, and he flung the heavy mass over his left shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  He started flying back up, flying from the watery depths of a dark ocean, up toward the rippling light above the break line.  

The projection seemed to recognize him—Jerry—and instinctively clung to the body indeed as if that of a beloved friend.  Dark Jerry flew up out of the depths and into the light.  

He was at The Temple.  The Temple is a place Jerry has visited many times in regular dreams and especially his daydreaming.  Karl clung to the shadow, as it walked around and savored the near-perpetual setting Sun in the west.  

[image: image]

The Temple sets on a narrow mountain ridge, overlooking a gorgeous, wooded valley of aspen, fir, spruce, and pine, all stretching out and sloping downward toward the west.  It is a grassy ridge with a gently sloping wildflower meadow behind them to the east.  Deer and elk frequent the area, as do peaceful wolves and bear, and moose.  The Temple itself—Jerry calls it, “the temple of peace”—is a fantastic place of healing.  It is around sixty feet long and thirty-seven feet wide, adhering to the Golden Ratio.  It is made out of smooth stone, with large whitish stone columns each corner plus another in the middle of the west side, holding up the flat roof twenty feet above.  There are two wide, high-ceiling arched openings cut into the west wall of the clean, ascetic-monastic structure.

The shadow being walked around on his talons, with Karl yet clinging to him, feeding on him...feeling the healing of relief...and affection.

Jerry’s attention moved back to his waking body, but he could still feel the heavy mass draped onto his dreaming body.  He sat at the picnic table, mulling on these events in real time, but his dreaming body was somewhere else.  It felt good.  He had secured his friend into the best place to which he has access: the Pure Land of the West, his Sukhavati, had he known the words.  Karl is safe.  What surprised him the most about the experience, was that it was not a surprise.  It was instead, more something he had been putting off facing.

He is a [soul] Shadow Angel.   
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Billy’s Hell
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“Is it really the dreamer that controls the dream?  Can say when I walk Arthrie it is both of us plus the environment that decides where we go.”

~ Trozo Trece, of SRU






July 15th

Paula finished her shift at the mine and by 5:01pm was straddling her Yamaha XT350 with her bony frame as she strapped on her helmet.  She drove the nine miles north to town and then another eighteen north to her little rustic cabin in the woods near Freeman Reservoir.  

It was Friday, and her on-again-off-again boyfriend Robbie was already there; his Honda CRF450X stood by the front porch.  He “wanted some” and had invited himself to stay the night.  Her two dogs were out of their kennel behind the cabin and ran to greet her.  Big Kayla, the malamute, is the lovable one.  She was not named after Kayla from work, per se, but more at her.  Frankie is the pitbull-mix psycho: his game is to smile at the visitor while he frenetically mouths on their arm as if he is trying to decide between affection and violence.  Visitors tended to report struggling to not show fear, as that might influence his decision.  She also has two horses inside a paddock with its old split-rail fence.

“Damn it, Robbie, how many times I gotta tell you not to let the dogs out without me being here?”

“Hey Babe,” he responded, standing at the cabin door.  “Heard you drive up.  What’s shakin’?”

“Seriously.  Think.  Frankie will get himself in trouble if someone comes walking up the drive or shit like that.  ...And what are you even doing here?  We didn’t—”

“Ok, ok!  For reals this time.  I hear you.  No Frankie loose without you.  Got it!  I brought pizza...!” He grinned at her.

“Oh a gift, riiight.  Hey!  Don’t let either dog loose.  I mean it, Robbie.  Come on.”

“I said alright.  I forgot.  Won’t happen again.”  

She did note that firewood for the woodstove had been split and stacked on the porch beside the door.  He knows the way to her heart.

That night, after a dinner of pizza, salad, and lemonade, they retired to the one small bedroom to listen to a solar-charged radio by the light of a white gas Coleman lantern.  Her propane refrigerator is small but can comfortably hold two week’s food for her meager appetite.

The situation devolved into a naked cuddle session on the queen-size bed and Robbie gave her an expansive full-body massage for perhaps an hour.  Amazing, she thought, as she drifted away.  A car crash a few years earlier—which she blamed on the stress of her former boss’s sexual harassment situation—had left her with spondylolisthesis and a painful lordosis “sway back.”  But for a time, she managed to drift to a place where the pain was not on her radar.  

Robbie ran his hands over her small breasts, lovingly and gently.  He caressed her head and face, paying attention to the bridge of her nose.  She felt the warmth of his touch and felt safe, as he tightly large-spooned her from behind.  

She began to drift away, as was her modus operandi on a Friday night.  Then, Robbie switched things up.  She was lying on her side when she felt the lubed small butt plug enter her.  It hurt a little.  No matter how many times she told him, he would always rush it—next to zero foreplay to relax her.

Then, the massage of the head and right shoulder started again, coupled with reaching his hand around to play with her vagina.  She loved it.  

After another half hour, things changed up again.  The butt plug came out, and his lubricated cock slipped into her ass.  She did not resist.  She was drifting away in bliss, her mind and soul focusing on something else.  

It was always “Billy.”  Her esoteric studies had built for her a large framework that could accommodate a mysterious world.  “Fucking Dunn,” as she referred to him, had brought them to the forefront with her having to explain a Yin-Yang Trap.  Robbie was reaching around to rub her clit while slowly and gently fucking her bony ass as they were lying sideways spooning.

Her remote viewing led her mind’s intent to a place where her perspective changed.  She became a part of the ghost of a dead being that she calls, “Billy.”

Billy.  This entity had been a subject of her studies for perhaps a decade or more now.  Not unlike Jerry, there was really no way for her to know the uniqueness of her situation.  She certainly did not talk about it to anyone.  Rather, she presumed everyone else’s inner world was as bizarre as hers.  She understood that it was a social convention to pretend that everything was concrete and normal, simple and mundane—inside and out.

She understood it to be like the convention of saying “how are you?” on the street.  The other person says “fine.”  It is understood that Party A usually does not want to know, and Party B does not want to tell.  Similarly, everyone has these fantastic inner worlds, but it is agreed by convention that these shall never be discussed out of political willful obtuseness.

Like Jerry, she also was good for explaining it away, ignoring it, and forgetting it once the moment was gone.  It was a daydream or sleep dream and nothing more.  To make more of it than that would be the stuff of delusions and mental illness.

Billy.  

There is a certain aura of vastness to the entity, a mustiness that properly speaks in eons rather than moments.  Billy is too large for her to even see his form proper.  It is more as if she is in some great dark ocean and that ocean is Billy.  

More accurately, in the metaphor the ocean would be Billy’s mind, and small strands of those thoughts waft and seep into her subconsciousness to bubble up into conscious thoughts.  She had figured out that certain activities put her in a state where she is amenable to catching the bubbles: long, hypnotic drives in a car; long, boring walks; laying on her back watching the clouds; long, gentle “sleepy wife” sessions with Robbie.

She could feel the creature’s familiar existential angst and her mind tried to translate those feelings into human experience as each “bubble” of perception popped.  Trapped.  Void cage.  Darkness.  This was a common theme.  

Over the last several years she had come to the conclusion that the images she repeatedly saw was via the great [and imaginary] creature’s dreaming body.  She reasoned that he was not able to see anything else in his “void cage” and could not even see his own “actual” face.  Instead, he surely was trapped inside his dream world, seeing only his own dreams.  

It was always silent inside the being.  The thoughts were not noises or words.  Rather, they were more a pressure that squeezed her in some way until her own brain emitted the words like an orange being juiced.  However, once “juiced,” those thoughts then led her mind to emit subsequent thoughts of her own as she pondered any revelations.

Her perspective shifted.  The being—by her reckoning—had moved his dreaming body’s attention to a viewing location to assess his own physical form but was still merely experiencing his own dream.  What she saw was a luminous cloud of bright points in a vaguely anthropomorphic shape.  

There was a head with two horns, a torso, two arms and two legs.  Yet, it looked more like a human-shaped cloud gently spreading out, evanescing over time.  There was a gaping hole in the thorax region, with a trail of matter from the apparent exit hole.  Billy had been violently killed.  Something about the image suggested an immense size and an immensity of time.

That again, she thought.  She did not have a word for it.  Her mind could not emit a proper English word for it.  Ultimate.  Hard.  Wall.  Final.  Absolute.  Eternal.  Death.  The closest her mind had ever been able to come was: hopeless + finality + null.  In her abnormal way of thinking, she had devised the word “nalnulpel” to encapsulate the three into one.  

It was such agony to feel the nalnulpel bubbles, yet in some morbid way she craved the experience and sought them out over and over.  In more lucid and sober moments, she had wondered if it was like the dopamine addiction people have with online social networks: “dope fiends” was how she referred to them.  She loved the dark release of the nalnulpel.  Perhaps it was why she enjoyed Robbie’s butt-fuckery so.  Billy’s nalnulpel was always the same: the truest, darkest, most final death.  Death with a capital-D: DEATH.  Billy was on death row with no hope of parole or last-second call from the Governor—and zero hope of an afterlife, even. 

To date, she had had no insights into what had gotten him into this state, who the “Governor” was in this case, or any other context.  Many questions remained.

Though she was semi-awake, in a dreaming state herself, she could feel her own dreaming body.  Part of the experience was in how her dreaming body mirrored Billy’s.  She found herself in a fetal position as her dreaming body effectively channeled Billy and she became ever more dissociated.  

Robbie stroked away, and from a distance she could feel him repeatedly pulling his cock all the way out, then slowly reinserting it, only to then suddenly pull her tightly against him.

As Billy, her primal dreaming mind turned to consider the inky void cage and what was on its other side: Life.  She silently pondered its boundaries.  On the other side, there was beauty and purpose and love—belonging.  For the first time, she felt bubbles associated with the other side and a longing for it.  It was the longing to finally wake up from the nightmare and be back Home.  A stark contrast to his death and shame and banishment, which she also felt.  It was in how he moved, how he was curled, how his eyes were closed.  There was a certain bitterness that brought to mind someone curled up in their open grave alone, waiting to die.  Vaguely, he could almost remember another life, not quite able to bring it into focus: better times, his family...?

Paula had never been able to figure out what got him into this predicament.  She felt his utter defeat quite clearly, though.  Bubbles.  Sometimes she would hear her mind emit sentence fragments or single words.  That was the case this time.  Her mind took the tidbits and wove a story, trying to piece them together.  When Billy’s attention is near, her dreaming body drifts through some sort of “noosphere” or “mental atmosphere” that she can feel as it passes across her—but its currents seem to inspire these quasi-thoughts in some way: she hears the currents.  Family.  The One.  Hope.  ...Envy....  Hope.

As Paula drifted inside Billy’s fantastic mind, the thoughts that came—right or wrong—were that only that One gave Billy hope.  That One could influence their parents and they could maybe fix it...?  

Parents?  The thought was almost enough to bring her out of the state.  This was new.  Billy has parents? she heard herself think.  

If that One asked, they would certainly try, were the thoughts her mind emitted.  Billy believed that.  If anyone could save him from this torture, that one would be who finds him and then the parents would somehow fix it.  But how? he wondered.  It is impossible.

This nebulous plot had been slowly evolving with each Billy encounter.  The new information this time was a reference to “parents,” and specifically “their parents.”  There was the tiniest hope that the parents could “fix it”—if they so chose.  But there was zero hope of forcing them to do anything, even back before this state of affairs had come to be, back when Billy was in proper standing with them.  

The word “sorry” or “sorrow” was common in Paula’s experiences.  Multiple bubbles to that effect popped in her mind.  They spoke of the deepest, most profound loss and shame.  In some sick way, it was cathartic to Paula to hear it.  She felt a certain schadenfreude’s comfort toward her own little life from Billy’s deep suffering: she was far less miserable than Billy, even on her worst day.  

The deep three-day funk that follows a big Billy session is, however,  a time of crawling into herself and hibernating.  As she shared in Billy’s misery it somehow gave her personal release and she would come out the other side reinvigorated and relaxed toward the traumas of her own life.  It truly was an addiction, an escape of sorts for her.  She would have the “nods” for a few days but then be somehow relieved for a while.

Billy’s misery is true torture.  He is blind in darkness, only able to perpetually feel his great loss and his great shame as he winds down to zero.  That is what she had come to believe over the years.  He knows that life and love are incredibly close yet utterly out of reach.  All he can do is hope for mercy from others, though he has zero power to influence them or even try to make things right.  That is what Paula “heard” from Billy in some fashion akin to synesthesia.  During these experiences, they always seem consequential and noteworthy, but of course she assigned zero credibility to them once they were over, and she had returned to her normal self.

By now, Robbie is nudging her.  He has pulled his cock out and is nudging her legs toward the side of the bed.  She cannot feel the passage of time.  She stands up and dutifully bends over the bed, remaining fully in a hypnotic state.  He sits on the bed and guides her, instead turning her zombie-like body away, to straddle him as he again penetrates her.  She starts bouncing on his cock.  

Robbie alternates between gentle strokes, where Paula is in control and bouncing on the top half of his cock, and then sudden hard pulls downward on her hips that then seat her entirely to his balls.  Those are painful to her tiny ass, and she cries out each time.  It is getting hard to maintain the dialogue with Billy.

Billy is probing the void.  Paula can feel him looking for something.  She believes he is seeking any signs of that one sibling coming to rescue him: The One.  It comes to Billy—perceived by Paula in the midst of a violent downstroke onto Robbie’s cock—that his sibling is already here in some fashion and has been for some time.  He cannot see that One but can feel a silent presence, feel his affection.  That one relationship remains.  The question then becomes one of if the parents are able to do something.  

Sorry.

There it is.  The bubble pops clean and clear.  That one word.  Paula hears it, and its fragrance strikes her to her core.  It ripples outward from her bone marrow.  She feels that deep shudder, “la petite mort,” and trembles from its impact into a deep, powerful orgasm.  It is the Spear of Death creating a channel through which Life can flow, yin turning to yang.  

A great wheel rumbles to life as if by some deep magic.  Rust breaks loose.  There is the tiniest tremor of motion.  

Billy registers the tremor.

Paula can no longer maintain the connection, as she has to forcefully push back with her hands against Robbie’s thighs in his “rapey” downstrokes.  They are simply too painful.  He cums hard inside her, and she can feel it.  She stands up, slowly pulling his cock out.  She is exhausted into a funk of renewal, her “cost of living” having been paid up and brought current for another week.  She feels a mix of “truffle butter” and semen between her butt cheeks but is too spent to freshen herself.  They lie down together and enjoy afterglow’s embrace before falling asleep.  

Her last thoughts before the blackout of sleep is one of mild surprise that she felt Billy’s recognition.  Billy was staring at her.  She could feel his gaze.  

She had Billy’s attention.

A few hours later, when she awakened in the middle of the night, her back was in substantial pain.  She had to get off of the mattress and go lie down on the wood floor.  This is not novel.  The mattress is a bit too soft and periodically over the last five years she has done this.  Sometimes, she will lie on the floor during the day to make her back pop.  

What is novel is the fact that her sway back is gone.  Her lower lumbar area and its substantial lordosis is now normal, with her barely able to get part of her hand into the space between the floor and her back.  She had previously been able to stick her entire fist through the gap with it barely making contact with her body.  Her spine has shifted dramatically.  

That is good, unless it is bad, she thought.  The only way for a shift like that to occur, she reasoned, is if the vertebrae were unstable enough to shift.  That—in her non-neurosurgeon mind—meant that one false move could also make it go acute.  Again.  That would be bad.  Very bad.  Horrible, in fact.  Ten out of ten pain at least for days, that would put her little body in shock to the point of passing out.  Seven out of ten pain for maybe a couple weeks, that opioids could only then barely touch.  Unable to walk, unable to care for the animals, unable to work.  “Fucking Dunn,” she muttered from the floor, not wanting to imagine what he would say.

In the darkness and with her eyes closed, she could see the ruddy background of hypnogogic imagery.  This was not unusual.  Neither was the dim outline of a single large eye in her field of vision.  She had seen “the eye” hundreds or thousands of times over the years.  

Normally, the eye was fixed in a spot in her field of vision and would stay in that spot even if she moved her eyeball.  For example, if it happened to be centered, then it would stay centered as her eye moved.  It usually looked like a “dead fish eye” that was unfocused, staring emptily into space.  Sometimes, it would slowly move from side to side—either seeing nothing or everything, but never looking directly at her.  

This time, it was looking directly at her.

She blinked her eyes repeatedly and jolted herself wide awake to make the eye disappear.  It had been a weird night.

But my sway back is gone, she thought, in an attempt to get her psyche off tilt. 
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July 19th

Jerry Dunn reclined at his desk just before noon, his steel-toed work boots propped on top of it.  He was still thinking about Karl and that beautiful little girl of his.  He had thought Karl nuts for having a kid late in life like that, but it was Classic Karl alright.  Ed broke into his office, noisily pounding on the wall to bring him out of his reveries with a startle.

“Me.  You.  Tannerite.  Lunch,” was all he said.  

“Ya fuckin’ Red Neck, that sounds awful...LY APPEALING...but sorta tied up today.”

Ed pulled a face, crunching up his mouth and left cheek together, that suggested, “Whatever, loser.”  Then he added, “Yer girl took a pounding this week, eh?”

“Huh?  What are you talking about, fool?” He thought he was trying to suggest something about Janey.

“She’s got her corset on again and walking with a pipe up her ass, got her Hobbit staff, the works.  ...You didn’t even notice, didja?”

“Seriously?  Well I’ll be damned, hafta check into that.  She needs surgery.  Bad back is no joke, especially at her age.”

Ed had turned around to leave, then stopped.  He turned back around and came back into the office.  

“Hey, I get it.  The Karl thing.  No one would blame ya....”

Jerry knew where this was headed simply from Ed’s tone and started to get heated.

“Everybody and their damn help.  Come on Ed, you know I don’t have a problem like that.  I’m doing ok.  Christ.  Karl and I haven’t been close since high school.  I’m doing ok.”

Ed threw his hands up in mock surrender.   “Was kinda hoping we could have a girl’s night out and go shopping, eat some ice cream, maybe a pillow fight?  Stay up all night just talking?  Something like that....”

At that, Jerry smirked, appeased.  It took a lot to get that many sentences out of Ed in one breath.  “You’re a big, loose asshole—anyone ever tell you that?” 

“That’s just hurtful,” Ed responded in mock anger, as he briskly walked out.

The most annoying part of it all, was the fact that Jerry had just been ready to reach into his desk for a strong swig before lunch.  He opened the drawer, eyed the big bottle, then shoved the drawer closed again.

As he walked to the parking lot—the plan was to drive into town for an extended lunch today—he swung by Paula’s desk.  Sure enough, she had her long staff leaning against the privacy divider of her cubicle.  She only used that when she was having trouble sitting/standing.  

“Oh no, back giving you grief again?” he asked in a concerned voice.

“Oh hey, Mr. Bossman.  I’m fine.  Just taking it easy is all.  Placing those orders now and—”

“Fuck the orders, Christ, Paula.  I’m not worried about your productivity...well not at this moment, anyway.”  He gave her a snarky grin.  “When you gonna deal with that?  I can cover for you, as I’ve repeatedly offered.  It would be good for my waistline to do the parts inventory and acquisition stuff for a minute.  Your job will be waiting for you....”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head, looking away from him.  

“I’m fine.  Actually, doing better than usual.  Just trying to protect it a bit after I got an adjustment last weekend.”

“Well, pro tip, most people wear those back braces with the metal spines under their clothes...undercover so people don’t stare.  Makes it look like you just had your back surgery is all....”

“Whatever.  I get too hot that way, if you must know.”

“Fine fine.  Not to be nosey.  Just sayin’ I don’t want you in the warehouse while you are wearing a back brace.  I don’t care what mouth noises you make.  You are stuck to your desk, anyway, unless you can get a real and verifiable note from a real doctor this time, got it?  I’ll be doing your warehouse shit for a minute.”  

She started to object, and he waved her off, shaking his head and walking away.  

“Fucking Dunn,” she muttered.  Has to make it a big deal.

When he got to the parking lot, he noticed her motorcycle was absent.  Instead, Robbie’s old rusty, beat-up Jeep Cherokee was in the lot.  Piece of shit came through, he mused as he mentally compared Robbie’s rolling garbage to the Jeep he had once renovated.  Boney ginger Jew from Montana...would be good if things turned around for her.
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October 15th

It was a windy evening and the Sun had set about a half hour earlier.  Paula could hear the wind in the forest, through the pines and aspen.  She looked out the kitchen window into the gathering darkness and was
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November 11th
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