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Three incredible stories. One spectacular volume.

Follow the early days of Nick Carry, a young man from Coral Beach, Maine who discovers he has the incredible power to see beyond sight – to see what everyone else misses. He is saved and recruited by the enigmatic woman known as Tasha and taken to her school for gifted youths: The Infinity Academy.

Tasha finds special youths. People with powers and abilities that make them different than the rest of their generation. She finds them and she trains them, to guard themselves both against threats from outside their community... and from within it.

Despite Tasha’s need to protect her students, Nick quickly finds himself embroiled in a world of danger and intrigue. Someone else is looking to recruit young people: the persuasive cult leader known only as Gavin, and he’s finding other students and taking them.

Can Nick work with Tasha, and the adult graduates of the Academy, to find save his classmates and bring Gavin to justice?
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Includes the short story ‘Revving Engen’ (and an excerpt from Infinity), The Tourniquet Reprisal, and Diary of Knives! Check out this amazing collection today!
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Salt Lake City, Utah

“You seen the story in this week’s Star?” Victor smirked into his cell phone, slapping the rolled up newspaper onto the hood of his car. He stopped, closed his eyes for a moment and sighed, then let a smile spread slowly over his face. “No, not the Elvis story. The next page... I’m sure that would be great, but it’s not. Yeah, I’m fairly certain he isn’t one. Will you turn the page already?”

He grabbed the styrofoam cup off the roof of the beaten-up El Dorado he was driving, pushing back the long, straggly blonde hair from either side of his face as he took a sip from it. The scalding hot coffee burned his tongue but he didn’t recoil away, and instead chugged it back faster. When he brought the cup away again, thick globs of foam stuck to the yellow scruff that covered his upper lip and chin.

“I know,” he said finally, putting the cup back onto the roof carefully before opening up the newspaper with a flick of his wrist. “Kid’s barely twenty-one, wins the county poker championship last month. Three large. Two weeks ago, sets the county record for the amount won on a single bet at the track. Fifteen thousand... I know, yeah, it’s a long shot... I know. But I got a feeling about this kid. I think he’s gonna be one of ours... anyway, friggin’ tabloid says the kid got the goods from the future... like that damn sports Almanac from that time-travel movie... no, not the first one. The one that sucked. Yeah. No, no I don’t think it’s anything like that. M’thinkin it’s something a little closer to home.”

He stopped talking, stepping back a pace as he watched a tall young man with long hay-coloured hair drawn into a ponytail step out of the entrance of the nearby apartment building. He did not bother to look both ways before crossing the busy city street, hands shoved in his pockets and headphones blaring in either ear.

“And a hell of a lot scarier,” Victor finished, taking another slurp of his coffee and curling up his face, pouring it out onto the sidewalk. “Miss you, too. We’ll talk soon. Out.”

He hung up the phone with one finger and shoved it back down into the breast pocket of the flannel shirt he wore loosely over his box-like frame, still watching the young man with the headphones as he did.
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Coral Beach, Maine

Tash leaned back on the wire-mesh chair she’d found at the supermarket, her cell phone pressed tightly to her ear and her coffee slowly getting cooler in front of her, bleeding steam into the cool September air.

There was a table with an umbrella sticking up from its centre that was almost exactly like the other ten that surrounded it, differenced only by the placement of the freckles of rust that decorated them. The balcony that surrounded the top floor of the supermarket on all sides was rarely used to the point that most people had forgotten it was there. They stopped and stared at her now as though she were some alien being as they shuffled past, their plastic bags of groceries cutting deep gouges into their fingers on their way to their cars. She smiled and nodded at each one that looked at her. Some smiled back, most looked away quickly.

“Small towns,” she mumbled softly to herself, then sat up. Her voice became louder and clearer as she spoke into the phone. “No, sorry. Yeah. Yeah, I have it here in front of me.”

She reached for the paper she’d bought while in line for her coffee (which tasted for the world like motor oil). It was a Star weekly, the type of tabloid that could be found in any checkout across the country. It had bold headlines like MY BABY’S DADDY IS FROM DIMENSION X and ELVIS IS LIVING IN MY BASEMENT accompanied by horribly photoshopped photographs.

“You know, that might be worth checking out. If Elvis is still alive after all this time...” she stopped, turning to the second page. There was a one-column piece there about the LUCKIEST MAN ALIVE, without the benefit of pictures. “I’m just saying, it would be great. I’d switch it up so that you get the kids and I get the adults, and I’d reenact King Creole every Saturday. You’re sure? Damn shame. I’m reading it.”

She grabbed her paper cup around its cardboard sleeve and brought it to her scant lips. They were a small bow in the middle of her pointed chin, amidst the faded freckles that dotted her otherwise smooth complexion. She took a long sip as her eyes scanned their way down the article, their brows climbing a notch with every paragraph.

“Wow. This seems like it could be legit.” She stopped, listening to the person on the other end of the line for a moment as she finished the article and laid it back down on the table. A second later her coffee was laid down too, and she pried her phone out from between her head and shoulder, rubbing the spot where it had been tenderly. “That’s a lot of cash. He could just be good, you know. Despite what he used to say, sometimes a cigar is just a cigar. Be careful. Kid’s twenty-one and sitting on that much cash, he’s going to be jumpy. Maybe.”

Her brow furrowed, and she took another sip of her drink now that both hands were free.

“Back to the Future?” she asked quizzically, her mouth curling up in a smile. After a moment, the smile went away and she rolled her eyes, her voice taking on a frustrated tone. “Back to the Future Part Two, then? Yeah. Uh-Huh. Do you think it’s anything like that? ...Alright, well, be careful. I’m here, but I don’t know how I’m going to find anything in this place. I really hate Maine. Read too many Stephen King novels and now I’m scared of every shadow in every small town it’s got. And this one’s weird. It’s small enough that it barely shows up on the map and doesn’t show up online at all, but here it is. It’s actually bigger than most towns; it’s almost a city. And the people here are cagey... I think it’s going to be hard getting anything out of them without looking suspicious.” 

She stopped talking long enough for the person on the other end to respond, a concerned look flashing over her dark eyes. “Okay, well be careful. I miss you... Out.”

She pulled the phone back from her ear and watched as the connection went dead, then laughed and shook her head as she placed it back into her pocket. “Who the hell says out to end a conversation?”

She pushed the weekly Star to the far side of the table and picked up another paper from the seat next to her, the Beach News Daily.
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Sara Johnson forced her locker door closed, putting all her weight behind her shoulder as she forced the metal door flush with all the others that lined the hallway. Her tongue was sticking out of the corner of her mouth a little as she did so, the pink of it just different enough from the pink of her lips to be noticed.

She heard the mechanism inside it click, then smiled and stepped back from it.

It groaned for a moment, then snapped back open, spilling books and papers out across the hall in a V-shape spreading out from the door.

“Fuck!” she huffed, stamping one foot before dropping to her knees and shoving all the loose sheets of paper into a pile. She had a brief memory of her father teaching her how to play fifty-two pickup as a child, but it left as quickly as it had arrived.

“You know, that wouldn’t happen so much if you didn’t have your whole life in there.” Nick said, leaning against the locker next to her.

She looked up at him even as she continued to gather her books together, having to crane her head back to the point of pain to do so.

He was tall, several inches above any other male in his grade. His brown hair was spiked and gelled up and make him look even taller, monstrous even. It was something he’d been teased about in elementary school but in recent years had become one of his defining attributes, along with his pale blue eyes. Sometimes in the sun, his eyes almost looked white. His height, along with his speed while dribbling and passing, had made him a force to be reckoned with on the school basketball team.

She didn’t know how long he’d been standing there, but she assumed that it was long enough that she had made a fool of herself at least once. She gave him a little smile, the right corner of her lip curling just enough to make her irresistible as she fixed her top to make sure he couldn’t see down it. There were fishnet stockings wrapped around her hands that had rips along the wrists from where they’d become caught in her large hoop earrings. There were at least two rings on each of her fingers, silver rings on the left hand and gold rings on the right. The gold ones had been polished recently and sparkled in the fluorescent lights of the hallway, while the silver ones were dull and faded.

“I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if everything wasn’t at arm’s length,” she said, shoving a hardcover geology text into the locker with such force that the spine creased. 

“Come on, take a lesson from Tom Petty.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“You don’t have to live like a refugee.”

She rolled her eyes as she continued to shove books and papers into the locker without any concern for their state or the creases created.

He sighed, then bent down and started to help her. He recognized a math book from seventh grade, a hardcover text with a bear juggling beach balls. The bear was smiling stupidly at the fourth wall and reminded him of the bears from the Coca Cola commercials every time he thought of long division. Most people had sold theirs to the next crop of grade seven students during the first week of grade eight, but here was Sara’s copy, still occupying the bottom of her locker just in case she ever forgot how to use cosign and needed a quick reminder.

“It’s like you’re a damn nomad,” he sighed, flipping through an array of used notebooks with coiled metal spines.

“A what?”

“Nomad.” He smiled. “A person who moves from place to place.”

“Always got to be ready for the next big thing,” she said, shoving the last of her belongings into the locker and slamming the door shut again. “Can you get this?”

He nodded, then braced his feet against the tile floor and shoved against the door as hard as he could with both palms. There were odd scuttling sounds as the items inside shifted under the weight of the door before finally finding a comfortable position as the lock clicked into place with a solid, metallic tone.

“Thanks,” she chirped.

“No problem.”

She motioned toward the hall as she started to walk toward the front entrance. He nodded and stepped up beside her, hoisting his book-bag onto his shoulder and jogging the first few steps to catch up. 

He stopped after a moment and looked around, a confused look coming over him. “Where’s Xander?”

“Out with Grendel. Apparently there was some special kind of speaker he needed for his party on Friday, but he didn’t know what kind... so he called on the Nerd Patrol to come help him pick it out.”

“Frightening.”

“What is?”

“Grendel doesn’t have the time of day for him most days, but he needs him for something and: bam. Let’s hang out after school.”

She stopped and turned to face him, squinting her eyes and tilting her head slightly to one side. “You’re not coming to Grendel’s party this Friday, are you?”

Nick rolled his eyes. “What was your first clue?”

She frowned, and they continued walking. After a few paces, her tongue clicked against the roof of her mouth (as it always did when she was about to try and convince someone of something) and she continued, “You really should come, you know. It’s going to be the social event of the season.”

“Why’re you talking like that?”

“It’s fun.”

“It bugs me.”

“That’s what makes it fun.” She smiled. “Anyway, everyone’s going to be there... maybe even Teresa Conway...”

He turned and looked at her, her voice having gained a musical tone as she said the girl’s name. “Isn’t she with Jamie Dawkins?”

“I have it on good authority that she’ll be in need of some male companionship before too long.”

He sighed. “I’m not coming to the party. I don’t like Julian Grendel even under the best of circumstances, I’m certainly not going to pretend to just so I can sit next to Teresa Conway while she downs Cuba Libres until she pukes.”

She shot him a look. “You’re testy today, aren’t you?”

He paused. “Sorry. Rough class.”

“That’s okay. What’re you doing now?”

“Right now I am walking down the hall with you.”

She shot him a look.

“Oh, you mean later? Later, I’m doing nothing.”

“You want to come to the Factory? ...could be fun. I think Jamie’s going to be there if you wanted to play pool.”

He smiled. “I’ll think about it.”
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A crack filled the air of the Factory as Nick sent the cue ball crashing into the assembled balls at the other side of the table, the sharp sound echoing off the walls until it seemed to be coming from everywhere. 

The Factory was a local arcade, club and dance hall where almost every teen in Coral Beach went when there was nothing else to do, which was almost all of the time. It jutted up from the otherwise calm landscape that had been named ‘downtown’ even though it was only a small distance from the city centre or even from the outskirts of town, and was always loud and exciting and neon. 

Nick leaned back from the table and watched as the billiards began to dance about, ricocheting off each other and the torn green fabric that lined the sides until finally coming to a stop. They were scattered nicely, with the one ball teetering very close to the corner pocket at his right and a small cluster of balls still remaining at the far end of the table. Nothing had been sunk.

“Your decision,” he said to Jamie Dawkins, motioning to him with his stick.

Jamie frowned, observing the table. “It’s not much of a decision.” He leaned over the table, raising an eyebrow as he tried to figure out his shot. His leather sports jacket crumpled and scrunched noisily every time he moved, forcing him to push up the sleeves over and over again. His brother had worn that jacket when he was captain of the Coral Beach Cougars, and his father before that. Now that he was finally captain, it barely ever left his back. Some even said he showered with it on. He squat down to make his eye line level with the path between the cue and the one, finding that it was blocked by the eight. He sighed.

“You could always bank it,” Nick offered.

Jamie shot him a look.

Nick shrugged. “Just saying.” He turned toward the bar just as Sara was shaking her head at him. She had a tall glass of soda in her hand that was so cold there was fog coming off of it, bathing her neck and chin in chilly, cool condensation that was like fresh morning dew on the leaves outside his house. Julie Peterson was next to her, finishing off the last few bites of a local burger called the Slaughterhouse that dripped sauce and grease onto the paper plate she had strategically placed on her lap. Randy Owchar was there too, his eyes shifting back and forth between the pool table and Julie’s exposed tailbone.

“Good break,” Sara said, taking a long gulp of her drink and then using it to salute him in a ‘cheers’ motion, even though he didn’t have a drink himself. “But you shouldn’t make fun of him like that.”

“Like what?”

“The ‘your decision’ thing?”

He smiled. “Come on... it’s that old basketball-football competition.”

“Be nice, Lardo,” Julie smiled, nudging Sara in what both girls would often refer to as ‘her fat’. “It’s fun watching them play like this. It’s like watching the apes on Animal Planet.”

“You have never in your life watched Animal Planet,” Sara replied, moving away from her.

“Have so.”

“Oh, yeah? When?”

Julie was silent for a long moment, then eventually let her shoulders slump. “Sometimes you can be a real bitch.”

Sara smiled, then turned back to Nick. He wasn’t watching them and he wasn’t watching the game, even though Jamie had made his shot on the one and missed, leaving the choice of balls in Nick’s hands again. He was staring past the both of them into the null space at the other end of the bar. It was a place where nobody typically sat, and was usually occupied by stacks of cola bottles and unopened milk cartons. She turned to follow his line of sight, her hair getting caught on her lip balm as she did.

There was a woman sitting on the furthest seat of the bar.

She was wearing a dark blue hooded sweatshirt that disguised most of her features and even hid her eyes in shadow, but there was a femininity to that slant, triangular nature of the lower half of her face that made her gender impossible to hide. Her lips were small and bright red, and Sara guessed that they had been what had first drawn Nick’s attention... they looked too red to be real, standing out bright and vibrant against the comparatively sepia-toned color of the Factory wall. It was as if someone photoshopped crimson lips into an old black and white photo. 

She was sipping tea in long mouthfuls from a cup that was so hot that steam poured out of it without the slightest pause, yet she seemed to have no trouble taking it in. Her hands were soft and delicate, the nails on the end of each painted to match her lips.

Sara caught herself staring much in the way that Nick had, finally forcing herself to turn around. She scrunched up her face in an exaggerated scowl and rolled her eyes. “Skank alert.”

Nick shook his head, then met her eye again and smiled. “What?”

“Skank alert,” she repeated, motioning toward the end on the bar with her head. “As in, be alerted to the presence of skanks. I really didn’t think it needed any more explanation.”

Nick wrung the edge of his pool stick, turned to look at the table and then back to the stranger. “What makes you think she’s a skank?”

“What would you call a thirty-something year old man that came into here, sat in the shadows and watched us while sipping on tea?”

“A pedophile.” 

“And what would you call a female pedophile?”

“...A skank.”

“Hence the skank alert.”

He watched the woman for a moment longer. The steam from her drink seemed to dance up from her mug and caress her chin, hugging against the flesh without even touching it and continuing up over her head and out into the atmosphere. 

He turned away from her and bent over the table, making his own shot at the one and sinking it effortlessly. It slammed against the back of the pocket with a loud crack before finding its home in the soft leather net below it.

“I’m low,” he said, moving to the side of the table without taking his eyes off the balls. They moved for him in his mind like atoms, each one coming into clear focus for a moment while the rest faded into his peripheral vision until each had been examined and reexamined into the equation that was this pool table.

He bent over and made a shot at the five, sending it into the far side pocket with another loud smack that made Julie and Sara both jump, even though they’d been watching as the action unfolded. The cue rolled back until it was almost touching the two, and Nick quickly made his way around to the other side of the table and gave it the final tap needed to send it into the side pocket.

Jamie huffed, wringing his stick but leaning against the pillar closest to the table and getting comfortable.

Nick continued around the table again, finally coming across a clear line between the cue and the six. He pulled his stick back hard and nailed it, leaving a dent of blue chalk in the side of the cue as it rocketed across the table and collided with the six, bouncing off it and sending it into the corner pocket.

He glanced up at Sara and smiled, winking at her. She smiled back, but he couldn’t help but notice the woman behind her was still watching them... had even stood up a little to see over the edge of the bar. Although that small, rosy mouth of hers was still held in the exact same expression, he couldn’t help but think that there was a smile building across the edge of it somehow.

He turned back to the table and moved around it again, with each step his eyes continuing to flutter back and forth over the balls so fast that the blues of them almost looked white, zipping about in their sockets so quickly that even the irises took on a grayish tone. He found a clear shot at the three and took it, making another shot at the seven before either ball had even stopped moving and sinking both.

Sara smiled and took another sip of her drink. She had the same calculating expression on her face that he did, although she wasn’t measuring distance and force. Julie noticed her and smiled, poking her in the side again.

“What?” Sara laughed.

“Leave something for the rest of us, why don’t you?”

“The big lion gets the most food,” she smirked. “Deal with it.”

Nick waited for the cue to stop rolling and finally lined up his shot with the four, cracking the cue into it so hard that it would have been bruised if it hadn’t already been purple. He stood up and surveyed the table again. There were seven high balls still scattered around it with three still in a small cluster where they had been since they’d been racked, and the black eight ball sitting alone along one side.

He smirked at Jamie, then bent over and made his shot at the eight. He did not slam it as he had almost every other shot, instead tapping it as gently as he could and letting the two balls collide before sending the second one rolling smoothly toward the top corner pocket. It was like watching it in slow motion compared to the rest of the game, and as all the other eyes in the room (including the stranger’s) watched the ball roll its way across the felt, Nick made his way around the table until he was in front of Jamie, his hand out in front of him.

“Pay up,” he said, just as the eight sunk into the pocket and clicked against the balls already waiting there. 

Jamie peeked up over his shoulder to make sure the ball had actually sunk, frowned, then shoved his hand deep into his pocket and produced a wrinkled and crumpled five dollar bill. He held it up between them for a moment, then slammed it down into Nick’s waiting palm. “Next time,” he said, meeting his eye with mock contempt.

“I’ve heard that before,” Nick smiled, laying his stick down and making his way over to the bar. He sat down on a stool away from the others and waited for Roxanne to come over and take his order, seeing her shadow move in the back of the house as she tried in vain to clean the grease off the deep fryer.

Sara came over and leaned over the bar next to him, her hair falling down around her. Her arms were crossed across her chest and it pushed her breasts up until they were almost escaping her shirt. He hated himself for noticing, it was one of the things he despised most about Julian Grendel - the obviousness with which he ogled most of the girls in their school - but he simply couldn’t help it. The more he tried not to notice them, the more conspicuous they became.

“That was pretty impressive,” she said, looking from him to the five he’d won and then back again.

“Thanks,” he smiled. It had been impressive, he knew, but it was something he’d become accustomed to and almost had to remind himself that it wasn’t normal from time to time.

“Any chance I can play the winner?”

He smiled at her. “I get the feeling you’ve been playing the winner since grade eight.”

Her smile spread and she laughed, not outright but the strange, subdued little hum that was her typical way of expressing herself. 

There was an arcade game playing against the far wall behind her, flashing lights and strobe effects every few seconds to try and entice patrons into shoveling quarters into it. The lights were caught in her straight blonde hair and made it glow around her like a halo, first red then green and blue and then back to red again. Her eyes remained the same though, that same sparkle of light that had always been there present even now. She was beautiful, and he found his throat getting dryer and dryer the closer he got to her until the five dollar bill in his hand felt like a pitcher of water at the end of a long walk across a desert highway.

Her lips were pink with lip balm, shimmering in whatever light source had made her eyes sparkle.

He felt himself inching his head closer to hers, and it was as though his body were maneuvering on autopilot without his control. Her eyes fluttered from his to his lips again and again, watching as events seemed to happen in that same slow motion that had made the sinking of the eight ball so dramatic.

“Is this okay?” he heard himself whisper, though he wasn’t entirely sure why. He’d seen men try to make unwanted moves on Sara Johnson before, and it typically ended with them getting kneed somewhere very unpleasant.

“Mmm,” she said, with that same sort of hum she’d used to respond to him a moment before. Her mouth opened, and he could again see the pink of her tongue against the pink of her lips. Could feel the heat of her breath on his. “I’ve been waiting for you to kiss me since I noticed those eyes in eighth grade.”

He stopped, suddenly in control of his body again. Their lips were almost touching, to the point that a bead of condensation on either’s lip would have been felt by the other. They hung like that for a moment before he took a step back.

“What?” she asked, hurt filling her eyes almost immediately.

He swallowed back hard, then cleared his throat.

“What is it?” she repeated, taking him by the arm and forcing him to face her.

“It’s nothing,” he said, his voice almost breaking as he did so. “Really. Just, ah... just feel like sitting this one out is all.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. Maybe I’ll play next game. I think Jamie’s ready to play now, if you still wanted too.”

“Yeah.” She nodded, then pushed away from the bar and took a step backward towards the others. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Nick nodded, swallowing back hard again.

Her brow furrowed in worry, but she did not ask again. She turned away and walked back to the pool table, picking up a short pool stick off the wall rack along the way.

He stared at the cash register against the wall from him, the rest of his vision becoming hazy and mossy as he focused in on it. There were thirty-two buttons on it, five of which had cracks in their plastic casings. Two had their labels peeled off, and one number (the seven) was upside-down. It had a thick layer of dust on it despite the fact that Roxanne cleaned it weekly and used it often, and was the same colour of faded pears that seemed to have adorned all mid-nineties technology.

He let out a long sigh and dropped his head, bringing the wood grain of the bar into focus instead. His hands found his way into his hair despite the fact that he knew Julie and Randy might well have been watching him right now and he fought the urge to simply curl into a ball and start to cry.

“That was quite a show,” came a smooth, silky voice. For a moment he thought it was Sara. The voice had that same smooth, summery feel to it... as though warmth was a sound that could be heard rather than merely felt.

He turned and saw that it was the stranger, just gliding into the seat beside him. She wasn’t looking at him, was instead examining the cash register in much the same way he had been. It was only now that he could see how taut her skin was... it clung to the bone around it for dear life, the muscle of her profiled face pulled tight and ready at all times. Her lips looked like a sideways heart from this angle, but were still that same deep red that he’d noticed before.

Skank alert, he caught himself thinking, but dared not say it aloud.

“Not really,” he said finally, standing on his toes to try and see if Roxanne was coming yet. “I didn’t even get to do any bank shots. Usually they’re the hard ones. The balls just went in the right places.”

“Not the pool,” she smiled, laying her cup down on the counter in front of her. “The girl.”

He turned and looked at her, narrowing his eyes until they were just tiny white slits in his head. “What do you want?”

She smiled. “I think the more appropriate question would be: what do you want?”

He looked at her for a long moment, his tongue massaging the top of his mouth.

“I want to show you something,” she said finally, moving just a little bit closer to him. The arm of her sweater grazed against his leg and he felt shivers run up and down his spine like gooseflesh.

“I don’t - -”

“Please,” she said, leaning forward until the light off the counter caught her face. Her skin was smooth and milky white, with just the slightest tint of yellow around each cheek. Her nose was petit and straight, and made her already impressive eyes look large. She reached into her pocket and returned clasping a small metal gadget. It had holes for each of her slender fingers and seemed to make been made specifically to fit her hand. There was a small red dial at the top where her thumb could get at it that was switched to off at the moment, but she lingered near it, ready to turn it on at a moment’s hesitation.

He stared at it, taking in every groove and pivot of it. “What is that?”

“I can’t show you in here,” she whispered, in that voice like the sun. “Please, just step outside with me for a moment... you’ll see.”

He frowned. Roxanne finally came out from the back and noticed the two of them, eyeing the pair suspiciously. He turned back to his friends and saw that Julie and Randy had stepped aside to play a pinball game, Randy standing close behind Julie and helping her work the buttons on either side of the machine. Sara was leaning on the pool table with her stick in one hand while the other gripped Jamie Dawkins’s back, her nails digging into the smooth leather of his captain’s jacket. His hands were cupping her hips in the same place Julie had been poking, and their lips were moving back and forth against each other. Her hair, previously straight, was now one big curl across the top of her head.

Nick stopped, his mouth again going dry. He became aware again of the bill in his hand and clasped it until it became hot as he watched the both of them. She finally dropped the pool stick, letting it fall to the floor with a loud clang.

“Thought he was with Teresa,” Roxanne said, scrubbing the grease off her thumb with an old rag.

“Past tense,” he replied, then turned back toward the stranger.

She was gone. All that remained of her was the cup of tea she’d been holding, which was still billowing out steam at such an alarming rate that even now, almost empty, he dared not touch it. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the motion of the door closing, and turned just in time to see the blue arm of her sweatshirt disappear behind it.

He turned back to the pool table where Sara and Jamie still stood with their lips locked together as he hoisted her up until she was sitting on the table, then sighed and turned to follow the stranger out the door.

Sara opened her eyes as Jamie began to kiss the side of her fragile neck and watched as Nick left the Factory. She bit her lip, a look of concern coming over her as she closed her eyes again.
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The Factory opened up into a large gravel parking lot that eventually tapered off into grass before becoming the street again. There were no lines or guides in the front lot to let you know where to park, only the occasional divot where the weight of multiple cars had dug ditches into the ground and made guidelines for the next parker to follow. When Nick came out of the Factory, there were no cars parked in the entire lot, nor were there any cars on the road. The closest light he could see was Derek Smith’s house across the way, both of its upstairs lights and one of its downstairs lights on and shining brightly at him.

He turned around, finding himself panting even though he wasn’t exhausted at all. His tongue felt dry and desolate inside his mouth, and he thought that if he tried to talk it might spread to his teeth and turn them into sand they way they always did on cartoons when the characters went to the dentist. The Factory door had already shut tight behind him, locking all the neon flashing strobe lights of the place inside. It couldn’t even be heard from out here, years of complaining neighbors resulting in some of the best soundproofing a very small amount of money could buy.

There was a small sliver of an alley alongside the east wall of the building that led to nowhere. It had once been null space between it and the storage building next door but had since been bricked over on one side to create an area devoid of wind and drifting snow that could be used for a smoking section or garbage disposal, even though neither building did anymore.

He paused and watched the small, dark space for a moment as if expecting it to do something. He could see every inch of it even though there was very little light... every crack or crevice in the brick, every dent on the plaster, every bit of garbage pilled up alongside it.

Slowly, tentatively, he stepped toward it. With each step, his view of it became more and more fixed and narrow, until almost all he could see was the black absence of light that it made. Even he had a hard time seeing into it, the moon above providing little to no aid.

Finally he entered the mouth of the alley and stood there, staring into the darkness and waiting for his eyes to adjust.

She was standing halfway down the alley, almost exactly in its centre. Her hood was still up and the light caught off the fabric on her head and shoulders, draping her face in the same darkness that surrounded her. It made her look like the Grim Reaper, a thought that made Nick turn back toward the Factory’s door. He took a step back out into the open, an act that made him feel safer without actually making him safer.

She reached into her pocket without a word, again producing the same small device. She wasn’t wearing it now, only cupping it in the palm of her hand. She bobbed it twice, then tossed it into the air and let it come down on the alley floor between the two of them, kicking up clouds of dust and dirt as it landed.

He stared at it again, looking from it to her and then back.

She nodded at him, then took a step back from the device.

Licking his lips, he threw one last glance toward the door of the Factory, then stepped into the dark of the alley. He took one step at a time, always careful to hold his eye on the stranger with every movement he made. Just like with the pool table, his every move altered his perception of her and the way he evaluated her threat... each movement bringing him more and more information.

When he got close enough, he bent down and reached out, caressing one of the slots on the device with his index finger and pulling it toward him until it was close enough that he could clasp it. He stood up immediately and held it in the palm of his hand, examining one side and then flipping it over to examine the other before starting again. 

She reached inside her hood, past her head to the area between her shoulder blades.

He looked from the device to her, and was about to ask her what it was again, when she pulled a small blade from the darkness of her hood. It was like it came right out of her face, a reverse of the sword-eaters he’d seen as a child. He dropped the device to the floor again, splashing more dirt onto his jeans as he took a step backward.

She raised the blade high, moving it between her fingers until it came to a comfortable position and then stopped, the tip of the blade in line with his neck.

“Hey,” came a harsh voice. It was stern and hard like he would have expected hers to be. He turned to the end of the alley and saw Tash standing there, her fists clenched at either side. Her face was slender and shadowed by the moon behind it, her eyes blazing white and her face curled up in a snarl. “How about you just fuck off?” she finished, thrusting a finger out toward the stranger.

The stranger tilted her head as Nick began to pant again, turning from one to the other. Slowly, the stranger reached up with her free hand and clasped the nub of fabric at the cusp of her hood and pulled it down, revealing her full face. She was Asian; that thin face finally seen fully with almond-shaped eyes. The skin just over each of them was the same yellowed tint he’d noticed on her cheeks a few moments ago, and bled up into a long mane of jet black hair that went far down her back a disappeared somewhere behind her. When the rest of the sweatshirt hit the ground, he saw that she was athletic, dressed in a red jumpsuit with black edges all the way down it. The handles of twin katana blades protruding from sheaths on her back, the straps crossing her chest in a giant X. She put her knife away and drew one of the blades, again moving it around her fingers until it became comfortable and then readying it to strike. It had four gold spikes coming off the handle, making the legs of a spider, with two red rubies making up the body and the head. 

Tash stared at her for a moment, her head tilting slightly to one side. “Swords,” she said finally, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Sure, why wouldn’t it be swords?”

The stranger crouched, moving from side to side like a spider swaying on its web in a spring breeze, her hair remaining perfectly still as her eyes shifted from Nick to Tash and then back to Nick again. A wry smile spread over her lips as she took a step forward, bringing her sword up high.

“No!” Tash shouted, taking her first step forward even as the stranger brought down her blade toward Nick.

Nick wanted to close his eyes but couldn’t, could only watch as the blade moved up to the highest point of its arc and caught the moonlight in its path, sparkled briefly, then started its descent back down toward his head. It seemed to be moving slow even though he knew it couldn’t be, and he swallowed back hard as it became almost invisible, its sharp thin edge lined perfectly with the area between his eyes. It occurred to him that if he followed it the entire way down, he would be cross-eyed when it struck and that that would likely be how his parents found him: a boy with two heads cross-eyed. As the blade came closer and closer to him, he turned his head and rolled out of the way, diving with such force that his head rammed into the brick wall and split open. 

The sword clanged against the concrete and the stranger sneered at Nick, surprised that he wasn’t where he had been when she’d struck. The entire passage had taken less than a second to happen, even though it had seemed like an eternity.

“Hey!” Tash yelled, grabbing the stranger by the collar and slamming her against the wall opposite Nick. The stranger tried to raise her sword, but Tash brought up her knee and slammed it into her wrist, pinning it between her bone and the wall. The sword fell from her fingers onto the ground.

“Jesus,” Nick gasped, trying hard to catch his breath. “Jesus.”

“I think the next time I tell you to back off, you’re going to,” Tash continued, their foreheads almost touching as she locked eyes with the strange woman.

The stranger pushed her back, making Tash stumble and almost trip over Nick. She pulled back and punched Tash in the side of her neck with such force that she felt her molars rattle. She coughed once, tasting blood as it erupted up from her mouth, then spun back to face the stranger.

“I didn’t care for that,” she said, hauling back and hitting the woman in the face. The stranger fell back and slammed the back of her head against the brick wall, then fell forward against the ground and spit up a heaping mouthful of blood herself.

“Come on!” Tash yelled, hoisting Nick up under one arm and running with him toward the mouth of the alley.

“Will that stop her?” Nick asked as he turned briefly to stare at the woman from over his shoulder.

“It might slow her down,” Tash replied, turning around the corner and breaking into an all-out run.
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Sara stared at herself in the bathroom mirror of the Factory. It was cracked and dirty despite Roxanne’s best efforts to keep it clean. Coupled with the gray walls around it, it looked depressing when she saw her reflection in it even on the best of days. Tonight it seemed especially dismal.

She tilted her head to one side and pulled her hair away from her neck to reveal a large red spot that Jamie had put there while she had sat on the pool table. She tisked, then reached into her purse and took out a small pad of makeup and started the task of covering it up. When her finger touched it, the memory of watching Nick leave the Factory came back to her, and she let out a deep sigh.

There had been a look on his face that she’d seen before... a loneliness and a heartbreak that she knew she’d caused in some of the other men in her life - one in particular. She’d wrestled long and hard with the responsibility of that, and had held firm to the belief that some people just were that way... that if they hadn’t been pining over her they would have been pining over somebody else. But now she’d brought it out in Nick... someone who up until this point had always been strong and kind and happy.

She sniffed as her hand trembled against her neck, and she forced herself to steady it.

“You okay in there?” Julie called, knocking on the door twice.

“I’m fine,” she lied, then turned back to the mirror and slathered on some more foundation.
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Nick gasped for air as his lungs threatened to burst, each one a hot ball of fire within his chest. Tash ducked the both of them into the shadow of a house and tried to catch her breath, still clutching onto the loose flesh between his neck and shoulder.

“What the hell was that?” he asked, squirming out of her grip and standing a few feet from her. He tried to stand up straight but couldn’t, bending over and resting his hands on his knees.

“If we live, I’ll be sure to tell you,” she replied, pressing her head flush against the wall of the house and looking around its corner. There was nobody coming up the street from where they’d come from, nor was there any sign of movement in the street at all... it was more disturbing to her than if there had been three of that woman bearing down on them with swords drawn. She’d spent most of her adult life in America’s cities, and for any street to be this vacant was like looking into the soul of a ghost town. “Is it usually this quiet here?”

“Ah,” he started, standing up and squinting at a nearby street sign. “We’re close to Laird Street, more the residential area. So yes, people don’t tend to stay out late here unless they have a curfew.”

“Right,” she nodded, glancing over the street once more.

-click-.

He stared at her for a long moment, then shook his head. Sweat dripped off it when he did. “Who the hell are you?” he said finally.

“My name’s Natasha. You can call me Tash, most do. And, don’t take this the wrong way... but I think I’m here for you.”

-click-.

“Me? Me? I’m sorry, how am I not supposed to take that the wrong way?”

“It’s a long, crappy story, kid,” she frowned, touching her face where she’d been hit gingerly. She winced once, then pressed harder. “The point of it right now is, I’m here to help. If you don’t want my help, that’s fine too... it’s your call.”

Nick stared at her even though she hadn’t so much as glanced at him since they’d stopped.

-click-.

“I’m still not sure what you’re -”

“Shh,” Tash hushed, raising a hand to silence him.

“What?”

“Shh!”

They both paused, each standing as still and as quietly as they could as the cool September air blew around them. 

-click-.

“There,” she said, raising one finger into the wind. “Right there.”

“What is it?” Nick asked, his voice hushed.

“Metal scraping... probably against the concrete.”

“Is it her?”

She paused again, her eyes fluttering over the horizon line. “No,” she said finally, standing up straight again. “No, it’s coming from the wrong direction.”

-click-.

“What should we do?”

She frowned, scanning the area from one side to the other. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
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There was a deli on fifth street that was famous around town for two major accomplishments: they had the worst meat products of any place that served meat products in Coral Beach, and the best coffee of any place that served coffee in Coral Beach. They even topped Dunkin’ Donuts, as hard as it was for anyone from out of town to believe - until they actually tried a cup.

There was one booth in the entire deli that still seemed like it was new, and it attracted the most patrons. Every other cushion had holes and rips in it and springs that struck out in uncomfortable places, but these two adjacent seats had somehow managed to escape the fracas and were comfortable at the same time. Nick sat in one and stared down at his coffee as Tash sipped on hers regularly, pain shooting up the bruise alongside her skull with every sip she took. The gash on his head had stopped bleeding, but it hadn’t been hard for the cashier to tell that they’d both seen trouble recently. To his credit, he hadn’t asked about it.

“So that’s it, huh?” Nick asked, still staring down into his untouched coffee.

“Pretty much,” she smiled. It was a warm smile that hurt her lips, but she couldn’t help it. He looked sad and cute all at the same time, and her heart went out to him... like a little lost puppy. “Point of it all is, the world’s going to hell. In more ways than one... it’s been on a tipping scale for quite some time, and now some bastard has come along and decided to give it a little nudge, like someone always does every few decades.”

“What does any of that have to do with me?” he asked, almost pleading.

She frowned. “Absolutely nothing,” she said honestly, reaching out and taking his hand. “In truth, I don’t think much of this does... not really. But I’ve got a friend who’s trying to make it better. And I really think he could... but we figured out a while back that we can’t do it alone. We’re going to need help.”

Nick twitched. “You’re talking about me?”

She paused. “... No. No, not you. Maybe someday, but for now, you’re too young. It’s just not fair. But there are people out there that don’t care how fair it is or how young you are. You met one of them here tonight. I think if we’d stuck around, you would’ve met a second.”

Nick turned around and looked out the big windows that lined the deli into the darkness beyond. “They’re still out there, aren’t they?”

Tash nodded.

“And when you leave... they’re going to kill me.”

She let out a long sigh. “Probably.”

He stared out into the dark for a long moment. “Why me?”

She smiled. “Don’t tell me you haven’t figured that one out yet.”

He turned to her and scrunched up his face.

“I’ve met a few people with your kind of talent in my time, kid... hell, my friend’s tracking one down right now that might have passed his whole life if it hadn’t been for a lucky tabloid reporter... but you’re not one of them. It’s a good mask, I’ll give you that, but not to my eye.”

His face changed, as though it wasn’t sure whether to be hurt of scared or angry or all three.

“Why don’t you take out the contacts?”

He swallowed hard, then reached up carefully and touched his eyes lightly with his thumb and index finger. When he withdrew them a coloured contact lens was sticking to each, and when he looked at her again, his eyes were pure, irisless eggshell white. He felt them fill up with tears but forced them back.

Tash got up and moved over to his side of the table, and he immediately broke down and buried his head into her shoulder and started to cry.

“I didn’t ask for this,” he said after a moment staring out into the darkness beyond the window. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw something moving in the shadows... like two figures dancing against the night sky.

Tash’s face became sallow as the stroked his hair around his ears. “Nobody ever does,” she said softly.
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Sara forced her locker door closed, pinning her History textbook beneath her arm as she put all of her weight into her shoulder. She forced the metal door flush with all the others that lined the hallway, her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth a little as she did so, the pink of it just different enough from the pink of her lips to be noticed.

“Christ,” she sighed, snarling at the sticky feeling under her arms and knowing that she’d have to feel that uncomfortable, muggy feeling the entire walk home now. She turned to see that Nick had been standing beside her locker, and almost jumped. There was a vacant look in his eyes that she’d never seen there before, and it took her a moment to remember the events of the previous night. She resisted the urge to cover her hickey with her hand. “Hey,” she said, as soothingly as possible.

“Hey,” he replied solemnly. He looked as though he was about to cry, but didn’t. There was unshaven scruff on his cheeks; that was news to her, as she hadn’t been aware until now that Nick had even needed to shave. There were bags under his eyes and he was wearing his good coat even though it was still far too warm outside for it. The book bag slung over his shoulder looked full.

She shot his a wry look, then smiled. “What’s with the hobo look? Is there a new trend I’m not aware of?”

He did not respond, his lips pursed until they were white.

Her smile faded. “Look, if this is about last night...”

“It isn’t,” he assured her, waving his hand to one side. He locked eyes with her again. He took a deep breath, then reached up and took her chin in his hand. Her skin was soft and warm. He leaned in and their lips met, hers warm and wet and pink against his. She seemed surprised at first, then pushed up on her toes to get closer to him. He put his arms around her waist and held her like that for a long moment before finally breaking it off and letting her back down.

Her eyes were wide and she didn’t seem to be looking at him, blinking several times. “Wow.”

He smiled, but somehow he still looked sad. He touched her face again, stroked her cheek with his thumb, and almost leaned in for another kiss... but he didn’t. He knew that if he did, he wouldn’t be able to do what he needed to next.

“I’m going to be gone for a while,” he said finally, almost having to force the words out. “My parents are sending me to school down south.”

“What?” Sara asked, shaking her head and coming back to reality. “Then don’t go.”

“Kind of have to,” he said, sighing. “I just... can’t be a nomad anymore, I guess.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then nodded.

“But you stay here, okay? You stay... you. As long as you’re here, there’ll be a home in Coral Beach for me to come back to.”

Her stroked her cheek one last time, then pushed himself off from the locker and walked down the hall and out of the school without looking back once.

She watched him go until he was long out of sight, still feeling his kiss on her lips and the jolt it had given her... there had been something in his eyes that had been different than any other time she’d seen him, and she felt like she never had gotten the kiss from the boy Nick Carry that she’d been wanting ever since eighth grade, but that maybe she’d been the first person to ever lay eyes on Nick Carry the man.

She smiled a little at that, although she wasn’t sure why, then turned to the boy standing at the locker next to her.

“So, you going to Julian Grendel’s party on Friday?” she asked him, paying little attention to his response or even if he gave one.
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Atlanta, Georgia

Kelly Saunders picked up an apple out of the large pile in front of her and studied it for a long moment, then placed it in the green plastic basket she held in the crook of her arm. She grabbed three more then stepped away from the pile, paused, then went back for a fifth.

The market was wonderful and alive and open this time of day, crowded with people and smells and colours that she loved. Before her was a long aisle of freshly harvested fruits and vegetables, all of them beaming brightly at her with magnificent reds and yellows and deep, deep purples.

There were no walls here, just posts every ten feet or so that held up the green tile and copper bearing of the ceiling. It let in the fresh air of the Square that could only happen during a Georgia late October, that clean, crisp freshness that clung to everything and made her smile from ear to ear every time she took a deep breath. All around her the buildings of the Square surrounded the market yet somehow cast no shadow upon it, each of them bathed in the warm sun the shone down from almost directly above.

The building in the center of town had a large clock tower in it that rose above the rest of the box-cut buildings with its fine old Victorian architecture, but she didn’t need it to tell her it was noon and that she should get on her way. She smiled warmly at the old man behind the apple cart and continued down the aisle toward the dairy section.

A year ago when she’d left his house, her father had told her that she’d never find anywhere ‘out there’ that felt like home. He had said this with a face that was flushed and red as he sat across from the kitchen table from her, annunciating each word with a jab of his fork. He’d dipped into the brandy a few hours before supper and his eyes were bloodshot. It sent cold shivers up her spine even now just thinking about it. 

“Nobody that left home at your age ever amounted to nothing or nobody,” he’d said with that gruff Bible Belt drawl as he turned his fork back toward his dinner. He took a big shovelful of chicken and cabbage and pushed it past his lips. Bits of greens stuck to the corners of his mouth and looked like the film left over after a severely drunk person woke up in their own vomit. The association made her want to throw up. “You’ll never find anything to make you feel as good and as warm as this house and this town and this family. I hope you’re hearing me.”

Now, when she felt the garden air fill her until she felt like she was flying and the smooth, level concrete beneath her feet, she knew that he’d been wrong. This was her home now, and the more she looked back on her time before this, the more she felt that this had always been her home, even though she’d never lived here. 

There was something about this city... it was like a small town that had simply redoubled itself over and over until it was massive and unruly, against the odds keeping that small town soul. That indomitable Southern style. She’d never seen any other place like it on Earth.

She almost bumped into a gray-haired old woman wearing a dark navy blazer and pressed, clean pants. She looked as though she were on her way to stand up in church rather than perusing the farmer’s market for fresh produce. There was a slim golden cross hanging between her breasts and a cancer ribbon pinned to her collar. The letters WWJD had been sewn into her sleeve with gold thread, as if to remind her the same way some people tied string around their finger to remind them.

“I’m so sorry!” Kelly said, laughing in that embarrassed why people did after returning from an excursion to cloud nine. “I swear I’m just a space cadet today!”

“That’s all right, dear,” the women said sweetly, laying one of those small, worn hands on her bare arm. It sent happy shivers shooting up Kelly’s shoulder and into the base of her skull where they rested for a moment, the simple human contact causing intense and profound pleasure. “No harm done.”

“Thanks.”

“Thank you,” she smiled warmly, stepping around Kelly and walking to greet the man behind the apple cart. He looked at her as though he’d known her for years, tipping his hat politely. “You have yourself a blessed day.”

That sent the shivers going again, this time starting in her back and working their way through her completely. Have a blessed day. She loved that. There was a feeling she got when someone said that to her and meant it... a spirituality that was everywhere here, even for someone who didn’t believe in it.

Kelly watched her for a moment, pushing her long blonde hair back behind her ear absently as she did. Her eyes glistened the same bright perfect blue of the sky behind her and her face, while slightly sallow, was sweetly soft. Her thin lips rarely ever saw lipstick and were almost invisible until she smiled, as she was now, watching as the woman clasped an apple in her long, bony fingers. She smiled so big that it almost reached her ears.

Filled with that good, tingly feeling; she turned back to the hall and picked up a bright yellow bunch of bananas that caught her eye. She added them to the ever growing assortment of food in her basket and reminded herself that she was going to have to walk home carrying this, then forced herself to go to the dairy section. There was an old wooden display there shaped like a staircase filled with cheese, each block about the size of a paperback novel and hand wrapped in cellophane. Despite their plastic coating they still stood out like orange and white stars in a dismal brown sky, the orange so pure it looked to have been painted on.

She picked up a rather hefty block of cheddar and brought it to her face, convinced she could actually smell it it was so fresh. After taking a moment with it, she held it up to the merchant behind the shelf. “How much for this?”

“Everything you see here is two dollars,” he replied, stretching his arms in both directions as if to encompass the entirety of his stock.

Her eyebrows shot up as she looked at the cheese again with renewed interest, then placed it in the basket at her hip before bending over to pick up two more blocks.

She felt her eyes flutter over him and caught a wry, mischievous smile on his lips. He was an older man, like most of the farmers and merchants that came to the market, but was more wiry than most and appeared to be in good health. His skin was tight to his frame but wrinkled heavily, and in truth didn’t look much like skin at all. Instead it looked like long strips of muscle and tendons dyed the pale peach of flesh. His whole face seemed to move and shift when he smiled even a little, and right now he was smiling so big that she could see he still had all his original teeth. She smiled back.

“Thank you,” she said warmly. He nodded curtly in response, then leaned forward to watch her as she stepped toward the checkout.

The line wasn’t long. It never was, not even with just the one register. Kelly placed all the goods she’d accumulated on the small desk that was used as a counter top, the rubber sheet that covered it doing little to hide its tattered character or the repugnant scent of varnish. It had been a school teacher’s desk, she’d decided on one of her previous trips. Lifted from one of those old dilapidated one-room school houses with the potbelly stove and the individual blackboards. Sometimes when she stepped past it, she could swear that she could smell the distinct aroma of chalkdust still clinging to it.

The woman behind the counter was short and portly, with a tiny bow of a mouth and an unnaturally brunette beehive. When she spoke it was with that kind sincerity that Kelly was convinced only pudgy women in their forties were capable of. She reminded her of Conchata Ferrell.

“Did you find everything you were looking for?” Conchata asked with a twang in her voice that sounded like it had been tuned with a banjo as she carefully placed Kelly’s food into a brown paper bag.

“Mostly,” Kelly smiled, sticking her thumb and forefinger into the narrow space of her front pocket and coming back with her wallet. She unclasped it and started to flick through an odd arrangement of bills. Most were the faded green hue of American currency, but there were a few blue Canadian fives and red fifties. An euro stuck out near the front, poking out its nose just enough for the cashier to see.

“We can’t take foreign bills here,” Conchata said crisply, looking suspiciously from the wallet to Kelly and then back again. “I got enough problems getting my head around the numbers already without figuring in the transfer rates.”

“Oh, I know,” Kelly chuckled, pushing her hair out of her face again as she started pulling out cash. “Just haven’t made it to the bank with these just yet.”

Conchata nodded, making a little pile of the bills Kelly had already placed on the desk, counting them as they came.

“And sixty,” she said, dumping some coins out into her palm and then handing them over. “Hey, do you know where the blueberry guy is? I haven’t seen him in weeks.”

“Carl,” Conchata agreed. She did not look up as she spoke, focusing as much as she could on putting the cash into the correct register slots. “He broke his hip a month or so back. Fell over an embankment while he was out picking stock.”

“Ooooh,” Kelly hummed, a concerned look coming over her. She bounced a little when she made the sound, like a child deprived of something they desired badly. “Well if you see him tell him I hope he gets better soon, okay?”

“I surely will.”

“And if he has any of that jam at his place pick me up a few jars and hide them under the counter for me, okay? I’ll pay you back the next time I’m up.”

“I’ll do just that,” she beamed, handing the bag over the register to her. “You come back soon now, y’hear?”

Kelly smiled, suppressing the urge to laugh, and walked out into the daylight. That was one thing she’d never gotten used to about this part of the world: the way some people could succumb to their regional stereotypes so completely and not even realize it. Even more surprising was that she found it was catching on. She’d caught herself referring to the computer as a pooter the other day and had laughed at herself until her sides had ached. Her friends had looked at her as though she’d had eight heads.

The walk home from the market was a long one, but she found that she didn’t mind, especially on days like today. Leaves were falling all around her and crunching beneath her feet, kicking and dancing about and making her feel like she was a child again. Pausing by a bus station she stopped and laid down her bag on the sidewalk, then picked up an armful that had
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