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      Five is a special number.

      I saw something recently on the internet about numerology–the symbolism that some see in numbers when out in the world, especially those that repeat. Popular examples are 111, 444 (both so called “angel numbers”), even the dreaded 666 (very much the opposite).

      This is an interesting concept, to be sure, especially since the only numbers one might actually see–meaning physical numbers and not, say, a half-dozen eggs laying in the grass in the wake of your chickens–are entirely man-made.

      And yet humans–the very same people who created the symbols to express numerical value–ascribe mystical, metaphysical, even God-like powers to these numbers.

      Before I get much deeper down the rabbit hole, let me first welcome you to this–the fifth volume of Nizpatches, a short fiction collection of stories written entirely by yours truly. All the stories contained herein, along with the four prior volumes, are “dispatches” (you see what I did there with the title?) from the cosmic soup that sits just somewhere right on the cusp of the conscious and subconscious portions of my brain. That’s how I see story, anyway.

      Each volume of Nizpatches is centered around a theme.

      And in this one, all these stories are what I call Science Fiction Suspense. Contemporary stories, mostly. Each with some element of sci-fi–time travel, mind control, rogue experiments, alternate realities, simulations, and advanced technology. And while sci-fi can tend towards the massive, sprawling, epic creation of worlds far different from our own, these stories all center around heroes and villains that live in the world within which we currently reside. Just with a little something different.

      Mostly.

      So, back to numbers.

      What might the number five tell us?

      Well, a quick scan of the infallible information source known as the Internet tells me that 555 is another so-called angel number–one which means change, transformation, freedom, personal growth, and self-confidence in one’s own abilities.

      Since this is the fifth volume of Nizpatches, all those things sound great. Really swell.

      Only … I’ve just got the single 5 to hang my shingle onto. Not a trinity of them.

      So maybe I can just choose only one of those lucky characteristics? Hm. Tough choice.

      But hang on a second.

      I’ve also got five stories in this collection.

      Hm …

      Volume five …

      Five stories …

      Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.

      If big things are coming, I’m all for it. Significant change is on the horizon.

      If only I can come up with a third five.

      Well, I’ve got five mini-introductions in this volume. Five little glimpses behind the scenes of the stories that follow. Maybe I could use that as my third five?

      Yeah. I guess. Feels a little cheap, though. Especially since if you consider that I also have an Introduction (what you’re reading now) and an Afterword (what you will read after all the stories are done), that doesn’t quite work, now does it?

      If I were publishing this on the fifth day of the month, well, we’d be in business. Or, on Cinco de Mayo, even (though it’s not clear from the Internet whether a fourth five would be good luck or a bad omen).

      But unfortunately it’s late February. And as I write this, under a tight deadline (I really better come up with that third five soon), there is no 5th day of the month in sight.

      Hm. Seems we’re stuck.

      Well, in the meantime, let me tell you about the stories in this volume–all five of them.

      First, we have A Refraction of Kind Light, a fun, almost heartwarming story about rival thieves set amidst an inter-dimensional battlefield through which they scheme, feint, and dance against one another the way all rivals should aspire to.

      Then there is a novella–one of three contained in this volume (I know, I was hoping for our third five, too). This one is Door Number Five at the Memory Motel, a dark science fiction tale that delves into the mysteries of memory, cutting edge science exploring the hidden folds of the human mind, and the darkness that exists just on the other side of ambition.

      Hey, wait a second, did I just type Door Number Five?

      (Yes, I did. But I don’t think we can count that as our third five).

      Hitting in the three-hole is our second short story of the bunch, Fiona’s Mercy. It’s best I say as little about this story as possible, but just know it’s a clean and brisk western tale that incorporates some very interesting sci-fi elements and has an absolutely wild (I’m told) twist ending.

      Batting clean-up in our lineup is easily the strangest story of the bunch, First Light of Every Morning–a novella about a simple man living in rural North Carolina who finds himself in a decidedly complex situation. A problem which can only be solved by outsmarting a powerful, dangerous, and dimension-spanning antagonist who serves her own masters–albeit not ones that can be seen with the naked eye.

      And finally, in the Number 5 slot in this volume–perhaps the Universe-anointed great story in a collection of what I think are already pretty great tales, we have Last Ride, which is part of the Ledgerman series of books and stories, each one about a contract killer whose mysterious smartwatch delivers to him targets that Ledgerman must decide whether to kill or to save. It’s a fun ride and this is book three of … wait for it … four.

      (insert sad tuba sound effect here).

      Alright, that about does it for this Introduction. Enough discussion of lucky numbers and their meaning.

      I’m actually more of a letters and words guy, anyway.

      If you’re looking for hidden meanings, I don’t think you can get much more symbolic than that!

      Stay tuned after the stories, though. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out a third five to bless this fifth edition of Nizpatches. And the back matter of his collection has some cool stuff–sign up for the newsletter to get free stories. Plenty more where these came from!

      
        
        Niz Thomas

        February 2025
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      Where do stories come from? It’s a common question–typically phrased as, “Where do you get your ideas?”

      In this case, the story came from the title.

      You see, some writers utilize a technique called “triggering,” to generate stories. It’s a fairly complex process, but it might be easiest to explain it by referring to it as “inspiration.”

      However, it’s not like the inspiration you see in the movies. There is no long period of moping, followed by a sort of sexy version of ruining your life before that One Big Idea strikes down upon you from the heavens like God Himself has chosen to anoint you as His temporary mouthpiece.

      In this case, “inspiration” can be understood by thinking of it this way: it’s the inspiration to start the story. The impetus, if you will. And while I’m sure it’s different for everyone, what it usually does for me is gives me a vague target off in the distance and a desire to get started (always the hardest part of any endeavor).

      What would a story entitled “A Refraction of Roses” be about?

      Well, that’s what I set out to determine.

      Now you can, too.

      Enjoy!
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      It was the smell of spackle and chalky, flat paint that broke me from the subconscious reverie I must have fallen into, because I found myself standing before the two-and-a-half story stone fireplace in what used to be my home before I ever realized that Laverne had once again come for me.

      I had been expecting her, of course.

      But just like the death of a long-sick loved one, even the inevitability of expectation has the ability to surprise.

      Our great room at 49 Carnegie Street was now a ghost of all that once was. The structure was here, unchanged. The two-and-a-half story vaulted ceilings. The reclaimed wood beams that framed said vaulted ceilings and elongated the roof’s spine directly above my head like an archaeologist laying out vertebrae of some recently discovered species.

      The massive speckled-stone fireplace which stretched from the floor all the way to the ceiling, and, at one time, resembled the color and texture of a dinosaur egg—before my wife, Aurora, got her interior decorating itch on this behemoth of a room. But always and forever, it was fossilized in my mind as the dinosaur egg.

      All that was gone now. Extinct. And seemingly ancient history.

      The whole house smelled of paint, the chalky kind used to slop over an evicted tenant as quickly as possible before the next tenant moved in. Little more than primer, really, but here it had been splashed onto the walls so thick as to have actually erased all of the warmth that had been here only moments before. I had apparently wandered from my bedroom to the fireplace in some kind of fugue state.

      Laverne could have been kinder about the way she approached this particular situation. With the ability to manipulate reality, to open the curtains between this and other permutations of the world, to recreate entire structures from scratch, Laverne could easily have just snapped her fingers and changed this house into something I wouldn’t have recognized. A beach bungalow, maybe. Or a massive, Gothic mansion. Hell, even a tiny favela shanty.

      But that would have been out of character for her. It would have showed mercy.

      Instead, where there had once been warm, gooey chocolate chips and notes of cinnamon—the Texas Cowboy cookies Aurora seemed to be constantly baking (who knows how or where she found the time)—or Easter ham, or Thanksgiving stuffing, or … well, it doesn’t matter all the particulars, not anymore … instead, now it smelled like a house abandoned. As if we’d skipped out on the rent and disappeared somewhere deep in the night.

      What Laverne had done here was far more painful. She’d simply applied a light eraser to everything I called my life so that it was gone, but the shape of it was still visible.

      She knew that would hurt me.

      She intended it, of course.

      I realized, catching myself amidst a maelstrom of emotions that I frankly should have been prepared for, that I hadn’t been wandering aimlessly through the house as I’d thought.

      I’d been looking for clues.

      At first, clues about my time here with my family.

      Time that had ended by Laverne’s fickle hand.

      Time I would never get back.

      Because whenever Laverne’s heavy hand came crashing down upon me, it made me wonder whether everything I experienced was real or whether I was downright, drop dead, deliriously crazy.

      I inspected the stone fireplace, which like everything else had been whited out with the same flat white paint so that its interestingly flecked stone now shone too bright with the sunlight streaming through the curtainless windows. I ran my hand over the spot where my daughter, Elena, rode her bike headfirst into the side of the fireplace, where she broke solid stone. Knocked a spot clear out. It was gone now. Smooth as if the stone had been here a hundred million years, eroded by the sands of time.

      I knelt down, inspecting the white oak floor in the long center hallway that bisected the house. I was used to seeing scuff marks from where my son, Tommy, constantly dropped his toys (or, later on, when he learned that throwing them was more fun). But the floors were smooth and sparkled from new finish, the overhead lights reflecting back up into my eyes enough so that I had to turn away.

      The foyer, where Aurora would make guests to the house howl with some perfectly placed joke before they’d even gotten their coats off, at least had some reminder of the past. Only the chandelier still hung like a Tibetan singing bowl, each echo from my steps through this empty house touching a frequency (jadoooommmmmg) just at the threshold of my audible perception. I suppose Laverne hadn’t wanted to bother with redecorating.

      Just with emptying. With deleting. With taking away.

      The emptiness was undeniable. It hung over everything like a horrible thunderhead—the far distant rains you know are coming but can’t do anything to stop.

      After a while I realized I was no longer looking for signs that my family had been here, had been real. I knew they had been. There was simply no way Laverne could so powerfully control my emotions, to stir them up in the ways that having a family did. No ability to bend the fabric of reality would allow her to have that kind of impact on me.

      All her power, but she couldn’t take away my memories.

      In fact, it was her greatest weapon of all.

      How else to stab at someone’s soul if they don’t have the ability to remember?

      I had been trained once, long ago, to control my emotions no matter the stress of a situation. It was a time in my life that seemed so distant from now that I almost didn’t recognize it as my life, but that of some intimate subconscious copy of myself. But all that training meant I had developed a great, massive moat between that tiny core of myself where emotion resided, governing all that I was, and where the outside world stormed in like an enemy at the gates. And while my family was gone now, that training—and the memories of all the laughter we shared, the dull, buzzing anxiety of having children, the vise grip on the heart of seeing them sick with a cough that keeps them up at night—I could at least trust that my memory of them was true.

      I had no home as a child.

      But this had been a home once.

      After a while, though, my sadness gave way to despair, the shifting light of day sending strange and unfamiliar shadows everywhere around the house. Without furniture, without people, without love, everything about this place felt unfamiliar.

      By the time my despair gave way to anger, I was searching only for that shimmer in the fabric of reality that told me Laverne was coming. It was nearly imperceptible, but over the years I had learned to spot it. It was true that—to my knowledge—when Laverne took everything from me, she had no obligation to show her face before, during, or after.

      But over the years I had come to know Laverne and her tendencies.

      And just like her inability to use kindness when ripping my family away from me, the ability to skip out on gloating after shattering the life I’d built for myself was simply not in Laverne’s DNA. Not anymore.

      And I should know.

      I was the one who took it from her.

      So whether she wanted me to question myself, or my memories, or whether she just wanted to let me wallow in my misery, I didn’t know.

      Didn’t care.

      Because when she finally showed up and broke through that fabric of reality, which to her was sheer but to everyone else was as thick as bulletproof glass, I would be ready for her.
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      The stain on the floors looked still wet when we moved in. They had a sheen to them that was so shiny it looked as if a Zamboni had just driven through.

      That was the first clue for me, but I didn’t recognize it at first.

      Elena, bless her heart, ran between my legs as I stood inside the frame of our heavy front door. She was eighteen months old and already a speed demon with little regard for what might be called “personal safety.”

      I tried to grab her but my hands were full. A heavy cardboard box of books beneath one and about three bags hooked through hands and wrists on the other. Groceries. “Wait!”

      Not only did I miss her, but I managed to drop everything I was holding in the process. Cormac McCarthy and Chef Boyardee spilled everywhere. That only made the giddy little girl even giddier, her squeals echoing around the house like little birds had gotten in and fluttered up into the high corners of the ceilings.

      Aurora squeezed past me, stepping inside with her own handful of groceries, managing to handle hers without dropping them.

      “Wait!”

      Aurora turned slightly and raised an eyebrow.

      “The floors look … wet.”

      Aurora did a slow scan across the foyer, the long center hallway, into the living room on the other side of the house. “How many fingers am I holding up?” she said, not bothering to raise either of her full hands.

      I looked again at the floors. The sun from the back windows streamed through in the same cheerful way they did all those years later when the house was empty and all that was left were the memories like this one. I could see clearly that I had been mistaken. That the floor was not, in fact, wet. It was newly stained, sure. Could still smell the very last lingering scent of the polyurethane finish that hadn’t fully off-gassed yet. But as Elena came back around into the foyer from the center hallway (having already done a loop around the house), if the floors had been wet, she’d have been trailing footprints behind her. As if to prove a point, she bent herself in half, planted both hands onto the floor into full downward dog, and started sliding one socked foot and then the other against the wood like she was doing a mountain climber exercise and couldn’t stop. Her feet glided like a Zamboni had just come through here, but they didn’t mess up the wood at all.

      “Very funny,” I said to Aurora, who had already disappeared down the hallway and into the kitchen.

      “Dad-dyyyyyyyyyyyy,” Elena squealed, churning her legs faster until I worried less about her messing up a wet stain and more about starting a friction fire.

      So it was my eyes. Or a trick of the light. According to Aurora, at least.

      But me, I knew better.
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      It was an odd thing to look at—especially now—but I knew it would work.

      It had to work.

      Standing before the great, heavy front door to our house, I took a moment to look up. The same two-and-a-half stories from the living room existed here. Enough open airspace between me and the foyer ceiling to hang a truly massive chandelier shaped like a giant disco ball.

      This was the disco ball chandelier. So named by me. So referred to by me, and me alone. It wasn’t really a disco ball, of course, but it had the same shape and it hung down from the ceiling in the same way anybody who’d ever seen a disco ball, whether in pictures or real life, would recognize. This one was actually a ball made of frosted glass, though it had metallic panes between the glass that gave it the look of, dare I say, a disco ball.

      I would miss this place a lot.

      As I placed my hand on the doorknob to our heavy front door, I again heard the emptiness of the house in the tremor of that subsonic frequency that clung to the disco ball like the disco era had clung to its namesake decorative piece. Jadoooommmmmg.

      Outside, the home seemed unchanged. The grass was still at odds with the fungus that had turned up after the dry summer we’d had. The street was still long, loping past other tasteful, large houses (our four-bedroom contemporary was truly nothing special here) all in their same places, wearing their same clothes.

      Where was she?

      It was the early-morning weekday bustle. Three or four ladies in athleisure march-march-marching down the street like something out of an autocrat’s dreamscape (only with more visors). A mail truck pulling away from the neighbor’s, the Frederick’s, and toward our mailbox. That damned red Mazda beater car that the punk Johnson kid drove like he was in the Daytona 500. A few kids on bikes, taking the slow, wide turns they hoped would extend the amount of time available to them before school started.

      This had been a home in a quaint town filled with only that.

      Until she ruined it all.

      And the fact I couldn’t make her yet filled me with a dark sense of dread I did not want to contemplate further.

      This had happened to me time and time again. Not this exact scenario, of course. Never before was it a home life that touched on every needful place borne into me during childhood (or was it genetic, even?). Before this, there was wealth—true, dynastic, double-bird, untouchable-nation-state wealth. Then desire—burning white hot like a brand. This had been home. Not the same thing as desire, sure, and definitely nothing like wealth. But it came with so much more depth than either. With an immense satisfaction that came with building your own life with a group of people who you truly love and truly love you back.

      To have the first two things taken from you was cruel.

      To have this third thing taken was unconscionable.

      It would make anybody do crazy, terrible things.

      And I wasn’t just anybody.
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      I’d nearly forgotten about the fidelity of the floors by late-summer, when the temperatures had moved past their peak and showed a rather pleasant autumn preview. A day that carried that clear, crisp outdoor smell rather than the faint odor of grass shriveling up and slowly dying. Elena and I were outside, the backyard grass starting to show some of the signs (unbeknownst to me then) that it needed assistance beyond simple watering. Walking through it felt more like walking through a hayfield than a backyard.

      Because Elena was physically curious—a child for whom each day seemed to present some new height to climb or some new bodily contortion to attempt—I had used my fatherly skill set to try, on this day, to gently guide her to something I thought was both fun and safe.

      I’d found a two-by-four in the garage during move-in day. Four feet long. Had been months and I hadn’t bothered to toss it. Just one of those pieces of flotsam that drifts from one homeowner to the next.

      Until today.

      Along with two other blocks of scrap—each only about the size of a brick—I had constructed a very low-standing balance beam, which Elena had taken to. She was in the process of walking across it, eschewing my constant requests/offers/pleading to take my hand, at least for the first trip across so she could see what it felt like to actually walk along the damn thing.

      “No, my do it,” she said, actively pushing my hand away from her orbit, causing her to lose her balance and tumble gently into the dry grass.

      My daughter, the independent type.

      Luckily, she wasn’t yet at the age to know what a grudge was or how to hold one.

      And, undeterred, she got right back up and at it.

      Aurora came outside with a tray of drinks. Lemonade for Elena. “Put mine over there,” Elena says with a seriousness of purpose that startles both of her parents, pointing her little finger toward the plastic picnic table we were using as outdoor furniture for this first summer before deciding what we really need out here for the long haul.

      Aurora and I shared a look like, “we might as well enjoy it while it’s still cute.” Then Aurora curtsied, deferring humbly to the request of this little tyrant, and complied with her explicit instruction.

      “Cold beer for the gymnastics coach,” she said after placing the lemonade on the table.

      I took it. It was freezing cold and refreshing as a dip in the pool. “Nothing for you?” Aurora liked cold beer the way Elena liked giving orders.

      “Afraid not.”

      I watched her as I took another sip, the cold suds hurting so good in my throat. I hadn’t seen it until right that very moment. Then again, how could I have?

      “Not for another eight months, anyway.”

      It was later, after we’d danced and sang and enjoyed this extra special moment as a family, after the sun had set and both Elena and Aurora had gone off to sleep, when I came back out into the yard to clean up the shards of broken beer bottle I’d somehow dropped onto the backyard’s lone hard spot, when I saw the second clue.

      That familiar dread tried to wrap itself around me, as if slithering from the cool night air like blood from a stone. But I fought back. Stuffed it back, blocked it up, whatever. Shoved it right back to wherever it lived during all the times I never thought about it.

      But I didn’t forget about it entirely that time. Not like move in day. Or all the other times before. Not again like that. Now it was different.

      Instead, I started planning.

      For the worst.

      And unfortunately, that day had finally come.
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      She was getting better.

      Looking outside the structure I formerly called home, standing just beyond the threshold of the heavy front doors I’d once called my own, I could see that plain as day.

      Or, perhaps more accurately, could not see it.

      There had been clues before. Little ones. But once I knew where to look for them, I could spot them with some effort and the wherewithal to step back from whatever happy moment I was experiencing, so as not to be entirely consumed with the facade.

      It was both exhilarating and exhausting.

      But all that was done now.

      The sun was out, sending those same inappropriately bright and cheery rays awash over the struggling yard, the walking ladies, the mail truck.

      The kid in the Mazda’s engine whirred like it was trying too hard to impress one of the big guns—Ferrari, Lamborghini, Mercedes—on some back-alley racing circuit. A horrible whine from his little Japanese beater. As the kid veered from one side of the road to the other, avoiding the walking ladies who’d now progressed three-quarters of the way down the street away from my house, I saw the shimmer against the clear day. Like a heat wave bending the light above pavement—but today’s temperature couldn’t have been more pleasant.

      The car should have veered back toward the center of the road. But it didn’t. Instead, it drove right over the curb, the sidewalk, onto the yard of 46 Carnegie Street (the Walkers’), plowing into a tree with enough force to crack the trunk up the side like some unseen axe handle had fallen from the sky. It was as if the kid had fallen asleep at the wheel.

      That was just the distraction, though.

      It was then I saw the turret pop up out of my dead grass front yard like I’d walked outside and onto the set of a Vietnam War movie. Two sets of eyes shone like glass beads from the shadows inside the turret.

      The walking ladies kept walking away, but as they did, there was that same shimmer. A manhole cover loosened from below on the street between where I stood and where they walked.

      The mail truck exploded when it pulled up to our mailbox, knocking me backward, through the open front doorway, the heat and gas from fifteen yards away like sticking your head inside an oven turned up to max heat.

      She was here.

      I just hadn’t made her yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      They hadn’t wasted any time.

      I was in the foyer, hands tied behind my back, my feet hardly touching the same floor that Elena had slid her socked feet on all that time ago. They’d tied a rope around my neck and it was pulled taut way up overhead, the disco ball chandelier anchoring this rope work so that I wasn’t quite standing, but also wasn’t quite hanging either. Just somewhere in between.

      Just like most of my life since meeting Laverne.

      She stepped through the doorway and past her minions with a cockiness that could practically be a signature scent. She’d always had it. I presumed she always would. I think it was her posture, mixed with how she carried that perfectly proportioned head of hers. Equestrian posture. Regal and uncompromising. It didn’t hurt that she was so impossibly beautiful that, even if she was unshowered for days and donning a dirty sweatsuit, anybody would take one look at her and assume, just by virtue of how she looked, that she was a stone-cold bitch.

      They would be right, of course. But I always wondered what sort of feedback loop that’d created in her life.

      She was also the sort of person who would seamlessly offer up a quip from a glamorous celebrity or a quote from a classical text in casual conversation like a character in a highfalutin talky drama you’d find on one of the premium networks on TV.

      Her emerald eyes glowed in the brightness of my foyer, enough so that any jeweler would be jealous of her presentation. Against the contrast of her dark red hair, it was impossible to see anything else. Her gait was runway model perfect. And she somehow managed both exotic and classically beautiful at the same time—which would have made any woman angry at the sight of her and any man shiver somewhere deep inside, in that place where insatiable desire intersected with the fear of the dependence that sort of desire would create.

      Trailing behind her, clasped around the neck by a bone-white broach was a long, flowing cloak, made of something which seemed to suck up the sun, which made her eyes stand out even more somehow.

      She didn’t look particularly happy to be here.

      When she slapped me across the face, I was certain she wasn’t.

      “You think you’re clever?” she said by way of greeting. It had been some time since we’d seen each other, and we weren’t particularly close, but this was a colder greeting than I had imagined.

      Though coming from a woman who seemed to spend much of her existence torturing my soul, maybe it was exactly what I should have been expecting.

      “Answer me.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She slapped me again. Perhaps a punch would have been scarier. Or a blade. But for all her faults, Laverne wasn’t a killer. And besides, two people like us, who’d been through everything we had, it was more about what the slap said instead of how it felt. Hers said, unequivocally, that she detested me.

      “You don’t call the shots here, you bastard. I do.”

      I said nothing. There really wasn’t much to say. Even her muscle, the three men who came from the turret beneath my yard and the manhole and wherever else they had been hidden in between the fabric folds of reality before stringing me up like meat inside my own foyer, even they slunk backwards out of the foyer until it was just us. Like they always did. I got the sense that in their profession, they didn’t like to see emotion put into the mix. And with Laverne and me, emotion got dashed in heavy-handed and the blender got turned up the max speed.

      She flung her cloak away from her body in a flourish of light-eating disgust. “Do you really think there is some bottom here? Like you can just move on at a moment’s notice and I won’t see?”

      It was all I could do not to smirk. My first calculated risk had paid off.

      Laverne had been watching. And just like I’d done after losing first the ungodly wealth, and second the unquenchable desire, as soon as I started to pick up the pieces of my life, Laverne swooped in and put me in a new prison of her twisted making.

      I hadn’t noticed the pattern until I’d sat down to really think through it. Once I noticed the clues.

      Once life started to hit all the high points.

      Laverne would not let me simply move on.

      Of course, the joke was on her. I could never hope to move on from the world I’d created here. In fact, it had been so good that I’d almost forgotten about Laverne altogether until she snuck back out from whatever fold in reality she’d been hidden within.

      Out here where I could finally do something about it.

      “There is no bottom,” she emphasized. “My pain is your pain.” The way she said this, the sheer edge of darkness in her voice, there was no question that Laverne was a person who lived with deeply traumatic pain.

      I should know.

      I was the one who gave it to her.

      But again, the joke was on her. Losing Aurora and Elena and Tommy had been so painful there was no deeper abyss for me.

      I was dead inside already.
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      It was a long time ago. How much time, exactly, I couldn’t say. When you spend most of your days living in Hell with no real hope of escape, it doesn’t make sense to tick off the days.

      Laverne was a thief. Still is, actually. She was always freelance—and perhaps that goes without saying, since she isn’t the type who plays well with others. But she found herself in quite a fortuitous position after stealing something she absolutely, positively should not have.

      I worked for a powerful organization who had an interest in recovering this stolen thing. They spared no expense—which is a way of saying that they put me, their top hound, on the retrieval effort with carte blanche to do anything necessary to get back the item.

      I wasn’t privy to what it was. Which was a first for me. That should have set off alarms. And it did, sort of. Just not the right ones.

      The alarms I needed were the ones that blasted a hole in your skull with loud warnings like “TURN BACK.”

      Whatever it was Laverne had stolen, it made her awfully difficult to find. One time in New York I had her dead to rights in an art exhibit—a one-entrance, underground show that would have given any fire marshal either a heart attack or a hard on, depending on the type of ball buster he was. She went in. I went in after her. She somehow disappeared. Doesn’t sound like much, but that sort of thing didn’t happen to me. Ever.

      Another time it was Miami. Art Basel. I had her on security cameras I had hacked into, going into one of those upscale portable toilet things they have at concerts where people wear glitter and spend a few grand just to be crushed against the metal fencing. By the time I got there, she was gone. But the camera never showed her leave. I bet if I checked the tape now, all this time later, not even a forensic investigator could give me an answer as to where she went.

      It was just poof. Gone.

      I was … different then. That man, the one chasing Laverne and doing the sorts of jobs that came my way from my employer, he could never have had a family. Too much drag, too many feelings. Plus, it was an exposure point. I wasn’t exactly rubbing elbows with the Make-A-Wish Foundation.

      So what I did after Laverne gave me the slip a third time isn’t something I’m proud of.

      But I guess I’m paying my dues on that now.

      The first thing I did was to perpetrate a little theft of my own. Took me a few weeks and a giant bill which consisted mostly of forensic accountants, bribes to offshore money managers, and a small computer hacking team that freelanced for some pretty ugly government entities. But I did it. I stole every last cent Laverne had ever made in her life. And even shut off a few avenues through which she might make a buck in the future. Let’s just say Laverne was quite skilled at her trade by the looks of those accounts.

      The second thing was much worse. Laverne had a boy toy. Some wealthy aristocrat who bucked the trend and actually made something of himself as a polo player. Had the body and face of a Greek god. Rumor had it he had other aspects worthy of worship, too. It wasn’t love for them, just lust. But I was grasping at straws once liquidating her funds didn’t have her turn up.

      Well, I made that aristocrat disappear.

      As yet to be found.

      In other words, I stole two things from Laverne.

      Wealth and desire.

      And I still never found her.

      Instead, she found me.
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      It was a crisp winter morning. Several inches of fresh powder snow along the immaculate grounds of the estate deep in the nature preserves of Connecticut where I was scheduled to meet with several very important and powerful members of the organization for which I worked. They were not happy with the lack of progress on capturing Laverne and recovering the stolen item.

      These were not people I wanted to disappoint. The upward mobility of my career to that point had been predicated on getting the results they sought. Failure to continue doing so had mobility going in the other direction. Specifically, six feet in the other direction.

      I walked along a manicured pathway between the house where I was staying and the main grounds where the meeting was. The entire estate was like the most upscale hotel I could imagine—old-world stone carvings lining the intricately laid pattern at my feet, vistas of what Connecticuters considered mountains, wide swaths of lawns. But all of it far better and more meticulously kept than any place I’d ever been. Despite the freshly fallen snow which had coated the grass, several tastefully collected copses of trees, and the area surrounding a rose garden up ahead of me, the ground beneath my feet on the walkway was completely clear of snow. And it wasn’t because someone had put down salt, either. Given the money and power on display here, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had servants out here wiping snow away with archaeologist’s brushes.

      Because I didn’t know exactly what I was going to say or do in the meeting, I wandered off the path and into the rose garden, hoping for some miracle to spring to mind.

      The garden had ten-foot-high walls of wrought iron, each one artfully tangled with the vines of roses, which were somehow still alive. And looked to be in full bloom. The red of their open bulbs was striking against the falling snow and the grey morning light. The roses smelled deeply fragrant and a little sweet, even over the wafting scent of chimney smoke from the main building.

      As I walked deeper into the maze of this ethereally beautiful place, I heard Laverne’s voice for the first time in person.

      “You know there’s a story about Picasso,” she said by way of introduction.

      I turned and was momentarily frozen by her beauty. Her eyes seemed to bore into me. Her red hair matched the tone of the roses perfectly, clipped up high in a bone white broach. She wore a flowing scarf that seemed to take in the early morning light. She must have ducked into the rose garden through an opening in one of the wrought-iron gates, for I heard no footsteps against the stone pathway as she walked up. But I saw no footsteps anywhere in the untouched snow either.

      “Picasso and the American ex-pat writer Gertrude Stein. There’s the famous portrait. Portrait de Gertrude Stein, painted in Paris. You can see it at the Met now. Part of his Rose Period, if you can believe it.”

      I felt better now than I did just moments earlier about my upcoming meeting. Though I cursed myself for leaving all weapons behind. The people I was meeting with would have just taken them, anyway.

      “It was reported that it took forever, this painting. Something like eighty sittings. Eighty. And when she saw it, Gertrude said to Picasso, ‘It doesn’t look like me.’”

      I can’t imagine my face showed any signs of recognition of what in the hell she was talking about.

      “And do you know what Picasso said to her?”

      I didn’t know if this was some sort of trick. But if it was, I couldn’t see where the angle was. I wasn’t lying dead in the snow yet, so there had to be some reason for her to have approached me like this. “No.”

      “He said, ‘It will.’”

      I said nothing.

      “You stole from me,” she said with an edge to her voice that scared me with its nastiness. I didn’t expect us to be friends, but c’mon, we were both professionals. “And now I’m going to steal from you.”

      She closed the gap between us, her long legs and heeled boots clicking away on the stone pathway. There was no way she could have snuck up on me just by following behind.

      She got so close that I could see her pulse against her temple. She smelled better than the roses.

      “You’re surrounded now by the exact people who sent me after you. The only theft you should be worried about was what you stole from them. What was it, anyway?” I hated to show my ignorance to a foe, but I was more than a little curious now.

      Laverne smiled and I knew immediately I was dead to rights.

      “Why don’t I show you.”

      It was then I saw the power of the item. The ability to unfold the fabric of the reality all around us. To step out of one place and time—like the winter cold of an estate in Connecticut—and into another.

      Over the intervening time—years, decades—I wondered a lot about what Laverne showed me that night. About whether it created a new dimension in which she put me as prisoner, or whether it was the same dimension I’d been in, just now she had the ability to drop in and out of my life behind that fabric like a stage technician at a play. She seemed able to manipulate the events of the world in which I lived, as well as orchestrate the situations and circumstances. Whatever it was, that morning, I was plunged into Laverne’s revenge plot. She set me up in worlds of her own making to let me feel what it was to have the things that I stole from her. Only
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