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The sky cries with light, and a tall, brutal obelisk on the eastern edge of the Appalachian range catches the first sunrays. The obelisk's shadow falls on a circle of jagged rocks that have been cleansed by the rains and snows, season after season, but each has a story. Each has drawn blood, torn flesh, ground against bone. 

Centuries ago, an ancient shaman, with limbs as gnarled as oak roots, was stoned on the obelisk. The holy man cast his old spells and summoned the old spirits and created a rift to the spirit world. Year after year, they stoned the native warriors and runaway slaves, and their dying words lent power to the shaman's curse, and soon the rift opened wide like the mouth of a viper, and our spirit afflictions crossed over into these lands.

My affliction, the Bluejay king, is greed, and he has been with me for as long as I can remember.

This morning, out picking up the paper, the mountain air pressing like cold glass against my face, I watch the King weave joyously across a grim dawn sky. Growing from fluttering oil blot to feathered menace, he lands on our porch. He's different today—I sense that right away. He hasn't visited recently, but he knows I've been consumed with making insurance sales, paying tuitions, buying, spending, saving, trapped in a cycle that defines and constricts our family life. And he has fed and grown on this cycle of consumption that I keep creating for myself.

From the kitchen I bring him an offering—a bowl of berries, pumpkin seeds, and bread. He tips the bowl and squawks violently. The berries leak their purple blood on the stone.  

The King digs until an iridescent, juicy beetle rises from the moist soil. Under outstretched wings, his beak pushes through the crunchy exoskeleton into cold flesh.

Nothing I do is ever enough for the King. He is greed, after all. My grandfather's black ferret, hate, was one of the first afflictions. Now, an affliction possesses each of us here in this Appalachian valley. Praying, fasting, psychotherapy, pilgrimages, offerings won't stifle them. 

The King's head swivels, madness simmering in black beady eyes. I will take the things closest to you.

The garage door reels open, and my heart explodes like the pistons in the Jeep firing up. Jonas holds his backpack covered in multicolor pins. A clean white baseball hat and matching sneakers. He’s a blonde, quiet kid with a bull neck and sensitive gray eyes. He's always been an early riser but tends to stay in his room until breakfast, when he comes bounding down the stairs by threes.

I pick up my weapon—a broom with shards of glass glued to the bristle—and swing at the bird. The King is a sort of flesh, spirit-flesh, meta-flesh, and that makes him too quick, too strong. Easily he evades, now soaring through the pine trees. Strange music pierces through the sky, the cackle and caw laying waste to our ears.

This is my time to battle the King and come out bloodied. The King should be my battle alone, but, alas, that's not the nature of being a father. My heart has been in that boy, bruised and cradled, pummeled, and nurtured for sixteen years.

"Back inside, Jonas," I scream.

The King lands in front of Jonas, head cocked a little, beak curving like the edge of a scythe. He grows and doubles his size, almost as big as a bobcat. 

You bat me down. You stave off this immense thirst. The boy is my way to win this battle.

My next scream freezes in my throat. Jonas falls backward as the King claws the soft dimpled skin of his face. Jonas is a strong kid, a wrestler, but he can't fight this affliction using muscles. He can't fight the power of my greed. 

They struggle, body against spirit, flesh against itself, and finally the King tilts back his head with Jonas' white eye in his beak. 

The King revels in crushing out the seeds of growing things like children. The eye bursts, the juice trickling over his beak.

I throw myself into the body of the King, but he brushes me off with a flap of his giant wing. The King lifts into the sky, with Jonas in his claws, circling ever so slowly, reveling in his joy.

A jagged black line appears in the sky like a pane of cracking glass—the rift between our world and the King's psychic realm. Through it they pass.

The broken sky seals shut. The rift closes. The King has taken Jonas with him to his home. The King has won.
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The obelisk is the portal through which the King has fled with my son. To save Jonas from the King, I can't just downsize greed. It's not as simple as selling my insurance agency and tidying up our accounts.

I can't just remake our family obsession with wrestling. Weekend tourneys. Early morn bouts. The joy of victory at the expense of another's defeat.

I can't tear down our over-stuffed trophy shelf on display on our mantle. So many polished, plastic, fake metal trophies that have just meant the world to us.

I also can't tell my wife, Grace, that our son is gone, dispossessed in the spirit world.

The obstacles are coming up like ants from a broken colony mound.   

I need to confront my affliction, go to the obelisk itself to save Jonas. 

I make Grace coffee with a sincere smile and drive her to the pediatric ER for her nursing shift. Her job means something more to her than a paycheck. It's a big way in which she's handled her affliction, that vulture of hopelessness. At least, she's got a grip on the beast, nearly clipped its wings. 

The King believes he has won our war. He's broken the glass house and exposed what’s festering under the surface. The ambitions of a nation, of cannons and gunpowder, disease and pestilence, an unchecked manifesto. These ambitions were infused into my mind since the tender age of playing king of the hill, autumn football, and stealing girlie magazines. I ran with them like a greyhound when the gun fires.

The King is my very real affliction. Judge me. Brand me. But I love my son, and I will save him.

That evening, the moon is fierce, a copper coin pasted in the sky, controlling the quality of our night.

I reach the stone obelisk at the eastern foothills covered in cold moon shadow. A hunting knife, a rope, and a box of matches—I'm ready to fight, but I know the battle can't be won without a sacrifice.

Most have never seen the obelisk. The very mention of it fills us with fear, with a history that is too hard to remember. I've run from the curse for too long, but now is the time to suffer it, let it wash over me.

The taste of bile rises in my throat. My hands and legs tremble. I feel like a field mouse being stalked in an open field. But to save my son, I stagger over the sharp rocks and lay my hands on this nexus between this world and the world of afflictions. 

“I'm waiting for you, King. I am you, King."

I pray it louder. My entire body fills with the feeling of victory, to win awards and accolades, and fill up the shelf with trophies, to take and want, and want more.

"I am you, King."

But the sky is quiet as the red moon. The bird has already gotten its victory. 

The curse allows these afflictions to hide in their realm and plague us in ours. So, I do what any good father must. I turn the blade on myself to open the rift. The rift demands blood and prayers, just as it had so many centuries ago. The sharp edge starts at my crow's peak and runs the length of my naked torso. On the cut, blood beads glisten like tiny pomegranate seeds. 

With each gliding inch, the pain is more severe, more brutal, tearing into the place of thought and dreams. How quickly I'm falling. Not far, just to the other side of this reality. The place of collective myth and our history, the psychic place, where the self actually lives.

In a barren field, the King is perched on a lonely maple with leaves of Crayola orange. His feathers, a blistering shade of blue. He rules these planes of memory and shifting landscapes.

I cross the field and kneel at his wooden throne. "You have me now. What you've always wanted. Now, free my son!"

The maple opens and there stretched out in the branches is Jonas with a missing eye and bloodied face. The drumbeat of his anxious, delicate pulse throbs through the golden bark. He's alive but trapped. His identity, his joy, his youth being devoured ever so slowly.

In a blink, not a step, not a leap or run, a mere blink, I'm there by his side. He raises his head, smiles, and whispers, dad, you're here, and all that I have ever wanted for myself disintegrates in my love and my grief that are the same at that moment.

The leaves scratch and rake over my bare skin as I lift Jonas from the branches and onto the hard trunk. I tie the rope between our wrists, so I won't lose him again.

I turn to the King. "Come and drink from these tears."

The King swoops down, fluttering over the blades of silver grass undulating in the night breeze. By the time we face each other, he is my height. I don't know how to shrink the King here. He's the blazing engine that keeps this place from crumbling.

Jonas, eventually my younger son, Jason, was always the King's path to enduring victory. Turn my sons to my affliction, so that they too can live in a lonely world of their ambitions.

The sky turns into thick white spirals of foam. Silent and oppressive, intent on sealing us inside. From the thicket emerges badgers, foxes, coyotes, ravens, eagles, moths, and others, all radiating a hallucinatory light, all now running for cover in the face of their King. Each one of them might be a King in some other spirit place, in some other psychic realm, just not this one.

The King's attack is ferocious. These soft hands and thin skin stand little chance against a two-foot beak that's sharper than diamond. But I make the fight last like a summer sunset, if only to weary him. I pull his wings, rip out bunches of his feathers, even try to choke the life from his thick neck. But the King doesn't really breath air, does he? Greed feeds on fire.

Eventually his claws and beak inflict their wounds, my red skin tattered like a plastic wrap over a hot charcoal grill. I call out to Jonas, who rests on the trunk of the maple tree. The rope still connects us, a bond the King can't destroy. I love my son, just like you love yours.

I stumble to the King, bloodied, and battered, chin up and arms open. The stench of the King's gut emanates from that long beak. But before he claims me, I decide on fire. From my back pocket, I find my matchbox and strike a match on the worn phosphoric surface. Each match flares white as they catch, and I toss the flaming book into the bunch grass by the maple. 

Then, the beak passes through me. No blood. No pain. I'm no longer the protector, the victor, the patriarchy. I'm bird food. I'm gone.

Nothing stands between the King and Jonas. Jonas, who has earned the victories, earned the grades, earned allowances, video games, and clothes and shoes, so many shoes. Jonas, at the top of his wrestling team, liked and respected by the other kids. Jonas, who has done everything that a young boy should do. So, what's the problem you ask? The problem is he has absorbed everything without question, and now history festers in him like a parasite. 

But watching Jonas suffering in the tree isn't enough for the King. The King is worked up, on tilt. In his torrid pride, the King slashes Jonas from limb to limb. 

The fire has spread across the yellow grass, and the maple blazes into flames like it’s been doused in gasoline.

Now we finally witness the King's weakness. Greed like fire can only burn if there is fuel. 

Of course, we want a grander battle and a victory. This is a story of men and boys, after all. But victory and defeat only exist as reflections of each other, the two steady embers that fuel the King.

To surrender desire is not always to fail. Surrendering your desires can breathe life into others, make the world come alive like night fire. 

You've won, King. I'm yours. He's yours. 

The leaves of the red maple begin to fall like thin flakes of burning ash. All around us the leaves fall. The ash coats the King's feathers. And only after the gray ash mutes this bright canvas, do the flames subside. In this psychic world, there is nothing more to fuel the King. In his greed, he has consumed us all. So, he retreats. The foamy sky parts, and the King streaks upwards into a cloud crevice to renew in the power of the curse, but also to hide, bereft of his unwilling subjects.
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When we wake on the cold ground of the hillside, it’s early dawn, the sun starting to peer over the Appalachian range. Many of us have battled and wept. We have survived but with terrible scars.

I undo the rope that binds us and drape Jonas over my shoulder and load him into the backseat of the car. His face is intact, healed, his eyes gently closed, leaking morning tears. I am not so lucky. I run my hand along the scar on my face. It was always my battle, my sacrifice that I had to make.

When we reach home, the tires grinding to a stop, Jonas stumbles out of the car and rushes upstairs. My white knuckles release the steering wheel. I gingerly swing my leg out of the car, then limp inside to the warmth of an old blasting furnace. 

In the kitchen that feels small and familiar, the scents of pine and honeysuckle drift through the open kitchen window. And for a moment I watch the cool dewdrops on the fronds as they quiver and some fall.

A rustle from outside. I peer out the window to see the King hopping on the lawn, but now he’s not so big. He’s back to the size of a blue jay. With a steaming cup of coffee, I limp past the foyer and eye the golden trophies and silver plaques.

Jonas, fresh from a hot shower, walks like an old person down the stairs. He's bruised and cut up, just like me. "Dad, your eye."

I run my hand along the empty socket, the indentation in flesh and skin, like a bubble that's been popped. But the sacrifice of an eye was worth keeping Jonas and our family safe from the King's insatiable greed.

"I don't think I can do this. I don't think I'll be able to handle my affliction," Jonas says.

His affliction has yet to take form, but it will. Always they will. That's maybe the hardest part of being a parent, watching your children's afflictions come to life. "You've got time, son."

"Time for what."

"To be a kid. To learn. To enjoy our home and mountains. To be the kid you are right now," I say.

He shrugs and rolls his eyes. Yeah, I get it—that's not how teenagers think. But maybe it should be. "I've got some spring cleaning to do."

"Dad, it's September," he says.

I point to the trophies. "What should we do about all these?"

"Kind of hate 'em," Jonas says.

Plaques, first, second, third place trophies, my book contract, diplomas, they all go into a big white box. The room feels bigger, brighter. Not as cluttered. Maybe we can put some other books on the mantle.

I leave him to the screens and make some eggs and bacon and pancakes and all the things that kids love on weekend mornings. As the butter sizzles on the griddle, I hear the swoosh of wings outside the house, getting louder, more frantic.

Outside, the King perches on his favorite branch that's cocked downwards like the arm of a wooden puppet boy. His stare is venomous. The thing greed hates the most is to be made irrelevant. Now I've learned that it can be done.

I carry out the white box of our trophies and plaques and drop it callously in the furthest corner of the garage. The King watches the garage closing like he's lost a child. 

The porch door rattles shut behind me, the wind chime singing on cue. For today, he's just a bird, coming and going, now flapping his wings, and vanishing in a vast mountain sky.
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Greasy salt-and-pepper hair, sunken eyes, and a spider web of wrinkles greets Brian in the mirror. In the dim LED light bouncing off the paneled walls of the claustrophobic cabin bathroom, Brian resembles his brother Mike. An old, paranoid prepper hiding in the hills.

When was the last time Brian really saw himself? Gave even a passing thought to how he looked, or smelled? Certainly not since Kate went into the hospital, seven hundred and fifteen days ago. Actually, no. He’d shaved and donned his gray suit for her cremation ceremony. 

Seven hundred days, then.

What is the point? Life since Kate passed has been a long list of responsibilities: monitor the TSL-1000 batteries, check the perimeter alarms, record caloric intake on his spreadsheets (never more than 1800 calories a day), keep the area around the cabin clear, hunt deer, chop wood.

Brian rubs his temples. He hasn’t done any of those prepper tasks for two days. An amber light flashes outline the bathroom door; the security panel warning the batteries were almost depleted.

The girls’ voices float in from the kitchen, just outside the bathroom door.

“It’s cozy for sure,” says Emmie.

“More like a shelter than a home,” says Mags.

“Better than home. No Army trucks tearing through town or rumors about crazed mobs,” says Emmie.

“Nothing around here but farms and mountains,” says Mags.

Emmie says something Brian can’t hear, and they both laugh.

At Brian? Or an inside joke between sisters? Their laughter is magical and foreign to these cabin walls.

Kate used to laugh all the time. With that horsey, wide-mouthed grin. Laugh at the dishes Brian left in the sink, laugh at the doom-and-gloom news, laugh whenever Brian was upset. Laugh and put her hand on his cheek and look into his eyes with over-the-top sympathy. Poor baby. Always knew the right thing at the right time. She wouldn’t be hunched over a bathroom sink second-guessing herself. Kate would be bold.

The light flickers and the steady background hum of the refrigerator compressor skips. Fluttering power in the cabin is far less magical. Mike had assigned Brian battery maintenance while he and Sue left to forage for abandoned TSLs. Sue liked to say those metallic pizza boxes full of wires and rare earth were his brother’s children. And those children were drained and unattended.

If Mags’s stories of abandoned police cars and empty banks were true, Brian should get into the utility shed and run through Mike’s checklist. But battery work requires hours of concentration and Brian’s mind is focused on other things.

Brian looks at the kitchen shears. Shaving this tangled gray mess off his face can’t make him look any older. Or worse. Maybe it’ll reveal a face someone would touch?

Mags and Emmie’s laughter is a welcome contrast to the sounds they had made when Brian found them two days ago shivering in the spring rain outside Mike’s ten-foot-high galvanized steel electrified security fence. Brian hadn’t recognized the two girls, not with the sopping auburn hair covering their faces, drenched puffer jackets, and one of them holding a battered backpack. They had been frightened by Brian’s shotgun and the crackle of the gate.

“Uncle Brian?” asked the taller one as he squinted at the pair. 

The tall one was Mags, making the shorter one holding a protruding stomach her sister, Emmie. Kate’s nieces. Mike’s protocol said any visitors should be shot. But these girls were family, or at least Kate’s family. Brian had stood for a full minute, torn between upsetting his dead wife or upsetting Mike before unlocking the gate.

Brian had led the girls through a faint path weaving through the oak tree grove toward the cabin. 

“How did you find me?” he asked. 

“Aunt Kate told us about Uncle Mike’s cabin when he was building it,” Emmie said. “And Mom said you moved out here after Aunt Kate—” 

“We walked from Harrisburg,” Mags cut in. “Took two and a half days because we hid every time we saw someone on the road,” said Mags. The youthful upward inflection at the end of each sentence was gone. Mags sounded like a woman.

It’s been a strange two days with the girls since, made even stranger by worrying about his appearance. Brian holds the orange-and-silver kitchen shears to his beard. Up until now, he’s been the sad, benevolent uncle sheltering his dead wife’s nieces. But shaving is a declaration.

“Can we have a fire this evening?” Mags had asked earlier. Innocently. The girls were bored by the jarred vegetables, the dry venison, the static view of the quiet valley below.

Brian nodded; one thing they had in abundance was firewood. And Mike and Sue shouldn’t be back for another day. Mike had handsome handmade Adirondack chairs perched around a stone fire pit. He and Sue never sat there, though. When the sun set, Sue disassembled and oiled her guns and Mike disappeared into the utility shed with the batteries.

His saying yes to the fire had emboldened the sisters. Emmie rifled through the cabinets looking for spices, Brian’s camouflaged hunting T-shirt hanging down to her knees. If you removed the eight-month pregnant belly, it made her look like a little girl wearing her father’s shirt. 

“Not much here, Uncle Brian. Do you even—ah, here is some olive oil and salt! We’ll be able to do something with this deer steak. Last night it tasted like, I don’t know, plain. Needs some help with the flavor.” 

Emmie spoke with a new confidence. Every time he and Kate visited them at their parents’ leafy townhouse in Philly, they looked different; varying weights, hairstyles, makeup, type of clothes. Kate would grab them immediately and whisper about the changes. What they said was a mystery, but it almost always ended in a hug. And Kate slipping them some cash.

“Look what I found,” said Mags. She squatted in front of a rack of mason jars and pulled out a bottle of red wine. “Now we can have a proper fire.”

The wine wasn’t Brian’s. And Mike didn’t drink. Brian should say, “That’s Sue’s and we’d best leave it alone.” But Mags didn’t know Sue, not really. Sue had come to some parties over the years, but kept to herself, tsking to Mike in the corner. 

Mags hunted through the drawers for a corkscrew. She wore Brian’s one good shirt, a white Oxford with rolled-up sleeves, her brown hair with blond streaks pulled back into a ponytail. The green ink of a back tattoo peeked over the Oxford’s slack collar. Mags pulled out one of those ridiculous corkscrews with flapping arms and held it up triumphantly, smiling a big horsey smile.

And so he had started this shaving business.

Enough dithering. Brian grabs a handful of beard and shears it off, thankful Sue has kept everything sharp and at the ready. More snips of hair fall into the sink. When there is no more beard to grab, Brian angles the shears as close as he can to the side of his face and keeps cutting.

Coarse gray hair covers the small sink basin, the compact silver faucet, the floor at the base of the pedestal. The shears’ job is done. Brian opens the vanity mirror and removes a yellow-handled disposable razor and a rusted canister of shaving cream. Eyes unfocused, Brian lathers his face. He doesn’t ever want to see his beard again.

Smooth downward strokes. The disposable razor, one of the few cheap plastic-y things in the entire cabin, struggles against the rough stubble. Nicks around the chin and jawline. Dots of red replace years of beard. The greasy smell of dirty hair mixes with the barbershop scent of the shave cream. Cold water stings his open pores. 

Brian takes a deep breath and looks in the mirror. The face staring back is red and angular, narrow lips disappearing into a cleft chin. 

Brian doesn’t look younger or more appealing. The now overwhelming paleness of his face accentuates his crow’s feet and he looks tired and washed out. Like a lonely old fool. Why did he cut his beard? Why is he fantasizing about Mags? Why can’t he just go back and not let the girls onto the property? Return to the stupid life of batteries and alarms, spending time with Kate’s shrine, eating his rations.

Damn this is hard. Will his base desire be obvious?

This is a mistake. Mags, shaving, ignoring his security duties. He needs another reason. A story about putting human hair around the garden to keep the deer away—although of course the garden hasn’t been tended to in the last two days either. And he’ll make sure he is too busy for a fire tonight. Maybe the girls will just get the hint and leave on their own, before Mike and Sue return.

“Uncle Brian? Dinner’s ready and Mags has a fire going. I made you a plate,” calls Emmie.

Brian leaves the bathroom to find a pile of bowls strewn next to the kitchen sink, a cutting board covered in slime, half-empty mason jars scattered across the countertops, and the back door ajar. Red light strobes from the alarm panel in the foyer; the batteries are dead now. Good thing Mike and Sure aren’t due back today. He’ll swap and recharge the batteries after dinner and ask the girls to clean the kitchen.

Brian closes the back door behind him and walks to the fire pit, twenty yards from the back of the house on the other side of the gravel driveway. Mags waits with a plate of steaming food.

“Here you go. Oh—” says Mags studying his naked face. Her eyebrow arches and her mouth, that mouth, twitches. A smile or a laugh? Approval or disgust? Is it too late to run to the battery shed and hide?

Brian takes the plate and hurries to an open chair. 

No one speaks while eating.

Brian hasn’t eaten anything this good in two years. Emmie sautéed venison steaks and served them over garlic rice, somehow coaxing flavor out of the jarred peppers and onions. Even the color of the venison was different, the usual gray brick replaced by bright pink
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