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The gentle vibration of the magnetic coils tickles my rear. The launch AI spits the ferry into space. I give the passengers my signature salty space-jockey smile. Have no fear, all lights are green. 

Spaceflight is new for most of my passengers. Some faces are tense, some exuberant. Many are hungry for adventure. Others look at me as if I was a dentist specializing in root canals. They get an extra reassuring nod. 

Some embark on a pleasure cruise. They’re wearing Hawaii shirts in screaming colors. Not those with flowers, but with rockets and stars. You can buy them at the gift shop. Others seek a new life in the colony worlds. They wear practical clothes and prefer earth tones. Whoever you are, you are in my capable hands. Relax and enjoy the flight.

I nod to the cute grandma in row two. When I helped her into her seat, I fell in love with her. Every once in a blue moon, a passenger makes a spacefarer’s heart sing. She held onto my arm with delicate hands, dignified by the age. Her grip was gentle but firm. Lake blue eyes looked deep into my soul. I knew if she had a favorite grandchild, it would be me. She was the quintessential grandma of nostalgic moments and Christmas commercials. With a big witty smile and an oh-so-sweet voice, she told me she had escaped from a mental asylum. She was a murderous maniac with self-destructive tendencies and was extremely dangerous. I laughed. 

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” she quipped. 

I almost kissed her for that. Oh, witty banter. She was as funny as she was lovely.

Grandma returns my smile, but something seems off. I cannot explain why, but a praying mantis pops into my head. I don’t believe she wants to mate with me. Is she just hungry? No, she didn’t touch the peanuts. Her gaze lingers on me. It has a detached quality, as if she contemplates jaded pleasures or human finitude. Her eyes narrow. That makes me slightly uncomfortable. More so when her smile gives way to a look of grim determination. Maybe she needs a restroom, headache pills, glass of water? A heartbeat later, she pulls a big ass gun from under her lilac grandma dress and screams, “I’m fucking gonna kill you all, you brood of vipers!” 

I did not see that coming, but under stress, I keep as cool as a trans-Neptunian object. I’m a spaceman, we are wired that way. Nevertheless, I must admit, even though reluctantly, grandma’s artillery intimidates. I just need a moment to breathe away the panic. Inhale! 

The human mind is a marvelous thing. It’s adaptable, quick and resourceful. How did she sneak that oversized planet scorcher past security? My mind races. I already compose a scathing letter of complaint stating in no uncertain terms how dissatisfied, disappointed and disenchanted I am with the state of space flight security. 

Why do I suddenly feel full, like a balloon ready to burst? Oh, I know! It’s time to exhale. Good choice. The screaming passengers make me delay composing further complaints. 

I zero in on grandma. It would be smart to say something to defuse the situation. The confident voice of a spaceman has a phenomenal capacity to calm down unstable customers. I summon a sincere lets-be-friends look. Damn, she doesn’t bite! “The walls of this craft are paper thin. The tiniest hole will kill us all,” I blurt out with all the quick-wittedness of a lobotomized ape. 

“That is exactly the fucking point, dumbass, dickhead, asshole!” She spits out insults as if she was a gourmet food critique who is force-fed deep fried chicken nuggets. Eyes cold as ice, she stares down the barrel of her gun and squeezes the trigger. The energy blast would have fried my face, but I drop like a turd on the toilet.

The artificial gravity unit dies instead. Metal melts, sparks fly, the stench of burned plastic and ozone fills the cabin. We’re in freefall. 

The passengers scream like banshees and panic. They want to run, but you can’t run in zero gravity. Where would you go even if you could? We’re sealed into this ferry as if we were sardines in a can. Microgravity and chaos throw us around like bowling pins after someone threw a strike.

Some erratic impulse in my brain stem makes me I kick. My feet find purchase, and I launch myself at grandma with all the desperate determination of a missile that has a target to destroy. Grandma stares, aims, and shoots. 

Did I make a testament? Do I have stuff to leave? Who would inherit? What’s the purpose of life? Philosophy makes my head hurt. The blast hits something that is not me. Grandma’s shooting skills are less than proficient. I almost feel lucky, only to I hear the hiss of air. There’s a leak. Without air, we will cross into the great beyond. 

I say my goodbyes to me, when my head hits grandma on the chin. It is exactly the right spot, as if I was a prizefighter throwing a well-aimed punch. Grandma’s lights go out. She drops the gun and floats through the cabin like a forgotten balloon after a rowdy birthday party.

“Please calm down,” I say. My passengers sigh and applaud, while I fix the leak with duct tape, an amazing, mend-all miracle material. I continue with grandma, wrap her from head to toe with the sticky stuff. She wakes and curses me with words so vile a harbor whore would blush. I call traffic control to send us a tug and a couple of guys with a straight jacket. 

Lots of congratulations and shoulder slapping back on base. Turned out, Grandma was really a murderous maniac who had escaped from a mental asylum. It was not a joke; it was a confession. In my defense, who would believe her? She looked so cute and lovely.
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I. The Night’s Work

December wind carried sleet and the smell of burning wood. The hardest of the snow fell hours earlier. Boozy plodding from the regulars had already cleared the steps and the storm door wasn’t shut properly as usual. I entered and took my usual stool adjacent the jukebox, its vantage permitting a quick reconnaissance. Several soot-faced youths, fresh from their shifts and ready for revelry, tapped dirty fingernails on the bar to a steady four four beat. “And I won’t forget to put roses on your grave,” they sang.

“Getting to be quite the regular at Four Winds, Mr. Fane” Kelly said from the behind the bar. A tall, muscular blonde who reminded me of the fine stock that thrust sword and spear into Magyar flesh along the banks of the Lech.

"And see thou hurt not the oil and the wine..."

“Lambrusco? You know you’re the only one that drinks this shit?” She said smiling as she proffered a glass generously filled.

“Lovely,” I said.

Kelly served a few drinks to old men gambling at billiards before returning to me.

“Hey, can I see you for a sec?” her bright eyes signaling to the women’s restroom at the back of the bar.

I arose and followed her to the lady’s room, my scanning eyes revealing no new faces. I felt confident that They were not yet aware of my work. I patted her buttocks gingerly as we entered and locked the door behind us. Kelly dislodged the ceiling tile with a long, toned arm, causing dust to fall from the opening and mingle with the dust we carved on the bathroom sink. She produced a cellophane bag from the vacant space and pushed its contents into my line with an expired driver’s license. I ran my nose along the porcelain slab. Kelly lowered her head, a strand of blonde hair falling against her cheek as she fixed a tightly rolled dollar in one nostril, and joined the tasting. Her once bright eyes turned hollow glass. She paused for a moment, fingers outstretched, frozen by the pangs of euphoria that coursed through her body as the powder coursed through her blood. The meth only made me hear the slither of brittle exoskeletons turn from a dull drone to a grating squeal. 

I handed her an envelope bulging with neatly taped stacks of cash.

“What do you want for this?”

“Replace the abysmal wine served at this tavern with a vintage of prestige...repair the jiggling, urine-soaked handle on the men’s latrine...”

“I’m serious. What exactly are you doing down there?”

“Kelly,” I lowered my chin, placed a hand on her muscled waist, and lied. “My employ requires unorthodox methods. While not entirely clandestine, let us just say that I do not possess certain permits and licensure that would make my...prospecting...entirely above board. Consider this parcel an expression of my gratitude for your prior cooperation. Please, be a good girl and stow the key.”  

“Why are you giving me so much this time?”

Because it would be the last time.

“You speak of your dreams often, Kelly. They all involve leaving this place. I ventured you would be appreciative of such a gesture.”

Kelly wiped a bit of methamphetamine from her nose and licked the remnants from her fingertips. Her eyes fell upon the empty cellophane that lie flush on yellowed tile.  

“Can you use the money?” I said after a moment.

“Yes.” She said, tucking the cash in her apron.

I snorted the rest of my line and walked out of the women’s room. 

Jimmy Keels was drinking quietly in the seat next to mine when I returned. His aviator shades flashed amber as he looked up from the bar and smiled. He wore his usual red bandana and denim shorts with striped socks pulled to the knee.   

“Dr. M. I. Fane. Physicist. Blue Coal Company,” Jimmy read from the business card acquired during one of our first encounters. He rolled it between calloused fingertips. “I thought you might be a special dude the moment you rolled into this one-horse town. I used to be pretty important myself, ya know. Ran some big fucking machines overseas. I get back and everyone thinks it’s easy to stop movin’.”  

“Greetings, Mr. Keel.” My mind was buzzing. They were communicating directly with me now. 

“It was easy to get the Styrofoam.” Jimmy continued. “My boss at Bart’s Grocers doesn’t give a shit what I do with the egg cartons. We’re just gonna toss ‘em anyway. I had to steal the gas from Lucky Mart on State Street, though.” He thumbed out a Newport and rolled it across the sticky bar, the cigarette coming to a halt against my untouched glass of Lambrusco. He took out another cigarette for himself.

“I got it at the garage. Let’s go,” Jimmy said, his lips flapping the Newport as he spoke. 

We left the Four Winds by the back entrance. The once purple sky had turned a starless blue. We puffed menthol cigarettes as we traversed the snow filled alleys. Jimmy’s garage was only a few blocks away from the bar. 

“Gonna start up again tonight” Jimmy said “They ain't gonna plow 'til it’s over.  No school tomorrow! You got kids?”

“No, thank heavens,” I said. 

“Didn’t think so. Neither do I.”

I paused for a moment as we passed one of the town’s several churches, its gold dome obscured by icicles hanging from gnarled scaffolding. I was uneased that it employed designs of the eastern orthodoxy. The fact that the structure bore His name added further gravity to the foreboding presence I felt since my arrival. I had learned from Jimmy that a Spanish artisan was contracted to plate gold and restore the frescos and mosaics. A mismanagement of funds resulted in the Spaniards airing a grievance by pausing their work. Costly for a town in such dismal economic condition. A waste. I flicked ash from my cigarette and resumed to walk.

“Here we are!” Jimmy called from up ahead. He took one last draw from the cigarette and flung the butt against the garage door. 

“Damn it...door is fucking frozen to the ground. Can you give me a hand, my man?”

I crouched, pushed my arm through the mound of snow that had piled against the side of the garage, and felt a small crevice where the entrance met asphalt. Night’s chill had frozen the door shut with hoarfrost, but the slightest push of my fingers shattered the seal. The door rumbled as it rose. A grin spread on Jimmy’s face, his teeth speckled with black like the alleyway ice. We entered.

A large pile of Styrofoam egg crates sat in the corner of the garage opposite a ‘77 Mustang, mostly gutted and stripped of paint. The walls were adorned with pictures of voluptuous women in bikini bottoms, running small hands through voluminous hair as they framed Dodge Roadrunners, Ford Anglias, and other wonderful machines with their naked breasts. I heard Jimmy fumble about behind me. 

“Fuckin’...” Jimmy said between a chorus of hollow thuds as a shelf full of dirty, empty gas cans fell to the floor. “First we’ll put the gas in these son bitches, then add the Styrofoam. We can just take the funnels off when we really need to spread it on. If it’s the real deal, you can bet your ass that shit is gonna blaze.”

“Excellent, Mr. Keel. Excellent. Here, something to wet your beak,” I said, greasing the ruffian’s palms with crisp C-notes. “There will be much more if the vein proves genuine. And what of the petrol?”

“I got the gas in the drum next to the ‘Stang. Here.” Jimmy said as he tossed a cellophane bag into my lap. I thumbed the parcel, spreading its contents flat without breaking the thin veil of plastic. A fungi brown and shriveled. 

“Whistle while you work, mother fucker,” Jimmy said.

I quaffed a handful. They tasted like fecal matter and earth.

“Whoa, save some for me, man! Gimme a bullet to bite on, something to chew.” 

I tossed the bag to Jimmy. He tossed back a fistful of mushrooms.

Beneath the Four Winds, a million voices rose in forgotten song as we prepared the napalm.   

II. Cadenza

I left Jimmy to load the truck, who was now deep within the throes of excited hallucination. Thumbing the bluish green gel off my watch’s face, I saw that is was 3:24 AM. Flakes began to fall as I prowled along dark streets toward the Four Winds. I was startled, momentarily, by the familiar voice that called out to me. 

The Pale Rider spoke from a shadowed space between two downtrodden garages. Winter wind carried his whisper and the smoke of his cigarette.  

“It’s tempting...isn’t it? It knows you’re here, certainly. And quite close. It’s no use, though. There are places having tremendous power. Neither light nor dark. Something else entirely. This town... ” he began.

“Can I trouble you for a cigarette?” I asked, ignoring his jealous warning.

An ember glowed and faded in the shadow where the Pale Rider stood. “Last one.”

I turned my back and walked away. He spoke to me no more.

III. Doors

I stood watching.  The Schlitz sign no longer cast its buzzing glow on unplowed streets. Mick Jagger, Greg Allman, and Warren Zevon had already sung for the last handful of beer soaked coin. I crept tightly along the side of the building towards the back entrance. The key was there as promised, secreted in the snow that gathered on the window sill. Inside, all was dark and silent, save for their music. Fugal, polytonal, a haunting work of baroque sophistication. 

Behind the bar I ran my fingers along the floor, feeling the indentations which marked the threshold of a trap door. An incantation of my lowest power could free them, that is true, but to do so would not escape Their attention. I had made considerable progress during prior nights. Jimmy supplied me with spades, mattocks, and hammers. He was also integral to the discrete disposal of earth and stone, and often labored alongside me in the tunneling itself. It wasn’t much further. After a few minutes work, I was able to discern the timbre of individual instruments, the
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