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      “…one equal temper of heroic hearts,

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”


    

    
      -Ulysses by Alfred Lord Tennyson
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  Preface


















These stories can be read in any order but leave the seventh, Strange Reckoning at the Crossroads Pub for last. You’ll understand why.







At the End of All Things

2015

The Malediction of Llewyn Glass

2018

The Wanderer

2021

The Midnight Special

2021

Apotheosis

2022

The Monster in the Devil’s School

2023

Strange Reckoning at the Crossroads Pub

2023







  Reward



Cinematic:

As the author of this work, I offer you, the reader, the opportunity to redeem a cash reward for introducing this work to any producer that offers an acceptable contract (to the author) for this work. The reward offered is 10% of any option contract for film up to a maximum of $10,000.00.

Via this reward, our mutual goal is to introduce this work to cinematic producers. Many are likely familiar with the term “six degrees of separation,” the theory that anyone on the planet can be connected to any other person through a chain of acquaintances with no more than five intermediaries. This is what I aim to accomplish here with your help.

Think about who you may know in the movies or literary agencies who may be able to help me. It doesn’t hurt to ask, and if your effort pans out, then you’ll be rewarded for it.

Think about who you know that reads and would enjoy this book.

Send any leads, opportunities, or introductions via the email below.




I appreciate your help,

Frank Reteguiz

rickandllewyns@gmail.com








  
  
  Astra Inclinant, Sed non Obligant

  
  





“The Stars Incline Us, They Do Not Bind Us.”













“Alright folks, pay attention! Pay attention! Pat attention to the details in all these stories. All of them! I have left you clues for you to find. The details reveal the past and illuminate the mystery of the future. A myth is being bourne in front of you. A message that needs to be deciphered.

“You will marvel, be in awe, startle as you stare into the abyss of humanity’s’ soul and feel heart breaking, unfathomable terror from each word I have spoken and will speak; for those words will possess you until your last days. It’s story time, folks.”








  
  
  At The End of All Things
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“At the End of All Things There is and Shall Always Be . . .”











  
  
  Introduction: A Constant Wanderer

  
  







I am a constant wanderer.

Never fitting in.

Ever lonely but accepting who I am.

Searching for, I forget what.

I have lived many lives.

I have traveled many miles.

Many stories I have.

For you, I will tell them.








  
  
  The Descent

  
  




It felt like a good day to do what was necessary, and I’d already picked the spot I wanted to see one last time. 

I stayed the night at the Monte Vista Hotel, my favorite hotel from all my travels. I spent the night at a restaurant down the street, eating the best bacon cheeseburger I ever had. Then I followed it up with a liquid dessert that consisted of gin and tonics and Old Fashioneds, my favorites. Surprisingly, I didn’t wake up with a hangover the next morning. Instead, rays of light from the rising sun warmed my face as I woke from my plush, comfortable bed. 

I walked through the noir-style hotel room and opened my window. The cold Flagstaff mountain air caressed my face as I looked onto the streets of the quaint town. It was quiet and the streets were empty except for the restaurant. I was pleased I’d chosen to see this place one last time. It was one of my favorite towns to visit. Even though I wasn’t planning on sleeping in the room again, I’d paid for one last night. I left my luggage and my teddy bear, which I’d had since childhood. I wasn’t going to need any of those anymore, and I didn’t want to bring them with me. I wanted to leave my belongings in that room because that was the last place that felt like home. As I left my room, I looked back. I felt sorrow seeing the teddy bear on the bed, leaning on its side and looking toward me as if it were sad to see me leave. 

The drive to the canyon was less than two hours. I drove through a green forest with fields of bright yellow daisies that changed to desert as the elevation increased. At the front gates of the Grand Canyon, I paid for a day pass. I parked my black 1967 Mustang in the parking lot and left my cell phone in the glove compartment. I retrieved a pen and recorded the make and model of my car, the license plate number, and the address of the hotel on a sheet of paper, placing it into my wallet to ensure it would be found later. Then I locked the car, walked a few feet, and turned around so that I could admire the Mustang, the car I’d always wanted. I was glad I bought and fixed my dream car. It took me a year to fix her, but she was worth it. She took me places I needed to be. It was sad leaving her there by herself. 

The trolley ride to the trailhead was peaceful. Since it was the off-season for tourists, I was alone on the trolley. I’d planned it this way because I didn’t want children coming across what I was about to do. Plus, I didn’t want to be stopped by some Good Samaritan. 

After the trolley dropped me off, I walked to the gift shop and bought a sports drink and a bottle of water. I just needed enough electrolytes and water to get me to my intended spot. I chugged the energy drink and threw it in the trash, then stored the bottle of water in my cargo pants pocket. 

I walked to the edge of the trail and marveled at the Grand Canyon’s beauty. I’d always said that pictures could never do the canyon justice; you have to see it for yourself. I looked out into the canyon’s awe-inspiring vastness. Who knew wear and tear could make something so beautiful? 

I looked at my black Fossil watch, the one I’d had since college, and saw that it was close to 8:00 a.m. I estimated it would take four hours to hike five miles. I took one last look at the entire canyon and then started on my way.

The hike was easy since I was working with gravity. By the time I reached the three-mile mark, I’d seen only twenty hikers, the last one an hour ago. 

I stared down into the canyon, where I could see my final destination. Another hour to get there. The morning’s temperature had been a wonderful seventy-two degrees, but now it felt like one hundred. The sun was starting to burn my forehead as I kept hiking to my destination. I chugged the last of my water and placed the empty bottle back into my pocket. Strange how I still cared about littering. 

I estimated another two hundred yards to get to my spot. I glanced at my watch again. It was nearing 1:30 p.m. The hike had taken longer than I’d imagined. I trembled as I made my final steps to my destination. I was both frightened and relieved about what would happen next. The life I had would never be the same. Circumstances unseen chose me, but I was the one who’d made the decision.

I walked to the edge of the canyon and sat on the cliff. It was quietly pleasant and serene. The only tourists in visual range were the ones rafting on the Colorado River, about one thousand feet below me. I sat there for what seemed like hours, sitting at the center of the most beautiful place on earth. I sat there by the beautiful imagery, engulfed by the colors of time painted on the canyon walls. Looking west, I saw nothing but clear skies. To the east, dark clouds formed in the distance. The muffled sound of thunder echoed in the canyon. I didn’t want a storm to ruin this day. I’d already had too many storms ruin my life. 

I took one last look at the place where I’d come to find peace. Then I pulled out my wallet and confirmed the paper with the hotel and my car information was still there. I looked at my license and read my name aloud, “Rick Esperanza.” I wanted to forget that name. 

I placed my wallet back into its original pocket, then reached into my cargo pants pocket and took out my gun. I was surprised nobody had noticed the clunky bulge in my pocket, not even the park rangers. Given today’s frequency of school, mall, and movie theater shootings, the rangers seemed complacent, or maybe they weren’t used to looking for people with guns. 

I held the Glock 30 in my hands, staring at it. I’d loaded the weapon with eleven .45 caliber hollow point rounds. I only needed one. 

I felt indifferent at this point. I thought I’d try to talk myself out of it or be more fearful. Even though I’d been taught through my Catholic upbringing that what I was doing was the worst of all sins, a spit in God’s face, I just didn’t care anymore. Tired and empty, I was done with this world. My life was over long before I made the trip to the canyon. 

I thought this would be the part when a miracle would happen, but I sat there in silence. The only sound was the wind flowing through the canyon. I looked to the east one last time and watched the storm clouds growing larger, drifting in my direction. I looked to the west. Nothing but sunshine and clear skies over the Colorado River. I kept my gaze west as I placed the barrel against my temple and my finger on the trigger. I wanted the last image to be a beautiful ending and not another storm. Slowly, I pulled the trigger, my eyes still westward. I was glad I’d seen the canyon one last time. My eyes closed involuntarily as I gently squeezed the trigger. 

“Please save me,” I pleaded to the unknown. 








  
  
  The Ascent

  
  




Rick opened his eyes. Through his tears, the blackness slowly turned into obscured light. With his eyes wide open, he stared in shock at the Grand Canyon.

Did I succeed? Am I dead? Is this Purgatory? Perdition? Paradise?

Rick felt the weight of the Glock in his hand, still pressed against his temple. Slowly, he brought it to his lap and stared at the ugly black pistol for what felt like hours. He was afraid to check, but he had to know. Slowly grasping the slide and gently pulling it to its rear, he ejected the bullet from the chamber onto his lap. His stomach turned as he realized the bullet had not fired.

Did I pull the trigger?

He knew he’d squeezed the trigger. He’d heard an explosion. Slowly, nervously, he raised the bullet from his lap. Bringing the rear of the bullet into his sight, his stomach cringed with pain from the impending revelation. The imprint of the firing pin was on the primer; the bullet should have fired.

An explosion boomed through the Canyon. Quickly, he turned his head and realized the explosion was only thunder echoing through the canyon walls, sounds from the distant storm.

His eyes darted back to the bullet’s primer. He stared briefly, and then heartache and confusion overwhelmed him. His stomach ached. His body went weak with shame and sadness as he dry-heaved into the canyon. Rick threw the Glock and watched as it slowly spun, falling through the air and splashing into the Colorado River. His body fell limp as he curled into the fetal position, squeezing the bullet in his palm. Tears of hysteria streamed from his face as the pain in his stomach became unbearable from the realization that he was still alive.

“Why?” he moaned. “Why didn’t it fire?” Rick cried into the empty desert air, “WHY AM I STILL ALIVE?” The shock overcame him, and he passed out onto the spot that was to be his resting space.

“Wake up,” she said, poking his chest. Rick moaned and went back to sleep. “Wake up,” she said gently, poking his chest with more pressure.

Rick slowly opened his eyes and gazed at the silhouette of a woman standing over him, the glaring sun above her. He squinted as she slowly came into focus. Even after this strenuous event, he could not help his heart racing at the sight of her. His gaze went from her dust-covered hiking boots up to her curvy, but firm legs, accentuated through her worn blue jeans. She wore a brown and white flannel shirt, the front shirttails tied in a bow, and her midriff was covered by a white camisole. Rick looked past her voluptuous body, taken aback by her face. If this were paradise, then she would be an angel. If this were perdition, then she would be his torture, the last heavenly thing he’d ever see. Her auburn hair flowed with the breeze, blocking the sun enough for him to see her face. Her smile, brighter and warmer than the sun, was a smile of relief, and her eyes nearly stopped his heart. Hazel eyes, deep and stark. She wasn’t looking at Rick. She was looking through him with deep concern. Rick felt a sense of déjà vu.

“Hello, Rick,” she gently said. “You need to get up. We have a long hike, and there’s a lot we have to talk about.”

“Who are you, and how do you know who I am?” Rick demanded, standing slowly from the cliff and slyly pocketing the bullet.

“Me?” she asked with a smile. “Don’t worry about that; it’s not important now. As for how I know your name, I have always known it . . .”

She trailed off at the exact moment the look of disbelief overtook Rick’s face. A cold chill passed through his spine as he started to back away from her.

“You should stop, Rick. I don’t want you to walk off the cliff and actually finish what you’ve started.”

Rick stopped in shock and disbelief. “Who the fuck are you?” he screamed. “Why are you following me!”

“Rick, Rick, Rick,” she said, seemly undeterred by his rage. “Let’s start hiking, and I’ll explain everything. But we need to leave now because you’re working against the clock.”

“The clock?”

“A storm is coming. The one you see in the east. It’s going to be pretty bad once it gets here. Since you didn’t bring any water or anything with electrolytes, your body is going to give out on you probably before we make it back.” She smiled coyly. “You might get your wish after all.”

“I’m not leaving until you tell me why you’re here,” Rick asserted.

“I was sent here. You have somebody interested in your welfare.”

“Who sent you?”

“That’s not important. What’s important is that you trust me and listen to what I have to say.”

“Trust you? Who the fuck are you? Why are you stalking me? And stop talking in fucking riddles!”

The woman stood underneath the sweltering sun, never wavering or becoming distraught by Rick’s yelling. Her stare was calm and compassionate. “Rick, I was sent here because you needed help. I know who you are because I have a special interest in you. As for me, I’m your companion for the journey back.”

Rick hesitated, then asked, “Am I dead?”

“What do you think?” she asked playfully. “That bullet in your pocket is evidence that the worst decision you ever made was a failure.”

Rick shivered. “You’re scaring me. How do you know so much?”

“Let’s go.” Her tone was sweet but commanding. “We need to start our hike back. We have a lot to discuss.”

Many moments of silence passed as they stared into each other’s eyes.

What is this? Rick thought. Is this a hallucination? Is this a symptom of dehydration, or did I finally lose touch with reality? 

Despite his fear, Rick stared into her eyes. It was those hazel eyes that finally convinced him to trust her.

He stepped toward her, shaking his head.

She grinned ear to ear as she wrapped both arms around his arm and said, “Let’s get going.” Then she whispered into his ear as they began the trek back to the top. With authority, she said, “I am not a hallucination.”








  
  
  5 Miles

  
  




“Tell me who you think I am,” she said as they walked through the flat valley.

Rick hiked quietly for a few moments as he formulated his words. “I have two prevailing thoughts on that. The first is a creepy thought; you’re a stalker who went to great lengths to follow me.”

She asked, “Then how did I know about the bullet in your pocket?”

“You could just be observant and noticed me putting it in my pocket. You would have known the bullet didn’t fire because you saw me pull the trigger, and then you saw me unload it into my lap.”

She smiled. “Good guess but wrong, sweetie. What’s your second hypothesis?”

“You do not exist. You’re a figment of my imagination. You’re a symptom of my psychosis, produced from the stress and trauma I endured. Instead of having PTSD, I ended up with schizophrenia.”

“Oh, Rick. My intelligent Rick, I always loved that about you. You look for logic. Always trying to rationalize and deduce. But you’re wrong. I am real.” She nudged him playfully. “Don’t I feel real?”

“Bullshit!” Rick yelled, stumbling over a rock. “Who the fuck are you?”

She helped him to his feet. “I told you my name is not important. Who sent me, what I am, and the feeling of déjà vu will be explained later. The important thing is why I’m here.”

“OK, why are you here?”

“I’m here to help you, and to do that, I need to tell you some stories.”

Rick glared at her. “Stories? Help me with what? My miserable life?” Rick asked as they hiked toward the empty campsites at the checkpoint for the canyon path.

“No, to help you see that you have a meaning in life and that your suffering has a role in it,” she answered, gracefully hiking over a step.

“This sounds Shakespearian. No, I take that back. This sounds like something from It’s a Wonderful Life but without the family to run home to or the happy ending. Unless you want to go behind that boulder over there and give me a happy ending?” Rick flirted.

She went quiet for a brief moment as she continued to hike beside him. He wondered why she wasn’t sweating in this sweltering heat, but he did notice her cheeks slightly blush.

“That’s not going to work on me or any woman for that matter, and I know you’re better than that. That womanizing front you put on is really a self-defense mechanism you use to disguise your pain and your fear of rejection. You would rather have people think you’re a misogynist than let them see your kind heart.”

She tugged on his arm, signaling for Rick to stop and look her in the eye. “When you act like a womanizer, that’s when you’re at your weakest because you’re letting people think you’re less than what you really are.” Rick tried to find the words to defend himself, but it was futile against the truth. “You’re also wrong about the It’s a Wonderful Life and the Shakespearian analogies. I see myself as Virgil. Now come along, Dante. I have stories to tell.” She flashed a reassuring smile and then hiked ahead of him.

Rick hesitated briefly, considering perhaps she was right.

“Here is the story of a good man,” she began.








  
  
  The Rōnin’s Story

  
  




“There are no heroes in the world, and if there are, then I am not one of them,” said the weary man to himself as he sat at the bar on a dark and stormy night. His face told the story of a young man’s face made older through horrors untold. The man wore an expensive suit but seemed not to look right in it. He looked as if being in a uniform or some official garb might be preferable. His watch said a man of class. But the scars on his fists and face said he was a man who came from a different walk of life, a man who knew darkness, unlike the other expensively clad men at the bar.

“I used to be a protector of men, something I was proud to do, but it’s gone because I couldn’t look the other way.” He pitied himself as he took another drink of scotch. “Two years ago I was doing something I loved and took pride in, but I couldn’t look the other way, and now I can never go back to that life.”

He sipped his scotch, enjoying the strength from its age. The weary man looked up from his drink and past the top-shelf spirits, watching the dark reflection of himself, then shamefully looking away. “I miss it. I miss the chase. I miss the thrill. I miss the chills down my spine. I was good at what I did, and I loved it. It was a lonely life, and I cursed it sometimes, but I knew who I was when I did it. I felt honorable. But now I can’t even look at myself.”

Across the bar, a pretty blonde seemed uncomfortable with a slick-looking yuppie, persisting with sad and desperate attempts to get her into bed.

“Why did I survive? Maybe I should have died. There are things worse than death, like losing your purpose for living. Now I live in pain and regret. My body aches from wear and tear, from battles old. My knees throb from the miles I’ve trod. My lower back and shoulders hurt from the fights. It hurts to breathe sometimes. The old scars on my fists and face are reminders of my brutal life. But it’s my heart that hurts most of all, for it misses the good it once did.”

He signaled the bartender for another scotch. “Why couldn’t I look the other way? Why couldn’t I have been like everyone else and just went with it?” He gulped the expensive scotch, then placed the glass to his temple to ease a spasm. “I did what I did because I couldn’t look the other way. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing. There were men who had more power than I had and who could have stopped or even prevented the corruption from happening, but they chose to look the other way because they were afraid. They were afraid to lose the life they were comfortable with, even if it came at a cost to the innocent. I did what I did because somebody had to, but it cost me the career I loved. . . . Fuck, maybe I did it because I was obsessed and couldn’t accept losing. Maybe I’m not a hero. Maybe I did it because I had an ego and couldn’t let it down.” He sipped again and wiped a tear from his eye.

“Nobody ever tells you that when you go down the path of doing the right thing, you’ll walk alone,” he continued. “Nobody tells you how hard it is. I don’t even know if it made a difference or if my actions actually meant something. I lost it all. It took two years to rebuild my life to the point where I have more money, fancy clothes, and cars than I had before, but what’s the point if there’s no meaning to it? If there’s no reason to fight?”

The yuppie pulled aggressively on the blonde’s arm as she tried pulling away. Desperately, she searched for someone to help her, but everyone looked the other way. She yelled for the bartender, but he turned his back on her to wash wine glasses. The weary man noticed the familiar bulge of a pistol underneath the yuppie’s Gucci coat.

She looked to him and cried for help, but the weary man looked away, disgusted with himself for doing so. “I have to fit in. I can’t go back to that life. I can’t. If I do, then I’ll lose everything. It will kill me if I go back to who I was.”

The woman screamed for help as the yuppie dragged her off her stool and toward the rear exit of the bar. The rich and powerful came to this bar, but they either ignored her pleas or mocked them in a cruel attempt to be witty. His heart raced in his chest as he felt a surge of energy course through his body. His awareness sharpened as the hairs on the back of his neck became sensitive to the softest flow of air. His fist clenched and his feet slowly turned to the scream. “No. No. No! Not anymore,” he told himself. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t . . .”

“Oh, God! Please somebody help me!” the woman screamed for her life.

He broke the rock glass in his hands. The bar went quiet and stared at him. Blood flowed from his hand, but he felt no pain. The aches and pains across his body seized as his blood burned hot and his muscles tensed. His stool flew back as he charged out of the bar, knocking over the indifferent, the cruel, and the cowardly in his path. He felt alive again. He could no longer deny who he was.

“This may be my last battle. I may lose it all, but at least I will have my soul back,” said the rōnin as he went forth into darkness for one last fight.

* * *

Rick hiked on quietly after hearing the tale of the rōnin. “Why did you just—”

She cut him off from asking his question with a question of her own. “Why did you want to commit suicide?”

Rick walked quietly for a few moments, shamefully considering his answer. “Don’t you know why? You said you knew so much about me.”

“I need to hear it from your mouth. You need to say it out loud and not let it rot inside you as you’ve been doing.”

Rick became even more uneasy around her. He thought about running away, but how do you run away from your own insanity?

“Like the rōnin said, ‘I’m no hero. I did something not a lot of people would have done, and I am not sure if I was right for doing it. I lost the things I love because of it.’”

She lovingly assured him, “You are and you did, but you need to tell me your story. Not for my sake but for yours.”

Rick found a stone the size of a bowling ball and furiously flung it to the east.

“Are you here to taunt me? Are you here to remind me why I should die? I just want to be at peace! I want to die!” Rick yelled, turning away from his companion to hide his tears.

The caring woman walked in front of him and gently grabbed his hands. He lifted his face, and her warm hazel eyes met his, easing his overwhelming despair.

A loud explosion sounded in the distance. His gaze broke from her loving eyes, and he noticed the gray clouds in the east growing larger and darker.

“We need to keep going,” she said. “I don’t have much time with you, and you need to hear my stories.”

Rick collected himself and wiped his tears from his eyes. He was an imposing man. His size caused terror in others, even with a minor outburst. But not her, for she calmed the misunderstood beast with her kindness and compassion. Gently, she tugged on his hand. He followed her back to the trail.
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“Why do I need to hear these stories?” He breathed heavier as the trail became steeper.

She cheerfully answered without missing a breath, “Each of these stories has a purpose, as we all have a purpose. Some of them might seem fantastical, but they all have a meaning; they all have a part to play. Just as your story does, when you’re ready to tell it.”

“Is the message from the story of rōnin about chivalry? About defending the honor of a damsel in distress?” he asked cynically.

“No . . . wait. Well, some of it was,” she said, her voice bright and bubbly. “It’s about being true to who you are. The rōnin represents a good part of you, a good part in all of us, as long as we don’t deny it. We all have the ability to be brave; we just have to choose to be. You know you’re a good man, but you deny it. You deny it for the same reason he did: he couldn’t accept it until life forced him to see it. And you will see it too at the end of our journey.”

“I’m not a hero. I don’t even know why I did what I did back in Savannah.” Rick stops himself from remembering the pain. “What’s the point of being a good person, a courageous person, if evil wins? Fuck, I tried to fight it back in . . .” Rick stopped and stared into the distance as his tormented memories came back. He used some breathing techniques he’d learned to help stop the overwhelming emotions, and then calmly said, “The corrupt, the cheaters, and the liars always win. There is no karma. There is no poetic justice. Evil wins because they don’t play by the rules.”

“No, if good people like you don’t get them, then their own sins do. The universe always balances itself out,” she said as they hiked on the steeper grade of the trail.
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“I’ve done evil things that I quite enjoyed,” the well-dressed man said to himself, walking the narrow alley of Pike Place Market. His step had a gleeful hop as he walked in the cold drizzle. “Bad men pay me to do the things they cannot do because they fear losing their already tarnished soul. If the devil existed, then he would cringe for the things I do for the right price,” said the well-dressed man, taking a whiff of the coffee and the wet, salty air.

“If those fools only knew that hearing a man scream, a woman beg, and a child cry is payment enough for my deeds. While others embrace compassion and goodwill with righteous might, I embrace evil with all its lovely delights.” The well-dressed man danced in the moonlight of the cold and dreary night until he stopped and spied an alley door slightly ajar. “I have stolen fortunes, I have stolen retirements, and I have stolen futures; why not steal a little more?” The well-dressed man slid elegantly through the opening, as nimble as a ballerina.

Thud! The door shut behind him, but he did not startle, because he was fear in the flesh. The well-dressed man checked the door and found it locked. “Oh, no matter. I didn’t see an alarm box on the outside. Maybe there’ll be some expensive gifts on the way out.”

The well-dressed man took a step forward and stopped, for something caught the corner of his eye. He looked down the pitch-black hallway of the business and tried adjusting his eyes to the dark. The drizzle turned to hard rain and thunder, but the man heard something else. He waited and listened and heard somebody breathing at the hall’s end. Like the predator he was, he stood and waited as he prepared his attack. Slowly, he reached into his coat pocket and retrieved a dagger, sharper than sin.

The well-dressed man took a step forward and saw a black silhouette grow at the end of the hallway. His heart raced as he strained to see its face. The man had learned through his career how to sneak up on someone without making a sound; each foot touched the ground gently as he moved closer to the creature at the end of the hall. The figure moved, too, as the well-dressed man moved closer. He began to ponder what was wrong, for his heart raced. He had never felt fear before. His eyes adjusted, and he could see minor details of the creature at the end of the hall. It was taller and wider than him with buck-like horns. The well-dressed man watched the creature staring back, noting the dull gleam of its fangs.

The thunder grew louder as the well-dressed man began to panic. “No!” he yelled. “I have killed many men. Some were big and vicious, and others were brave, but all met the same fate of the dagger in my hand.” He threatened the creature at the end of the hall.

As his eyes adjusted, he made out fur that draped off the creature’s shoulders and eyes that glowed blood red. The well-dressed man had met his demon, and he intended to kill him like the rest. The well-dressed man ran forward, his dagger raised high, ready to gut the creature. But to his terrifying surprise, the creature ran toward him too, its sharp claw raised ready for the attack. For the first time, the man felt dread as he made his desperate advance. The man leapt forward at the creature and swung his dagger down onto its head.

Glass shattered, and the well-dressed man lay on the ground, large shards of glass piercing his body. The man expected another attack and quickly reached for his dagger but could not grasp it for the shard of glass impaling his wrist. A bolt of lightning struck nearby, illuminating the night as if it were day.

The man looked up at his monster, a mounted buck’s head above a vanity mirror, a fur coat hanging off its posts; the humming of an oscillating fan next to the mirror was the imaginary creature’s breath. The man laughed hysterically . . . and then cried at the sight of the large piece of glass protruding through his leg. Blood poured from his femoral artery. There was no way he would make it out alive.

As he lay there staring into the reflection of the broken vanity mirror, he saw himself bloodied and mutilated, broken glass across his body. Fearing for what came next, the room growing black again, he whispered through his last breath, “I am the monster.”

* * *

“So what’s the metaphor? Evil never wins out?” Rick asked, smacking his severely parched lips.

“No, evil is always destructive, to the point of self-destruction. At some point, evil will kill itself, but before that happens, it destroys everything. This is why good people are needed, to stop the destruction before it can hurt the innocent.”

“I’m not a good person. I’ve been called selfish, arrogant . . . now I’m mentally unstable. Why would a good person have any of these characteristics?”

“Nobody is perfect. Hell, Martin Luther King Jr. was an adulterer, and he tried to commit suicide twice, but he still changed the world. You don’t have to be a saint to do what is good; you just have to do it.”
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The storm in the east gradually stalked its way west, growing fiercer and darker. Anything that was once bright and full of life was now gray and sickly underneath the shadow of the growing storm. The storm was Death, and it was coming for Rick.

Rick and his unknown companion continued their hike as they began taking higher strides up the steepening ascent. They stopped at a wooden rest shack at the three-mile checkpoint. The resting spot provided a water refill station. Rick ran to the faucet and eagerly turned the sprocket so that he could quench his ever-worsening thirst. He put his lips over the faucet and waited for a minute until just a drop of water fell on his tongue.

“What the fuck?” he screamed, kicking at the pipes. His companion perched herself against the rustic wall of the shack and looked to the east, unfazed by Rick’s rant. For the first time since the hike began, Rick watched as his companion no longer had a cheerful and calm demeanor but now donned a mournful expression, a look of doom.

“Hey, stranger,” Rick said in a warm and nurturing tone. “What are you worried about?”

She didn’t answer but kept staring into the monstrous storm approaching fast.

Rick perched himself next to her, close enough to smell her lovely musk and feel her smooth skin brush against his arm. He stared at the storm with her, the chills traveling down his spine, as he finally understood her feeling of doom. Even though it was still in the distance, the storm looked like a biblical plague about to be unleashed on the Grand Canyon.

She looked into the menacing storm, letting a few more moments of silence pass. “We don’t have much time left.” She turned her gaze toward him and smiled assuredly. It was the sort of smile a medic would give to comfort to a dying soldier. “It’s going to be all right,” she said.

Rick knew that smile all too well. He’d given it himself and received it too many times.

He reached for her hand and, for the first time in a long time, offered a genuine smile. “It’s going to be OK. We’re going to get out of this. I’m going to get you to shelter before the storm hits.”

She turned to him and smiled widely. “There’s the real you: the protector, the leader, the one who cares.” She grabbed his hand, and they continued hiking. “I have a story to tell you about the part of yourself you just displayed,” she said, “and it’s conveniently about a vicious storm.”
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I joined the Navy when I was a young man filled with blind ambition. I had dreams of seeing the world and embarking on adventures while searching for inspiration to become the next great novelist. While stationed in the Public Affairs Office in Virginia, I was issued my fateful orders; I was to cover the retirement of Captain Leroy Santos and the decommissioning of his warship, the USS Maelstrom.

Every sailor from any country has heard of the legend of Captain Santos and the Maelstrom. His ship had taken on the most impossible missions in the Great War: outmaneuvering the fastest enemy ships, sinking battleships with twice the firepower of the Maelstrom, and successfully capturing five U-boats from three different missions. But it was the Battle of Gibraltar—or what the public knows as the Miracle at Gibraltar—that made him a myth. The Maelstrom patrolled the crucial strait under attack by a fleet of six enemy ships trying to gun their way through to take control of the strait. Most other captains would have retreated and waited for reinforcement, but no, not Captain Santos; he raged forth with the USS Maelstrom. The old warship not only held off the advancing fleet but also sank the two battleships in its group while critically damaging the three frigates as the remaining frigate retreated. Captain Santos had become the most decorated sailor in the US Navy with that battle. His tactics now taught and studied in naval colleges across the world. My granddad once told me as a child that there are two types of people who can make miracles happen in the world: saints and madmen. Captain Santos was no saint.

It had been twenty years since the end of the Great War, and the Admiralty could no longer justify funding the deteriorating warship. She was to take her final voyage to Charlestown Naval Yard where she was to be mothballed and become a floating museum. The captain, on the other hand, had been offered the rank of admiral every year for the past fifteen, but he refused to leave the helm of the Maelstrom. Now he was entering retirement involuntarily. My assignment was to board the Maelstrom and document its final voyage for the museum.

The following night, I was in Kings Bay Naval Base, being taxied to the pier where the Maelstrom was docked. In my imagination, I envisioned the Maelstrom as a freshly painted, massive, and formidable ship of war that would make the enemy shit their pants. Instead, I witnessed a shell of her former self. Once majestic but now battle-weary, her hull was covered with rust. I was sad to see her poor patch jobs of old shell damage and to hear her engine clanking and choking on its last breaths. I tried to show respect and admiration for the warship, but all I could feel was pity. She needed to be put out of her misery. I waited in line at the gangway behind other members of the press, admirals, and a senator waiting to board the old warship to take part in the final voyage. The ship’s crew stood in formation on the mooring deck in their dress whites as the executive officer—Captain Santos nowhere in sight—stood in front and gave the order of presenting arms as we boarded the ship. After settling into the crew quarters, made hospitable to the best of the crew’s abilities, we all stood on the weather deck and watched the USS Maelstrom disembark from Kings Bay to take her final voyage.

I spent the better part of the day taking tours and interviewing crewmembers, but to my disappointment, I did not see Captain Santos. I was given a chance to interview the XO after he made his rounds on the ship. He was close to retirement himself, as he was one of the last original crewmen of the Maelstrom. The jovial XO entertained me with a firsthand account of the stories of the Maelstrom and the now mysterious Captain Santos. The XO had been just a scared shitless ensign during the Battle of Gibraltar, not knowing if he’d make it past that night. But Captain Santos had a hypnotic effect on the crew. Somehow during the hellish fight, where brave men cried in fear, he had commanded their courage and had gotten the crew to forget about dying and focus on bringing hell to the enemy. I asked him why we hadn’t met with the great captain, at which point his face shifted from joyful nostalgia to disappointment. He said that the captain hadn’t been himself since the news of his forced retirement and since having his ship commandeered. The navy was the captain’s life. He was an old salty dog hardened by war who could do anything as long as he was with his Maelstrom. Now, however, he was being told to stop sailing the seas, as was his purpose.

Since having received the news, the XO explained, the captain had retreated to his cabin and was rarely seen in the open, nonetheless the bridge. The XO brought reports, meals, and laundry into the captain’s cabin, but the captain sat in the dark, wanting not to be bothered with the details of the final voyage. I asked if any of the dignitaries or I were going to interview the captain. The XO’s expression turned comical. The captain, I learned, had ordered the executive officer to tell the admirals on board to, “go fuck themselves,” should they persist on seeing him. I thought I was going to meet a legend in the flesh, but it looked as if the legend had checked out and all that was left was a bitter carcass of a man.

Later that evening, the XO, the dignitaries, and I sat in the officer’s mess and partook in the final meal the Maelstrom would serve at sea. Besides the choppy water we were navigating through, with our dishes and drinks slightly sliding on the table, the meal was pleasant. One of the admirals wasn’t as uptight as I’d thought, as he’d brought a handle of rum and ordered us each to take swigs. The senator, however, was a pompous prick and openly condemned the behavior before storming off to his cabin. The rum admiral, happily sloshed, gave the senator the finger. Then he told us how he’d earned his rank by starting out as a seaman and working his way up to admiral, unlike the senator who’d got his position through, “kissing dick and sucking ass.” We spent the night in the mess telling tales of war, lost loves, and drunken debacles, and we all drank to the final voyage of the USS Maelstrom.

The room was full of laughs, cigar smoke, and the smell of sweet, fermented sugar cane. I drank so much rum that I didn’t notice the ship was rocking more harshly. I mentioned it to the rum admiral; he laughed and thought he’d gained his low tolerance back. Suddenly the ship violently pitched starboard, and I was thrown on top of the XO. He pushed me off and ran toward the bridge. The admirals and I ran behind, running on the bulkheads as we fought to keep our balance, the Maelstrom violently rocking back and forth. We made it to the bridge where the senator was already waiting for us, looking incredulous. The XO was about to demand a report until he looked out onto the bridge and was left speechless.

I looked out into the ocean and felt the shivers of horror spread its icy touch through my entire body. The pale light of the crescent moon lit the storm growing before us. The horizon, to me, normally looked as if the sea fell off it in the end. Now, a black and gray wall surrounded us as massive blue bolts of lightning briefly lit the sky like the morning sun. The storm was massive and steadily growing around us, playing with its prey before it attacked. In the distance, waterspouts formed and dissipated, gathering strength. The wind howled a high-pitched wail, sharp enough to cause my ears to bleed. Faith in seeing the morning sun abandoned me as I came to terms that morning, for me, might not come. The Maelstrom rocked and pitched, and sailors on the bridge flew over their stations and into each other.

I looked to the XO for comfort. His expression was nothing but fear and misery. I scanned the faces of the others on the bridge and witnessed the twisted gnarl of despair displayed on their pale, flushed skin.

I wasn’t a praying man, might have been an atheist if I was pressed to give an answer, but now I prayed to any being listening. The answer was a lightning bolt that struck off the bow, causing the lights to go out. In the pitch-blackness, the XO hollered for someone to get the engineer, but another bolt of lightning lit up the bridge. In the brief second of light, a stark silhouette darted past me and straight to a panel on the bulkhead. The bridge went black until the lights returned, and I found myself staring at the panel in awe.

When you hear of the stories of Captain Leroy Santos you might imagine a giant among men; he didn’t disappoint in person. He was the tallest man on the bridge, and he had a powerful frame that showed through his impeccably worn dress blues. His hair was dark with graying temples; his skin was dark, but I could not tell if his color was natural or the result of years of sun at sea. It was his eyes, though, that made me fear him more than I feared the storm. Every step he took was deliberate. His shoulders rolled forward, his head slightly down, as if he were a boxer walking into the ring. The ship stopped pitching for the few moments it took for him to get to the wheel as if his entrance was needed for everyone to see. The crew and dignitaries on the bridge forgot to fear the storm for those brief moments and watched in amazement as the legend took control of the Maelstrom.

The captain picked up the sound phone and barked orders in a deep and raspy voice. “Engine room! Give me every horsepower this old girl can give! We’re going through this!” He slammed the phone back into its receiver and then addressed us. In all my life, I had never heard, nor would I ever hear a man take command as he had that night. “Men, this hurricane is growing on top of us, and it seems like its aim is for us not to see port again. The odds are against us. We cannot go back nor go around the storm, so I intend to go through this heartless bitch and get you men home. Follow my command and you’ll see dawn again.” It was brief but effective and caused me to forget about death.

The senator, however, began to panic and told everyone that Captain Santos was insane. The senator demanded that one of the other admirals take command of the Maelstrom. They looked at each other, looked at Captain Santos, and then kept their positions. “He’s going to get us all killed,” the senator shrieked. “If you don’t take command of the ship, then I will!” Fist raised, he ran toward Captain Santos. The senator went to throw a punch, but it never connected, as Captain Santos slammed his forehead into the nose of the senator and quickly went back to steering the ship. The senator lay unconscious on the deck, blood pouring from his collapsed nasal cavity.

We looked down at the senator, then at Captain Santos as he wiped the senator’s blood from his forehead and stared straight ahead, sizing up the storm.

“Men, seal all hatches,” the captain ordered. “Navigation, give me a bearing out of this storm. Radio, make contact with command and keep informing them of our position. The rest of you help the crew man the ship, and somebody get that soft shit off my bridge. Move, move, move!” Everyone on the bridge ran in different directions, each admiral assisting in sealing the hatches or helping crewmen with their stations.

“I’m heading to the engine room. I know how to get this old girl fired up again,” said the rum admiral as he went below.

I helped by dragging the senator out of sight and used whatever first aid expertise I had to help stop the bleeding. Then, I strapped the senator and myself into the seats on the bridge and watched Captain Santos take the reins of the Maelstrom and steer her into the heart of the storm.

The old warship climbed and fell over the massive waves as we went deeper into the storm. The crew took lines and tied themselves down to their posts, trusting their captain not to sink the ship. Captain Santos was at ease at the helm. Fluid in his movements, matching the frequency of the old warship, he never flew off the deck.

Captain Santos picked up the sound phone and yelled, “Engine room, give me everything she’s got!”

I couldn’t make out what was being said, but I could hear the voice of the rum admiral talking back to the captain. “You’re afraid the engine might fail? How about you should be afraid of me, if you fail to get her moving again! What? No, you’re wrong, motherfucker! She does have it! She hasn’t failed us. She won’t fail us! Now give me everything she’s got!” Captain Santos ordered.

He slammed the phone down again and had his hand ready at the throttle. What I heard next was a song of beauty and wonder. The old ship’s engines no longer cranked and coughed but sounded like a symphony of pure power. The Maelstrom was primed and ready for its last battle with its captain at the helm to live up to his legend.

The captain pushed the throttle forward and drove the ship into the heart of the watery hell. I felt the horror as we continued further into the nightmare. Massive clouds, blacker than any void, swirled around us and glowed a devilish red after every lightning strike. Whirlpools formed across the bow of the ship. The wind and thunder roared continuously, like a ferocious beast of unimaginable size ready to gorge on the Maelstrom and her crew. Looking around, I saw the men turn white in terror.

Captain Santos unflinchingly stared down the storm and yelled out, “Not fucking tonight!” He was no longer a mere man; he was a mythical hero charging into battle against the impossible.

The storm threw its worst at us, but the captain took it on. He sailed the ship in and out of the whirlpools, plunged into the waterspouts, came out the other side, and continued forward. Lightning bolts fell like mortar but missed as the captain dodged each bolt. This continued for an hour until the rain stopped and the waters calmed. We examined each other, hesitant to celebrate our survival, though we couldn’t stop the sense of relief when minutes passed without being thrown around the bridge. I unbuckled myself, walked toward the nearest window, and watched the clouds slowly subsided and the blue glow of the crescent moon broke through. I smiled with joy at the stars and breathed easy again until I looked at the horizon.

Something was approaching us in the distance, and it was coming fast.

The object confused me, as it increased in size while moving faster toward us. Captain Santos seemed to know, by instinct, what it was as he yelled for us to brace ourselves.

I, like a fool, continued to stare at the object until somebody screamed, “Tidal wave!” Shock overcame me as I stared in awe at the colossal size of the wave that charged at us. It reminded me of the first time I’d seen the Empire State Building as a child and of my fright at its enormity. I was staring at something that looked taller than the Empire State Building, wide as the horizon, and it was charging straight at us.

I turned around expecting to see terror on the men’s faces but, instead, witnessed the unexpected. The men did not show fear, not in their expression nor in their eyes; instead, they looked determined. They stared into the creature threatening to devour us in one gulp yet showed no terror, only the will to fight. I did not understand why until I saw the captain.

Captain Santos stared into the tidal wave, displaying only the audacity needed to inspire his men to fight a monster. His courage was infectious, as I was certain that no man felt fear on that bridge, only the willingness to fight for their lives.

Looking upon Captain Santos no longer made me feel afraid of dying. I was angry. A savage rage seized my body as I turned around and stared down the tidal wave, prepared to fight the titan.

The wave approached faster and faster.

The captain pushed the throttle completely forward and charged toward the tidal wave. “Men, I will not fail you! You will see the dawn again! As long as I am in command of this mighty ship, you will survive! YOU WILL LIVE!” he yelled as the ship began a violent vertical climb.

I marveled as the window broke. Water gushed out, causing me to fly to the back of the bridge, passing the men still tied to their stations. I landed against the bulkhead, hitting my head against a pipe. I tried to remain conscious, but the world grew black as the bridge flooded with water and the ship went vertical. The captain was standing fast against the rushing water, holding his position as the ship climbed up the tidal wave. I’m not sure if what I saw next was a hallucination, but I swore I saw a man dressed in a black suit standing next to Captain Santos saying, “Tell me your story.”

I opened my eyes slowly. Everything was blurry, bright, and painful. I closed my eyes again and listened to the gentle song of seagulls and calm waves. I opened my eyes again and saw the glow of the morning sun engulfing the bridge and the rum admiral standing above me, smiling and gently wrapping a bandage around my head. We had survived. The legendary Captain Leroy Santos had kept his promise to his men and beat the odds.

Slowly, I sat up and looked around at the disheveled bridge and the senator sitting next to me, his face wrapped with white and bloodstained bandages. I stood and painfully walked to the weather deck to see the crew deploying the life rafts. The USS Maelstrom had fought her final battle and won gloriously. But she took a savage beating and was now slowly sinking.

I walked back into the bridge. The captain stood proudly at the helm, steering the ship toward the horizon. I went to tell him that he should get to a raft, but the rum admiral stopped me and told me not to touch his body. Captain Leroy Santos had kept his promise to the men; the madman fought against the odds and kept his men alive at the cost of his own life. He died at the helm of his beloved ship, never leaving his post.

I asked if we were going to take his body, but the rum admiral said to leave him, to let him be buried with his ship. It was an honor not many would understand.

I helped carry the wounded into the life rafts and then the useless senator. We were only floating for an hour when three rescue ships came and picked us up. We all stood on the weather decks of the rescue ships and watched the old warship slowly sink into the sea.

The XO pushed his way to the front of the men and stood at attention. “Present arms!” he yelled as he tried to hide the sad crackle in his voice.

Every sailor on the three rescue ships saluted the old warship and its captain. It took another forty-five minutes for the ship to sink, but all the sailors kept saluting until the USS Maelstrom and Captain Leroy Santos were laid to rest.
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