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43rd Dew, Prosperity 2192

Later designated as the year Great Flood 01

One thousand years before Blood of the Gods

Some people died loudly. Others, with nothing more than a whisper. 

A soldier under heavy gunfire, screaming in agony as blood gushed from her wounds. An elderly man, asleep on his deathbed, slipping into oblivion the moment his visitors stepped out for coffee. Either way, the human body shut down one organ at a time, until it realized there was nothing left to keep alive. 

But was there any death more torturous than that of a group science project? Eris didn’t think so.

He sat draped over the old living room couch, its upholstery worn and matted from far too many years of use, and twirled a blue ballpoint pen between his fingers. He had long since looked away from the notebook balanced on his lap, his gaze trailing lazily around the room. Was there anything more interesting than his homework? It seemed not. His gaze met nothing but woven prayer mats and bland, undecorated walls. He threw his head back over the arm of the couch, catching a glimpse of his companion.

Miri Chase was a quiet girl with a bob of brown hair, which curled toward her face like a round, decorative frame. She was a sophomore, though by some manner of happenstance, she’d wound up in junior-level classes. Eris never once considered her, and he would have preferred to continue that streak, if not for Mr. Darren, who had paired them for the final research project of the year.

On the first day they worked together, she had looked him up and down, eyeing his mussed blond hair and grass-stained tee shirt, then said, “I can do the whole thing, if you want.”

“What?”

“I know your type,” she elaborated. “Jocks. You usually make me do all the work.”

“Oh. No, I’m not like that.”

Now, Miri met his gaze and adjusted her round glasses, her earnest face upside-down from his perspective. She sat cross-legged on the beige loveseat perpendicular to Eris’s couch, holding a library book in her hands. Its pages were stained and creased. “What’s wrong?”

“Sue me, but Tree Biodiversity’s Impact on Local Squirrel Populations isn’t the most exhilarating paper we could be writing.”

“That’s what we proposed, though. We can’t change it now. Mr. Darren said if the subject isn’t what we proposed, he’ll dock us a letter grade. Remember?”

“I know,” Eris groaned, drawing out the o. “Want to take a break, at least? My mom n’ dad will be home soon. They’re picking Aria up from soccer practice. Ugh, she’s so annoying. We’ll want to be out of the house.”

“Where would we go? Do you have your license?”

“Not yet. We can walk somewhere, though. I’m antsy to move my legs.”

“Sure.”

Eris led Miri to the foyer and toed his sneakers on. As he waited for Miri to zip on her ankle-high boots, he nabbed his inhaler off the console table and tucked it into his pocket. He opened the front door, and as soon as Miri was ready, he ushered her out into the temperate dew season air. 

A yellow car pulled into the tiny urban driveway. Its grumbling engine cut short, and out climbed Mom and Dad, a screaming Aria in tow. Eris marched past them, Miri following in his wake. If he was fast enough, he could escape before his parents forced him into daycare duty. He called over his shoulder, “We’re going for a walk!"

Mom and Dad did not stop him. They were too preoccupied with Aria, who stomped her foot on the asphalt and wailed.

“Poor girl,” Miri cooed. “Not easy being six, huh?”

“I wish she would shut up.” Eris kicked a rock down the sidewalk. “She hates sports. But she doesn’t realize how easy she’s got it. Mom ‘n Dad switch it up yearly. They’re trying to find something she’ll like. They forced me to play basketball 'till I was thirteen. It took a huge argument to convince them to let me play lacrosse.”

“I can’t do sports. I’m not built for it. Fine by me, though. I think they’re boring.” Miri paused. “Dad makes me take piano lessons, though, so I get it. He insists it’s a good skill to have, but I don’t really like the instrument.”

Eris couldn’t fathom the concept of a sport being boring, but he said nothing. He kicked the rock again, and it clattered a few paces ahead. They settled into an uneasy silence. Should he try to keep the conversation going? What were they supposed to talk about, aside from their project?

Miri must have been thinking the same thing.

“Swathi says there’s a god visiting Midir,” she said. “Swathi’s a friend of mine. We sit next to each other in Advanced Literature.”

“A god?” Eris repeated, casting Miri a sideways glance. “Which one?”

“I don’t know. She told me she saw him, though. Dressed in flowy robes. Too pristine and ethereal to be human. I mean, I guess it’s always possible she’d just seen some random guy, but she seemed rather set on it.”

“May he grace us with kindness,” Eris muttered. A half-prayer. There was no way to pray in earnest without knowing which god one prayed to. Prayers to nobody went nowhere. But, as Mom and Dad always insisted, the act of faith was most important. 

“I wonder if I’ll ever get to see him. Wouldn’t that be cool? To meet a god?”

“Anesh is a huge city. He could be anywhere. Heck, he could be anywhere in Midir.”

Miri took Eris by the wrist and hurried down the sidewalk. Eris had half a heart to wrench his hand away, for fear of someone seeing, but he didn’t. They weaved through alleyways, past Wayfarer High School, and through the business district. When they skidded to a halt in the town square, both teenagers were panting for breath. Sweat dampened Eris’s hair, slicking choppy blond tufts to his forehead.

He took a puff from his inhaler, held his breath for a few seconds, then exhaled.

“Swathi said she saw him down that street,” Miri said. “He might still be in the area. He could be staying in a hotel nearby.”

“A hotel? I doubt a god would be staying in a hotel.”

“Well, do you have any better ideas?”

“Do you think...” Eris spoke slowly, with trepidation, as he and Miri approached the grand fountain in the center of the square. He sat on the fountain’s lip, eager to rest his legs. Water misted the back of his neck. 

Miri scanned the ledge, then sat a shoulder’s distance away, far enough to avoid the brown-white splotch of bird poop next to Eris’s thigh. “Do I think what?”

“Do you think, if we met the god, we could change our thesis?”

“Isn’t a scientific paper about the divine a bit contradictory?”

“Well, sure. But we don’t have to write about theology. Hear me out: The Effect of Divine Presence on Human Behavior. It’s not about the god, per se. It’s more about the response.”

Miri grinned. “Better than squirrel populations, hm?”

“Much better.”

“Let’s do it.” She held out her hand as though a high school paper was a business deal. “I’ll take the lowered grade, but we have to blow Mr. Darren out of the water.”

Eris shook on it. Miri’s grip was firmer than he had anticipated.

“Our control group?” Miri asked.

“Churchgoers?”

“Hm. I think we should have three levels. Control group could be atheists. Then we have churchgoers—the first stage of divine presence. Spiritual presence. Right? And then, above that, we study folks who have interacted with the god.”

“Good thinking.”

“And if we fail, well...” Miri snickered. “We always have the squirrels.”

Eris stood. “Let’s get searching.”
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They combed the streets until the sun was low. At twilight, after a whole lot of nothing, Miri called for Eris to stop. She stood on the sidewalk, hands on her knees. “My legs hurt,” she complained. “And I’m hungry. Let’s call it a night.”

Streetlights flicked on. Eris propped his foot against the curb and stretched his calves. “Do you think your parents could come pick us up?”

“I’ll call them. Hang on.”

Miri stepped a few paces away and held her phone to her ear. Eris allowed her some privacy. He wandered down the sidewalk, kicking his feet out in front of him with each languid step. At the corner, he thought, I’ll turn around and come back. 

But when he reached the corner, he paused.

On Compton Street, there stood a derelict warehouse.  He knew it well. When he was fourteen, he and his teammates would sneak in after practice to explore. Its vast, empty room was the perfect space for them to get the remainder of their energy out. 

He’d scrawled a rather crude, inappropriate picture along the walls in chalk, once. Another time, Marco Peterson dared him to climb all the way to the little circular window at the top. He did, of course, because he wasn’t a wuss, but he got stuck up there. The fire department had to help him down.

He hadn’t been in the building since. Mom and Dad forbade it. For good reason, he supposed, with the unidentifiable plants that crawled their way up crumbling walls. Grimy signs warned passersby that the warehouse was condemned, their lettering faded, scratched, graffitied.

A little girl, Aria’s age, played with a red ball half her size. Her father lingered nearby, phone in his hand, his forehead wrinkled from the strain of his furrowed brow. Down the block, a passerby walked, making his way somewhere important, if his brisk pace was any indicator. A quiet evening, tonight. Rare in a city like Anesh.

The girl tossed the ball into the air. She fumbled her catch, and the ball rolled across the road, bumping the curb in front of the warehouse. The girl looked left, right, then left again—diligent, well-taught—and hurried across to fetch her toy.

“...come pick us up?” Miri’s voice floated into his ears. “Oh, right, I forgot you said you were working late tonight... We were doing some research for our paper... Me ‘n Eris. My classmate. No, you haven’t met him. Yeah, he’s nice.”

A creak. A groan. The wood was too termite-eaten to hold out any longer, and once-shiny steel was browned with rust and decay. Supports gave way. Something along the far side of the warehouse toppled with a cacophonous crash. The girl’s father looked up from his phone in alarm.

“Hey!” Eris yelled to the girl, waving, beckoning her. “Get out of there!”

The girl’s feet remained rooted to the pavement beneath her. She stared up at the warehouse, trembling. Her father stepped off the curb with little regard for his own safety, intent on rushing to grab her. 

He did not make it far. Something deep within the warehouse snapped, and the building collapsed.

A thick wave of dust and debris flooded the street. Eris covered his mouth with his sleeve to filter out the sour air, though the gesture did him little good. His lungs ached. His eyes watered. Still, he squinted through the thick dust cloud—somewhere beneath it all, was that girl a bloodied, crushed corpse?

Miri rushed to his side, phone still pressed to her ear. She surveyed the wreckage, her green eyes wet thanks to the dirt lingering in the air. “Oh, Heavens. Dad, I-I gotta go. We’ll walk home. See you later.”

Eris caught Miri's dad’s frantic ‘are you
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