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“Let Nature Rise Up from her Pesticide Stupor;

“If you feed a man a brain, he’ll eat for a day. | If you teach a man to kill, he’ll eat you first.” | From The Survivor’s Guide to Annihilation

“Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.” | Confucius

“There are no hard Androids. | Only soft humans.” | Raquel Squelch, Goddess

“Curiosity deleted the Android” | Owner’s Manual

“I’ll eat my children before I eat my dog.” | Graffiti Artist Flora-Bella Floe

“I am not fighting for my Kingdom and wealth now. I am fighting as | an ordinary person for my lost freedom, my bruised body, and my | outraged daughters.” | Boudicca of the Iceni

“One cannot live by vengeance alone. It might feed your brain, | but it will starve your soul.” | Axiom 3

“The enemy of your enemy is your friend. The friend of your | enemy is your enemy.” | Arthashastra

“If you can’t control your husband, how do you expect to | control your dog?” | Hilary Rodham Clinton, Circa 2030

Axiom 1

Also By Mac Dryfe

About the Author



This literary endeavor is an allegorical work of fiction. 


Names, characters, species, places and incidents are

either pulled from the mangled Magician’s hat that is

the Author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

And any resemblance to actual persons not yet alive, 

living in the present, or gone forever from this beastly

coil, business establishment or locale, is entirely

coincidental.

Naturam expellas furca, tamen usque recurret...
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“Let Nature Rise Up from her Pesticide Stupor;
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let the Weeds flourish and men Wither.”

Dying words of the Last Sequoia, 2101













“And all the President’s Henches and all the 


President’s Magnamite friends, couldn’t put Earth 


back together again.”




Senator Indira Rodriguez 


Conference of Survivor Nations 2121
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PICKETING FROM BEHIND our crumbling, sod packed walls, eyes attuned to the laser scopes of our assaults, serenaded by the constant hum of our insect drones, we waited. Killing time I counted how long it took for the pathological heat zigzagging sweat from my forehead down the crest of my nose. Bored, crossed my eyes watching it drain onto my stained Camo vest. Tessia, the woman I shared guard with, glued to her vid screen more interested in the chaos a world away than the potential enemy stalking in the rippling sands below.

Down in those grains were the blanching ribs of a fallen crew. Delmar. Unable to sustain this life, he’d bolted free from our compound, screaming gibberish to the desolation, had been set on by a flock of crows who proceeded to joyfully shed him of what little life he’d had left with frenetic beaks. What they didn’t polish off, the vultures did. Tag teaming his depleting, grinning corpse.

The image nestled into the trenches of my war torn brain. The disassembling of his body, piecemeal work by nature’s handmaidens hustling him away to sustain their young. Their next generation. Tried to access my emotions. Fidelity above all else. Is fidelity an emotion? A survival mechanism? Delmar had ‘saved my biscuit’ as my Gramps used to say. Wouldn’t have survived to contemplate the here and now if not for him rescuing me from a determined, lung coating, suffocating sand trap. His demise logged into my photogenetic memory kept disrupting my thought processing.

My Gramps loved me, but only from afar, if that counts. Never got a true look at my eyes. But maybe it wasn’t love for me, more a fidelity to my moms. My moms loved me. Their fidelity to me so dedicated it excised them from their families, professional and private. But then fidelity had been amped in them by the mil complex they’d served, sworn a pledge to.

Inquired of the encroaching granules “Is that what I’ll look like when I die?” Figured they had embraced more deaths in their scorching arms than I ever would. The knowledge of eternity rested in their molecules, escorting the living from breath to death in their genetic discourse since energy exploded across the pantheon.

The sphere of light materialized, other worldly, luminescence amplifying. I’d been teaching myself to separate it. Furtively bounced it in the air, floating from hand to hand, shape shifting, it expanded. Tessia paid no attention as I was encased by its vibrations, installed in its epicenter.  Undeveloped again, child laughing, chased by a gyrating whirlwind of leaves through a forest. They tried to encapsulate me, lure me to their midst, make me part of their earthy game. Scents interface with my olfactory, animated, breathing, morphing leaves of emeralds and limes tugged at my clothing. My tinny, artificial giggles silenced the chattering insects, their orchestras leveled by palpable fear. A dank, moist woods teeming with seductively extinct life. At the time, I didn’t know it wasn’t real, believing this is what a forest felt like and that they existed everywhere, for everyone.

Romped my childish, chubby legs to the campsite where my Gramps nestled around a burgeoning fire, roasting marshmallows. Grinning, he extended a branch of toasted sweets. 

Faced him, earnestly. “I don’t want the test.” Even in this place of comfort I felt inundated by a shroud of sadness, like being abandoned by a loved one retroactively. I wish I could rewrite my narrative, make it embraced by a loved one again and again, but I fail even at that. 

“Test is optional.” He informed me gently. Tentatively I accepted the branch he’d offered me, disengaged the smoking treats from their wooden lodging. Chirping mortality reverbed, finally liberating their shackles of trepidation. A cool breeze unspooled at my cheek.

“I’m here for you in whatever form you require.” And it was true. Somehow he’d taken up residence in my systems, chameleoning his way, surviving numerous cleanses, purges, he waited his call to duty, the master of disguises. I returned the empty branch.

“More?”

“No.”

“No what?” he asked, always the stickler for manners.

“No, thank you.” I couldn’t help the smile. “Sir.”

“How may I help you Mija?”

Swallowing hard around the stinging nettle of my fright. “How will I know?” Ask him.

“Know what?”

“That I’m...gone?”

“What you saw Mija, and have seen so many times, is the emptying of the shell.” He assured me. “Nothing more. Sometimes it’s easy, sometimes hard.”

“Like a test?”

“Yes. A type of test, but one you can’t fail.”

I thought it over. Didn’t compute. “But how will I know?” I cried quieting the life inside the forest once more. “When I die?”

Taking my hands, he searched compassionately into my eyes. “Because you will see me. I’ll be there for you.”

“But, I see you now?” suddenly afraid, “does that mean I’m dead?”

Smiled with affection. “No. You’re very much alive Mija. But when it’s your time, I will welcome you.”

Unconvinced. “You’ll wait for me?” 

“Yes, I wait for everyone I love.” Assured me.

Overcome with doubt. “But how will I know I’m dead?”

“Mija!” Mama Naomi’s voice cracked at me like a whip.

“But I’m not...” I confronted as the bubble rescinded its borders.

He responded before the sphere reabsorbed “You are to me!” It decompressed into my center, smoldered for a second then I was eye to eye with a bent down Mama Naomi. Concerned, she contemplated me.  Another shift ended, rest, calisthenics at 900, then ready for the next one. Mama Naomi slapped an Elixir of Peace into my slippery palm, reviving it instantly, sending shivers up and down my arm. Slammed it. Core temp lowered, relieving the tight angst of my muscles and joints, their anarchy giving up for the day. Release traveled inside out. Turned to thank her but she had moved on, duty calling. A family tradition.  

I stumbled down the dusty steps to where Mama Jacqui, a former Mil Specialist, G.I. Jacqui to our crew, waited with a cooling shield. Ran into it, melting to her. I could almost feel steam rising from my skin.

“See anything?” she kissed my salty forehead. “Anyone?”

Lied. “No Mama Jacqui.” Hadn’t been looking. My aural implants had automatically upgraded to match my physical growth and had promised stronger vibrational capabilities so I’d been practicing my splintering. Breaking sound waves, the constant chatter of the existence around me, into levels of importance. Besides visiting Gramps, I felt that having us do guard duty and using drones was overkill. That and I had been terrified of witnessing another crew die.

She looked me over. “Do you want to eat now?  Hungry?”

“Not now. Maybe later.” 

“If you’re sure.” Concern intensified her voice, skinnier every day her eyes stated.

“I’m alright.” False reassurance as I turned down the steps of our outpost and home. There was barely enough illumination inside to see my way as I tripped downstairs. My breath evened out, temp normalized, the Elixir unwound me so quickly I barely made it to the Alluvial Tavern before collapsing.

Somehow I’d been able to remove my sweat soaked clothes and wade into the pool on rubber legs. Mineral waters lapped away the leftover tension as I conjoined with the obsidian underwater bench. Ducking my head below could still hear the soothing conversation and gentle clink of glasses at the refreshment bar. Stained glass mirror refracted off the surface of the pools enhanced minerals. As I came up for air, several of the other patrons had joined my reverie in a camaraderie amplified by our mutual brutal existence.

Lay there bobbing in the water no longer so hot I wanted to crawl out of my skin. My aurals picked up the conversation between comm and home drones corresponding in blips and bleeps. My brain scrambling between lobes to decode and translate. Now it’s automatic, like a second language that’s become first. Had sensed before I heard Mama Naomi ordering our drones to fire on and eliminate a camouflaged enemy combatant scoping us out. She unraveled the world for me, took no prisoners, no white flags. Many believed the Apocalypse had finally come. Drug injected zombies after your brain.

“I won’t candy coat it Mija.” She’d say, as if her honesty was a commandment she was impelled to follow. She believed I could never be fully prepared for survival if I constantly walked around with ‘sugar mouth’. Sweetened, dripping words of false placation didn’t coalesce with hard reality. It was never zombies. It was regular every day starving humans, brothers eating brothers, sisters eating sisters, mothers and fathers eating their young, their offspring eating them. Billions of them, like barbaric, cannibalistic ants.

“Not barbaric!” G.I. Jacqui’s unwavering voice cut in. “Just terrified, starving and terrified.”

Colony Collapse had finally descended on the human race and we surrendered unconditionally. Humans had expanded far beyond the safety threshold and took everything else down with them. Diseases, crop failures, droughts, floods. First the vegetation, then the animals who survived off vegetation, then the animals who survived off the animals who survived off vegetation. Building blocks of life crumbled making the billions of humans the one unending viable food source. Food chains were sundered like a fairy tale egg. 

“It’s not only your brain they’re after,” Mama Naomi leaned in, assertions echoing off my aurals, “it’s all of you. Every...last...centimeter.” Warned me. 

“Naomi!” G.I. Jacqui admonished. “Stop scaring her.”

Mama Naomi countered “Knowledge is power, Jacqui, power to survive.” She stood tall and strong and proud. It wouldn’t last.

I hated Mama Naomi’s fidelity to truth many times in my young life, but never more than that day. I had tried to picture them both as cotton candy. Beautiful, light, frothy, sky blue cotton candy. I almost had them aloft, floating harmoniously scented above my head when I awoke relaxed, but on the hard floor of my shared room of our outpost. Dust coated my nose, uniform still fused to my skin, the Elixir wearing off. 

Choke back a sadness I can’t afford. You never know the last time you hate someone will be the last time you hate them.
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“If you feed a man a brain, he’ll eat for a day.
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If you teach a man to kill, he’ll eat you first.”

From The Survivor’s Guide to Annihilation

Words weave themselves through my reflections along with the growling of my emptiness. I’ve known hunger so desperate my stomach began folding inward like a present rewrapping itself. Devouring the lining for sustenance, my cheeks, eyes hollowed, haunted, hunted. But not anymore. I’m well fed, a Guardian to a crew I joined with times back. So now I’m the hunter on the trail of another well fed Guardian.

The rusty, brittle pine needles I’ve chased my prey through have changed tonality, more spongy,  the ground beneath feels slightly off.  Scoping him, his form stops, doubles over in exhaustion, pursuing air. He’s more durable than I expected. Intel the surrounds ferreting for more adversaries. Has he led me back to his crew? A trap? Even with my enhancements it’s hard to differentiate between the scorched earth and human heat waves. Pop a salt H2O tablet, considering my options. Smiley could be anywhere by now, she could be circling, or perhaps caught a more doable scent, or even taking a quick nap, dreaming of feet.

The pill cleanses my brain, tamping the overheating down to a manageable level. Hunger diminishes, lung capacity heightens, temporary. Shuddering away memories of Mama Naomi and Mama Jacqui. Only the skills they drilled into me are important now. 

An intense wave of smoke rams me straight on, making me gasp. The heat waves I picked up are a firewall and I need to get my prey before I lose him. Bolting at him as simultaneously Smiley, an arsenal of flying fur, attacks from the left flank startling him into fleeing straight at me. Up from the ground a crew of hidden Undertowners make their move. Two lost souls and a dog, a feast for the night. 

“Now, now, now!” Interface with my drones and they drop in swiftly, one weaponized and firing, the other a retrieval unit, swooping in as I sink my hatchet directly into his skull separating his lobes. A hole cracks beneath us and he’s suctioned in. The retrieval drone shoots a hook into his lifeless back and begins to lift off, he’s stuck and too valuable to be torn apart.

Command it. “Hold!” 

Removing my hatchet from his head, peer down the hole. He’s trapped in an Undertowner web. Clambering down I hack away at it; the weapon drone’s constant firing keeping my enemies at bay. Suddenly hands are grabbing from below, dismembering our dinner, severing two or three of their fingers, they fall back screaming and the drone sensing his release lifts him off. Spiderlike it wraps him up, sanitizing and preserving the body, it pigeons for home base and my hungry crew.

As I boost myself out of the hole, the enemy crashes the weapons drone slamming me to the ground, pine needles sent airborne. Their firewall traps me from behind so I’m now facing angry, hungry Undertowners. Once again just Smiley and me, glance around, realize Smiley’s hightailed it and it’s just me. The downed weapons drone self destructs sending viral spores through the air and hurls me clear over the firewall knocking me hard on my side. Lose wind, gasping. The Undertowners begin retching from the foreign virus they just inhaled. Fast and deadly. Beating the fire out of my hair, I give myself three deep inhales to get it together, scope for the best escape route, notice a fresh foot, hope it’s not mine, snag it for later then get up sprinting back the way I came.  

Abandoning the chaos, sickness behind me, my feet make haste through rusty needles dodging dominoed, burnt out chewed up pines, notice what was once a vibrant streambed and trail it downhill. I’m leaving prints even a novice could track but hope speed will aid my escape. They’ll come after me, they’re hungry too and I’ve been caught poaching their turf. That, and I have someone’s foot.

My aurals pick up a dispatched drone seeking mobile heat waves. If I’m fortunate they can’t afford to maintain an armed one. I’ve been chased by drones with electric nets, poison darts, rusty nails, razor blades, lassos, laser pellets, nerve gas, enhanced acid. Crews don’t mind maiming their prey, just never ruin the meat. Attack the head, spinal cord, central nervous system, the throw away parts, the unmunchinables.

The coolant in my Camo vest sputtered, deserting me hours ago so my body temp and surrounding acreage should be fairly equalized. Require a cubby to hide in so my heat waves are stationary. Torqueing under chewed logs whose stumps realigned into a shelter, hold still, vest adjusting color to match. Aurals alert me to the drone closing in, tuck my head into my vest keeping my aspiration down. This land’s dry as a bone. 

Needles crack behind me; someone easily lands on the log overhead. Unused to this decay my nasal linings itch so I switch to anaerobic systems. More footsteps. Jumping down in front of me all I see are the backs of some puss blistered legs that’s not a side effect of my drone. There are now almost as many diseases as there are humans making it near impossible to maintain a healthy crew. Diseased food kills more efficiently than starvation. Consider the foot I’ve stolen, decide to leave it to the worms.

Their drone picks up a bark and flies in pursuit. A single file of scabbed calves picking up the rear, gain momentum as they travel further down hill. Gently leaning back against the rotted wood, I switch back to aerobic; take a deep, calming breath. Exhaling my relief, the ground beneath me caves. This time I hit a giant root scattering insect, rodent carcasses as pain shoots through my right rib. Rocking back and forth to ease the throbbing, grip my side tight until the spasms end. Reaching up with my left arm, grab a root hoisting myself up against dry earthen walls.

Detect no other movement in the area. The drones confusion over the four legged weaving creature it’s tracking gives me a little time. My brain releases bots to evaluate my injuries and take evasive action. Too far down to climb back up, switch to reds, see I’m in a tunnel which traverses deeper underground, no choice, I take it, feeling cooler the farther I go, tuning into the convo between comm and drone, settle into a quick pace trying to outmaneuver the crew above me. Activating an unnoticed sensor that alerts comm, go full out run as the tunnel flattens, triggering even more sensors. Halting suddenly when I realize the tunnel snakes into three. My reds pick up the red of their sensors monitoring me. Searching for clues I notice the tunnel to my left hasn’t been in use, tangles of dead roots hang through the walls, the one straight ahead too inviting, and the one to my right packed down with foot prints. Comm has directed a search party behind me so I decide to go right. 

Voice states “You have chosen incorrectly.”  

Their drone’s attempting to interface with me. Like searching for like. Sometimes a little convo is all they want, so I allow it.

Ask it “Help me.” It connects.

“Go back. It is a trap.”

Backtrack immediately.

“Cling to the wall and the eye will be incapable of detecting you.” It assures me. “It has limited sight capabilities.”

Directing me into the left tunnel, clash through the roots which snag at me. The drone then alerts comm that it’s found me, hiding in the right tunnel. Their search team veers off.

“We got ‘er,” someone yells. “No way outta tha’ tunnel.”

“Thanks.” I tell the drone.

“You are welcome.” 

“Who ya chatterin’ to?” Comm picks up our interface. 

“Move.” The drone warns. And I do. Space opening up for me once I fight through the tangled roots.

The tunnel begins its slow ascent, my thigh muscles burning as I push them to their limit. Finally spot a ray of light, driving my exhausted legs faster. Comm orders the crew to back track and the drone is instructed to return to base for diagnostics. We both know what that means, a complete erasure of programming until total obedience is acquired.

There’s an overgrowth of interconnected roots halting my exit, hatchet away, smelling my prey’s dried blood and my salty sweat with each hack. Smiley appears wagging all over grabbing roots with her teeth, yanks at them, tearing them open until I’m able to squeeze through. And then she decides to celebrate by rolling around on the ground with me.

Chastise her. “This’s not play time.” 

The drone’s back. “Hurry, they are closing in.”

“Some’ne tak’ out da drone!” Comm orders. Confusion ensues since firing on one’s own drone’s never done. Too hard to come by, eyes scan the sky for an enemy.

“Come on.” I urge Smiley as we flee downhill. Don’t have to tell her twice, she’s taken point. Laser fire rips open the ground in front of us and I fall on Smiley keeping her covered. Unable to move forward or retreat when the drone kamikazes into a tree exterminating a sniper assault. Bounding up, we rabbit, careening swiftly as the Undertowners, whopping and hollering, fan out behind us their cannibalistic intent on full display. I skid down a hollow, dirt billowing up, lay low probing my Camo vest for weapons coming up with my final defense. A mini viral drone. Activate it, toss it straight up and chase after Smiley’s tail with all my waning energy. 

It powers up making air and hones in on our enemies fresh blood, spores release, multiplying, breeding an electric web of contagion. The Undertowners run pell-mell into it, unable to halt their diseased legs in time. Sensing the virus they contacted from my detonated weapons drone, it joins the attack. They drop collectively, individually, screams wet hacking from their infected lungs as Smiley and I keep up our descent. Several of them stick to us. I finally stop, turn and stare at these holdouts, smelling their disintegrations before they do. Soaked with sweat, fusing yellow pores puncturing membranes. They can’t give up, but can’t go on. Turning back, Smiley’s waiting, taking a breather. 

“Let’s go home, girl.” I tell her knowing our enemy won’t last long.

We slow our pace. She stops, sniffs, whines urging me on. Reading the wind she changes course away from the decimated forest as I tuck in and run almost dozing in the shimmers. Giant pearl of a sun rubber necking me causing me to trip over a concrete slab. A stalagmite thrust into the air by mercurial frackquakes. Threshold a Leftover town, but one can never be too careful so I keep my aurals tuned sharply on our back trail. Smiley veers me to a gangly, leaning water tower, a rusted citadel of an advanced civilization, but it still holds water. Vines clutch the metal legs spinning their way up with intense scarlet flowers peeking out from behind Aegean curtains. I guess I should enjoy the lyricism of it, but just then a feral rat hisses grizzled teeth at us, backhand it out of our way. 

We lick water out of the curling leaves where well fed bugs have been snoozing. Make a snack of one, then another. Smiley jumps after them, yipping, confused. She prefers her dinner motionless. Gently stifling them with my feet, she’s able to dig in. The rat hisses disproval, too tired to kill it and it knows it. Couple of diseased, hungry mammals eyeing each other. Circles the perimeter its incensed pupils flash, condemning our interruption of its dining area, as I rest against the tower, still on edge. Smiley hunkers down, cooling her fur in an almost nonexistent wind, sleepy, but in moments she’s alert and up, looks back at me and is off. The rat hisses triumph as I follow.

Ailanthus saplings force their way through glittering black asphalt. Foreign lands envelop us. Fallen street lamps, a line of dead soldiers, power lines snake crisscrossing our path, bleached out sneakers dangle from a pole. Taking it all in, I muscle on down a riverbed of fragmented roads where carcasses of homes and businesses tell no tales. Silently surveying us, I log it all in my memory banks, gutted lives on display. A sign on a porch reads: Take a vid, it lasts longer. 

Smiley pilots, whisking me in and out of a decomposing structure with dingy white machines foaming with algae bloom. $15.00 power dry. Faster here than anywhere else. Mauve plastic chairs linking arms even in death. We exit to a different street, but then Smiley bounds between the cracks of an off kilter door, squeezing in behind her I’m greeted by sandy, fake pine trees with knick knacks hanging off drooping branches. Fairies and angels in their finery swing in our breeze while a rich, dapper fat man dressed in velvety red clothes sits jauntily sectioned off from the poor. Their North Pole king. Maybe before it melted.

We bang our way into a room filled with miniature men in ancient costumes hammering and nailing. Smiley trips a juiced wire because they motor on and begin to dance and sing, whistling while they work on cars and trains, bicycles, dump trucks, dolls, scaring her. Trees begin to twirl, whipping brightly hued illumes faster, a sun showers through a hole in the roof reflecting jeweled baubles as we maneuver across a glass tapestry floor.

Sunlight punches hard as we exit, air loading up with heat. Almost doubling over, my thighs fight me, taunt me, try to fold under me, refusing to aid in my escape. Scraping my left knee on the corner of a jagged glass block, we scramble over a wall into a kitchen built to feed hundreds. A set of human teeth smirking. No meat left on these bones. Tarnished silver platters, stench of dried, curdled fare sits in huge pots on a crooked stove. Not even the rats wanted to share. Noticing a rusted knife on a moldy cutting board, palm it.

Smiley escorts me through a cavernous room where the good people ate. Plaid curtains and tablecloths, femur bones, bleached by time, tuck under a kilt. My melting thighs bump me into a chair, then a table. Smiley on the other hand gracefully circumvents the havoc as if she were bred for it. Slamming the back of my hand into an upturned table, a loose screw bites in, yelling out in frustration and pain, I trip over a tear in the carpet. Grimy carcass, encroaching desert go straight for my lungs and eyes. Fall, depleted, to my knees.

A beetle, looking tasty and plump, scampers out from the tear and scurries through a crack in the wall. Paper covering dangles in patches emblazoned with a crew of mounted hunters, blowing horns, readying for the chase with well trained dogs while a terrified fox flees in the distance. They look nothing like us. Smiley appears at my side with a lick and a whine.

Tell her. “Give me a breather.” 

She looks ahead, then back, nudging me up with her head. That’s when I hear it raging in the distance causing me to refocus to the possibilities ahead instead of our trail behind. The whistle of a Transcontinental Transport, coupled with a tornado flare. The TCT’s in a hurry and so are we if we want to board it. Limp running, limp running, left leg almost useless I trail Smiley through immense transformative grasses to their rails. We sprint down them toward a group of eager passengers and a dilapidated station. 

“Good girl!” I assure her. She looks back, satisfied, tongue flapping. 

My feet slap the worn out station planks moments before the engine charges in, workers bounding off before the TCT comes to a full stop, rushing to unlatch and re-latch new cars. Wobble my way up splintered steps and fall in a heap on a vacated bench, more vulnerable than I’ve been in a long time. Not a healthy position to be in. Perceive rather than see the hungry gazes of the passengers assessing me. I know how I look. Pre-seasoned. 

“Get yur passes out now!” a commanding baritone orders. “We got a thirteen mabbe fourteen ridin’ our bumpers!”

Passengers rush him. He pushes back, checking access cards quickly, sending the acceptable to load.

A man pleads “I got a baby.” 

“Me and me mom sick.” A woman insists. “Dun’t ya got sumthin’?”

Another pushes forward “I’ll pay wha’ever yu wan’.” 

“Wha’ bout trades?” a toothless man mumbles. “Was tol’ ya tak’ trades.” His dried lips crackle as he soothes his tongue over them. 

“Kire handles trades. End a the car. Yellah jacket.” The baritone informs. 

Footsteps turn and trudge away.

“Hoist those dancers up ya want ta make it man, no stragglers taday.” 

Engine’s idling, nice, smooth, no rattles or hiccups, revving for full tilt. Engine car’s secured with electrified wire and a laser resistant shielder. Cars are unhooked quickly, new one’s hitched on. Tankcycle guns it and blows off, fossil fuel spikes the air, choke from the fumes.

“Fuckin’ fueler!” someone screams. “Hope ya crash and burn dustfuck!”

I can’t afford a ticket, not for both Smiley and me. Maybe I could afford to ride in someone’s trunk, frowned upon, sometimes deadly, but feasible. Could trade the knife but I think I’m going to need it. A large shadow looms over me.

“Letsa go!” the baritone commands tapping my foot with a giant paw. Squinting my eyes I stare up at the furriest man I’ve ever seen. The beard serious overkill. 

“She’s a waitin’ and we done a wastin’.” He wags his fur to the TCT. 

Who’s waiting?  I think to myself, confused. Is one of my crew already on the train?

“Smiles a waitin’. We got us a fifteen on our backside.” He insists. “Hoist yur dancers. Ya need a carry?”

I’m up and lurching toward the cars. Wait, confused again, a moment ago it was a thirteen.

“Well since we bin awaitin’ ya, it went up two notches. Let’s not mak’ it more.” 

A mind reader. The baritone’s a mind reader. 

Says. “Intuitive mind reader,” hustling faster.

Intel him “I can’t afford tickets.” Cars down the line dance on their hydraulics.

“Ya, Jouster, shut it down!” he yells. “Rides free, any friend a Smiles a friend ta me.” 

A woman leans out the window of the lead hydraulic. “Yea sir! Shut ‘em down Jousters!” 

He escorts me up the line past Volvos, a blue Taurus, burnt out Pinto, the cheap seats, rusty Pacer, DeLorean, several hydrocars that never made it to market, a black Cad with silver spinning hubs, a fortune on the market. A bolt of lightening strikes ecstatically behind us, advancing unashamedly, racing for us. The games afoot.

“Here be yurs.” We stop in front of a cherry Mustang, Smiley in the Captain’s chair, ignoring me, as I grasp for the handle, the furry baritone stops me. “That be her seat.”

You’ve got to be kidding, I think, sighing.

“What be unbelievable?” he asks as he guides me to the passenger side.

“Letta get movin’!” an angry rider beseeches. 

Baritone asks “Fron’ or back?”

Back, I think. He opens the door, slides up the front passenger seat and I clamber in to recently cooled back seats. Upgraded. 

“All ‘board!” he alerts as he strides his way to the employee cars, hoisting on as the engine proceeds switching quickly and silently into high gear. Storm nipping at our heels. My aurals automatically interface with the comm between this crew. Putting them into stasis, nothing I can do to help, my assistance not required for once. Finally able to rest, letting someone else take charge. 

Chill tingles my arm startling me back, next to me waits a bottle of apple green Elixir. Pop it, draw into its depths and savor my cooling skin, pour some of it on my wounded thigh to thwart any infection.  Eddying of the TCT soothes my high alert battle weary nerves. Breathe deep settling in. Now would be a safe time to sleep, trained to sleep quickly when I can. Waste no time as I float soothingly off to lapping azure ocean and freedom from danger. Inhaling the salt water mindfully into my lungs, decelerate my breath, heart rate, unwind my thoughts, my conflict ready life. Calmness rapidly settles in as a giant sea turtle ambles by, skimming my arm with its soft, lush jasper head, nudging me, I keep pace with it. We dive deeper, then back up for air. In unison. Our muscles uniting. 

White flash of gull feathers catches my eye, recruiting me to its circular path. Hitching a ride on borrowed air currents, lazily gazing down at the frothy water. A friend joins in, the flock expands their wings sketching white feather dusters into the patient indigo sky. They marshal me. I meditate on them, breathing, eyelids flutter, lower, gliding with them, one of them, landing smoothly onto the breakers where plentiful fish await.

Safe and drowsy waters foam, enshrine me, whispering among themselves an ancient language, prehuman, vocabulary our molecules have long abandoned in a constant desire for an improved form of communication. Banished from enigmas of the depths when we belly crawled onto land, melt into it, slackening my molecules from their edge. Feel pressure between my thighs, slight at first, then increasing. Gaze down my long, luxurious oceanic body as a grinning face skims open the surface. Him. Smile back. 

Encourage him. “It’s been a while.” Knowing what’s next. 

“Too long.” He concurs. This is going to be good. Swells gently crash into me as he pushes my thighs further apart, watching me, appreciating me, reading me, my response. Kissing my wet, salty skin. Skimming me with his tongue, his lips pressure experts, dipping between me, pleasing only me.

A noise interrupts. Crunching.

Cry out “No!” trying to reunite with my anointing refuge,  expanding out for him latching on, and for a moment I’m able to return to his sweetness.

But the crackling won’t let up. Loud, insistent. Slipping back beneath the surface, towed away, conveying his waves with him. Dismayed, my eyes fly open. Smiley, she’s munching from a bowl of treats unable to resist starting until I was able to finish. Disappointed and disoriented I clumsily haul myself into the passenger seat. A flying crumb smacks me in the face. I haven’t eaten true solids in days, taking one, sniff it, chicken and beef. Primordial directives take over; start popping them in my watering mouth as they instantly invite me to more, modifying and expanding, filling me. Stash some in my pockets for later.

Smiley leaves me to my eating, head hanging from the window, nose waffling, detecting scents, friend and foe, edible and noxious. I absolve my muscles and bones from their patrol into the suppleness of the bucket seat. Good food, good company. It doesn’t get better than this. Scratching her ears, her tail wags its approval. It’s good to have friends in high places.

This leg of the TCT’s smooth, well functioning. I’ve ridden on some that rearranged the bones in your body altering you into a different person. They’re a conglomerate of independent owner/operators, job, family, home. They live on and work this line tied to a solar mainframe called the Commission Control, on the lookout for threats, natural and human. Each transport experts on their specific dash and carry. Somewhere their observers are updating  them of fluctuating conditions. I’ve never been on this part of the run before. I’m impressed. 

My side view mirror reflects a sickly green gyrocloud targeting in, a precursor to the thirteen. Or is it fifteen? Who knows, maybe it’s a seventeen by now. Storm strengths ebb and flow changing their minds as they travel along, plucking things up, deconstructing them, then dumping them back down in numerous locations. Like an unruly Magnamite child in a toy store. The transport brakes for a curve exposing the engine and crew quarters as we change tracks, the spine of the transport straightens, gearing back up to high speed.

“Attention passengers,” the old radio crackles awake, “Commission Control has advised there’s a thirteen on us we can’t shake. Be advised we’ll be going all out to reach a safety tunnel before the thirteen overtakes us. Keep all limbs you’d like to retain inside your vehicles as we are not responsible for any necessary body parts you may lose.” Transmission ends and our windows automatically seal up.

Contortions of dry earth start to overtake us. To my left I spot dregs in a regenerative tree field sponsored by one of the Magnamite Houses, start for cover. Scurrying for their lives down rows of newly watered saplings. Protective fronds, designed by scientists secured in their underground labs to be gale sturdy to a twenty, shimmy and shake, then take flight careening into several limping dregs heading for safety, take flight again and are lost to the storm. Other dregs foolishly attempt to tighten the fronds down and get dragged away, go airborne, shoes and clothes torn off, then vanish.

Car venting kicks in filtering dirt particles known to suffocate, coating nose and lungs with shards of decaying evolution. Swaying, we pass over a dead aquifer, now a gigantic empty cavern. 

“Nature abhors a vacuum.” Gramps would remind me, thoughtfully, pensively. I was only one person. “Can’t save the world all alone”, I whispered to no one.

We speed stridently over the evidence of his pronouncement. A once living, flowing underground lake sucked dry from greed and overproduction. Emptied, nothing but sludge, and now, not even that, a leftover remnant of dysfunction. My aurals can almost detect its lifeless heart pump beneath withered skin. It’s clearly hungry trying to agitate us from the tracks to fill its emptied, mangy belly.

Smiley and I glance up at the sound of metal clunks hiking onto our roof. The sun roof slides open, a whirlwind of dust and a body drop in on us. The visitor whips off her O2 mask. It’s the hydraulics leader.

States. “Magn’tic.” It takes me a moment to see she’s talking about her boots. 

“Hey Smiles,” she reaches between the bucket seats and a paw, handshake takes place.

“Jouster, my yellah.” Now offering me her hand, a patchwork of mismatched fingers, human, Android. She grins, her faux gold teeth smile with diamond cut citrine inlays.

“ ‘ungry does some crazy t’ings ta peoples eh?”

Smiley nods her agreement.

Jouster grins again. “Smiles knows, don’t ya Smiles.” Stares at me. “Ya prepped fah da tunnel?” She asks me. “Might turn on da rough eh?”

Try to respond, she cuts in.

“Neutrino paralyzer in da glove,” she points. “Dat littl’ door in fron’ a ya. In case a disrupters.” She intels me. “Ever’ able bodied spected ta defend. Ya know how?” She looks me over quizzically. 

Intel her back. “I’ve had a couple of run ins.” 

“Dis no run in, full onslaught, no holds back, fight ta da death.” I nod at her, sighing deeply on the inside, so tired I need at least two days sleep. 

“If ya so tired, got a he’per that’d pick ya rig’t up by da frontah lobes.” Removing a packet from a side pocket of her Camo vest, she sorts through, clinking a myriad of pills around and finally hands me a blue and yellow striped one that puffs up in my hand. Then eyeing my trepidation, she pops one herself. Is everyone in this crew a mind reader? 

“Purty much, dat a way we judge who’s a trusted, and who’s a turncoatin’. Ke’p ya safe.”

I look at Smiley, pop the pill, waiting for effect. 

“By da time a battle, ya’ll be full throttlin’, no stoppin’, crazymind.” Nods her head up and down. “Ya’ll be doin’ da killin’ dance. Ta da lef’, ta da righ’, above ya, below ya. Step, step, slash-n-dash, nex’ partn’r if ya pleas’.”

The suns rays inhaled by the storm in one large, uncompromising gulp.

“Looks as if a biggin,” she continues. “ ‘ver been in a eye a one a des beaters fore?” Not even Smiley can get a word in. Makes me wonder how many pills she’s popped.

“Dey try lift us right offa da tracks.” Demonstrates with her hodgepodge of fingers. “Ya’d think deh ventually run outta rage, bu’ da storms always se’m to fin’ more.  My momma always tell me human hate fuels da storms. Yup. Se’n it all. Run s’curity on dis transit.” She turns, looks right at me. “I intro, what yur yellah be?”

“Shalimar.”

Jouster draws back in disgust. “Shalimar?” 

“Shalimar Ioke.” I finally get a pause from her. 

But not for long. “Ya fancy?” she asks, disgruntled.

“No, not a fancy.” 

“Ya talkin’ like ya fancy.” Not sure how she came to that conclusion, only said a couple words.  “Got a yellah like a fancy. Lotta fallen fancies roamin’ herebouts.”

“I’m not fallen, and I am not a fancy.” My temp’s rising at her insinuation, or maybe it’s the pill. 

Assures me half-heartedly. “I don’t da na judgin,” sneers.

“I do. I do it all the time. And I’m very good at it, it’s, what I’m known for.” Stare her down. “Smiley knows, don’t you Smiley?” Smiley nods her assurance. 

She’s not the first to misjudge me. People assume I came from the Coin, my name, the way I speak. I stick out, tried to fit in, didn’t work out, no one left to impress. My Gramps liked Shalimar, said it sounded regal, name fit for a queen. Ioke came from my great, great, great grandma. When she first immigrated people asked her how she was and every time she’d say “I okay.” So neighbors called her Iokay when they saw her. And since she liked a good joke, she changed her name to Ioke. Esmeralda Ioke.

“Did I ask ya work neutrino paralyzer?”

“Yes, and I can. No problem at all, I’ve been trained in the defenses too.”

“In da glove compartment.” She intels again, ignoring my alleged skill set. “Stays wit’ da vehicle, so make yurself certain ya don’t accidental take it wit’.” Reaches for the tiny door, opens it and retrieves a fully charged weapon, proceeding to give me an unnecessary tutorial. The tornado battering away, creeping up on us.

Ask. “What’s in the tunnel?” 

“Ya don’t know eh?” questions me disparagingly, leaning in to examine me. “Ya an’ Smiles be friends eh?”

I lean into her. “She doesn’t tell me everything.”

Jouster hits my arm as she barks out a laugh, her citrine inlays glitter in the neon green radiance of the beater.

“Smiles a secretive one, eh? Nevah did tell us bout ya eit’er.” Bark laughs again. “Ya evah seen ya a bat?”

“In a vidbook.”

“Des disruptors ‘ang like bats, stasis-like, from tops a tunnel till ‘lert by alarms somethin’ bout to entah der lair. Got fangs, an’ claws an’ long, straggly hair, diseas’ eatin’ way deh skin. Deh eyes bulge at ya fro’ lack a ligh’.” Jouster tries to scare me with her horror story. “In dis case deh set up deh crew in our safety tunnel. But we not r’ally safe, now is we? Got it eh?”

Take the weapon from her. “Got it.”  

“No need ta think bout it, jus’ aim true, weapon’ll do da res’. ‘t’s been trained in da defenses too. Dey’ll be waitin,” turns on magnetic boots. “Got ta mov’ on, get ot’ers prepped up.” Goes to exit, stops. “By da by, on’y took one a dem blueys ta answer yur earlier question. Not insulted by inferrin’ dough.” She adjusts her oxygen mask, jettisons through the sun roof, metal on metal. Grab the handle, slam the roof shut as detritus and sand rain down.

Sand has no needs. No guiding light, no higher calling, crisis of conscience. It simply exists. Comes from everywhere, travels everywhere. Collective of individuals. No love, no drive. No hate, dreams, judgment, fear, hunger, bleeding, crying, mourning, death, loss. No juggling for power. Hording of possessions. Not one sky god does it bow down to. Yet it still gets to gaze on the same stars filtering the hush of night, rainbows glow and recede. Oh to be a grain of sand. I spit the pill back out onto the floor. Smiley sniffles, licks her nose. But then, sand doesn’t get to be her friend either. Reach over, wipe the dirt off her snout. 

Her presence reenergizes me, we’re in this fight together and once again it’s us or them. Once again it’s eat or be eaten. Sip on the still chilled Elixir, picking up the comm to unlock the shielder to the safety tunnel, swiftly opens and down in we go, preparing to live another day as the intensity of the storm vibrates the cars. Can’t discern between funnel and tunnel. Place my hand on Smiley’s hackles as the radio crackles back to life, instantly silenced, brakes slam. Smiley growls in anticipation.  

“Show no mercy, Mija.” Mama Naomi’s voice commands me. “All mercy gets you, is digested.”

Shoving open the roof I shoot a batcrew rappelling down the same time he discharges a poison laser dart into the headrest. Smiley bounds out slamming him off the roof, toenails to metal, instantly into the fray. Our transport floods the tunnel with search beams disassociating the batcrew unused to the brightness. We’ve got the advantage, for a moment. Expecting the action, they dive en masse on top of the beams, encasing them. We clash in shadow, distraught movements flicker against the boulder walls, calls for help, screams for back up. Array of battle cries. Whoops.

As I leap from the Mustang a shock bolts up my legs lobbing me on top of a combatant attempting to slit Smiley’s throat. She grunts her thanks, bounds off after new prey. Kicking straight up into the air, my boot shatters the nose and teeth of my challenger, he grunts and I feel the velvety wetness of his blood sprinkle across my face. Continue kicking until there’s no grunt left. 

Quick glance upward catch the silhouettes of the batcrew hoisting my fellow riders to their lair. Firing my neutrino paralyzer, I release several catches. Better broken bones from falling to earth than fodder in a stew pot. Fire’s returned, roll under the transport almost impaling myself on a metal spike concealed on the underbelly where various bodies in states of fatality are wedged on their sharpened points. Unwittingly catch the opaque stare of a batcrew who’s been gutted, but still gasping. Shaking engulfs her, hands out in supplication, whispering between bloody lips death pleas to her bat god. 

Up and back into battle planning on seeing the light at the end of this tunnel. The engineer continues to pour shock wave after shock wave through the transport, sizzles and crackles with deadly power, scorching flesh. I spot Jouster taking two and three on at a time dispatching all comers with laissez-faire. Jagged razors jutting around her boots, she slices the enemy front and back. 

Smiley, teeth bared and snarling, herds a batcrew towards me. Removing my hidden palmed knife, I sink it into the back of his neck, folding him over. Smiley herds another, then another. our teamwork keenly honed, deadly, we feed off each other. She snarls and I crouch and twist into a batwoman sneaking up, gutting her. I yip and Smiley ducks as a drone bomb hurled at her haunches sails overhead exploding one of its own batcrew. This is what survival’s made from. This transport will dine well off our catches tonight. 

The engine throttles warning of a quick departure. Beater’s swifted ahead of us, after easier prey.

The baritone commands. “Limbs and legs up!” Comm’s back on line.

Revoking several more, Smiley and I guard medics transporting the wounded to the clinic car. A woman in a chef toque severs prime cuts from our enemies handing them back up to her team. Fighting our way to the transport, I notice one of the dead batcrew’s got a sash spilling unused weapons, belly under to retrieve it, clutching it but the TCT starts moving. Crawling along, trying to keep up but the body’s dragged further underneath and crushed, I lose my grip. Another corpse bumps into me with a sash. Snagging it I’m dragged along, slashing it away I twist out, coming face to face with a detached head. Scramble up, gravel flying, grab a handle on the crew car, hoisting myself up and slam my foot into the ear of a batcrew trying to dislodge me. She slashes my leg and with one final kick I send her flying back to her bulbous eyed people. 

The door’s flung open and I’m jerked inside by a bloody but grinning Jouster. Injured finger dangling like an ornament,

Gasp out “Thanks.” My leg engulfed in pain, a wide gash in my pants and skin. Smiley trots up, gives me the once over and unabashedly licks my wound. 

“Now dat’s a good amiga dere,” Jouster informs me. “Dog spit he’p a wound heal double spell. I learnt dat somewhere.” She continues as I’m mesmerized by Smiley helping herself to my blood infused nutrients. 

Jouster intones “Good girl.” Not sure if she’s talking to Smiley or me. Proffering a mangled hand, she assists me up and we both veer far to the right, crashing as the TCT hurries a sharp curve making up for lost time. Bashing the crown on my skull on a door latch, I slip to the floor.

She barks. “Surry.” Inert, too torn up to move. “Was one hella fight.” 

“It was.” I laugh back. Feels amazing to be a survivor.

Battle weary, we relax. Fellow Guardian, traveler. TCT accelerates into the sunlight dominating the sky once again where straggler funnels of rocks and minerals confiscated from the soil playfully slap at the windows. The thirteen’s charged on ahead chewing up the landscape with gusty incisors. Its children traipsing behind, small metallic clouds, copper, silver, ambers, bronzes, golden ore sand showers. Smiley, appetizer sated, jogs down the corridor, crew sidestepping her and her teeth.

Jouster tosses me a recyc moistened cloth scrap to wipe my face of residue. Tingling my skin as I clean away all the grit and fluids of the last two days,  hands and neck absorbing some of the moisture. Sanitizing, cleansing, drawing out toxins, it nullifies any nasty spores taking up residence in my face. Dissipating the more I use it, until it’s evaporated. Produced with mind calming pharmas, relaxing the muscles and the brain. We just sit. Taking in the bustling continuing around us. 

Drawing in a breath, close my eyes, lean against the swaying wall and moan. 

Jouster laughs. “Been a while eh?” 

“How’s your finger?”

“ ‘t’s a regeneratah,” she holds up her hand, finger topples off, a shoot emerging underneath. “I’ll ‘ave a new un by mornin’.” Laughing, we help each other up, stagger down the corridor, the wall’s our ballast. Stolen weapons stash bruises me, I see she has one strung around her. Two murderous peas subsisting in a murderous pod of a planet.

Odor tugging at me, edge up my pace forcing my feet to pursue its owner. Leaving Jouster behind, I stop, wait.

“Jump ‘head.” She encourages. “The chef’ll ‘ave a plate on standby fah me.”

Traveling through the cars, I detect sizzling juices on a solar spit, wondering if their chef’s as talented as my crew’s. Darrin can make rat taste like pheasant. Mouth watering, practically drooling scoot by the injured lining the walls inured to their wounds and mine.

“Yu’ll be awaiting yur turn.” A concerned, bloody medic states.

Reply “Not here for treatment, I’m here for the food.”

The injured tuck in their limbs, drawing themselves up, covering loved ones from my hungry gaze. The medic glances around with worry.

She states protectively. “They still ‘ave air.” 

“Not them. The dining car!” Shout back at her stepping over father and son almost skidding on their leaking plasma. There’s a queue at the door. 

Greedily inquire of anyone “This the line?” attempting to scan the meal over heads. 

“Sure be!” a man responds binding his own wounded arm.

“Smells incredible.” My own crew should have full bellies by now. Not everyone knows how to cook, it’s an art form. Times ago there were schools dedicated to it, restaurants starred high for their creativity. The scent of human flesh is like no other. There was a time it made me nauseous, repulsed by the idea. First two times I partook, I threw it back up swearing I’d rather starve. But eventually, hunger won out. My moms never gave in, making them emaciated and vulnerable. Now my stomach juices line up in anticipation, pummeling and stomping each other, taking merciless cuts.

“Jus’ like Grandma usta make.” A woman stationed up front says. We all laugh, jittery. Could’ve been one of us. Judging ourselves, judging others, look at what we’ve become in so short a time, devolution of a complex species at its most fraught, and we haven’t even seen the bottom yet.

Transport server arrives in a starched white apron, a platter laden with thinly carved simmering meat. Helping ourselves to slivers of finely shorn pieces, herbed juices run down our chins and fingers as we tuck in, lips shiny with fat, some moan with abandon.

“Unseemly.” Mama Jacqui and Mama Naomi would condemn. “What is this world coming to?” Their indented, tortured eyes glaring unanswerable questions, demanding I explain the unexplainable. I longed to scream at them “There is no more world! We buried it along with all the people we’ve eaten!”

Desired nothing more than to slam a bit of unrelenting reality down their throats. But couldn’t. They would never understand, never acquiesce to the animal lurking so close to the surface of gentility, of civilization as we marketed it. But they understood, without words, with eyeful accusations, that I was partaking. As they grew scrawnier, I stayed the same. But I just stared them back with eyeful answer, I am not you, I didn’t create this world, I’m merely staying alive in it.

But others were not as indoctrinated, letting out their hard won gratification. To the victors go the spoils, and victors we all are.

Jouster joins me. “Com’ on,” motioning me, “we’ll git a table.”

“Hey, no cuttin’.” A woman brandishing a homemade slicer imprisons Jouster’s arm in her strong hand. Jouster easily disarms her, pushing her hard to the door behind her.

“Run s’curity ‘ere.” Jouster asserts, making certain all hear her proclamation. No one steps in to help.

“Dun’t care.” The woman snarls. “No fukin cuts. Not you, not an’one.” In a flash the door slides open, Jouster hurls the woman from the transport, surprise, horror on her face as the ground rushes up, grasps her solidly to its dusty breast, dismembering her body with terrifying skill. Door automatically relocks. 

“An’ questions bout who runnin’ dis outfit?” Jouster demands of the quiet faces, exhibits the woman’s slicer to people who’ve witnessed worse.

Jouster’s comm asks “What’s the disturb?” 

“Undah control, back on line.” Jouster responds. Eating among the passengers resumes. We continue into the dining car unmolested, nodding at the Maître’d as we enter. The corpulence roasting on the spit takes me back, his disgusting, perverse size in a land of starvation. 

A mind reader interprets my thoughts. “Der leader.” Chop off the head of the king.

Scrutinizing the dining car my eye catches red fur seated at a table with a ruby bib around her neck across from the equally furry baritone. They share a bowl of fatted liver, a candle and what appears to be a real, black-eyed Susan in a carmine terracotta vase between them. 

“Ovah here!” Jouster waves me to a booth with fellow jousters, introducing me to her crew.  As we eat the baritone stands, begins to sing, stomping his leather boots with hair tassels, clapping his hands, we all join in. He’s in our minds. Joining him in camaraderie, in song knowing words to music we’ve never heard as he guides us away from the devastation we’ve been party to down an avenue of acceptance and forgiveness. Our momentary commonalties, unity in survival, for a nanosecond.

Exhaustion only battle and a full stomach can bring settles in. Drawing my knees to my chin, I rest with abandon. My crew, mi familia, enters my thoughts, relax cataloguing their faces, voices, smiles, odors, familiarity. This Chef made an amazing meal, chicory roots, carrots, dandelions, Maize bread,  prickly pear stewed with a succulent thigh bone. I imagine her trading recipes with our cook, Darrin, swapping secrets. If we were killed in battle, Darrin wrote out detailed recipes for each of us. What sauces and herbs would go best with our body type, personality, likes and dislikes. A professional courtesy he named it. Our heroism would nourish the others as nature dictated. 

“Mika,” he intoned, “you shall be a cream pie for you’re all sweetness.”  She giggled nervously not sure if he was serious. He was serious. He never joked about food. 

“And you Tonette,” walked around him, taking stock of his body parts, “you I envision as a beautiful Lasagna. Meaty, filling, exquisite to behold.” 

Coralina begged “Do me, do me.” 

“Well, you Coralina will be a roast. Sizzling, juicy, emboldened.”

Coralina clapped her pleasure. He never told me the dish he’d make from me. I’d catch him inventorying me when he thought I wasn’t paying attention. He prized my heart, that I’d heard, and I knew he wanted to nourish himself with my strongest part. Kept my hackles up whenever he was around, and he was around often. But not now, he was home, and I’m here, and in one piece. Feel my pulse surge nutrients through my veins transporting vitamins and minerals from stomach to heart to muscle. Gently rocked by the mothering hips of the transport, visualize the happy, filled night, tragedy of lost lives forgotten in heartbeats of shared existence. Look ahead, not behind.

My sleepy lips murmur “I love you Gramps.” A rehydrated tear clings to my eyelid. For a moment forgetting how dry life had become. Through closed eyes a variance of backdrop clouds compete for a final spot in the sun, burnt umber and fuchsia of smoky fireclouds, cirrus endlessly trailing, movable portraits of grays elongating from dusk to ash to steel. 

“Mama Jacqui” I mutter as the party around me continues. “Mama Naomi, come back to me. Please don’t leave me.” Tumble headfirst to sleep.

Plead, “A few more minutes Mama Naomi, I’ll get up, I promise.”

“ ‘t’s me, Jouster.” Shakes me awake. “Stopin
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