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	To my bonus daughter Emily.

	Continue to strive toward your success and never look back at all of the pain that you’re leaving behind.
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	Rain drips through a crack in the rotting wood frame around the thick-plated window by my cot, the water falling into a brass basin, clinking loudly with each drop. The nip in the air is typical for these early fall mornings, driving me to remain under the thick, heavy, woolen blanket—the only warmth currently in my room—for a little bit longer. The owner of the hostel I live in refuses to turn on the furnace until at least mid-October, which is still weeks away, though it’s been getting colder earlier with each passing season. It angers me that the man allows his tenants to suffer far longer than necessary. There’s a lot of things the old man declines to do for us, but after living here for several years I’ve grown accustomed to it and know how to compensate … like I have with other situations in my life that haunt my dreams and living nightmares.

	A brutal life during a brutal time. One forged in pain and despair that never seems to subside. Misery an everyday occurrence, and sometimes a necessity for survival.

	My stomach rumbles, desperately crying out for nourishment, prompting me to sit up and swing my legs over the side of the old, war-time cot with its spindly legs and forest green hammock. I rest my feet on the deeply scuffed oak wood floor. Cold rises through the seams in the boards from the levels below, as does the noises of my fellow tenants, each preparing for their trek of the day. Tossing the blanket aside, I wait a few seconds, tolerating the chill from the stale, bitter air seeping into my bones. I stand, then reach over to the pile of dirty clothes sitting on the frayed, horrendous, floral-upholstered armchair across from me, snatching a pair of jeans from the top.

	The fabric is rough against my dry skin, adding to the drab of the day. After slipping them on, I rummage through the tiny closet by the door to my room and remove a thick, dark blue hoodie, donning it over the heather gray tank top I slept in. Next, I put on tattered, white socks, followed by black leather boots with well-worn soles. I run a comb through my long, raven-colored hair, pulling it into a ponytail before securing the hood for the sweatshirt over my head, concealing myself from the fractured world I live in.

	Snatching the canvas knapsack off of the floor, I make sure my kard—a dagger with a medium-length, gold blade and ivory-encrusted handle—is in the outside pocket, then strap the bag across my back, confirming the weapon is in easy reach should I need to use it. I have yet had a cause to wield it in the many years it’s been in my possession. I open the door and step into the dimly lit hallway with its flickering bulbs which are embedded into holes in the ceiling, peeling, green velvet wallpaper that coats every inch of the slanted walls, and squeaky floorboards warped from both age and neglect.

	My room is on the third floor of the six-story hostel, a few meters from the narrow staircase with its uneven rises and exposed nails. The railing to safely guide those adventurous enough to attempt an escape has been missing since before I arrived, forcing me to rest my palm against the wall to steady myself while descending. When I reach the first floor, both the ramshackle lobby and the common room are empty of residents, with the exception of Vin, the hostel’s manager.

	He’s sitting behind the horribly paneled registration counter on a stool in his little, untidy alcove, flipping through the glossy pages of a torn magazine he’s probably read dozens of times. His sunken features are currently hidden by a mane of scraggly, copper-saturated hair that’s draped around his face and nearly brushes the collar of his long-sleeved, crimson-colored shirt. He’s somewhere in his early forties, and always smells of cheap cologne and clove cigarettes, but I’ve never seen him smoke. He doesn’t say a word when I pass, escaping the wretched confines merely to be met by bleaker ones outside.

	Many of the structures lining the crumbling, primordial brick road the hostel sits along are in some stage of collapse, or are complete rubble, and have been ever since the great wars ended here decades earlier. Their charred remains loom like slumbering, shadowy giants waiting to pounce. Fragments of shattered glass still stick to the ruts between the sections of sidewalk and along the partitions, clinging out of desperation to avoid being swept away into nothingness like everything else in this world. A few of the buildings have been repaired, such as the hostel, while others were left to decay and rot over time. Burnt edifices and discarded possessions are all that remind us of a former prosperous and refined time, which will never be again. One I hardly remember.

	No one really speaks about the societies that came before us. The great cities with their golden domes, granite statues, and rich heritages. People who were nearly able to outlive time itself, fables of grandeur that were solely told at bedtime. Those monoliths and assemblages are now buried under mounds of ash, rubble, and bone. Never to be resurrected, except for those few deemed fortunate to have found a sliver of peace.

	Such as the town I live in.

	History didn’t learn from its awful past, nor its mistakes, and the people paid a heavy price for such arrogance. The fighting started out as simple squabbles, minor skirmishes between rising factions who were tired of being controlled and manipulated by the one percent that owned and ruled everything. Each vying for control over the many populaces, carving up the lands as if it were meat, sacrificing more than just their souls to obtain it.

	It quickly escalated into all out genocide.

	Governments were toppled and scorched, allowing zealots and heretics to rise from the corpses, chewing on the survivors like manna. New borders and territories were demarcated, erasing countries that had managed to outlive most civilizations from the face of the earth. Maps were, and still are, being constantly redrawn, eradicating the vestiges of our ancestors, and those who came before them. It took years for many to forget, even costing the lives of those who refused to acknowledge the true alterations, persecuted for clutching onto antiquated philosophies, rules of law, and forgotten deities.

	History rewritten to accommodate a new reality, a crueler world.

	The world leaders called it the Cleansing, and nothing was ever the same afterwards. There are those who still try to reignite the passions of our descendants, hoping to bring back what has already been lost, praying for the return of a habitual society, but it’s all done in secret, behind closed doors or buried sanctuaries, and out of the eyes of the Watchers.

	No one knows who these shadowy figures are since they appear like smoke and vanish just as quickly. The only thing you notice are their long, black robes with the tapered sleeves and elongated hoods. Nothing underneath is visible, not even a face or a fleck of skin, adding to their mystery and the fear they tend to generate.

	While making my way through the center of town or its outskirts, I’ve spotted a few randomly materializing from the ruins of nearby buildings, terrifying their target into running. It’s almost instinctive for the person to know a Watcher is after them, but not one has ever given chase … at least that I’m aware of. Perhaps it’s simply a group of individuals entertaining themselves by scaring the shit out of people using misguided qualms as a tool for their own amusement. However, it’s best not to find out the hard way that I’m wrong.

	Heading down the splintered sidewalk, the rain soaks me with each passing second, causing my already chilled body to freeze further. I remain close to the buildings so not to be splashed by the random car rolling by, which would add to the misery of the day. Keeping my head lowered, I go steadily toward the town square while those desperate to escape the pummeling raindrops scurry pass, rushing into the closest shelter no matter how feeble it may be. When I reach the roundabout at the center of everything—a derelict, three-tiered water fountain made from marble its focal point—I wait a couple of minutes for traffic to die down before crossing a few of the roads that branch outward like spokes on a wheel, leading to other sections of town.

	My destination is a small café called Safran where most mornings I procure breakfast, as well as look over the notice board to see what odd jobs are available to earn some money. The moment I open the heavy, wooden door with its thick, stained-glass window, I’m engulfed in fragrances of cinnamon, freshly brewed coffee, and raw dough. Splintered and discolored ecru-colored tile encapsulates the floor in most places while missing in others, exposing rotting subflooring along the wall joists. Striped sienna and pale yellow wallpaper with permanently stained outlines of long-gone paintings adorn the walls, and a few porcelain knickknacks of various design take up residence on the shelves behind the counters that wrap around toward the rear of the shop. Light fixtures consisting of a single bulb encased in wire mesh cages hang precariously from beams for the ceiling, and there are pocket-sized speakers positioned in a couple of the corners producing pre-wartime melodies of some woman waiting for her love to come home.

	Festus, the owner of Safran, is busy attending to a line of customers, so I lower my hood and make my way to the back where the notice board is kept. There isn’t anything new pinned to the disintegrating cork, and most of the listings are months old, meaning they’ve either been forgotten by the requestor, or no one bothered removing them after taking the job.

	“Magdalene,” the older man says in his thick, eastern European accent. “Here.” From his side of the counter he hands me a plump blueberry muffin and large coffee in a paper cup with a plastic lid. “Sit, so we can chat when I’m done.”

	I thank him, then after removing the knapsack I take a seat at one of the few tables away from the growing line that is now out the door. It’s more than likely the weather that’s propelling everyone in here today since I’ve never seen this place so busy. I nibble on the soft, warm muffin and sip at the piping hot liquid while carefully avoiding the occasional odd glance I know is falling upon me from those waiting to be served considering I’m the only one seated.

	Over the course of twenty or so minutes, the crowds dissipate, and Festus instructs those working in the kitchen to clean and prepare for lunch. He speaks to his employees in the local tongue, which is Hungarian, or something similar. It’s difficult to be precise with how altered the new world has become ever since the wars ended. Languages and cultures have either blended into new ones or died out altogether. I seem to be the lone person he addresses in English, even though I understand him perfectly when he’s conversing with everyone else no matter the dialect.

	Making his way over to me, he wrings his beefy hands with their hairy knuckles and discolored nails on a yellowed towel tucked into the waistband of his heavily stained apron. His filthy, beige pants sag with each step, and the buttons on his dark blue shirt are straining to remain closed because of his immense girth. He’s somewhere in his sixties with a rotund body, splotchy skin, bulbous nose, lackluster gray eyes, pale lips, and has lost most of his thinning, brown hair. Some of it having migrated to his ears. The legs of the chair scrape harshly along the floor as he pulls out the seat across from me, then groan when his weight is applied to them.

	Resting his arms on the shaky, green Formica table, he leans forward and smiles, exposing heavily stained, crooked teeth. “Is it all right?”

	Nodding, I reply, “Of course. How much do I owe you?”

	He waves away the question. “Nothing. You good customer.” Then he points toward the notice board. “Nothing new came in, as you saw.” He sizes me up and down, scrunching up his fat face. “Woman like you would do well working the dens.”

	“I’m not one for degrading myself in the red-light district.” I finish the coffee, which has grown tepid. “Do you know of any jobs that aren’t posted?”

	Sweeping his arms out, he replies, “I can ask around. Of course, they might not be the type you’re looking for, given who some of my customers are.” He winks and chortles. “In the meantime, I do need someone to go to the rynek and pick up a package. I’ll pay you for the delivery.”

	After I finish chewing the last bit of muffin, I ask, “Why can’t you go?”

	Festus’ laugh fills the room, rattling a few of the semi-empty coffee pots resting on their burners. “And leave those idiots to mind the store?” He gestures to the workers wiping down the counters, restocking the cabinets, and those still in the kitchen. None of them look up, probably having heard this drab before. “They’d steal everything not nailed down before I’m a block away.” He leans forward and lowers his voice as if the walls suddenly grew ears. “Go see the old woman in stall twenty-four. Her name is Dalma. Tell her I sent you. It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes. I’ll even let you borrow my umbrella.”

	After agreeing to run his errand, I clean up my mess—discarding the cup and crumbs into the trashcan by the front door—and strap the knapsack across my back. He rushes into the back, nearly knocking over a couple of unsuspecting busboys stepping out of the kitchen with trays of fresh tarts and cookies, returning with a pale blue umbrella, which I don’t open until I’m outside and several meters away from the shop’s entrance.

	Heading in the opposite direction of the roundabout, I wander down the sidewalk until the road it flanks dead ends several blocks later. Across the way is the pebble-covered, muddy parking lot for the rynek, a market that’s housed inside of a one-story, abandoned warehouse that used to hold armaments for the fighting factions, and those determined to end their reign. Scars from old battles have caused dents in the dull metal siding that wraps around the lengthy, narrow structure. Divots are still visible in the strips of grass dividing the street and lot, causing several power poles to lean precariously, their wires dangling too close to the ground. There are very few cars occupying the large expanse, causing me to wonder if the building is even open for business.

	I check the road before crossing, hurrying over the gravel, failing to avoid the visible puddles, and splashing mud all over the bottom of my already filthy jeans, soaking me further. The handle for the door is a simple beveled bar bent and welded to the warped tin, secured by two additional bolts at the top and bottom. When I pull the door open, the interior is surprisingly warm, bright, and inviting. Fragrances of newly carved wood, foreign spices, warm wax, and hot baked goods fill the air, tantalizing my senses. There aren’t any windows, so the rain pelting the roof reminds everyone inside how horrible of a day it truly is. The concrete floor is covered in pebble-coated footprints, which expand throughout the entire space.

	I’ve only been in the rynek a few times. Usually during the summer when it’s sweltering and the fresh fruit at the local market has gotten too expensive, so I buy from the farmers who come here to sell the remnants before it rots. There are roughly a handful of people milling about either looking at the various wares for sale or setting up their own booths for the day. I collapse the umbrella before stepping farther inside, being mindful of how I carry it to avoid whacking anyone who might get too close. Slowly meandering the wide aisles, I decide to take my time and peruse the booths while the crowds are still away. I’m always intrigued by the homemade items for sale, such as juicy preserves, hand-woven blankets, freshly baked breads and pies, various assortments of dry goods, fabrics, hand-stitched clothing, candles, soaps, and furniture.

	Mostly I envy their talent.

	Eventually, I locate booth twenty-four along the back wall and an old woman assisting someone interested in purchasing one of her clear glass antique oil lamps. It’s void of the fuel required to burn the cotton wick, but I’m sure that’s sold separately. Nothing like gouging people for their very last coin.

	The woman I assume to be Dalma has to be somewhere in her late sixties or early seventies. Her spine is curved, hunching her over ever so slightly, but enough that I’m sure it interferes with her walking. She’s short in stature with stubby legs hidden behind knee-high socks, the seams of which need to be sewn, while bits of patchy flab spill over the tight hem. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re cutting off her circulation, or perhaps that’s what they’re meant to do. The rest of her is robust, masked by her dress made from a woven material in a mustard color with a chevron pattern. A heavily frayed, off-white sweater that’s coming apart at the cuffs and collar is draped over her shoulders, exposing excessively dry, pale skin and Hadassah-like arms. Her long, gray hair cascades loosely down her back, while her sunken light blue eyes stare intently at the woman trying to bargain for the lamp.

	On the tables lining the front of the booth and the shelves behind toward the back are chipped sets of China, hand-stitched blankets, porcelain and ceramic statues, outdated coins that are no longer worth the metal their stamped on, tattered books, and copious amounts of jewelry, some of which are tangled into haphazard piles. I wouldn’t be surprised if most of these items were taken from abandoned homes, stolen memories of families long gone and forgotten.

	While waiting for her to finish with the current customer, I rifle through one of the boxes of jewelry, curious about what I might find, though I’m not sure why since I have very little use for such trinkets. Surprisingly, an item down at the bottom of the mess catches my eye. It’s a tarnished, blue compass rose pendant on an equally blemished silver chain. Resting the folded, wet umbrella against my leg, I gingerly pick up the necklace from its notch in the velvet-lined chest to have a closer look. The metal is slightly warped around its thick edges, the directional points are severely worn down, and the blue behind the compass rose itself seems to be some sort of stone, possibly sapphire or tanzanite, maybe even simple colored glass.

	“You have excellent taste,” the old woman says, startling me, her voice cracked like her complexion. Unlike Festus, she addresses me in what I assume is Hungarian, not realizing I’m from a different expanse of this broken world.

	“It caught my attention,” I reply in her dialect, setting the pendant down since I’m sure I can’t afford it. Plus, I didn’t come here to shop, tempting as it may be. “Festus sent me to pick up a package.”

	Nodding, she shuffles toward the back of the booth, her boots scrapping against the rough concrete, then involuntarily groans as she bends down and rummages through a pile of brown paper wrapped parcels, each tied with coarse brown string, emerging with one the size of a book. “Here,” she says, handing it to me.

	I take it from her, swing the knapsack over onto my chest, and tuck the item inside. Picking up the umbrella, I start to step away when the woman’s knobby fingers with their swollen knuckles gently touches my arm, stopping me.

	Glancing between me and the pendant, she asks, “You’re not going to buy?” She seems disappointed, a childlike scowl on her thin, pallid lips.

	“I don’t have the money to purchase such lovely things,” I reply, trying not to feel guilty for disappointing her.

	She narrows her suddenly vivid eyes, a spark rising to the surface that hadn’t been there before, and stares guardedly at me. “What’s your name?” 

	Normally I don’t have an issue providing people that wee bit of information, but something about Dalma feels different. It’s almost as if she’s probing, not truly inquiring. “Magdalene,” I respond, unsure if it was a wise decision.

	Studying me with great intent, she doesn’t say anything for a few awkward seconds, annoying me. “Do you have job?”

	“Only when they’re available.”

	She hobbles closer, her light blue eyes boring into mine like daggers. “Tell you what. You help clean my house and I’ll give you the pendant. There’s junk everywhere, and I’m too old and frail to take care of it by myself.”

	“I’d prefer cash for work.”

	She shakes her head, triggering the tendrils of her brittle hair to swish against her shoulders, getting into her face a bit. “No money. Necklace is yours if you clean. The house is small. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of days.”

	I hate being idle, and who knows when Festus will be able to find something for me that actually pays. As much as I don’t want to be around Dalma more than I have to, I feel drawn to the necklace, a tremendous need to have it in my possession no matter the cost, and it should only be for a few uncomfortable hours, so what’s the harm. “All right. You have a deal.”

	She smiles, exposing horribly stained teeth, several of them missing. “Festus has my address. You get it from him. I see you tomorrow morning.” She pats my arm, turns, and busies herself in the stall as new customers approach.

	Making my way to the entrance, I sense her stealthy gaze on me, and an icy chill runs down my spine. I involuntarily shiver as the warmth I had been feeling evaporates. At the door, I open the umbrella before stepping outside where I get covered in more mud while trying to avoid the ever-growing puddles. The café has just a couple of patrons when I return, so after closing the umbrella, I side-step past them and retake the seat I occupied earlier, making sure the knapsack is across my chest so I’m not resting against it. Festus has one of his younger employees bring me a cup of coffee, which I very much appreciate. Even though I had the umbrella to shield me from the torrential downpour, the dampness of the weather still managed to seep into my bones, so the hot liquid is very satisfying. I make a mental note to do laundry when I return to the hostel since these are my favorite pair of jeans … actually, they’re my only pair, and I’ll want to wear them tomorrow.

	Festus is carrying a freshly toasted sesame seed bagel with a side of plain cream cheese, and when he sits, he places the food down in front of me. My mouth watering at the tantalizing meal, I open the bag and hand him the package.

	He clutches it tightly, tucking it between his arm and chest, protecting it from being seen or noticed by those in the shop. “Did Dalma give you any trouble?”

	I start spreading the cream cheese over the warm surface of the bagel, salivating as it melts into a gooey delicacy. “No. In fact, I’ll be cleaning her house for the next several days. She said you have the address.” The first bite qualms the gnawing in my stomach from the encounter I had with the older woman.

	He nods, a pained smile creasing his lips. “I’ll give it to you before you leave, along with the money I owe you. Just so you know, she lives two towns over in Latium.” He jabs a finger behind himself, indicating the direction. “Do you have a way to get there?”

	Before answering, I have to swallow the bite still in my mouth. “Vin has a motorbike he hardly uses. Hopefully he’ll let me borrow it. If not, I’ll find an alternative mode of transportation.”

	Festus nods to the half-drunk coffee. “Let me know if you want more.” Taking the umbrella, he retreats behind the counter, disappearing into the kitchen.

	When I’m done, Festus hands me several ralods—the currency of the new world—and Dalma’s address on a torn piece of parchment. I shove both into my bag, don my hood, and return to the hostel, leaving puddles on the floor by the door while I drip dry for a moment.

	Vin is still hunched over the counter reading his magazine, but there’s now a fire roaring in the fireplace in the corner of the common room, easing a bit of the gloom and adding some much-needed warmth in the dank room.

	Resting against the roughly textured, poorly stained clapboard panels that make up the section of half wall he’s sitting behind, I wait for him to notice me, but when he doesn’t I try to grab his attention. “Vin … Vin!”

	He slowly lifts his head to meet my gaze, his long, graceful fingers pausing in turning one of the glossy, crinkled pages. The whites of his green eyes are blotched with red, his lips chapped and dry, and his nails chewed and smoke stained. A heavy aroma of clove and something bitter lingers in the air around him, causing my nose to prickle and my eyes to practically water.

	“Can I borrow your motorbike for the next couple of days?”

	He stares at me for a few seconds before answering. “It needs gas. Where are you going?” he replies in his Irish lilt.

	“Latium. There’s a gas station between there and here, so I can fill it up for you.”

	“Sure, you can use it.” He gets down from the stool and goes through the door at the back, leading into his darkened apartment. Returning, he tosses me the keys which are attached to a small ring and an old grenade pin. “It’s in the alley. Just return them when you’re done.”

	Heading upstairs, I place the keys into the knapsack so I don’t inadvertently lose them. Once I’m in my room, I change out of my soaked clothes and into dry ones consisting of black sweatpants and a long-sleeved, yellow shirt, then gather all of my dirty garments and shove them into a large duffle bag. Checking the water in the basin under the window, I discover it’s quite full, so I take it down the hall to the communal bathroom and dump the contents into the sink. When I return to the room, there’s only a few drops of water on the floor. I clean it before replacing the basin, then pick up and carry the duffle bag down to the basement and into the poorly lit laundry room with its chipped popcorn ceiling and torn linoleum floor. After unloading everything into one of the antiquated washers, I add powdered soap from a box on the shelf by the door, and return to the common room once the machine is started. Before taking a seat on one of the couches, I glance over the ragged spines of several paperback books resting on the tall shelf beside the fireplace, select an old mystery, and get comfortable in front of the fire.

	The yellowed pages practically crumble in my hands, but not from use, purely from age. The spine is bent and broken, having been perused by many of those living in this place. Reading is one of the few respites available to us. I’m surprised any books still exist considering the trials those who orchestrated the Cleansing went through to ensure no written word of any kind remained. Perhaps they felt fiction was harmless, allowing us one true escape from the horrors real life awaited us. Also, there isn’t a television anywhere in the hostel, and I’m not sure I’d want to watch hours of propaganda videos or news reels showing the ongoing bloodshed still occurring in segments of the world. It’s horrible enough being reminded of the carnage by simply stepping outside onto the street.

	Sometimes I wonder what everything was like before the factions rose to power, creation turned to dust to appease the tyrants and zealots. How society functioned as a whole instead of the splinters it is now. Wars aren’t new, and sometimes they seem never ending, but between the conflicts there must have been brief moments of serenity, a life worth living, joy and happiness in place of rage and torment.

	When enough time has passed, I set the book aside and head down to the basement, tossing my wet clothes into the dryer, then return to the common room. As the day draws on, several of the residents return from wherever they happen to scamper off to in the morning, and go into the kitchen to cook an early dinner or join me by the fireplace to warm up and dry off. Most of us living here keep to ourselves, but there are a few who socialize with each other.

	I’m just not one of them, and prefer it that way.

	With the kitchen now nearly empty, I place the book back onto the shelf, head up to my room, and rummage through the corrugated box under the cot where I keep food provisions stored, removing a can of soup. After picking up a pot, bowl, and spoon from the top shelf in my poor-excuse for a closet, I return to the kitchen and make dinner. Thankfully, there’s a can opener in one of the shambled drawers under the cracked, aquamarine tiled countertop. Once it’s heated, I take my concoction to one of the two-person round tables between the kitchen and the stairs leading to the basement, sit, and eat, the hot liquid warming my insides since the fire was barely able to thaw out my bones.

	The front door bangs open, brought about by a sudden gust of wind. In walks a tall man with broad shoulders and frame, in addition to medium-length, wavy, brown hair, that clings to his face, obscuring it from view. His black leather jacket is slick from the rain, his black jeans heavy with water, and the soles of his thick boots are caked in mud, leaving dense prints all over the already grimy tile. Slung across his strong back is a heavy duffle bag which thuds when he drops it onto the floor. Returning to the door, he has to force it shut before going back to the counter to garner Vin’s attention.

	“Are there any rooms available?” he asks, pushing his soaked locks away from his square face, speaking in a deep British accent once Vin tears himself away from the magazine.

	“At the moment, I don’t have any for rent, but I will tomorrow. You’re welcome to sleep on the couch.” He nods toward the sofas and roaring fire.

	“I appreciate the offer.” Reclaiming the bag, the rugged-looking man makes his way over to the one closest to the fire, sits, then removes his jacket and boots, placing them not too near the flames to aid in their drying.

	After I finish eating, I clean my dishes and bring them back up to my room before retrieving my laundry. I spend the next hour putting everything away, then go down the hall to the bathroom to brush my teeth and use the facilities. Once I return to my room, I turn off the lone light in the ceiling, lie down on the cot, and go to bed, encasing myself in the woolen blanket as the coldness of the night tries to bite me like a ferocious animal.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	 

	The rain stopped sometime during the early morning hours, so after stripping down to nothing and donning my tattered, pink robe—the soft fabric pilling under my arms and around my waist—I pick up the partially filled basin, along with a bar of soap and clean towel off of the end table at the foot of the cot, and go into the bathroom to discard the water and take a quick shower. I dump the rainwater into the sink, claim one of the five filthy stalls in the cramped space, set everything down on the lone bench anchored into the wall, and close the mildew-stained, vinyl curtain in the small alcove in front of the shower itself, blocking everyone from seeing me naked. It takes several minutes for the water to heat up, but it never gets hot, just barely lukewarm.

	When I’m done, I wrap my hair up in the towel, slip the robe back on, grab my things, and return to my room where I dress in jeans, a dark red T-shirt, black sweatshirt, and a heavy coat since I can already tell it’s cold outside from the draft wafting in through the crack of the window frame. Also, the sky is heavily overcast, so I won’t be surprised if it rains again. After putting on socks, I don hackneyed sneakers, run a comb through my hair before securing it into a ponytail, and make sure I have everything I need in the knapsack, then head out the door. Vin isn’t behind the counter when I reach the lobby, and the only person around is the man who came in last night.

	As I turn for the back door, he clears his throat to capture my attention. His movement was so quick that I didn’t even hear him approach. The warmth he exudes could ignite the building.

	He smiles, exposing perfect pearly white teeth. A woodsy aroma seizes my nostrils, causing me to inhale deeply. The cut of his pants is tighter today, highlighting his firm calves and sculpted thighs. His navy blue sweater clings to his generous biceps and what I can only assume is a chiseled chest given his physique. Now that the hair is away from his face, I notice his piercing hazel eyes that seem to absorb my essence, drawing me into pools I’d happily drown in.

	“Excuse me. Can you tell me where I might be able to get something to eat?” His voice is rich and intense, though I don’t think he means to be.

	I can’t help but feel my cheeks flush, causing me to become almost mute from embarrassment since it’s obvious he noticed by the way his eyes light up and the corners of his mouth curls tighter. He appears amused by my lack of speech.

	It takes a few seconds to find my voice. “There’s a café down the street,” I reply, using a fake Hungarian accent, which I do with most people—except for Festus and Vin—gesturing in the shop’s general direction. “It’s called Safran.”

	He continues to grin, a thick leash tugging at my core. “Thanks.”

	Biting my lip from unrelenting mortification and humiliation at my behavior, I leave and enter the narrow alley filled with dumpsters, garbage, broken glass, the occasional rat, and aged, rotting debris. Vin keeps his motorbike in a make-shift garage constructed from chicken wire and wooden pallets against the brick structure a few feet from the door.

	After removing the ring from the knapsack, I use one of the keys to unlock the provisional gate, then duck inside because of the extremely low roof, grab the handlebars, and pull the clunky machine out. Every inch of it has been spray painted a matte black to mask the mismatched parts, silver duct tape holds most of the seat together, and the tires are badly worn. Once it’s clear of the confines, I straddle it and put the key into the ignition.

	 The air around me falls eerily silent as if time has stopped. Though it’s a bit blustery, none of the gusts seem to be touching the alleyway. Almost like it’s been warned not to attempt disturbing the unsettling stillness. Staring down at the fuel gauge, my breath heavy in my chest, I sense someone watching me. A malevolent presence daring to latch onto my soul. Slowly lifting my gaze, it falls upon a dark cloaked figure at the end of the alley. His face is completely obscured under the hood of his long, black robe. He stands rigid, motionless, almost statue-like. A sense of dread envelopes me and pulses through my veins with ferocity, though I don’t understand why. I force myself to blink and he’s gone.

	Once again, the sound around me returns, the wind tousling my hair. Shaken from the brief encounter, I turn over the engine as quickly as possible and head down the alleyway, traveling east once I reach the end. When the road I’m on ceases several blocks later, I go south for roughly a half mile, then east again, stopping at a quaint bakery on the edge of town beside a thrift store where I buy most of my clothing. Standing in line for the counter, I work on shaking the nervousness from my body, shoving the dreadful vision from my mind as best I can, hoping the aroma of cinnamon, glazed sugar, and freshly made bread dulls the anxiety clawing just under the surface. But it simply leaves me feeling frightened and deeply troubled. The older woman behind the glass counter stares at me, concerned when I can barely request my order, my voice hardly a whisper. Frustrated customers clear their throats angrily behind me while I hold up the line, adding to my already brittle nerves.

	After purchasing several freshly made donuts and stuffing the bag into the knapsack, I continue until I’m in the next town where I stop at the lone gas station that’s still functioning in a several mile radius. The pumps have obviously been patched since the metals are multi-toned in various hues of red. A single attendant station sits in the center of the concrete island, an older man bundled up inside. Before unscrewing the cap for the tank resting between the seat and front tire, I hand over a few ralods to the man, then put in as much gas as I can, hoping it’ll be enough to last the next several days.

	Soon I’m back on the nearly empty road, feeling a bit better the farther I get from Kern, and practically gleeful when I reach the small town of Latium twenty minutes later. It takes me a bit to find the street Dalma lives on, which is lined with a mixture of delipidated bungalows, remnants of torn down homes, and a few livable dwellings. Hers is a single-story house covered in faded white shingles and roofed in slate tiles, some of them broken on the ground or dangling over the eaves. Under every window, along the front path, and brimming on the side of the crumbling asphalt driveway are nicely kept flower beds, though the buds are starting to wither back under the soil to hibernate until spring.

	Parking the motorbike along the side of the house, I place the keys into my knapsack and proceed to the front door, knocking to announce my arrival. The shuffling of feet can be heard from the other side, and when Dalma answers I’m slightly shocked to see a cane in her hand, the top of which is in the shape of a wide ring with pieces missing from its center, almost like a puzzle box.

	“Don’t look so surprised,” she grouses as I continue to stare, then she waves me inside, closing and locking the door behind me. The dress she has on today is red and white checkered, and made from woven material similar to the one she wore yesterday. Her hair is pulled back tight behind her head, and her light blue eyes have a coolness to them, which matches with the atmosphere of the dwelling.

	The hallway I enter extends all the way to the rear of the dwelling, doors lining both sides. The walls are adorned in pink floral wallpaper that appears to encompass the entire house from what I can tell. Stained, cream-colored Berber carpet covers every square inch of the floor, extending into the living room on the left. There are a few oil paintings of lush landscapes with wind swept clouds adorning the walls, and what looks to be a hand-carved side table from a long forgotten time rests between two of the doors on the right, which are currently closed. Old black and white photos in thin wire frames are nestled on top of the table, and like the paintings, they’re images of scenery, no personal or family pictures amongst them.

	Turning to face her, I ask, “What is it made from?” I’m fascinated by the cane.

	She purses her lips, annoyed by the question. “Blackthorn wood. It’s been in my family for generations.” Using the cane, she points to the end of the hall. “Let’s go into the kitchen. My breakfast is getting soggy.” 

	I follow her, then through the last door on our left. The kitchen is small with cheap pressboard cabinets barely holding onto their anchors in the walls. Peeling gray linoleum covers the floor, and the appliances date back to before the wars. The air is fragranced with stale tea and spoiled fruit. Tiny gnats hover above the drain in the stainless-steel sink, unable to figure out a way either into the smelly piping or out into freedom. A table capable of seating two rests in the far corner by one of the few windows in the cramped space, a bowl of cereal drowning in milk waiting to be eaten. Before sitting, I take off my heavy coat and knapsack, remove the bag of donuts, then set it on the table. Dalma eyes them ravenously, nearly salivating, so I offer her one.

	She greedily snatches it from me and takes a giant bite, nearly moaning from the taste. “This is definitely better than cereal,” she says, licking powdered sugar off of her lips. “I don’t recall ever seeing you at the rynek before. How long have you lived in Kern?”

	Waiting until the donut has been devoured, I answer, “Nearly five years. I’ve only been to the market a few times, but mostly during the summer.” I have to clear my throat to loosen a few stuck crumbs. “Do you have anything to drink?”

	She stands, pours me a glass of juice from a finely etched carafe, then retakes her seat, setting the drink in front of me and placing the pitcher within arm’s reach on the counter since there isn’t much room on the table with the two of us sitting and eating. “Where are you originally from?”

	Sipping slowly, I allow the cool liquid to soften my dry throat, relishing the bits of orange pulp. Normally, I don’t acknowledge the truth about my background since it reignites childhood traumas I’d prefer to forget. So I’m vague with my response. “West of here.”

	She frowns, powdered sugar falling from her lips and into her lap, her eyes hardening ever so slightly. “There are lots of places in that direction.”

	Searching my mind for an alternative response, other than the one that will satisfy her, Dalma continues to stare at me, and it quickly becomes obvious that she won’t relent. Going against my better judgement, I decide to be truthful. “I grew up in the former United States and left when I turned eighteen.”

	Her eyes widen as she licks the sugar from her gnarled fingers. “Your Hungarian is flawless,” she states, then drinks her juice.

	I shrug my shoulders, feeling indifferent to the comment. “Languages come easily to me.”

	Setting down her glass and wiping her fingers on a dishtowel crumpled on the counter beside her, she studies me and I swear I can see the thoughts roiling around inside of her head. “The wars continue to rage overseas, so are your parents still alive?”

	Honesty in situations like this isn’t necessarily warranted. The truth being, I don’t remember my parents. Not only their names, but what they looked like or what might have happened to them when I was a child. Instead, lies—or half-truths—are best and have been my greatest and only companions for quite some time. They’ve kept me alive.

	I shake my head since my mouth is filled with another donut, then reply after swallowing its remnants. “They died when I was young, or so I was told. I really don’t have any memory of them.”

	Clearly intrigued, Dalma leans forward in her seat, clasping her wrinkled hands on the table, resting them against the wooden surface at the wrist. “What do you remember?”

	As if the nightmare of that day were happening right in front of me, my heart races, my pulse quickens, and I begin to sweat. The orange juice turns sour in my stomach, the light coming in through the windows dims, and my head starts to pound. Everything blurs, and the voice that comes out of my mouth is haunting and quiet. “The smell of the rain as it hit the blood torn ground; the gunpowder from the bombs that were ignited; the screams of people dying, even though I couldn’t see them.” Soaked wood beams, shattered sheetrock, broken glass, torn furniture, and remnants of splintered toys flash all around me, forcing me to relive the terror I felt at not knowing, or understanding, what was happening.

	Closing my eyes, I find myself standing in what was once the basement of my home, not a scratch on me even with the devastation encompassing me. Shouts of confusion, orders being barked, and beams from flashlights searching the area consume me, threatening to overtake and drag me back into that horror. Opening my eyes, the sights, sounds, and scents still cling. “I mostly remember being pulled from the rubble of my home, wrapped in heavy blankets, and being passed from one pair of arms to another. No one spoke to me while I was carted off to one of the many orphanages that sprang up over the years.”

	Dalma pats my hand, pulling me out of whatever trance I had slipped into. “Sounds awful.” She holds my weary gaze for a few seconds, then finishes the remainder of her juice.

	A shiver crawls down my spine as I drop my hands into my lap. “I couldn’t wait to leave it all behind.” The images, smells, and sensations evaporate, leaving me feeling hollow and small.

	It takes a bit to finish eating due to the weight of the room pressing upon me, and as she cleans up the glasses and her soggy cereal, I pass through the dining room with its solitary table made from cedar and six high-backed chairs, then into the narrow living room at the front of the house. Sitting on the couch with its dark, Jacobean floral pattern under the picture window, the twill charcoal-colored drapes closed to block anyone from spying inside, I start sorting the several haphazard stacks of old newspapers and magazines covering the floor, creating neat and tidy piles.

	“I’ll take care of those,” the older woman says, batting the air as she sits beside me. “You clear away the trunks and boxes from around the couch, and place them in the dining room. Just make sure to leave me a path into the kitchen.”

	Before breaking my back, I check inside each prior to lifting them. Most are filled with blankets or pillows, while a few contain exquisite jewelry boxes either hand carved from wood, soldered from metal into intricate designs, or molded from delicate glass. Thankfully, those are also empty. Once those have been relocated, Dalma has me transfer the many vases—made from cut crystal, ceramic, earthenware, or porcelain—covering the coffee table, end tables, and floor to the dining table. Their styles range from bud to pedestal to amphora. Lastly, are the table and floor lamps, some with colorful shades, but most without. I make sure to move the ones that aren’t plugged in, per her instructions. When I’m finished, I join Dalma on the couch where she’s hardly made a dent in the stacks.

	Even with most of the mismatched furnishings now in the dining room, the living room still feels cramped and now overheated. I’m sure the latter is due to the excursion in moving everything around, which is one of the reasons I had taken off the sweatshirt before starting.

	Picking the garment off of the back of the couch, I ask, “Is there anything else that needs to be placed into the dining room?”

	She shakes her head. “No. We’re done for the day here, but I could use your help at the rynek. I’ll meet you there in an hour.”

	Back in the kitchen, I place the remaining donuts in my knapsack and strap it across my back after donning both the sweatshirt and heavy coat. Heading out the door, I remove the keys for the motorbike and return home. In the alleyway behind the hostel, I secure the machine into its garage since I intend on walking to the rynek. Instead of stepping inside of the lodging to sit a bit by the fire and warm up now that I’ve cooled off from the ride, I retreat to the other end of the alley and make my way to the café. Stepping over the threshold, a bell above the door tinkling to announce my arrival, I’m surprised to find the man from the hostel sitting at one of the tables toward the back. I avoid his lingering gaze as I stand at the counter and order a large coffee from the barista, who isn’t Festus.

	He bursts through the kitchen door a few seconds later, his arms loaded with a tray of freshly baked baguettes. “Magdalene!” he exclaims as if there are hundreds of people in the shop and he needs to be heard over all of them, when there are just four. “Are you done with Dalma already?”

	“I’m helping her at the rynek shortly, so I thought I’d stop in to get some coffee,” I reply in the dialect he uses with the staff, throwing him off.

	He gapes at me, puzzled, then his face lights up. “And you need hot food. Sit. I will bring it to you.”

	After claiming my steaming cup of coffee, I take a seat at the first table along the row of windows, placing my back toward the man from the hostel. Festus returns a few minutes later carrying a plate of crepes filled with strawberry jam and fresh whipping cream that’s rapidly melting.

	He joins me at the table while I start eating, then bends forward to keep our conversation private. “Why you not speak in your native tongue?” he whispers in his typical broken English.

	Keeping my eyes averted from his quizzical stare, I respond, “I didn’t really think about it.” Which is an utter lie. “How long has that man been in here?” I subtly nod to the one behind me.

	Festus scratches his stubbly jowls. “At least an hour. He’s only had a single cup of coffee and a muffin that he finished a while ago.” My companion narrows his gaze, boring it into me, which is something he’s never done before. Just like this morning, a disquieting feeling tugs at my core. “It’s almost as if he’s waiting for someone.”

	Ignoring the comment, though unnerving as it is, I ask, “What do I owe you for the crepes?”

	He chuckles, breaking the sudden awkwardness between us. “Nothing, of course.” Then, he slaps the table with his beefy hand, stands, and returns to the kitchen.

	I hurry to finish—anxious to be away from the stranger who won’t stop looking at me—leave a few coins on the table, then swiftly make my way to the rynek. The parking lot is a little fuller today, the vehicles covering many of the puddles I couldn’t avoid the day before. Dalma is sitting on a folding chair in her booth when I arrive, a large, woven basket in her lap. She gestures for me to take off the knapsack, which I do, storing it under the farthest table in the back to keep out of people’s reach.

	“Since I can’t leave the stall unattended, I need for you to pick up items I’ve already purchased, then take them out to my car. After that you can head home.”

	Glancing around the lengthy structure, I ask, “Which booths?”

	She hands me a piece of paper with the information written down detailing what I should be receiving from each vendor and the quantity. Taking the basket, I make my way to the first row of stalls by the entrance and start collecting. While waiting in line for the vendor who specializes in dry goods, I catch sight of the man from the hostel meandering about the rows, his hands tightly clasped behind his back. His gaze darts from table to table, carefully looking over the wares and trinkets, obviously searching for something in particular. He catches my stare, smiles sweetly, and works his way through the growing crowd over to me.

	“Following me?” I chide when he’s closer, still using my fake accent. The unease I sensed earlier at the café dissipates and is replaced by a tender warmth, a charged thread passing between the two of us, soothing my disquiet.

	Brightness flickers at the corners of his eyes and his grin widens. “I heard several people mention this place, so I thought about checking it out.” He holds out his hand, which is solid like the rest of him. “I’m Rowen.”

	“Magdalene,” I respond, gripping the basket under my arm since it has barely any contents to reciprocate the gesture, shaking his firm, cool hand. A brief surge of intense heat passes between us, but is gone before I can fully enjoy it. “But you probably already knew that considering how loudly Festus shouted it when I entered Safran.”

	Shoving his hands into the pockets of his pants, he says, “Thank you for recommending the place. Do you have any more suggestions on where to eat in this small town?”

	I can’t help but leer at his enchanting smile, my composure melting in his presence. “Many of the restaurants didn’t reopen when the wars ended. Everyone either buys their food from here or the grocer at the other end of town. There’s a kitchen at the hostel, but be wary about leaving your things unattended. They have a tendency to disappear, which is why I keep mine in my room.”

	“I appreciate the advice.”

	When I’m next in line, I tell the man what I’ve come for, and he places Dalma’s parcels into the basket. Moving onto the next booth, Rowen accompanies me without hesitation or prodding. He stays close to my side, acting as a buffer between me and the other patrons. I find the move both endearing and comforting. The sense of needing to protect is wafting out of his pores like the scents of the handmade soaps resting in their holders at the table we’re standing in front of. His own woodsy aroma intensifies as if he’s on guard, ready to pounce on anyone who might disturb our private meeting.

	“How long will you be in Kern?” I ask after gathering more packages, the basket becoming a bit weighty. It feels as if Rowen wants to relieve me of the burden, but is uncertain, fearing I might view the gesture as too intrusive.

	It’s not unusual for me to detect other’s emotions, the sort of disposition is afflicting them in the moment, what reactions may come about if they’re challenged or angry. I’ve had the ability all my life and it’s served me well.

	He frowns as if something devastating has just happened, though I don’t see how. “Just a few days, then I’ll be off traveling again.”

	Surprisingly, my heart shatters a tiny bit, but I brush it off as nothing, a simple overreaction to desires that could never possibly be fulfilled. It’s not often a handsome man notices and engages me in conversation. Normally, they’re too caught up with themselves to bother with someone so plain. Or, they only want one thing, which is what the red-light district is for.

	My mood wants to grow sullen, so I keep asking questions to block the negativity from enveloping me. “What brought you to our little part of the world?”

	Sucking in a deep breath, his manner turns cold, hostile. His body stiffens, and the tantalizing aroma I smelled on him vanishes, replaced by something darker, more menacing. “I’m hoping to reclaim a very precious item that was stolen from me many years ago.”

	I try not to let the sudden shift in the air frighten me, so it takes a great deal of effort to speak with a fresh lump caught in my throat. “Sounds like a difficult prospect given the current climate of the world.” Trembling ever so slightly, I keep focused on my task while unconsciously continuing the discussion, which I now hopes ends soon. “There are a lot of people who had things pilfered from either themselves or their families. I wouldn’t be surprised if a few such items wound up in this place.” I nod to the rows of stalls around us.

	The chuckle escaping his lips is strained and forced. “True, but unlike them, my search has narrowed the location down to this very town. Now, all I have to do is find it.”

	“Then, maybe, it’s in here somewhere.”

	Smiling, he replies, “Perhaps.” Walking away, he disappears into the growing throngs of people, vanishing from sight in a matter of seconds, drawing the darkness I was sensing with him.

	It takes me a little over twenty minutes to complete Dalma’s list and return to her stall where she’s currently busy. I set down the basket to help those waiting, taking my cues from the old woman when someone asks a question. As the crowds begin to thin, she reaches into the pocket of her unraveling sweater and hands me a set of keys on a small, tarnished hoop, an angel with broken wings dangling among the metal.

	“Put the basket in the trunk. My car is an older model Lada in dark green. It’s probably the only one in the lot that color.” She snickers.

	After putting the keys into my jeans pocket, I pick up the basket and head outside. There aren’t as many vehicles in the lot as there was when I first arrived, which makes locating hers a whole lot easier.

	The car is boxy in style with an elongated hood, tiny wipers, narrow tires, and rusty bumpers. The dark green is more of an olive and the doors have a few dings in them. Balancing the basket with my leg against the rear bumper, I fish out the keys. I slide it into the lock, the release gives, and the lid pops up, bouncing the entire automobile. With the keys back in my pocket, I set the basket inside of the mostly empty trunk, pushing a red and black checkered blanket off to the side to make room since it’s such a cramped space.

	An unexpected chill runs through me as the wind once again comes to a sudden and drastic halt. The rustling of leaves and the sounds of birds chirping cease like they’ve been muffled in thick clouds, which seem to loom dangerously close overhead. Gently lowering the hood, a reflection in the rear windshield snags my attention, causing my
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