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The sky turned as black as night. Haley Johnson’s stomach dropped like an icy lump of lead and the blood drained from her face. When she left the house not long ago, the clock said eleven thirty in the morning. At the other end of the grassy field the sky displayed the beautiful brilliant blue.

The weatherman predicted sunshine and warmth. A calm Spring day without a cloud in sight. One that would stay that way all day. So Haley took advantage of the nice weather to take her Australian Shepherd down the hill to the park. Just the two of them.

The sky churned above her in a thick dark mass of swirling clouds. In ways she had only ever seen on television. From Storm Chasers. Hunting tornadoes.

“Oh God,” the words tugged out of her on the increasing wind, drowning them out.

Cassie pressed the limits of her leash and whined, drawing Haley’s attention. The Australian Shepherd whined and tugged at the leash again, telling her owner in no uncertain terms, they needed to leave.

Now.

The dog practically wailed, and the sound spurred Haley into action. Cassie sensed a dangerous change in the atmosphere only animals were privy to. In this instance, Haley sensed the change as well.

Haley took a step. A thunderous roar from above shook the ground and made her teeth chatter. Her legs trembled beneath her. She wobbled, struggling to stand. The clouds roiled, opened, and a monstrous gaping hole a mile wide blotted out everything else. The circle grew. Haley couldn’t bring her feet to move.

Cassie tugged and whined, jerked and yelped. Her brown eyes showed far more white as she faced the monster above. The growing mouth of the tornado sparked and lightning crackled along the lip of the sphere. The utmost center of the mouth was nearly as blue as the sky had been, brightening in color. Haley’s hair fluttered around her face, hiding the view, revealing it, hiding it. A comic show of horror.

The speed and size of the tornado and the lightning that struck the surrounding ground, told Haley they would never make it to safety. The lightning bolts struck fiercer and harder, more frequently, spewing dirt everywhere. Haley shielded her face with an arm. Cassie hid behind her legs, afraid of being struck.

By the time the growing beast touched the ground, they would be on the outskirts of it, but still within the borders. Cassie and Haley stood in a dead zone, safe in the eye of the storm. Haley’s hair raised on her arms, the back of her neck, her head. Static electricity built along her skin, tugging at her clothes and hair.

An electrical storm came to mind, but she’d never known anything like this, and she’d experienced a few storms in her life.

Haley hunched down and wrapped her arms around her dog to protect her. The growing storm could touch down in another area. She would risk the chance to wait it out.

She tucked her nose into the dog’s shoulder. Cassie lay her own head on Haley’s shoulder. Cassie knew as well as she did they may not make it. Haley closed her eyes and reached around to tuck Cassie’s face beneath her, hiding the dog’s face under her chest. At least her best friend and she would go together.

Her hair whiplashed her face and an invisible hand tug tug tugged at her hair. She forced herself to keep her eyes closed. Here we go. This is it. She no longer felt the ground, no longer felt anything but that warm body beneath her grip. Dirt and debris pelted her cheeks, bit at her skin. The roar of the giant vibrated through her entire body. Her body was torn apart from the inside out, her cells realigned.

The hair on the back of Haley’s neck stood up. Chills swept through her body. Cassie let out a deep groan that lasted for what seemed like an eternity. A vibrating roar overcame her ears and blocked out all other sounds, rumbling so hard her body grew numb.

—Boom—

The ground shook beneath their feet and paws. Haley fell to the ground with a painful thump, tumbling past Cassie’s body. The dog yelped. It felt like a giant picked them up, then dropped them from above the ground.

Haley shouted, “No!” and scrambled back to her dog across burning sand, scraping her hands on rocks, her nails filling with grit. Cassie stood up and gave herself a shake. With no thoughts to the whereabouts of the tornado, Haley’s first priority remained ensuring Cassie’s safety and health.

By the time she got to the Aussie, she wrapped her arms around the dog and held her close. Haley squeezed her so much the dog wiggled around, trying to tell her, mom! Too hard. I can’t breathe.

Haley choked a sob out, and loosened her grip, “Sorry,” she mumbled into the dog’s fur. She wiped the back of her hand over her face.

She gradually noticed the temperature and the total silence. No birds, no wind, no sounds of the park. Her skin grew clammy, her cheeks flushed. She didn’t remember it being so damn hot. Sweat beaded up along her spine and along her temples, a sheen built between her breasts and she shifted uneasily. She checked her palms, seeing crusty marks along the flesh. Haley gently rubbed her hands on her thighs, wincing as some sand dug into the small scratches.

Haley released her grip on Cassie and climbed to her feet. Her entire world turned upside down on her. She rubbed off a random drop of sweat with the back of her hand as it made its way down her cheek. Above, she found not a blue sky, but a red hue. Not the orange of sunrise, nor the pink and purple of the sunset familiar to her.

Weird. How much time passed?

Cassie barked in alarm. Haley jumped out of her skin with a yelp, “Whosit!” She put her hand over her heart and took a deep breath. In a much calmer tone, she asked, “You scared the living crap outta me.”

Then she saw it . . . or . . . didn’t see anything, really.

Haley slowly turned in a circle. Dirt, rock. Dry and dead as far as the eye could see. Red sand and dead plants long since trampled into the ground surrounded her and Cassie. Haley bent down and grabbed a tiny piece of brown twig, but it crumpled into dust. She spotted nothing living.

Wherever they were, it wasn’t the park. She’d never seen anything like it. No wind, no shade, no living animals. The stifling heat and red hue to the sky made her think of Mars, as the old books used to show the atmosphere.

Haley went to grab Cassie’s leash, but the dog no longer had a collar or leash. Haley stared at her own hand in astonishment. What the hell? Pretty sure I had it in my hand.

“Stay close, Cassie,” Haley commanded and as ordered, the dog kept beside her owner. Haley absently scratched Cassie’s head as they walked. The sand shifted underfoot as she walked, dust swirled up around her tennis shoes from the plants she crushed. If they didn’t find shelter or water they'd be in trouble in no time. The heat penetrated her down to the marrow in her bones, drying her out.

They walked for hours and hours, or what felt like it, until Haley didn’t believe they would ever find any shelter, let alone water. Her legs ached and grew sluggish with the heat. Her mouth felt like a desert itself and she smacked her lips.

High above their heads were two suns. Each the same size, each red in tone, and near one another. As they walked, the sky grew deeper red and if she didn’t know better, the two suns deepened in color as well.

Cassie’s tongue lulled to the side, much hotter than her owner thanks to her thick double coat. It’d been so long since Cassie had any fluids that her tongue didn’t have drool to drop. Her tongue grew so dry small lines developed along the top. 

Haley’s hair clung to her forehead, beads of sweat trickled one after the other down her spine, her chest, her temples, making her itchy. Her ponytail drooped. She pushed the hair out of her face once more and tried to use her ponytail to fan her.

It may as well have been a heater for all the good it did her. Her shirt clung to her back and her jeans sagged from her butt with the weight of the sweat. Haley kept tugging the shirt off her back, but it kept sticking all over again. She kept hitching up her pants, but they kept sliding back down. That alone made her mood grow sour. She didn’t handle heat well, being used to the temperate climate where she grew up, heat made her sick.

The beginnings of heat sickness took its toll on Haley. Drowsiness, nausea, lightheadedness. If they kept walking, Haley may pass out and not wake up. After the quick walk down to the park, Haley planned to go home and grab lunch, so neither she nor the dog had much in the way of water or food for a few hours before their trip to the park.

Cassie didn’t look much better. Haley stopped once in a while to check Cassie’s paws. The hard rocks did a number on the black pads. Haley rubbed her dog’s feet, but Cassie tugged her paw out of Haley’s hand. Haley kissed the top of the dog’s nose.
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The smell of cooked meat tickled her nose and drew her attention. Cooked meat was the most familiar item she came up with to describe what she smelled. The heat blurred in front of them and caused the ground to turn into a mirrory haze, shimmering on the horizon. Cassie took a few steps forward and stopped. Her snout raised, sniffing the air.

Haley looked at Cassie, Cassie looked at her. “Okay, let’s hope that isn’t our imagination. Has to mean people. Let’s cross our fingers and toes they’re good people.”

Haley took a deep breath of the hot air and plunged forward hoping the people they encountered were people and wouldn't kill her . . . or worse. There were always worse things than death.

A grouping of stalls, reminding her of a small market appeared in front of them and the smell they first encountered grew stronger. Haley’s stomach growled almost as loud as Cassie did. Haley stopped so fast she slipped on a random rock.

Cassie's hackles bristled. Haley reached around and dug her fingers into the t-shirt clinging to her clammy back, then pulled the fabric off her clammy skin for the umpteenth time. The fabric was soaking wet. Cassie’s lips rumbled against her jaw, peeling back to show her canines. Her Aussie rarely exhibited that sort of threat so Haley paid close attention to where the dog stared. Near a bunch of makeshift stalls, shadows moved. A cloth hanging off of a beam swayed back and forth. There’s no wind. Someone must have freaked her out.

They found what appeared to be a market. There must have been above fifty people moving back and forth, most of them had their own stalls set up, selling whatever wares they had to sell. The stalls themselves were built of old and run down looking wood blocks, boxes, pallets, and boards. Old fence boards, or former siding from a house perhaps. She didn’t see any houses, but surrounding the market were huts made of the same material.

Posts sunk deep into the sand framed the huts, beams laid over the top acted as a ceiling. Old tattered cloth made up the walls, the same fabric that adorned the people. The cloth was sewed half-haphazardly to the point that a lot of gaps could be seen in the ceilings and walls. Not much privacy, which clearly didn’t bother them. A couple huts didn’t have that small amount of privacy. She spotted a cot in the open area of a makeshift hut with a box turned upside down to act as a chair and a large box upside down as a table. A man occupied the chair. His head lay across the table. Is he even alive?

Other than the shadows of small tents and huts, Haley didn’t see a reason for Cassie to react the way she did. Cassie’s snarls were so loud that a few of the nearest people stopped. When they caught sight of Haley and Cassie, others did as well. A woman bumped into a man while completely focused on Haley. He shoved her away from him, still watching Haley. They seemed about as shocked to see Haley and Cassie as the two of them were to see the market dwellers.

The people of the market wore simple garments. Nothing like the t-shirt and jeans Haley wore. Simple dingy colors: navy almost black, brown, maroon like the surrounding atmosphere. Almost identical. The women wore what looked like plain wraps in a gown style, while the men wore the same, but with the bottom being pants. About ten of them wore hoods over their entire head, less wore wraps that exposed only their eyes. They looked like any other desert dwelling civilization.

But . . . they weren’t. Out here? And the shock at seeing her? No way. In this landscape? This atmosphere? Haley found it difficult to take a deep breath. The altitude was higher, different. It came from the heat too. Every breath in dried her out and without water, her body had nothing to replace the lost moisture.

Haley stood just outside of the market. She studied the way they moved, the way they acted. They didn’t seem . . . normal. At least not like anyone she knew. They shuffled about as if their own bodies refused to cooperate with their every move. Back home, people had their . . . oddities, but they were friendly nowadays. Her mom had seen to that. Every person Haley saw seemed wary of her, but something else. Haley grew up around odd people. Some people couldn’t help it. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but these people . . . maybe weren’t even human. Or . . . like back home, a different sort of human.

Most individuals she encountered smiled at her. People smiled in general. Not one of the individuals she saw—male or female—smiled. They showed no emotion whatsoever. No amusement, nothing. They almost seemed devoid of it.

She didn’t fail to notice that more than a couple of the men had a look of hunger in their eyes. One of them even went so far as to smack his lips. Her face crinkled up. That wasn’t the look of desire, but the most literal term of hunger possible: starvation. Some of the women looked at Cassie the same way. It seemed weird they’d be so surprised to see her. Sure, her clothes were different, her skin paler than the skin she saw on the majority of them, but not all of them. Haley had fairly pale skin, which was unusual enough back home, but these people were tinted almost gray.

They appeared to be showing signs of extreme exhaustion and dehydration too, which didn’t bode well for her. If they lived here and they looked that bad off, what would happen to Cassie and her? If the planet’s inhabitants couldn’t survive here, she and her dog would be lucky to find help.

They were gaunt, sad, overall a state she didn’t want to find herself in soon. Cassie's focused stayed on the far corner beside them, which again, as far as Haley could tell had nothing out of the ordinary.

The weight of everyone staring at her unnerved her. Haley understood why they would be curious, but she couldn’t have been the only new stranger they had seen in these parts. Could she?

The need for water and dehydration removed all caution. They didn’t have anywhere to hide from the suns that never moved from up high. She understood the need for the market dwellers to use covers over their heads. It had to be hot, but the alternative wasn’t better.

Cassie fared worse. With her thick fur, the heatstroke would settle faster than in Haley. Her bright red tongue lulled from the side of her mouth. On a normal day her tongue was a nice healthy pink color. At the moment, it looked more like the color of a ripening cherry. Must be why you think you see something. You’re getting delirious.

Haley entered the small market and studied the stalls. Being an outsider, she didn’t know whether one of the people would give her water, let alone sell her any. And the latter was out of the question since she had no money. When she took her dog to the park, she hadn't grabbed money. She’d left her money, keys, identification, all of it at home as usual. The money may not do her any good here. I don’t know what they use for currency. It may not be money.

If she found one of them looked friendly enough and they spoke English, she’d ask them politely if they had water to share, or any liquid. Anything but alcohol could cure the dehydration.

One woman glared at her on her approach so Haley passed by without stopping. The first male watched her with hunger in his eyes, but that look wasn’t sexual. Her skin crawled and prickled. Haley’s heart picked up pace. Her legs moved a little faster.

As luck would have it, she came upon a man who looked as gaunt and old as the rest of them but with a prize in his hand. He was seated on a stool behind his stall, made up of old pallets. The man dribbled liquid from a brown pouch onto a small dried up plant in front of him. It appeared dead.

Please let him speak English. Haley gave him a soft smile and said, “Hi.”

Lost in his own little endeavor, he almost dropped the pouch. His head snapped up and like all the rest, his eyes widened when he saw her, giving the same scrutiny they all did. The whites of his eyes were grungy yellow, not the bright white of a healthy human being. He stared at her like he saw an alien who’d come from another planet.

The man gave her a small nod. In her book that meant he understood her and they could chat. “Is that water?” She pointed to the pouch.

The man cocked his head. “Mmph.” So much dirt caked his face that when his eyebrows raised, lines formed in his forehead and stayed there.

Haley’s eyelids drooped in gratitude. “Oh thank goodness.” Her heart stuck in her throat. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to offer my dog water?”

“Dog?” he said, leaning over the counter, his grungy deep red fingers gripping the edge to pull himself forward and peer at the dog. A little too fast. “Oh!” He hopped off the stool and rushed around. Haley went to object, raising a hand to stop him. Cassie stood there, then plopped down to sit and greet the new visitor, so Haley remained quiet. If her dog accepted so would she.

The man knelt in front of Cassie. He appeared reluctant to touch her. From fear it didn’t seem. It reminded Haley of the look she’d get if she faced a baby raptor. She’d be all at once fascinated, repelled, and curious, concerned with how the animal would react. He studied the dog’s head, neck, legs, body, then sat back and stared at her with a murmur of interest, rubbing his chin. Are you trying to size her up?

He grabbed the pouch from the counter and produced a small cap that must have been from the top. “You too?” After filling the cap, he raised it up. Wasn’t much more than a quarter cup size. He went to pull it back, but then raised it higher, his face screwed up in confusion.

“Yes, please. Thank you so much.” At the very least she could make sure the water was okay for her dog to drink.

It was water, but warm. Tasted clean enough. After the second fill, the third cupful went to Cassie. She gulped quite a few capfuls before she stopped. Most of the water sloshed out of the small cap thanks to her big tongue and the way dogs’ tongues curled backward like a scoop, rather than sucking it down like a human. The man shook the pouch to listen to how much he had left, replaced the cap, and placed the pouch on his small table.

His attention flew behind Haley and he fell on his backside with a small, “oh.”

Cassie saw whatever the man saw and growled so deep Haley’s heart skipped a beat. It felt like rats with ice cold claws ran up her spine and clambered over her scalp. A smoky acrid stench struck her nose, similar to cooking meat. Haley spun around expecting to find her clothes on fire.

The ground behind her smoldered, and a patch of black and decaying ground led away from her. Other than that, she saw nothing. The people all exchanged looks with one another, then stared at her before going back to their work. A few of them had wide eyes, wider than she liked to see.

Her heart refused to settle. Something had been standing behind her. Something that scared the living crap out of the people in this market. Something that caused her own dog to react. The ground hadn’t looked that way two seconds ago. The market dwellers exchanged glances. They shifted uneasily. Nobody acted that way unless afraid; well, more than afraid.

Cassie quit growling and made a chuff sound—a typical Cassie sneeze. The man readjusted his position when she turned back, wiping his hands on his grungy pants. Cassie licked her chops and sneezed again, she pawed at her mouth, ridding herself of a taste she didn’t like. What did he mess with your mouth for? The dirty little weird man stood and brushed the dirt off his knees, then returned to his position behind the counter, avoiding Haley’s gaze.

What is that about? “Where are we?”

The old man rubbed non-existent dirt from the counter with a rugged rag that was as dirty as the place he cleaned. His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Lorna.”

Haley studied the people watching her with their gaunt faces, the eyes deeply recessed, the pale skin. She stared at the blackened ground.

“What . . . planet?” she asked, feeling like the biggest dope on earth.
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“Planet?” He gave her a long hard once over before speaking the name that caused the world to spin. “Eli’ane.”

Haley’s ears buzzed, her head throbbed. She placed a hand on the edge of his counter, attempting to maintain a grip on reality. The words stuttered out of her, “El—El—Eli’ane? You said, Ellie-ahne? I heard that correctly?”

Rather than answer her, he merely stared. She almost heard his thoughts clear as day, what is wrong with this woman?

The words squeaked out of her. “And. . .” She had to readjust and gain control. “And your name?”

“Albert.”

“I’m . . .” What the hell is my name? “Haley. My dog, Cassie.” She waved to the dog at her side. “I’m not from around here. Sorry, I’m a little disoriented. Is there a place I can go to get out of this sun? I think I need to rest.”

Albert tilted his head to the right. “Agnes. Brown building at the end.” A slight curve of his lip made her reconsider searching out Agnes. She didn’t really have a choice. Her head throbbed. She rubbed her temples There wasn’t much more they could deal with.

“Thank you.”

Haley moved through the market beneath heavy gazes, glares, and looks she hated. It wasn’t as if she wasn’t used to attention. Hope, her mother, once told her, “They look at you because you’re my daughter, they expect something of you. Pay them no mind. You’re special in your own way, I promise.”

Haley wasn’t used to feeling like she was on the menu, of being stared at for the dinner plate. The way they watched her every move, waiting for her to stumble. She was surrounded by a bunch of vultures. Instead of looking any of them in the eye, she proceeded down the center of the market, keeping her eyes peeled for the brown building Albert spoke of.

The problem?

The few buildings beyond the small market were a variation of brown. Outside of this market, she saw no other dwellings and movement. This small city was a place all on its own. She spotted an abandoned hologram core on the ground and stooped to pick it up. Next to the hologram an old flyer jutted out at an angle, mostly buried.

There were a few lines each. One with symbols, another with a language that seemed like Morse code if she had to guess, and then English. She caught part of the English line: In the New Delta System, A’nosi Prime is your go-to frontier. Find a killer who’ll get the job done, rid yourself of a burden, store your unmentionables once the brick falls loose. Discounts available.

Brick falls loose? Odd. She studied the hologram core. They have, or had rather, the same tech as back on Earth. She turned it about. A cylindrical object. After giving it a shake, she sat it in her palm attempting to turn it on. Like a hockey puck, but thinner and more flexible. The solar charger on the side had long since given way to a gray haze, meaning it had baked and couldn’t charge. Too much moisture causes this. This place had to have had the same atmosphere of Earth. The dead plants I’ve seen. What happened here?

The sun baked her head. She threw the object into the sand, back where it’d been. Moisture built along the roots of her hair, causing her to itch. She may well go insane simply from the sweat along her body causing the itchies. She felt as if she entered an oven. It had to be more than ninety degrees here, maybe in the hundreds.

Haley checked on Cassie. Australian Shepherds had thick undercoats. Great for the Winter, horrific in the Summer. Haley planned to approach this building and “Agnes” with reluctance, but she would keep a close eye on every move the woman made. This wasn’t Earth. Wherever the tornado dropped her was way more dangerous than back home. If it had been a tornado. She suspected another explanation.

Back home on Earth, they had advanced technologies. Hologram core objects like the one she’d grabbed just now. When placed in the palm, it connected to another person, like a cell phone once did. Only the hologram core projected an image only to the one holding it. They were small objects, and the rich could afford fancier versions than what she found, but they worked the same.

That man had been honest about the name of the planet. And it seemed as far as she could tell so far, that Eli’ane was more like what she would imagine of Mars though it may have been like Earth once upon a time. The only difference was that the people here seemed almost as dead as the planet. One or two of them appeared to be rotting from the inside out. They couldn’t be, could they?

How did I get here? Did I bump my head and this is all just a dream?

If they were dead . . . why were they still moving, talking, living?

Haley had to find the fastest path home. She wasn’t born with gifts like Hope, her mother. She wasn’t special at all, really. She was just your average Amaranthine. She may live longer than a human and wasn’t susceptible to diseases as easy since her body had grown immune to them thanks to her parents, but whatever had been behind her back at the market wasn’t all she had to worry about on this planet. She had to worry about everything.

Most of all were the eyes that remained on her the entire way through the market until she came across what the man spoke of. Thank the old Gods and the new Gods. A building not much larger than the rest of the mini stores in the market. The color of mud. Brown. She almost shouted with joy.

The old bell had been rusted over so much that instead of the beautiful twinkle it once may have made, it merely clopped against the door. Haley held the door open to admit Cassie and get her out of the sun and heat. The door closed behind them and the bell made the familiar, plop against the grungy glass as it had when they entered. 

Shadows moved and swirled beyond the dirty glass, lending the market a horror show effect. Two of the shadows drifted closer and Haley backed away from the door. Cassie bared her teeth, putting her head low, ready to attack and issued a soft warning rumble. The shadows moved on.

Silence greeted them in the small entryway to the building, nobody to be found, either. If Haley hadn’t been directed to come here, she would’ve assumed the building was closed. Smoke from a recent fire drifted in the dusty air despite her not seeing any fireplace or candles. The smell was distant, but recognizable. The scent reminded her of the scorched ground. Cobwebs lined the ceiling, covered in dust as well, long since left along with the spider which made it. Lines drifted along the ceiling, disturbed from Haley opening and closing the door.

A long desk counter blocked the way into the back room and hallway. Haley peered around the corner. “Hello?”

She passed the single chair in the room along the wall, passed the small table with one lone magazine covered in mold and dirt. The magazine had been sitting there so long it was difficult to tell what the name once was. Yet another reason this place may have been just like Earth once upon a time. So strange.

The ink on the cover merged together and the edges curled up at the corners. The pages were stuck together so Haley didn’t dare touch it, or the pages would crumble. A human figure wearing a dress graced the cover, not much else she could discern.

A small partition in the long desk could be raised to allow someone to cross through to the back and access the hallway. She didn’t dare presume to enter without permission. Back home maybe.

She didn’t know the rules here, she wasn’t taking that chance. It wasn’t lost on her that she seemed willing to believe she’d up and traveled to another planet so easy. A willingness to accept the strange wasn’t too far-fetched for her. Earth had plenty of strange happenings, but this entire situation became stranger by the second. Unless that tornado really was something electrical. A transport gone wrong? Portal? She’d never encountered anything like that, but advanced tech could figure something like that out easy, couldn’t it?

Cassie sniffed the table and the ground, glanced at Haley with her tail between her legs, then thumped down with a heavy sigh in a shaded spot near the door. Haley softly confided to her dog, “I don’t blame you. I don’t like this place much either.” Taking her break offered, Cassie flattened further on the floor with a deep exhale. Her puff of breath caused the dirt to float up in front of her nose.

“Want something?” An old woman snapped, causing Haley to start. An old woman with more lines on her face than her raggedy clothing shuffled along the hallway. Like the others, this woman wore a basic pair of slacks and shirt without buttons in the dark red tone that matched the planet. Her shoes made a shff shff shff sound when she walked because she didn’t raise her feet. 

Odd that I didn’t hear her before now.

“Hi. How are you? Agnes, I hope? Albert directed me this way. Said you might have a room?”

“Ain’t from ‘round here are ya?” she accused, straight to the point. It concerned Haley she could tell so easily. Her voice was dry and hoarse, more like papers being shuffled. Those old beady eyes searched Haley with no shame. She licked her chops and tilted her head, constricting her eyes at Cassie.

Haley casually stepped into Agnes’ line of sight to block the view. She swore the woman raised her lips in a damn sneer. She’s not your next meal, lady.

Haley tensed, half ready to beat the woman back. She eyed the chair near the wall. Good enough weapon should she need it. She expected Agnes to launch herself over the counter and attempt to grab Cassie and gnaw on the dog’s leg. Ugh. 

“Not this city, no.” She erred on the side of caution and made up her own tale. “We were dumped. This was the first place we came to. I don’t have any money, I was robbed.”

“Robbed? Terrible thing.” Agnes tutted. She scrutinized Haley, stood on her tiptoes to look at Haley’s shoes, then asked with a smirk, “What city you from?”

Haley stared at her blank-faced. “Not this one.” Her best performance she ever gave.

“Hmm.”

She doesn’t believe me. “Are there any rooms available?”

“I gots one, sure. Not so clean, not so good. Yours if you want it. Stay long as you like, many come, many go.” She waved a gnarled hand that appeared as if it’d been in a fire. Her skin hadn’t healed properly, it was blackened and cracking. Her fingers were bent in odd directions.

Haley was taken aback. Now she was the one being lied to. She looked through the dirt covered window to the quiet alley outside, then at her dog, then the floor that showed no footprints but hers and Cassie. Nobody comes here. And if they do, they certainly may not all leave.

Her gut instinct told her not to stay. But then if she left the city like she wanted to, where would she go? At the moment she was tired and weak, so was Cassie. They’d never make it anywhere else. There might not be another place. They needed the rest.

With a nod, Haley went against all instincts and said, “Okay. I’ll figure out a way to pay you back.”

The woman snorted and nodded. She knew the entire time Haley would say yes and that snort said everything. According to Agnes, Haley shouldn’t have wasted so much time hemming and hawing about it. Agnes clearly had more important things to be doing than spending time with Haley. The hesitation on her face made Haley think Agnes was used to not being paid. At long last, she snapped her head toward the back so Haley’d follow her.

“Come on, Cassie.” The dog struggled to her feet. She eyed the door with her tail between her legs, then Haley. Haley patted her leg and her dog obediently came to her side.

The scraggly woman didn’t help them in any way, Agnes shuffled into the hallway and waited at the foot of the stairs with hunched back. Haley opened the partition in the counter, passed through, and lowered it back into place. Cassie walked right underneath. Haley smirked. Cassie wagged her tail lazily back and forth, after which the tail promptly resumed its position between her legs.

Haley followed Agnes up the stairs. She did everything in her power not to make a sound, almost afraid to. Cassie’s soft steps behind her made her think the dog was doing the same thing. The wallpaper peeled off here and there in places along the walls of the stairs. The design had long since faded into a solid wall of brown.

Haley didn’t noticed a piece of wood on one stair sticking straight up and her foot caught. She stumbled to catch herself, planting a hand on the wall for support. Her hand punched through the plaster and it crumbled beneath her touch. She dragged her hand out, shaking the dust and debris off.

Agnes never looked back.

If the downstairs was silent, the upstairs was downright morgue quiet. Haley’s stomach knotted and remained that way. She swallowed the lump that formed in her throat, rubbing the excess dirt off her hand. I hope I didn’t make the wrong decision.

The instant they hit the landing at the top of the stairs, not more than fifteen of them, the heat engulfed her in a cloyingly thick blanket, clawing at Haley, choking her. No electricity caused the scents to linger along the corridor.

When they passed by one of the first doors a scent like rotting garbage and something else overwhelmed her. Haley gagged, coughed, and stuck her nose into the crook of her elbow. Her eyes watered. She waved her other hand in front of her face hoping to clear the air for when she breathed.

Ammonia like a dirty cat box caused her to struggle to keep her eyes open. She blinked a few times trying to help ease the burning. Behind her, Cassie snuffed and sneezed, shook her head.

“Not like? Leave.”

Haley shook her head. “Sorry. Can you smell that?”

Agnes stared at Haley too long. She swore the woman’s face contorted in a grotesque manner, but in the shadowy hallway she figured her imagination ran away with her. “Course I do. I look stupid?” she snapped.

“What is it?” she mumbled against her arm.

“Not all tenants clean.” She studied Haley and Cassie with a clear disapproving glare. Agnes pursed her lips. Tutted, snorted. Her head jerked a little as if confirming her own thoughts on the situation. Being clean is a bad thing? Agnes continued her shff shff shff so Haley had no choice but to follow. Anything to get away from that smell.

Dirty people didn’t smell that way. She’d been around dirty people. That wasn’t the scent of a dirty person. Not unless they lived in a sewer. Even then, that was something else. Something . . . not right. The hair stood up on the back of her neck. Another point against this place. Haley wasn’t familiar with the smell of a dead body, but if she had to guess.

They reached a door at the end of the hall. Agnes unlocked it, gave it a push and stepped aside. Haley inched forward. A bed sat under another window covered in such filth that light barely entered. What little light came through illuminated a dust covered end table, a chair and small dresser on the opposite side of the room. The dresser had seen better days. One of the drawers was half out of the shelf and tilted at an angle. Dust particles floated in the beams of light, sent up by the movement of the door.

The cover adorning the bed was worn and tattered with jagged patches of fabric missing. The ends were frayed. From afar it could’ve been wool. Not the most inviting spread. Haley absently scratched a spot on her arm. I’m getting a rash just thinking about being near it.

Agnes watched her with a blank face. Being so close to the woman, Haley caught the way her eyes held no light and held a slightly milky appearance. Cold, stark, emotionless. Beneath that Agnes’ gaze held a weird gleam Haley couldn’t make out, but it made her skin crawl.

The way the woman just stood there. Agnes lurched closer and Haley scrunched her face and casually gained distance. Cassie stepped between Haley and the woman to raise her lips back over her teeth. Her hackles rose. She made no noise, but that was enough. Agnes stepped backward with a frown. The woman merged with her surroundings. What does she do here? She obviously isn’t cleaning.

Deep lines etched her face from too many years of being denied moisture. Not lotion, but water. Her skin lacked vitality. It seemed like she’d been dug her up from a grave, sprayed with a hose, then sent on her way.

A shiver passed through Haley. She shook the thought away. That’s too insane. This woman lived on a planet that lacked water and shade. That was it. Nothing more there. She allowed her mind to wander too far into places it shouldn’t go. Too many horror movies at the three-dimensional movies back home.

“Cassie,” Haley called. With great reluctance the dog obeyed. Her tail tucked firmly between her legs, her entire posture drooped. Haley bent down and scratched between the dog’s ears. “Thank yo—” The hallway was empty beyond the door. Agnes hadn’t made a sound when she left.

Haley checked the rest of the hallway and sure enough, Agnes was gone. Once Haley settled in, as much as it could be called that, Agnes left. One second the woman wanted to keep close tabs on her—too close—and the next, she wanted nothing to do with Haley. Haley shook her head. Odd. Beyond odd.

After she closed the door, Haley grabbed the chair and carried it over. The way her dog acted, the way she herself felt. She wasn’t taking chances. Haley wedged the chair under the handle and prepared herself for a restless night of sleep.

Which is exactly what she and her dog received. Throughout the night, the handle jiggled on the door and the sound woke her from a dead sleep. One of those times she sat up in bed and Cassie hopped into the bed with her to lay against Haley’s back. A low ominous sound issued from Cassie and the noise quit.

By morning, Haley was a walking zombie.
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Haley’s stomach grumbled for sustenance after they woke in the morning. Even more, she needed water. Cassie didn’t look any better than Haley felt. The man in the market was her best bet since she didn’t have any funds, nor did she know where else to go. She hoped he would provide her with a place to find edibles. A few of the items that were for sale in the market might be edible, but having no idea about this planet, she didn’t know if she’d be able to eat anything, or what she could offer as payment. What kind of currency do they use here?

When she left the room she couldn’t find Agnes anywhere. Haley wanted to ask Agnes to point out where to get food before returning to question Albert. She stood at the front desk and called out, but the old woman either ignored her, or had left. Haley gave up. Lucky for her, she found the precise person she needed next. Albert was preoccupied with scrubbing a spot on the small counter in front of him. Isn’t that what you worked on yesterday?

“Good morning,” she said, maybe a bit too cheerily.

He flinched back as if struck. Albert’s attention jerked her way, then down the street and back.

“Yes, I was speaking to you.” She laughed. “I wanted to ask you a couple questions.”

He stared at her for nearly a full minute before speaking, “Yes.”

You have no interest in helping this conversation along, do you? “Would you know of a place to find food and water?”

By the look on Albert’s face, she may as well have asked him if he would turn her body inside out. He didn’t reply for so long that she didn’t think he would. His attention darted to the side. Haley went to leave when he answered.

“Food and water?” He perked up, more interested in chatting it seemed. He kept an eye on that shadowy corner of the market where he had been the previous day. The same place Cassie kept watching. Why do you both focus over there so much? There had to be something there that Haley didn’t see. Both Cassie and Albert were uneasy, sensing or seeing a dangerous entity there that Haley herself didn’t .

Cassie dropped her butt next to Haley’s foot, too exhausted to stand, then leaned against Haley’s leg to support herself. Haley eased her opposite foot to the side to balance herself from the dog’s weight. Cassie’s hair hung limp and the entire morning, Haley couldn’t rouse the dog into wagging her tail. She had tried, but nothing came of it.

Haley reached down and stroked the dog’s head. Dizziness swept through her and she placed a hand on Albert’s table to steady herself.

“Yes, food and water. I haven’t seen anything around here, and we both,” she glanced down at Cassie, “need some.” She attempted a deep breath through the cloyingly thick air.

Albert leaned over and nodded at the dog. His tongue came out and slithered over his lips. Any second he’d drool. Haley’s stomach clenched. She suppressed the urge to slap him. Knock it off. The heat. She blamed the heat.

Albert pointed behind the market into the vast desert. “I get my water from old building.”

Haley leaned to the side to look around Albert and between two makeshift tents. A dark maroon cloth that hung as a wall on the right one shifted. A man came wandering out covered in a black hooded robe, spotted her. He shoved the hood off his face, revealing a face turning brown it was so burnt. As if she thought he worth staring at, he fixed her with an icy stare until she averted her attention. 

“Where?” Beyond the market was nothing but more of that sand. Rocks, most likely more nonexistent plants. Is this a joke to you? 

“Few miles.”

She chewed on the bottom of her lip, shifted her stance, checked the market, scratched her lower back. It had been hard enough to find this place. Now he told her she had to go through more adventures, to find a building that may or may not have water for her and her dog. That may or may not be safe for them.

“Miles? What about the pouch you had?”

He dug under the
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