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Alice Loveless has been through hell.

Ostracized from a young age due to her strange powers of undying, she finally found her place on the Infinity team – just in time for it to fall apart. Members have been exiled, abandoned, and vanished until all that are now left are herself and Abby Fisher. All they want is a normal life, so they carve one out for themselves.

But there is safety in numbers, and now there are only two of them against a world that fears them. When their secret lives are discovered, they must defend their home and way of life with everything they have against the forces of Circe, a shadow agency that will stop at nothing to abduct people with supernatural abilities, and their incredibly powerful bounty hunter, Aisli.

Can they save their new lives from the fallout of their pasts?

Reflection is constant.
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Aisli’s hair whipped around her face as she leaned out the window of her helicopter and stared down at the sand dunes below. She pressed herself out as far as she could, hanging onto the sides of the fuselage until she could not even see it in her peripheral vision. The blades of the copter made a steady whomp whomp whomp that droned out everything else, so loud that she became deaf to it — became deaf to everything — and all that was left was her, lifted up by the hot air of the never-ended sand.

As she watched, structures came into view. She watched it as though it were on a screen, burning pillars of smoke coming into view like black stalagmites reaching for the atmosphere. The smoke rose so uniformly that it was hard to picture a fire even fuelling it. It looked still, like it had always been there. 

There was a hiss in her ear suddenly, the static of white noise breaking through the constant drone of the helicopter. A voice crackled over her earpiece and said: “We’re due down in three minutes.”

Aisli pulled herself back into the belly of the whirlybird and turned. She found Crenshaw looking back at her, chiseled features and unshaven jaw, with an expression that told her he’d tried to get her attention several times before using their comm system. She looked past him to the two others sitting to the side of the cabin, waiting with automatic weapons strapped to their chests pointed towards the ceiling.

She pressed her finger to her ear. “Recap me on the situation.” She looked back out the side as she waited for him to speak, the pillars of smoke getting closer and closer.

Crenshaw looked back at the other two —Forrest and Davies – to make sure their comms were working as well. They both nodded that they had heard her and tapped their ears. 

“We got a tip in that there was an Engen test site that had been abandoned. It had been a military town once. Meant to be a stopgap. We sent in drones to see if there was anything that could be salvaged, but the town’s dead. Or so we thought. They’d been testing a biological agent and it was still active; the mission went sideways, fast.”

“Sounds like a job for the Cleanser,” Aisli said. She was now able to see the fires at the heart of each stack of smoke, and her eyes danced from it. “Why wasn’t it sent in to deal with the problem?”

“The Cleanser is the problem.”

She turned sharply to look at him. She met his eye for a long moment but said nothing, then turned back to the town below.

The main area was small – small enough that in a more densely populated area it might have been called just three city blocks. It was surrounded by a high wall that curved inward at its peaks, giving the appearance of a dome with no roof. It made it look like an arena, though she knew on some level that it was just so the solar panels could capture as much light as possible throughout the day. There was a section further down the track that was connected to it by a road made only by use, and at the end of it were several large oil drums and a helicopter pad. They were not aiming for that, though. They were aiming for the wall of the town just beyond the mouth of the blaze. 

They were close enough now that the smoke was no longer a stagnant column. It was retreating from the force of the copter blades, the draft pushing them back and making them take new paths into the atmosphere.

“You taking your strap?” Crenshaw asked.

When she turned back to him, he was holding a pistol out to her, butt first. She looked at it as though taking it into consideration for a long moment, looked back at the fast-approaching walls of the town, then took the gun and cocked it.

They landed on the outskirts of town and the four of them marched away from the chopper as it took off again, entering a pattern circling around the town until they needed pickup. Flak jackets flapped in the breeze of the blades until it disappeared into a plume of smoke, and the four of them made their way through to the decayed walls of the town.

“Forrest. Davies. You two veer left,” she said, motioning to an alley that ran alongside the interior of the wall. “Crenshaw, stay with me.”

Her gun was drawn as she stepped beyond that first row of homes that lined the outer rim and into the main hub.

The streets were not straight but existed in concentric circles, each one getting smaller and smaller until it reached an open park at the very centre of the town. It was pretty, and the sort of thing you could only accomplish when the entire township was going to be pre-planned. Stapleton could never grow or expand or become more than what it was. It had the same number of units now as it had when it first opened its doors, all potential stagnated by the looming walls of concrete and rebar that always cast some shadow.

The circular formation was cute, but it meant that they could never see very far down the street. They curved away from their fields of vision like funhouse mirrors, with Forrest and Davies disappearing around a slight bend not long after they started off.

The homes looked like model homes, each one a safe, controlled colour scheme that was meant, above all else, to calm. They were pastel pinks and sky blues and faded lime greens, the colour of the candy in your grandmother’s dish that had no taste and the texture of chalk. They were colours that no one would have picked and were too symmetrical. Every pink house had a green house in front of it and a blue behind, a green to its left and a blue to its right.

It was supposed to be welcoming but it was eerie.

As the two of them got closer and closer to the centre, more and more of it was distorted and out of place. Mailboxes – the sort you’d see on Leave it to Beaver with the little red flag on the side – were ripped up by their concrete bases and laid a few feet from the craters they left. Some were splintered and splayed at their ends, as if they’d been met with a great force.

They reached the third street in and the park at the centre of the town was in full view now. There was a playground and a small fountain, which was turned off. 

The pink house next to them had a stain of dried blood up its side. It came from the lower left corner and arched up before it started to come back down, as if someone had lost their throat while clinging to the corner of the home and the spurt had trailed the slope of the structure. There was no body at its base though, and the blood was so old it was a deep black even in the harsh light of the desert sun.

Crenshaw stepped towards it, lowering his weapon a little. A plume of smoke came between he and the stain for an instant, stinging his eyes and obscuring his view of it. It arched up and back down like the swirls and loops of a Jackson Pollock with the contrast turned too low and the brightness too high.

There were bones scattered along the front step of the home, a human skull only just visible peeking out from beyond the steps.

“What the hell happened here?” he cursed, stepping toward the tableau with his mouth agape. 

“Don’t touch the blood,” Aisli snapped, her eyes locked forward on to monkey bars. “Remember the report.”

He stopped and nodded. He hadn’t been about to touch the blood but did not argue the point.

The town burned around them, and they reached the playground at its centre, the sand of it smooth beneath their boots.

There were bodies in the still water which had turned them the putrid black of rot.

Crenshaw squat down and looked at the bodies, at how the light from the fire and the sunlight that got through the plumes made them move and dance. It played over their muscles with smooth, wispy fingers, massaging them to life and making them seem alive again.

Aisli did not stop to look at the bodies. She stood erect, both of her hands on the butt of her gun, turning to look at each of the surrounding houses and then spinning quickly to look at one of the ones behind her, as if it had started to sneak up on her. They all had the same basic design, and each of them had front facing windows and doors that became faces staring back at her. Door-mouths open like the waiting lips of a pitcher plant.

“This isn’t right,” she said. It was someone both firm and commanding and meant-to-be-heard and to herself. Her red hair whipped around in front of her eyes and she tried her best to ignore it. She squinted, examining every nook and cranny and shadow between each house. She raised a hand to her ear. “Davies, you made contact?”

Crenshaw turned back over his shoulder to her. “Maybe it’s at the hospital ruins,” he ventured. “How’s its resistance to fire?”

Aisli turned to him and her eyes went wide. She started to raise her gun even as he turned back around; one of the ‘bodies’ that had been laying face-up in the fountain shambling to its feet. It let out a loud, guttural series of clicks at it arose, slipped, and splashed up the black rot-water, then rose again. Its mouth hung agape as if the muscle that would have held it closed had withered away, and it reached out and grabbed Crenshaw, catching him by the scruff of his flak jacket.

“Jesus!” he screamed, standing and backing up all at the same time. The action made him trip and stumble, smacking his back against the concrete base of the fixture. He pulled his gun around, but it had gotten too close and the muzzle went past it. He fired anyway, sending a hail of automatic bullets out into the pink siding of the house across the way.

The muzzle got so hot it seared the creature’s damp flesh, making it sizzle like water droplets on a stovetop.

“Get down!” Aisli ordered. She raised her weapon and fired twice, both shots connecting with the creature’s torso. It let go of Crenshaw and turned toward her, face red and hot with rage, as Crenshaw kicked back away from it.

“Get those shoes off!” she yelled, seeing the creature’s blood on them.

He reached down to grab the army boots off, thought better of it, then started to kick at them. It was hard: they were laced tight and made to stay on in fierce conditions.

She backed up and fired again, striking the creature shambling towards her in the shoulder. It sprayed blood from the wound and she cursed herself, then backed up enough that the clicking, snarling thing was far enough away, took a deep breath, aimed, and landed a shot directly between its eyes. It went down on the steps leading up to the fountain, and she breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

“Good shot,” Crenshaw said, still edging off his second boot.

“After three horrible ones, yeah,” she replied. She clicked, took out her clip, inspected it, then replaced it with a new one. She stepped over to the body. It had been wearing a nurses’ scrubs, and she wondered briefly who it had been. The sewn-on name over the right breast was obscured by a bullet hole.

“Was that it?” Crenshaw said, stepping over to her in his stocking feet, mindful now of where he stepped. “Was that the Cleanser?”

The house at the far end of their vision erupted, its front door bursting clear as something too large for it pressed through. It was large and black and hulking, a mass of swirling black muscle and sinew and teeth and glowing, monstrous red eyes. 

It was easily seven feet tall and as broad across as Crenshaw was up and down. It saw them at the source of the noise it had come to investigate, leaned back its massive head, then bellowed: “Za-Kron!”

“That’s the Cleanser,” Aisli snapped, checking her gun and stepping forward again. She pressed her hand to her comm. “Converge on the town centre. We’ve found it.”

The Cleanser lopped down on all fours and started toward them, lumbering but with great speed, like a gorilla. Light from the fire glistened off its wet surface, constantly changing and swirling like an oil slick over the top of water. Its muscles were large – inhumanly large – each one bulging and swirling as it passed through the smoke coming towards them.

Crenshaw brought his gun up to fire, paused only momentarily to aim, then erupted a hail of bullets from the barrel of his gun. The muzzle flashed and black sections of soft tissue and bile splayed off the creature, spattering against the street but leaving no hole where they left behind. The gaps filled in almost instantly, the black swirling like suction and filling them in.

“It’s still got charge!” Crenshaw yelled. He ejected the cartridge from the bottom of his weapon and loaded in a second one, with a red stripe along the side of it. When he fired again, the projectile landed with an explosive charge, taking off more of the creature’s mass. It kept coming, the sucking swirl of its healing not even slowing it down.

Aisli lobbed to the side, circling around to its starboard side and waiting for it to get close enough that she could fire with some accuracy. When it was less than one hundred feet away, she fired all six of her shots in quick succession, each of them piercing the creature’s neckless head and upper torso.

It turned towards her.

The fire blazed in its red eyes, adding a hint of orange to them, warped by their curve. They were shaped like cat’s eyes, curving at either end, down where its nose would be and up, extending into the sides of its head. They glistened like the scales of a fish she saw now, each one moving and expanding individually, a mob working together rather than one solid hole.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Forrest and Davies enter the fray from what was now the creature’s bow, but did not turn to look at them. 

It turned to them without moving its head, the flesh and eyes shifting to the bow side of the skull before shifting back. Skull was the wrong word, she realized. There was no skull underneath, no central hub that all of this swirled and whirled around. This was what it was: a black mass of anger and violence and hate all wedged into a humanoid shape like a Jell-O mold. 

More mouths formed on it, lending credence to her theory. There were long, yellow-stained teeth on the creature’s arms and coming out of its centre, each of them moving and snapping in her direction. It drew back its great head again and yelled at her: “Za-Kron!”

It galloped toward her again, and she loaded a new clip and started to unload it.

Crenshaw, Forrest, and Davies all raised their guns and started firing explosive rounds. Each of them individually did not slow the creature’s progress, but together they pushed it to the side and made it stagger.

It turned, bellowed that same nonsense word again, then started towards the three of them. 

“No!” Aisli yelled in frustration. “Keep it on me!”

They continued to fire, black blood streaming off of it as it closed the distance between them. 

It reached them, grabbing Davies in its great right hand and hurling him a good five feet, sending him skidding along the pavement and his weapon sliding away from him. The creature turned on Crenshaw then, who was keeping his fire trained on it. It turned and grabbed him, and suddenly not only did it have a neck, but its neck was long and malleable, extending forward with no movement from its torso, making its mouth into a projectile. It clamped on to the firm muscle between Crenshaw’s clavicle and shoulder and took off a large chunk.

He screamed, and the creature threw its head back and bellowed that horrible word again, the only word it knew.

“No!” Aisli screamed, the fire around them reflecting in her eyes and turning them a stark red.

She pulled the trigger three more times in rapid succession. On the third, the gun jammed, and she cursed, stepping up closer to the creature as she did. 

Suddenly, the fires consuming the town of Stapleton all around them got closer. They bent in from all sides, some going with the draft of the wind and some impossibly against it. 

Forrest backed up but kept his discharge trained on the creature, Aisli stepping out of his peripheral vision and into focus. He saw and understood that her eyes were no longer merely reflecting the flames around her but housed them: he’d seen it before.

The creature turned, wide-eyed, and dropped Crenshaw.

Crenshaw fell into a clump and started to clutch at his wound through gritted teeth. He reached into one of his deep pockets and pulled out a large gauze adhesive strip. He ripped off the plastic backing with his teeth and slapped it on. It was immediately thick with blood. 

The creature turned and stepped toward Aisli, the scales over its eyes shimmering and clacking like sequins. It stared at her for a long moment as if suddenly seeing her. Crenshaw picked up his weapon and resumed fire into the creature’s back and Forrest continued his volley as well, but now the creature barely noticed. Its flesh flew off and then reformed itself, but it was as if the moment it truly noticed Aisli, all of that was beneath it. 

It yelled, “Zak-ron!” putting the emphasis on a different syllable than it had before, teeth coming off its body at the ends of long tentacles of ooze and becoming sharp implements; and it started forward at her.

The air around Aisli warped and waved, the way the air above pavement does in the hot noon sun of summer. Her eyes became alight with dancing oranges and reds and her hair blew back away from her face and back behind her head, as though a sudden blazing draft had just shot up from her middle. It exposed the pale flesh of her cheeks and the sharp, subtle incline of her ears.

The fires of Stapleton rushed toward her, swirling and twirling like flame tornadoes, catching smoke in their wake and bringing it into itself. It swirled around her and lifted her hair and even the thick, heavy edges of her clothes flapped in its wake. It was in her eyes now, it was all of them, and Crenshaw stopped firing, transfixed by it. Forrest followed suit. The former had seen this before, and still could not articulate what of that orange was reflected and what of it came from within her.

“Za-kron!” it bellowed, reaching back a mighty claw to slash at her.

She brought her arms forward and the fire stopped swirling, blasting forward in an eruption of heat and destructive force. It pushed into the creature and through it, forcing it back several feet before forcing its way through and blasting a hole the size of a small child in its leftmost side.

It screamed, for the first time making a sound different from those two syllables it uttered constantly, then staggered back and stumbled to the ground alongside the fountain.

“Jesus!” Forrest yelled excitedly.

“Stay back!” she commanded, her voice haggard and hoarse, like the echo of a fire’s roar inside a furnace. He did and she stepped forward, flame swirling around her and into her and out again in an infinite loop, losing its glow and then travelling through her and coming out again, reborn. 

As she watched, black ooze slid from it, trying to reform its missing matter. It fell like water from a dropping faucet, unable to gain cohesion, dropping instead of solidifying into new material. Eventually it stopped trying to grow back the lost material and just sealed itself shut.

Aisli loomed over it, her teeth barred and black in the glow coming from the back of her throat. 

In front of her she watched Crenshaw balk and push back, and knew she had reached that point she always did – there was a trigger in every normal man’s brain, and when it switched over they suddenly stopped seeing her as a savior, and started seeing her as a monster. She knew, even only seeing him peripherally, that she had crossed that point. She didn’t let herself think about it though.

An arm came from the creature from nowhere, melding into it on one side and jutting out on the other, its massive three-fingered palm clutching around her wholly. It rose, taking her with it and holding her up like King Kong holding up Ann Darrow.

“Jesus!” Forrest yelled again, but with much less excitement. He took aim at the creature’s legs and opened fire, trying to knock them out from under it.

The fire swirled around Aisli again, picking up speed and churning until it all pushed forward at her mental command, blasting through the creature’s head, neck, and bust. The blast lasted several seconds and roared like a lion, and neither man listening knew if the sound was from the fire or the creature itself.

It stopped not when she told it to but when the flames ran out, leaving nothing of the creature’s upper body but the sizzling, steaming place where flesh had once been. She dropped to the ground as its arm flopped over, releasing her as its muscles un-tensed. She bent over, gasping air into her soot-covered face.

“Yes!” Forrest applauded, stepping forward and pulling back his boot to kick at the lump of flesh.

Crenshaw rose to his feet quickly and grabbed at the man’s collar, pulling him back. 

“What?”

“It’s not dead,” Aisli said, wiping her mouth. She coughed, trying to form spit but finding it hard. She forced herself off her knees and onto her feet. “As long as one cell of it remains, it’s still alive.”

Forrest stopped, then stepped back a pace.

She cocked her head at him. “Signal the chopper and get the containment unit.”

He nodded and turned away immediately, helping Davies to his feet as he passed and taking him as well.

Crenshaw circled around the creature wide, staying out of reach of another surprise assault. He stepped up to her side, looking around at the steaming remains of the small military town, its fires finally out. “How’d this site even get this bad?” he said to her under his breath, whispering surreptitiously even though there was no one around to have heard it. “I thought it was stable.”

“The Merger has everything fucked up,” she hissed, taking the moment to un-jam her gun and then re-holster it. 

“If it happened.”

“It happened. Things are slipping through the cracks.”

He nodded. After a moment he looked down at the rotting corpses in the fountain and the pile of black goo that seemed to still be rising and falling with breath and the charred remains of the town all around them. He pursed his lips. “I wonder what else fell through the cracks.”

Aisli glared forward as the helicopter passed overhead toward their rally point, and the fire once again flared up behind her eyes.
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Victor stepped inside from the east balcony of his estate, the morning sun still hot on his broad shoulders. There was a thin layer of sweat across his brow and despite his good shape, his cheeks were red with burst capillaries. 

It had rained in Payson, Arizona the week before. That was not to say that it had rained at some point in the preceding one hundred and sixty-eight hours: it had, in actuality, rained for that entire time. The skies had cracked open and birthed their wrath open the earth, dousing it in not a light drizzle but in a heavy, torrential downpour for the entire seven days. It was the type of rain that kept even those climatized to it inside, running only from the car to the nearest building and back in quick bursts that left cheeks feeling raw and bruised from it.

Payson wasn’t used to that kind of rain, and it showed. That kind of cleansing from the heavens revealed the cracks in the system: it showed where things had been left untidy and unkempt. Complacent. Storm drains that had been left with too much debris for too long overflowed. Areas that were deforested past the breaking point washed away and caused landslides. Earth that had been left arid and cracked broke away, revealing harsh stone beneath.

Victor had stood beneath the windows of his sunroom and watched it, slathering down over them like a hose had been turned on them full force. It had been unrelenting, and he had stayed in that space for hours watching it. It was meditative somehow, yet also disconcerting. 

Abby and Alice had stepped into the room to join him at one point but had not sat down. They had stood in the gap between the kitchen and the sunroom, where the tile of the floor changed to hardwood. Abby had her hands rubbing each opposing arm as though she were cold, even though he had the temperature turned up to keep the house its normal toasty warm. It was as though the image of the rain itself had caused the reaction, a psychosomatic shiver.

“We’ve had the sun for so long I’d forgotten this could happen,” he’d said in his gruff tone, leaning out and up and watching the water cascade down the sill. “We’ve had dry weather for... months.”

“We’d been very lucky with the weather,” Abby had responded, stressing the one word with barely concealed venom. “It’s almost like our luck’s run out.”

He’d pursed his lips but not responded or even turned back to face them. After several minutes, they’d left and he had remained to watch the rain fall.

He had left things just as unprepared as the rest of Payson. The gutters along the east balcony had been blocked solid, had overflowed, and had caused flooding from that corner before they had found it and mended it.

Now the rain had stopped, and he had returned inside with what had caused the damage. There had been a bird’s nest in the rain gutter, hidden from view. He’d gone up and pulled it out, now little more than mulch and dried leaves, coming out in small inky handfuls. He hadn’t worn gloves and regretted it. 

The nest had been empty, there were no eggs or even remnants of eggs in it. He had, however, reached in towards the last and found the corpse of an adult robin, its body stiff and cold, its feathers matted and torn. He’d pulled it out expecting more mulch and had dropped it in shock, sending it hurtling to the lawn below.

He held the frame of the nest under his arm now. The padding of it had come out in clumps, but the whole of its basin had been sturdy enough that it had gone in and come out whole. He brought it into the bathroom off of the east balcony and deposited it in the refuse bin, then washed his hands thoroughly. 

He stepped back out into the main hall drying his hands with a soft towel before putting it in the bin, then turned and started down it. It looked long – longer than it had in years – so much so that it appeared to wind and twist like halls did in movies, aided by tricks of light and dolly-zooms and mirrors. 

Victor sighed, rubbing the wrist of his left hand with the grip of his right, staring at the long line of shut doors before him as though it were a gauntlet. He started his march, his muscles returning to the firmness and rigidity of his military days as they always did during times of stress.

The first door on his right was open and the light was on. There was no overhead light in the room: the switch powered an outlet, into which was connected a small but powerful book lamp. It was pointed at the bed – made with a soldier’s precision – and fought the daylight to cast odd, graying shadows. The walls were lined with shelves, and on each shelf were small wooden figurines that the room’s owner had carved himself. There were several small rabbits and gnomes, turtles, and bears. 

The room had belonged to Jean-Claude Maximus, and Victor could see the ghost of him there even now: sitting on his bed cross-legged, a whittling knife held firmly in his hands. There was a small pile of shavings on the bed before him that he kept neat, like a tiny pyramid. 

Victor regarded this apparition for a long moment, then reached out to grab at the doorknob and pull it shut. The visage of Maximus looked up as he did, his large eyes full of hurt.

The next room down the hall, by contrast, was a cluttered mess. There were paintings and paint supplies, but unlike Maximus’ room, they were not so cleanly arranged. The bed was covered with them to the point that it was not even visible, hidden beneath canvasses of cadmium yellow and cornflower blue. They were piled high on the bed and packed tight in the space between the bed and the dresser, each of them standing upright and leaning against the next.

The paintings had been in Theo Flaherty’s studio. Abby had since taken the studio for her own and moved his painting to his vacant room – most of them. She had kept several he’d done of her, and one other: an unfinished impressionist piece that she’d propped up in the corner of the storey against a toolbox. It stared at her no matter where she went in the room. 

She’d kept his easel and most of his paints, but the paintings she’d stacked away in his room. 

There were still clothes in Theo’s dressers. He could see them now, packed tight and brimming with folded socks sticking out from between wedged-shut drawers.

Victor tried to close the door, but it was blocked with the paintings. He frowned and stepped past it.

The last room was Chad Matthews’. His was clean as well, with everything folded and tucked. There were no clothes in his drawers and his desk was free of the glut of papers that had been there every day he’d lived there. There were still photos on the wall: of his little sister Koy, of his friends from back home in Salt Lake City. The bed was made though – not to the same military precision that Maximus’ had been, but well enough for civilian work.

Victor was about to step past it when he stopped and stepped back, lingering.

There was a dent in the sheets of Chad’s bed. The rough shape of a human was there, curled atop the covers, as though someone had wanted to be on the bed but had not wanted to disturb the sheets. The same indent was on the pillow, he noticed now, along with tiny watermarks. 

He frowned, sighed, then continued down into the kitchen.

His phone went off and when he fished it out of his pocket and looked at it. It said the name ‘TASH’ in large bold letters, then below it in thinner font (but still all upper case): COLD CASE. There was a link, and after he waited for it to buffer, a photo of a young woman appeared on the screen. She had hair that was that mix of blonde and brunette before age decided which it wanted to be, and her face was heart shaped. She was smiling into the camera in front of a big box store background that dated the photo almost instantly.

Victor regarded this for a moment, then squeezed the phone off without clicking the link.

The kitchen was a debris field, left over from the battle that was Abby and Alice’s breakfast. There were three different cereal boxes on the island in its centre, each pried open and the plastic bag of its intestines eviscerated out and displayed like a warning to the other boxes. There was an empty carton of milk tipped upside-down open in the sink, draining of the last of its fatty fluid so that it would not stink up the recycling. The plates in the sink were stacked high, brought down from their private areas covered in the remnants of midnight snacks. The garbage was full, but not taken out.

This was uncommon but not unheard of. It was a clear indicator that they had gone out to enjoy some of the newly returned sunshine; sunshine only lasted a few hours a day and was only at its best for a very short window, so one had to seize the day: dishes could wait, the morning star would not. 

He went through the boxes of sugary crunch they’d left out on the island, examining each of their pouches as if unfamiliar with what they were based on the box. He found neither appetizing and went to the cupboard to produce a box of off-brand wheat cereal. 

It was the sort with no sugar and came out of the box as just a solid block of wheat. He placed it in his bowl, and it looked like something you would heat up to turn into a meal in a science fiction movie. He added milk to it and got a spoon and sat at the table. He wielded the spoon like a tiny shovel, breaking off chunks of the main brick into slivers that then got soaked and made palatable by the milk.

As he chewed his first crunchy bites, he reached out and grabbed the fruit bowl, dragging it forward. He did not take out any of the fruit. He took out his phone, opened it to YouTube, and balanced it on two oranges, propped up to his viewing angle on loose bananas.

After several minutes of scrolling without respite, he clicked on an infotainment essay deriding the ‘Nonsense Politics’ of someone the essayist disagreed with. The presenter was well spoken and well-reasoned, so he continued to watch.

A minute into the nine-minute video, a second text notification came in from Tash. It lingered on the top of his screen, blocking the top third of the video. The essayist’s eyes were covered, as though his identity were being protected by documentarians.

Victor frowned. When the alert would not go away, he flicked it up with his finger, sending it into the ether wherever notifications went once dismissed.

At the three-minute mark another came, and he did the same. At the five-minute mark there was a third. He had finished his wheat and closed the video, opening his messages with a huffed sigh.

The link opened to a news article about the state of the missing girl, Lauryn Houle. It was an update to a cold case from several years back. Lauryn had gone missing from the third floor of her Rhode Island home, with no evidence of kidnapping or estrangement from her family. One night she had gone up to her room with a sandwich and some potato chips emptied out onto the plate as though they were french fries, and they’d never seen her again. They’d found the pastrami on rye the next morning with the chips next to it, but never her.

He sighed. She’d been bright, according to the article; though he couldn’t recall having ever seen an article about a missing youth that didn’t lament about how smart they were. In that way the missing were like the dead: they could do no wrong. Unlike the dead though, there was always a chance the missing could show up and prove to disappoint. 

He read the next message from Tash: ‘I don’t think there’s anything cultish about this one, but I’m looking into that.’ That would seem like an odd statement to anyone reading through his phone without context, but they’d dealt with two such instances in the past several months: people who took vulnerable youth and brainwashed them with corrupted ideals, turning them into weapons against their own self interests.

Even the phrasing of her statement against that made him consider it and linger on that consideration for longer than was probably necessary. 

The last text from Tash, the one that prompted him to stop his video, read: ‘I’ve been looking into it remotely. Been thinking about making the trip to check it out.’ There was a hard break then, a new paragraph within the same text. ‘I could use some help. Care to join me?’

He stared at that for a long moment, dribbles of milk caught in his beard. What was left of his wheat brick took on more and more milk, like a lifeboat with a leak in its centre, eventually becoming a sopping, soggy mess. 

He stood and turned, stepping from the mess of the kitchen at out into the main hall, looking out into the empty living room. The television was off and looked as though it hadn’t been on for some time, the dust that its electricity collected having settled on the ledge in front of it. The couch had that stale, unused look. He had never been able to articulate what about a piece of furniture made it obvious that it hadn’t been utilized in some time, but he knew it when he saw it. He’d first seen it while visiting his grandmother in his youth: she’d gotten arthritis in both knees and been unable to get up from the couches if she sat on them, and so elected not to do it at all. When he arrived for their summerly visits, he had always looked at the couches and known that the last ass to have sat on them was his own.

All of the furniture in the house had that look now, except for the kitchen. It dawned on him, suddenly, that he could not remember the last time he, Abby, and Alice had sat down and had a meal together. Or watched television. Or debated around the fireplace. 

He watched that empty room as if expecting it to do something. Waiting for it to do something. But it did not. He let out a long, full-lunged sigh, then turned and went back to the kitchen. He scraped what was left of his cereal into the trash and rinsed the bowl, then took a single sheet of lined paper and a pen out of the junk drawer and wrote a note to Abby and Alice.

Victor picked up his phone and finally texted Tash back with one simple, direct statement: ‘I’m on my way.’
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