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Banshee

Onstage, she jumped and thrashed, and shrieked lyrics to shred the air with obscenities. Rapid drums and throwing knife guitar chords met her in a wash of noise, while the bassist struggled to keep up, landing clusters of notes when fingers managed to find string. The guitarist shot him a glare filled with judgment at past failures, at uncleaned vomit, at his lack of seriousness, and at the fact that he’d had to be stopped from trying to inject paint fumes into his arm before the show.

Two minutes and eleven seconds later, the band completed the song in a final assault of drum and guitar and sluggish, pudding-thick bass. But when the song ended, the singer kept going, her cutting shrieks now a single, penetrating wail.

The guitarist and drummer exchanged glances, uncertain. “Corporate Orgy!” the guitarist yelled. The singer didn’t spare him a glance, while the bassist nodded and bobbed, grooving out to the nonexistent beat of her sustained note. With a shrug, the drummer counted down the song, and half the band began to play.

The crowd yelled, “Get off the stage.” She drowned them out, cradling the mike, and so the guitarist pulled its cord from the wall.

With no power flowing to the mike, the wail only grew louder, howling and escalating to other planes of existence, sharpening to crescent moon points.

Beer bottles, thrown with casual violence from the audience, exploded around her feet, glass shrapnel ripping clothing and skin.

Her shriek shot past humanly comprehensible decibels. With the countdown ignored, the drummer and the guitarist tried to drag her away.

She stayed rooted.

The bassist dropped his bass, and it hung from his neck like a dead weight. Staggering, the bass making an awkward pendulum at his knees, he went to the microphone—still ineffectively unplugged—and tried to wrench it away. Leaning his weight into the tug, his already tenuous balance teetered.

His own pull against the mike threw him from the stage, and with a sickening sound, his neck snapped.

At the same instant, the singer’s death wail stopped.

She counted down the next song herself.


Two Wayfarers

Two wayfarers meet where winding paths cross in a lavender meadow, and agree to share the road awhile, walking from the dull cities they have known through wilds of dandelions. The road curls through hills and pine forests, and they forget that there was another way to travel than with each other. One wayfarer grows footsore and thirsty. “The road was dustier, and I was thirstier, before I met you,” says the other. “Remember that I am the drink of cool water you find at last. I am the tug of adventure that quickens your step. And you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers sink their boots into a drear marsh, foggy and wet, endless and monotonous with skeletons of trees and air like a heavy coat. “I don’t want to be here,” says one. “I will help the time pass,” says the other. “Remember that I am your cup of coffee and the funny story you never get sick of telling. And you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers shiver in the bitter lash of winter winds. Snow collects on their cloaks faster than they can brush it off. “Remember that I am your shelter,” says one to the other. “I am your log cabin and the fire in your hearth. I am wood smoke curling into the sky. I am the roar of a frightful blizzard dulled and made safe by thick walls. And you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers sail above the clouds in a bright hot air balloon. “It’s a long way down,” says one. “Remember that I am the sandbags, and I will see you drop down safely. I am the parachute strapped to your back, and I will catch the wind in a great gulp. Barring that, I am the mattress lying conveniently in a field somewhere, bursting with soft feathers. And you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers soak in a sadness deepened by centuries, standing at twilight among ash-covered ruins where once people laughed, wept, and made bread from grains and seeds. “Remember that I am words that need to be said,” says one, “but I am also your warmth and your love and the rays of the sun shining against the inexplicable sorrows of the world, and the explicable ones as well. And you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers stand by the rocky shore of an endless sea at the last edges of a great continent. One says to the other, “Remember that I am a boat with sails like red poppies, and in the harbor, I will wait for you. Remember that I am a bridge rising high above turbulent waters. I am the iron rails, if you need to grab them, and you are mine too.” 

Two wayfarers gaze up into the sky on a cliff under the stars, and recognize themselves in the constellations, and recognize in one another the fierce light of another spirit. They turn back to the dark of a forested mountain, twisted and tangled with roots that trip and branches that grasp. Narrow trails form a crossroads, each path darker and denser than the last. One wayfarer says to the other, “Remember that I am a hand to grasp when fear stops your breath. I am your compass and your North Star, and you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers pause in a city divided by spiked walls and regimented by clocks, a city where people are sad and nothing grows. One says to the other, “Remember that I am your hidden garden. I am the shock of wildflowers growing unbidden under a balcony. I am the secret joy you found because you took a different way home and looked in the right direction. I am the bright new grass growing in the cracks of your sidewalks. And you are mine too.”

Two wayfarers hold hands to brass doorknobs, ready to go inside to rest. One pauses. “Remember our adventures. Please, remember them always.” The other answers back, “I always will. And if we cannot go on them, then I would like nothing better than to talk about them and dream about them. Remember that I am your partner, and you are mine too.”


Seventh String

The photograph was a threat. It had been pinned to the music store’s bulletin board between flyers for an acoustic coffee house, a band seeking a drummer, and husky puppies for sale.

Kieran spotted it after he had finished giving lessons, and his fingers tightened on the neck of the guitar as he placed it back in its case. The photograph was of himself ten years ago, worn and weary from wandering, gazing out at some undefined point, guitar strapped to his back.

The photograph on the bulletin board was just a copy, overly saturated with black ink. The background had changed since the last time he’d seen it, from the congestion of an outdoor flea market to the smudges of the Berkshire mountains that surrounded North Adams. Someone wanted him to know they had the original photograph. 

An old impulse to run gripped at him, set escape routes running through his head. A familiar feeling, even after ten years. He could picture himself fleeing with nothing but a rucksack and a guitar, as he had so many times in the past.

Before zipping up the guitar case, he touched his guitar’s extra tuning key and thought not of the stories he told his students to explain its existence, but its real purpose.

* * *

East Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania. Never would’ve remembered it, except that he had returned. They wandered the sprawl of a flea market, cheap canvas bags, eight-track tapes, stranger and more magical things hidden in piles of old romance novels. She bought fireworks, to celebrate a victory. Beside a pile of knock-off designer bags, he had his picture taken by a small man with a Polaroid camera. Kieran thought he saw strange, alchemical symbols along with the measurements on the circumference of the lens, and the flash seemed to spark.

When he found Lizzie again, he repeated what the small man had told him. “The background will change. You’ll always know where I am.”

“What if he gets it?” Lizzie had asked, even though she knew he was over and done with. He. The wizard. Necromancer. They never referred to him by name, knowing that every name he had given was false. 

Kieran drove to New York and back, just to test it.

When he drove away for good, he left her in a weedy lot with the small box of fireworks in her arms.

* * *

He shouldered his guitar and hiked through the town center to the grassy spot where he could play and look up at the mountains.

Only one person had ever possessed that photograph, though another would have wanted it. Had it been tacked up with a note in Lizzie’s crooked, childish handwriting, Kieran could have felt comfortable.

As college students walked by, he sat against a tree and played the song about the two young lovers running across the country, fighting an evil wizard across railroad tracks and old factories.

He didn’t embellish much, except to make the wizard appear more sinister. In reality, he had been rather a plain man.

And now, he held the photograph. The one Kieran had left with Lizzie so she could always find him.

That could mean it was already too late for her, that it was time to leave the mountain town he had come to love and take to running again. There was no way of knowing.

Strumming his way into the third verse, he sang of open highway stretched across desert and plain, and the thought of it made him tired. 

He ended the song with one abrupt, dissonant chord, then went to work tuning his guitar. It hadn’t been tuned to the key of magic since Pennsylvania.

* * *

His usual meander through the center of town became a patrol.

The wizard had the gift of being able to blend in wherever he went, and so Kieran checked a pizza place, a consignment store, and a real estate office. There was a seeking song he knew, but he thought it would be better to observe rather than to alert him through magic.

At the corner coffee shop, he sat at the counter by the window and stared at a friend’s art at the gallery across the street. He flipped idly through a newspaper for any of the usual, subtle signs. Always notable, never front page news, the wizard’s presence might be given away by a new shop opening, a sudden estate sale, or sightings of mountain
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