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All the Way Down!

Also By Hal Stephens

Lance saw the still distant storm approaching and croaked happily through cracked lips and parched tongue. Water! He was too dry to articulate the word. It came out as a hissing “Ahh – vaa – ahh.” How many days had it been? Too many! He was dying of thirst, that was clear. But would that have been a bad thing? After who-knows-how-long in this deserted hell in which he made his unwanted and unending pilgrimage from nowhere to nowhere, Lance dangled at the end of his rope. He felt more than ready to meet his maker. He wanted an end to it all. He was ready.

But flesh is weak.

Thirst is strong.

The approach of the storm promised an not an end to his suffering,but only an end to his current torment. The storm would bring water. And water, whether he wanted it or not, meant life. And if water was near, perhaps food as well (though wasn’t that a nightmare all by itself? He remembered the femur and the taste of raw... and shuddered) Slowly he lifted his left hand, the one that had offended that day. The remnants of the sleeve still dangled and billowed around his wrist. Only the cuff button kept it attached to his arm. But the arm. Skeletal! Concentration camp survivor thin. He kept the clawed hand moving and pressed the long, filthy nails into his long scraggly and matted beard.

How long since... that day? Since Amanda and the argument. Since his anger and her anger pushed him to the ultimate foolhardiness. Foolhardiness that landed him here.

Wherever the fuck here was!

“Bitch,” he mumbled/croaked. If only she had.. If only he hadn’t...

He shook his head and looked up. The storm loomed, coming up fast. Close. The edges no longer in sight. Matter of moments now. Bright white cumulus.  Dark shadows of nimbus in its depths. Shadows, cool and moist, widening, deepening.

“Amanda,” he croaked, “I’m sorry...”

Fluffy, snowy dampness swallowed him. The blue of the sky above. The haze in all the compass directions. All of it vanished in white shadow, damp and refreshing against his parched flesh. His skin seemed to drink the growing moisture, sponging it up, slurping it down. Lance coughed against the sudden fog and swallowed the bit of wet gratefully. The light around him dimmed as the depths of the clouds enfolded him in their depths

Abruptly, the deepening shadow faded to black. The light expunged like a snuffed candle. A deep echo of kettle drums rumbled through his chest. Pale flash momentarily lit the clouds, silhouetting the tendrils and billows of thicker cloud in a great web. Then back to black. Light, then drums again. And again. Once more. A sigh of wind ruffled his hair.

“Oh, shit,” Lance muttered to no one in particular.

All at once, the sky shrieked at him. Its cold breath, freezing and buffeting, slapped him, sent him tumbling. The rain came and a fire hose opened on him, slashing his face and frail frame in icy spray that promised to flay the flesh from his bones. Despite this havoc, Lance opened his mouth and gulped the ice-cold water greedily. God knew when next he might get water. And he had nothing to hold anything extra and store it for tomorrow. So he drank and drank and drank

Actinic tendrils of hellfire knit bits of the sky together in an electric cage. Instantly following came the booming voice of god’s judgment. Deafened, Lance screamed into the abyss

This went on for who knew how long. The wind batted Lance about like a badminton shuttlecock. The rain hosed him down as he somersaulted through the sky at the whim of the gale. In seconds, he was satiated. In seconds more he was filled to overflowing. He puked the excess, then swallowed yet more as the winds beat him mercilessly. And still the storm went on, slashing at him, buffering him worse than the worst turbulence. The cold water sucked the heat out of him, leaving him shuddering violently as his body fought to maintain balance.

And the, just as abruptly as it began, it ended. The light exploded around him as Lance popped out the other side of the storm, chased by thick sheets of rain. Shuddering, hypothermic, he clumsily shifted until he could look behind him. Already high above him, the dark underside of the storm receded, a dark map, its vast precincts bordered with forks of blue-white bolts. The echoes of their passage chased him as he fell further and further from it.

Both disappointed and relieved to remain alive, Lance took stock. For the first time in weeks(?) he was clean, power washed by the storm. His belly sloshed with cold water. His nails were still blue from the freezing wind. He still had his left sleeve. But his last shoe had vanished.

He sighed and looked down again. Nothing but haze. That same haze he had had to contemplate from the first moment of his foolish accident. The memory welled up, shameful and foolish. “Christ!” That damned moment that changed and ended his life. Ended it except for the stubborn heartbeat in his chest. He looked at the long claws that had replaced his nails and considered the possibility of tearing open his wrist. Or his neck.

“Amanda,” he whispered to the wind.

And with the name, it all came tumbling back again. Tor the thousandth (millionth?) time. The whole episode. The arguments. The recriminations. The... everything. Lance fell again into the memory of that day.

*****
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Lance looked out the passenger window of Amanda’s Camry and watched the passing, wild countryside. The road was still new enough that the potholes and cracks only occasionally punctuated the smooth and silent ride. Too silent, he thought. He looked across the narrow cabin at Amanda. She stared at the road ahead, at the mountain range that hid the Borderlands. White knuckles where she gripped the wheel far too hard for the easy road on which they traveled.

He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. He must have made a noise as her eyes flicked to him and back. “Let’s not say anything right now,” she said. “I don’t want to fuck anything up by trying to talk and drive at the same time.”

“Sure,” he said. He stared out the window at the passing countryside.

The tires are up the miles to go at sixty per hour. A minute per mile. Fast enough. Too slow. Lance sighed noiselessly. He looked at the arid range ahead. They were visibly closer now.

“About another half an hour,” said Amanda.

Lance nodded. “Yeah.”

Time passed. The miles rolled by under the wheels. The road began to ascend into the foothills. Lance leaned slightly to look into the right hand mirror. The road behind became a line across the broad, flat plain below.

A flat plain.

“Where were you when the news broke,” he blurted.

“What news?”

“You know,” he said, “THE news. All this. The Borderlands.”

For a moment Amanda was silent. Then she said, “That’s part of your problem, Lance. I told you that. Many times. But you never remember.”

“I don—“

“Please, let’s wait til we get there to talk,” she said, slightly annoyed and impatient. “Let me concentrate on driving.”

“Sure.”

The silence settled into the car once more. The miles drifted by. The road co tinted to ascend, now in a long series of arcs, punctuated by switchback turns. Lance resumed his sullen observation of the passing countryside. Once, spotting a small herd of deer bounding along the slope, he turned to mention it. However, he said nothing, mindful of Amanda’s injunction.

He kept staring. And remembering. And wondering what the new (old) reality really looked like in real life. Ahead was the reality always suspected, but never confirmed. A reality they had lived with for a decade, but never seen for themselves. Today was that day. And it would be the day they would know whether what they had together would be their reality going forward.

A black speck against the blue firmament snared his eye. He assumed it was a buzzard, though it was one of the huge and hungry seagulls that inhabited this part of the world. But Lance did not know that. In fact, he barely saw it at all. Rather, he saw that day. 

That day from ten years ago.

The day everything changed.

He shook his head at the passing scenery. The car now rode along a couple thousand feet above the terminal plain they had just crossed. On this stretch of road, Lance could see for miles and miles and miles. Far away, almost lost in the haze, lay the town of Last Chance. The town bustled with the thin traffic between the old world and the Borderlands. Amazing what people can accomplish in a single decade when
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