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​Reaper & Hale
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Haven, Washington—1776

​In the beginning, there was nothing.

​There was space, and nothing more. Darkness, nestled within darkness, perfectly content to exist in obscurity. There was darkness, and darkness only.

​What follows, unfortunately, is a sorry tale.

​Darkness meets light—a heretic to widely accepted, uniform truth. Darkness falls in love, and creates the universe to win the hand of light. It creates the stars from nothing, exploding outward from oblivion, painting hydrogenous marvels of yellow, pink, and white. It places itself between those stars, to prevent such a mistake ever being made again, but forms planets around them, because light wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing those suns were lonely.

​Darkness does all this to earn light’s affection. The only problem with light is, she’s fleeting. Capable of breaking the heart of bottomless shadow, and wandering off to illuminate elsewhere in the Great Unknown.

​My name is Hale and I have died twenty-eight times. At the behest of Reaper, who currently drags me through the swirling portal from his realms of purgatory, I climbed in his basin. I took twenty-eight names and met every imaginable, brutal end in the book.

​He said if we did this, we could go home.

​Things are different now, stumbling through the swirling mass of black and purple liquid. I am not wet and my clothes do not drip, but the material washing over my face is thick like oil.

​Olivia.

​I killed her. Her blood is on my hands. Reaper may have tricked me, but it was my arms thrusting a ceremonial dagger through her abdomen.

​I am the one to blame.

​I thought it was him. Now, on hands and knees, I look out at the overgrown field, no sign of civilization around it.

​​“​I would not advise attempting that again,” Reaper says. My hair has grown long throughout the trials, and falls over my face as I squint toward the ground.

​I killed her.

​“If you think I’ll ever stop,” I say, climbing to my feet, “you don’t know me at all!”

​In his hooded dressings, there is no face looking back at me—only a blackness, drawing me in with labored breathing. The scythe in his hands drags behind him; its blade is well-kept, but the staff it’s attached to is worn at the bottom. In Valhalla, it scraped the concrete. Here, its struggle against dirt is quieter.

​“​It would be best to save your energy,” Reaper says, “​for things that matter.” 

​“Oh, and what matters now, you son of a bitch? Olivia is dead! You told me to sink the knife! And it was you! Sick fucking prick!”

​There is no regret on Reaper’s part; no remorse for the body left upon a stone block, overlooking the Timestream’s calm waters, ending at the Falls of Eternity.

​“Where the Hell are we, anyway?” I ask.

​Reaper stares outward if he has any such eyes to do so with.

​“Right now, the Revolutionary War is being fought on the other coast. The original colonies are in revolt against the British monarch, and he is bringing everything to bear against the rebels.”

​“What does that have to do with—”

​Reaper interrupts me, continuing.

​“​In 1887, the town of Haven will be established here. It will begin as a trade post near the Canadian border, before incorporating as a township in 1928. It will largely be a commerce hub in northeastern Washington State until 1963—the year of the Kennedy assassination- when it develops into a more residentially-driven area outside Spokane.

​“​What that town is not aware of, during its entire existence, is that they sit next to the breach between Earth and the Shroud. If there is one place people can physically pass into my world, it is on this very spot.”

​“I don’t know why you’re telling me all this, Reaper,” I reply. Olivia is dead, thus light has died, and by my hand.

​I just want to go home.

​“​Because it will be up to you to decide when they find out, Hale.”

​I shake my head, telling my jailor I do not understand. I have not understood any of it, but the least he can do now is enlighten me.

​“​I tire of this burden,” Reaper says. “​It has been upon me too long, and these games no longer hold my interest. I am passing it on.”

​“Passing it onto what?”

​The hood looks away from the field, on which Reaper says there will be a town, and directly into my soul. 

​What’s left of it, anyway.

​“You.”

​“What?” I spit. “I don’t think so, Reaper.”

​“​You will become me. A guardian of Death, a necessary counterbalance. You will sow chaos so that order will be held accountable. You will be darkness, to give Light something to consider other than its own radiance. You will become Death, until Death becomes you.”

​I chuckle as he raises his ebony hand toward me. There is nothing I could describe as skin, but something still hangs on them. Too busy preparing my tirade, I neglect to notice it is reaching for my face before it can be swept away.

​“What makes you think I’m going to—”

​Before I can swat it down, Reaper’s entire hand wraps around my head. It happens with lightning speed and the decaying limb smells like old meat, left in the open for several days.

​It is nothing compared the process he has begun. It funnels right from the spiny fingers over my eyes and nose. The light between them blinds, and my head feels like splitting out the back, leaving a mess of brain and blood behind me. But that never comes. There is only the intense pressure applied, and light transferring between us. Unsure who is taking from whom, I try to scream, but no sound is worthy of the effort.

​During this process, Reaper does not flinch. What we saw him do to the Anchor does not happen here. He is not weakened by the exchange. When it ends and the hand around my face is removed, I collapse to the ground at his feet.

​“​There,” he says. “​You are Death now, and no light remains within you.”

​At first, I feel no different. Before I can inform Reaper of that fact, there is a shift in the muscles of my left arm. When I pull the ragged white sleeve up the thick of my bicep, flesh at my elbow shimmers between skin and scale. Checking the other arm at further shifts in physiology, I find it has also darkened.

​“​It will take some time to get used to,” Reaper remarks above me. “​You will not discover all your new abilities in a single day.”

​He chuckles within the hood.

​“​Remember Rome?”

​Again, I climb my feet—only this time, with none of the fear and confusion the first time wrought. I feel stronger, more resilient. Weapons of my anger evolve alongside my body.

​Something is happening to me.

​Unaware of either my new speed or might, I reach out, grabbing as many of Reaper’s dressings as my hands will fit in them. I lift the cloak, but it comes up empty, and the scythe he held falls to the ground beside me.

​All I’m left with is cloth and rage.

​But in the wind, Reaper speaks, as if a message was previously recorded within it, to be played aloud at a time of his choosing.

​“​Return to Valhalla. Secure the Anchor, for she is the only thing that can hurt you now.”

​Lowering my hands, I am pleased to find they do not shake for the first time in eons. Reaper may be clever, but I will even the score someday.

​​As Olivia said, ​we have to bide our time, Hale!

​Lot of good that did. The preserved beauty of my surroundings does not register any longer, because I know someday it will be another blemish on this Earth.

​I am Death, and wish it visited upon all.

​

​***

​It takes a moment to figure out how to craft a portal. Reaper made it look simple, but for me, it requires several trial and error attempts. Each portal looks like a tear in the sky, where its purples and reds will revolve against the swirls which decorate them.

​With the portal open, it is a second-long trip before Haven becomes Valhalla. Back at the Timestream, where I lived and died so many times—where Olivia’s corpse is outstretched on a stone slab beneath the massive canopy of trees preceding the beach.

​Her head is turned sideways. Mouth and eyes hang open as they were, before I laid her down to attack Reaper. He deflected my blows, twisted my arm, and threw me forward into an improvised portal—all like it was nothing. To make it even more humiliating, he fought me off with one hand, still holding his scythe upright with the other.

​The Anchor, whose name is Ariel, takes notice of the portal opening behind her. As I cross the threshold between both locations, our eyes meet. She brushes aside her black hair, climbing to her feet to greet me. Her eyes are brown and she looks human, but her words are timid and her place in my range of emotions borders on treasonous. She approaches slowly, so that the portal I returned through has time enough to close.

​“So?” she says, taking no mind of the corpse on a slab behind her. “Is it over?”

​She looks human, but is just an object. I watched Reaper transfer the Anchor’s power from a black prism to her soul, and she was the Anchor ever after that. The prism itself rolled away, swallowed by lapping waves at the shore. Beyond it, the Timestream waits any poor soul naive or brave enough to submerge themselves with its depths. And at the edge of that, the world drops over the Falls of Eternity, where the Timestream's occupants are swept away without the Anchor to hold them in place.

​Ariel is the object now. My black prism.

​“Hale?”

​Safeguard the Anchor. She is the only thing that can hurt you now.

​Without responding, I grab her arm. She is not a person, but a tiny black jewel that instantly evaporated when it rolled into the water. The Timestream does not tolerate foreign objects; only souls, and that prism was swallowed in its embrace.

​Ariel will be the same.

​“​Hale, what are you doing?”

​She fights me all the way to the shoreline; thrashes against my superior strength as I drag her kicking legs into the body of water.

​Reaper gave me this role.

​I do not accept it.

​“Hale!” Ariel screams, kicking up torrents of water all around us, “Please don’t do this! Just—”

​I will not hear a word from an object. Before she can manage another, my hands push her head under the surface. The toes and fingers remain visible, creating waves which will die with her.

​Safeguard the Anchor.

​Fuck you, Reaper.

​She is the only thing that can hurt you now.

​Not if I have a say in it.

​I push her further down, sending bubbles to the top. She is the Anchor and controls the madness Olivia and I lived through.

​She does not deserve to survive.

​Nothing deserves to survive.

​Ariel’s struggle weakens, then ceases. I stumble back in the water, letting go. Her body surfaces, floating away from me. In a few minutes, it will drift to the Falls, and be taken over the edge.

​Disposed of, like the waste of life she is.

​My name is Hale, and I have lived twenty-nine times. I may live and die a few more, but I am Death, and decide the world’s fate. Watching Ariel’s corpse pulled toward the edge of eternity, I know Olivia would be horrified at my actions.

​But she is gone, and I am Death.

​Maybe just for now, or for all time.

​When I return to the shore, no water is left upon my clothes or flesh. It is nothing new, for the Timestream is more than water, and makes every attempt to reclaim its pieces quickly.

​I look to the stone slab where Olivia’s body was, but any thought of returning to grief is gone, as is her body. Blood remains upon the stone, smiled on by Valhalla’s version of a sun, but she has all but disappeared.

​So, I look away from my greatest mistake to the trees and the pathway carved through them.

​Where Valhalla ends, and the unknown begins.

​I walk towards it because it is my realm and I am its master.

​I am Death, and nothing deserves to survive.

​​

​

​
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​Fellowship of Darkness
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Harper

​​​I am the unhinged, and the world is my asylum.

​​I don’t know how I came to be in the empty subway station heavy eyes embrace upon opening. The green walls and matching, lifeless light adorn every angle and corner of the platform. The tracks, just a couple feet below the stained corridor of concrete and linoleum, stretch endlessly in either direction. The tunnel hums like subterranean cars will come rushing through any second, and yet the dust upon the rails tell me a train hasn’t come here in some time.

​​How did I end up here?

​​I’m generally not a drinker. Bottles of wine collect in my apartment from every occasion. Some are bestowed on us when Dad visits. Others are gifts given at Christmas.

​For every one we drink, five more appear.

​​There was no uncorking last night, and no bottle was opened. I came home from the courthouse around eight; kissed Michaela on the cheek as she talked with her mother on the phone—a practice she hates, but I would give anything to have. Mine died at thirteen, Nobody calls me outside work unless it is my birthday or Dad.

​​​Em and I had dinner, watched a movie together, and turned in. So how did I end up here? My eyes drift, wondering if this is some practical joke on Em’s part, but she’s not the type to drop me off at a Toronto subway station in my sleep.​

​​And then, it begins to come back to me.

​​The pain as I slept, while subtle at first, overtook rapid eye movement to wake me. The sound of my own desperate cries replays in my brain. The hospital lights flash above me.

​​The night did not end with coming home to Em; I didn’t just eat dinner with her, listen to complaints about her mother which never change, or watch a movie and cuddle on our couch together. 

​​No, there was more, and next thing I know, I woke up here.

​​All subway stations have similar features. From surface streets to platforms and the train tunnels they connect to—between cities, not much changes. I might have occasional use for public transit myself as a Crown prosecutor, but the need is rare. However, I’ve done it enough over the years to recognize the F line does not run through my hometown—that West 34th and Broadway is not a street in Toronto.

​Staring at the sign peeling off the green bricks from time and lack of interest by passersby, I struggle to make sense of it.

​​Am I in New York?

​​That’s impossible. There must be another explanation. I’m just getting my cities mixed up. Of course there is a West 34th somewhere.

​​Runaway thoughts pose another question—why is the station empty? I don’t know the time, but my internal clock rules out night.

​Where I last was, the thermometer outside my loft was so cold it had given up on numbers. I would be frozen. And yet, without coat or gloves—rather, only the short sleeve and jeans I fell asleep in—I am fine with the temperature.

​​The deathly quiet unnerves me. Other than a lethargic breeze pouring down the tunnel, no honking, or engines roam above me. No voices or people staring at their smartphones; nobody is coming down the stairs. Hell, there should at least be someone begging for change, holding out a cap from ragged sleeves.

​​It’s sacrilege for a large city.

​​I grew up in a small town. Orillia has grown in the years since I left it. Both my parents were police officers and my mother killed herself from post-traumatic stress disorder when I was thirteen, The day I was old enough to be on my own, I was gone. My brother Charlie shortly followed. Neither Dad nor I have spoken to him since his twentieth birthday.

​​Don’t dwell, Harper.

​​Back to the matter at hand. I have to get out of this subway station—or if this is a dream, I need to wake up.

​Dusting myself off, I walk to the opposite end of the platform, which is better lit and has stairs leading up to the surface. A row of old payphones sits at the bottom, and I wonder just how long it has been since they were used.

​​When I was young, these booths, with their coin slots and ability to ring up collect calls, were plentiful. As social media became more prevalent and computers were designed to fit in the palm of your hand, the old relics slowly disappeared.

​But standing at the bottom of the stairs leading upward, one of them begins to ring. Its shrill tone comes in twos before it falls silent and starts again.

​​What is happening?

​​Eyeballing silver railings and concrete steps I hope will lead to awakening, I walk to the phone and answer it.

​“Hello?”

​​There is an initial silence on the other end. Em always uses that silence to justify hanging up on the caller, but in this moment, I’d even welcome a telemarketer.

​“Is anyone there?” I ask.

​“Hello,” a voice on the other end replies. It is female and monotonous, and for a second, reminds me of an artificial intelligence. “Is this Harper Whitaker?”

​“Who is this?”

​“My name is Evie,” the woman says, “and I can explain everything that is happening, but first, you need to get somewhere safe.”

​“What do you mean?” ​How could a subway station be dangerous? “Is something going to happen?”

​​That would be the lawyer in me.

​“Listen carefully, Harper. The world you know, and come from, has passed.”

​“What do you mean, passed?”

​“It means,” Evie says, “everything and everyone you know is irrelevant to leaving this place.”

​“This place? Am I in New York?”

​S​ilence. I ask Evie if she is still there. I want to ask the woman who sounds like a computer, purged of any emotional attachment to what she says, if I am dreaming. I want to ask her if I am really the unhinged.

​If this is the world outside the asylum.

​“Yes, I am here,” she says.

​“Am I in New York?”

​“The place you recognize as a New York City subway station is simply a manifestation of a world called the Shroud.”

​​Many questions as I have, I let Evie speak.

​“Right now, your life lays in a state of suspension. You are comatose in a room at the Toronto General Hospital. Your partner, Michaela, sits at your bedside. You have suffered cardiac arrest, and are in a stable state.”

​​This has to be a nightmare.

​“So, this ​is​ a dream?” I ask.

​“No,” Evie replies. “That is all I can tell you at this time, Harper. You must find the others and go to the cantina.”

​“Cantina? What are you talking about?”

​“There are others. You must find them, Harper. Then find the cantina. It is located in the Bronx. When you reach it, I will call with further instructions.”

​“Wait, but I don’t know New Y—”

​​It is too late. There is a click, and Evie is gone. A dial tone replaces the space where her voice was. I replace the receiver, try to make sense of what I’ve been told. I am dreaming, or dead, but all nightmares have to be endured to reach their end.

​​I return to the staircase foot, leading up into a city I have never been to, or remotely wanted to visit, and slowly raise my own to begin the ascent.

​​When I emerge from the tunnel, nothing is as I expect.

​​In front of me, the Empire State Building looms large. The sky above it swirls in hues of purple and black. The road in front of the sidewalk is cracked and so eroded, no wheels could ever drive a straight line over it.

​​The planet’s cultural heart is abandoned. Only whistling air and my sneakers on uneven pavement offer the comfort of familiar sounds. I have no idea how to get to the Bronx because I have only been to New York in the movies.

​With no good options, I do what my dad always taught me to do—look for landmarks.

​​Only problem: this city is full of them.

​​Eventually, I stumble on Times Square, the scene of so many New Year’s Eves on the tube as the ball dropped toward the crowd. I was never here for any of it, and yet, can feel the millions of people who have stood on the spot. Looking out at the buildings with marquees and screens, the heart of Western ambition seems built for no one here. 

​​And that’s when I see the woman. She is unconscious on the ground, as I was in the subway station. Her body is limp behind a fire hydrant which initially concealed her.

​​Find the others.

​​If this woman is one of them, she may know something. Even without traffic or taxi cabs to run down an inattentive pedestrian, I glance both ways, hurrying across the crosswalk. The woman is blond, with shoulder-length hair. She looks slightly younger than me, and less than comfortable on the cracked pavement.

​“Miss?” I say, shaking her shoulder. The young woman grunts and moans, eyes fluttering. She squints, then fully opens them to reveal an unnatural gray color. “Can you sit up?”

​​She nods, and I guide her to a more upright position. My hand lightly rests on her back as she studies the ground between her legs.

​“Where are we?” she asks.

​​It’s a complicated answer, it seems, given the sky is purple and one of the most populous cities in the first world is completely desolate.

​“Why is the sky weird?” the girl asks, staring up at it.

​​I shrug, and offer my hand to pull her up off the ground. She hesitates, but her fingers wrap around my forearm, as mine do hers.

​When she is up, and can balance herself, I let go.

​“Your answer is as good as mine,” I admit- not wanting to lie but hesitant to tell the truth. All I can do is play dumb until something better comes to me.

​​Find the others.

​​Evie’s instructions ring clear, but are still vague. I don’t know how many others, nor where I will find them. I don’t know where to begin, or where this horror show will end.

​​Start small, Harper.

​​I found this one.

​​Having drifted back toward the center median, the woman speaks.

​“What’s your name?” she asks.

​​I am the unhinged, I want to say, and I never imagined asylum looked anything like this. But that’s not how people know me. It’s not my name on legal documents submitted to judges and clerks alike, and it’s not the letters etched into my driver’s license back home.

​​Apparently, none of that matters now.

​​​Right now, your life lays in a state of suspension. “I’m Harper,” I say, looking back at the stranger I found on the sidewalk, who so happens to share my predicament. “What’s yours?”

​​You are comatose in a room at the Toronto General Hospital. Your partner, Michaela, sits at your bedside.

​​Her gray eyes narrow as her cheeks lift in a smile.

​“I’m Skylar,” she says. “Skylar Bates.”

​“Any idea how we got here, Skylar Bates?”

​​You have suffered cardiac arrest, and are in a stable state.

​She shakes her head. “Like you said, your answer is as good as mine.” Then, it dawns on her where we are, same as it did me.

​“Are we in New York?”

​​

​​

Tim

​​​The first thing I notice upon waking—that is, beyond the concrete underneath my face and ribs, and that the sky is the same color as the moments leading up to my transportation here—is the place my body chose to come to its complete stop.

​I’m lying in the middle of a goddamn freeway.

​​The realization takes a full moment to dawn on me- opening my eyes to a road several lanes wide. Concrete barriers on either side and one down the median; this does not seem like a safe place for a nap.

​​I get on my feet, falling back; scrambling to the ramp nearest me, which leads down into a proper street. Like a stampede of speeding cars will be upon me, I panic. Once reaching the ramp, it takes another moment of gasping, turning my head in all directions to ascertain I’m not about to be run down.

​​How did I get here?

​​Last I knew, I was in Haven—the town held hostage by a violent armed militia who were all wiped out by a supernatural being named Hale. It was only through the grace of his nemesis Olivia I survived.

​​She sealed me in her locket, where I was able to speak to my dead wife Hannah one final time. When the locket’s protective barrier faded. that supernatural being was no longer a cloud of deadly shadow, but a man. And that man, whom Olivia described to me as the Devil himself paled to all the impersonators who preceded him.

​Following his casual massacre, Hale forced me to enter a portal on the outskirts of Haven, taking complete of my limbs to walk through. 

​Next thing I knew, I woke up on a fucking Expressway.

​​The horizon is familiar, and a couple further turns of my head tell me I’m in New York City. Landmarks and unique architecture aside, the Hudson looks back at me from where I stand on smooth lanes.

​​If this is New York, why is the freeway empty?

​​Looking over the barricade onto rooftops and side streets below, there are no other signs of life anywhere. Street vendor carts are empty; parked cars visible, but there is nobody to drive them. The sky is purple with swirls of black, circling inside the violet canopy.

​​My friend—I am taking you to a place where all your troubles will be resolved. Where the power of entire worlds is at your fingertips if you know where to find it.

​M​y heartbeat returns to normal and my shaking breath levels out. I can’t stay here. Olivia said millions of souls wander this place, but the streets below look empty to me. The regular sounds of a large city—sirens and idling truck engines, to name a few—are conspicuously absent. Not even wind can be bothered to rise for the forces at work.

​​There must be someone else. Confident no vehicles will come barreling up the on-ramp I mean to descend, I take my time, and pause to look over the barrier every few steps.

​Not even a cockroach disturbs apocalyptic peace.

​​Seeing nothing, I replay the events of Haven. Wife died in childbirth, lost my mind, and threw common sense to the wind. Lost my life savings in Vegas, picked up a kid named Caleb Cross who turned out to be the end of the world in waiting, all of Hale’s horrors contained inside a fourteen-year-old kid.

​​Made for Haven, realized it was run by psychopaths. Fell out of favor with those psychopaths, got kicked out of Haven. I could have gone home, but Olivia saved me from that impulse, and the rest is history.

​​I am greeted by more stillness at the bottom of the ramp. I've been to New York so many times in my life, and never seen this city of ten million go quiet. But the sky is weird and my experiences tell me this is not really New York.

​​For months, I believed the ghost of my wife Hannah followed me everywhere, whispering in my ear. It was not always helpful, but I grew comfortable with it, attached to the idea of being crazy if it meant she were here with me. But that turned out to be Olivia, disguised as Hannah, masquerading as my grief.

​​She has to be here. Somewhere in the Shroud, Hale is holding Hannah’s soul. And I will either join her or free it.

​

​***
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​

​​A short while later, I come across a younger man, unconscious on the ground. Sprawled in the middle of the street, I almost don’t see him turning the corner onto one of the one-lanes running under the freeway above.​

​​Afraid the kid might be dead, I slowly approach him lying on his side, arms crossing over each other. Beside him, buildings with dark in their windows run together, casting shadows over his unconscious form.

​​I kneel beside the man, and push his shoulder until he falls on his back. Stubble coats the cheeks, but he can’t be older than twenty-five. His hair is cropped and his face is bruised and I grab his chin, turning him toward me to feel for a pulse.

​​It’s faint, but there.

​​I have always been a passive person, which makes the slapping of his cheek as I kneel beside him feel rude. Alas, Haven destroyed the calm I always carried, perverted my gentle nature.

​“Hey!” I yell at the sleeping youth. “Wake up, would you?”

​​It takes a couple attempts to bring the boy to. His eyes are brown and his brow sinks as he takes in the sights. There is something familiar about him in the shape of his face, and I wonder if we have met before.

​“You okay?” I ask him, helping him to his feet.

​​Looking around, the kid tries to get his bearings. He is older than Caleb, the teenager who turned out to be the end of the world.

​“Where the hell?”

​“New York,” I explain, “or some weird, nightmarish version of it.”

​​He squints, trying to remember how he came to be on a sidewalk in a city he doesn’t seem to belong in. As he brushes himself off, I ask his name.

​“Nathan. You?”

​“I’m Tim,” I reply.

​“Any idea how we got here, Tim?”

​​I do, but it will sound crazy.

​“About as much as you, likely,” I tell him. “Woke up on the freeway up there. Scared me out of my skin. Thought I was about to be steamrolled.”

​​The small backstreet is one I’d have avoided in a previous life. In its populated version, I would probably be jumped, robbed, and left for dead. The two-story buildings—some residences, others small businesses—all look soulless, despite signs on their doors selling the lie they’re open for business.

​“I don’t remember much,” Nathan says. “I was tracking someone. For my mother. Whose name, ironically, was Tim.” He looks at me, realization spreading. “Your last name wouldn’t be Hawkins, would it?”

​​A certain conversation comes back to me. Almost forgotten in all the trauma of my exit from Haven, it is clear in a way the sky above will never be again.

​​When the town first fell, I sent my teenage son away. Him and his girlfriend. Told them to pack up, take everything. I was going to stay here and make sure kids and old people didn’t suffer.

​“You’re Samantha’s son, aren’t you? Wallace?”

​“Yeah, and you’re the one she sent me to look for.”

​“I guess so,” I remark. “Small world, isn’t it?”

​“Literally.”

​“So your mom made it out of Haven, then?”

​​Nathan nods. “She said it got pretty hectic, but yeah. By all accounts, doctors said she should have died out there.”

​​If you’d seen the things I’ve seen, kid, you would know why she’s alive. ​But I don’t say the words, determined not to sound any smarter than he is, inviting a million questions I can’t answer.

​“Well when we get out of here,” I say, “you can give Sam my regards. We can’t just stand here, though. Do you agree?”

​​Nathan nods, and we start walking, settling into our disquiet. Neither of us speak. I study every building we pass for a sign of life. There are none. Turning the corner onto a wider street, the dark infrastructure stretches forever. With the purple sky unobstructed by any greater source of light, we can only wander further into madness.

​​​There must be others. Olivia said there were millions. And I’ve found one.​

​​Only a million, less one, to go.

​​

Harper

​​​When I was thirteen, my mother killed herself.

​​That event, along with a few others, has shaped my entire life. Twenty years after walking into the basement and seeing Nancy Whitaker’s body hanging from the rafters, few things have brought the feeling of utter perplexity upon me like this does.

​​Skylar walks behind me, saying little. It’s fine—my thoughts are elsewhere. They're with Em and what that Evie woman said about my current state. I imagine Michaela, who hates her full name, clutching my hand, worrying down her face as she listens for changes in the heart monitor. They are with my Dad, who is getting old and has been perpetually alone since Charlie and I left home.

​For a long time, Em and I have been his only visitors.

​“Is there a plan?” Skylar finally asks. Skyscrapers loom over us, the quiet makes my skin crawl and I wonder how we will escape this wretched place.

​​I wonder how many more there are to find.

​“Not really,” I reply. “Just wandering, it seems. Hey, do you remember anything before coming here?”

​​Skylar, now keeping pace, shakes her head.

​“No, it’s weird, actually. I’m completely drawing blanks. I remember my name, but not much else.”

​“Nothing?” I ask. “No career, or people, or medical freak accidents that happened before I woke you on a street corner?”

​​She thinks for a second, traversing the distance of time and space for clues.

​“Nope. Nothing.”

​“Weird.”

​“What’s weird?”

​​I stop walking. “I remember almost everything. I remember a pain in my chest. Lights above me as I was rushed to the hospital. I remember the faces of people I love, and what I ate for lunch yesterday.”

​“And?”

​​I shake my head.

​“It’s strange you don’t, isn’t it?”

​​She looks around her, searching the thousands of windows above for solace, or perhaps a light to lead us to answers. I’ve never been spoon-fed, and expect waking from this to be no less than utter Hell.

​“It’s funny,” she says. “I don’t think I’m as perturbed as you are by this place.”

​“Perturbed?”

​“It means unsettled.”

​“I know what it means,” I snipe. “I’m not unsettled.”

​​She points at my arms with her head.

​“Your hands are shaking.”

​​Raising open palms towards my face, the fingers tremble and even in a fist, quake slightly. But I’m not scared. And she’s not winning this easily.

​“I’m fine.”​

​“It’s amazing, isn’t it?” she asks, completely disregarding my attempts at feigning brave. “The sky? It’s beautiful.”

​“Yeah,” I reply absently. “Would be nice if we could find someone to tell us what’s going on, though.”

​“We will, I’m sure. Let’s sit down and take a break. Feels like we’re working ourselves up, and we’ve barely started figuring this out.”

​​Taking a seat on the curb beside her, all the world’s windows laughing back at us, Skylar fidgets with her hands with a sigh.

​​She seems so calm otherwise.

​“This seems like a nightmare, doesn’t it?” I ask. Where I dreaming, I’d likely see people I know, rather than a complete stranger. Then again, as a federal prosecutor, I see strangers every day. The blond woman sitting beside me could very well be an amalgam, playing out a role my subconscious created.

​“Seems too real to be a dream,” Skylar replies, looking at her feet. “Maybe we’re dead.”

​​The potential reality is too uncomfortable to consider. I can’t be dead. I have so much more to accomplish.

​​Skylar continues.

​“I’m trying to remember what I can. You know, to back up that theory. I remember being little. My father was a preacher. My mother, his opposite. Atheist to the end. I grew up happy. All that, I remember.

​“I left...a man at the altar. Doug? I think that was his name. Everything after that, though...” She pauses. “You know, my mother used to tell me fairy tales don’t exist, but I’ll be damned if we’re not living one now.”

​​Princesses and dragons hardly seem like denizens of this place. Not sure if Skylar is more of a simple soul, or I’m just a hopeless cynic. Part of me still believes I’m sound asleep.

​“I spoke to someone,” I admit, unsure what prompts me to confide in her.

​“You did? Here, you mean?” Her face scrunches up. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

​​​Honey, I don’t know you, I want to say. But another part of me—perhaps the mother I’ve been to myself since thirteen-years-old—urges calm.

​“I don’t know. Maybe I’m struggling to believe it myself. One day I’m working my way up a pretty well-paying ladder, because that’s all that seems to matter in this fucking world. The next, I wake up in a goddamned subway station.”

​​Skylar frowns. “You woke up in a subway station?”

​​I bury my head in both palms and groan.

​“Sorry,” she says. “Not like you know much more than I do. I shouldn’t be pestering you.”

​“No,” I wince, lifting my head from hands offering no more solace than the purple sky. “It’s not your fault. I ​do​ know more. I just don’t know how to make sense of it.

​“My whole career, I’ve always made the right move. Not to blow my own horn, but I’ve put away quite a few people who were certain they would get away with it.”

​“At your age?” she says. “That’s impressive.”

​“Maybe. But the woman I spoke to on the phone, she told me nothing that came before this matters. The people we know, and the lives we’ve built ourselves? We may never see that again.

​“Maybe that’s why I’m trying to tell myself this is some nightmare, and I’m going to wake in my bed, kiss my girlfriend and just keep going. That’s all I want right now.”

​​After a moment, she speaks.

​“So what do we have to do?”

​​Once I tell her, I commit to believing this is real. Looking around at the lifelike replicas of shop windows, alleyways, and their Dumpsters, it seems there’s not much choice.

​“When I woke in the subway station, a payphone rang. When I picked it up, there was this woman on the other end. Said her name was Evie and there are others. That...I need to find them.”

​“Okay,” Skylar says, “so we find the others, and then what?”

​“Evie said we have to go to a cantina in the Bronx.”

​“Simple enough,” she replies. “Did this Evie give you any indication how many of these others there are? Or what this place is?”

​​I hesitate, holding onto Evie’s most crucial revelation for a moment—but, it makes no sense to tell her everything and hold this back.

​“She said...she said we’re essentially in purgatory.”

​​Skylar’s eyes widen and she stands, beginning to pace in front of the curb. Her shoulder length hair swings as she walks to and from.

​“So we ​are​ dead.”

​“If we believe this Evie person, yes.”

​“Evie, who called you on a payphone in a New York City subway station and told you this is purgatory. That Evie, right?”

​“Skylar, why we are disputing this?”

​“Why ​aren’t​ you disputing it? Aren’t you a lawyer? Isn’t it your fucking job to dispute things like this?”

​“You’re upset,” I admit. “I am, too. But this is a murder trial hinging on circumstantial evidence. I’m following the trail, okay?”

​​Hands on hips, Skylar concedes.

​“Any idea where to find these others?”

​​Opening my mouth to tell her I’ve not a clue, and we’re looking for a needle in a haystack, I hear a man’s cry. Skylar hears it too, and we both home in on the direction it came from.

​​Down the street to our left, two people emerge from an alleyway. Only problem is, one has the other in a chokehold. The man is held hostage by a smaller woman, pulling the brunt of his six feet downward in her headlock. He holds out both hands in surrender. I stand from the curb to get a better look, but their backs are to us.

​“Somebody!” the man cries out. The woman pulls him along, refusing to heed his cries. “Somebody get this crazy person off me!”

​​Skylar and I share a glance before we both begin to walk towards the unhappy couple. The blond orders her captive to be quiet.

​“What did I do to you?”​ the man shouts. “What did I do?”

​​Our pace quickens as we close the distance. When I am within earshot, I call out to the woman, walking forward with raised hands.

​​In the second she turns to glare at me, I see the faces of a hundred convicts I pass daily. There is anger in the scowl, blond hair shorter than Skylar’s hanging matted around her face like a muddied dog.

​​The woman is clearly confused, possibly delusional. But if what Skylar and I determined is true—that we are dead, and this is purgatory—she could be in a state of shock.

​“I just want to talk,” I say
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