

  	
	    
	      Also by Scott R. Welveart

	    

      
	    
          
	      Lost Zenith

          
        
          
	          The Ghost of the Wicked Crow

          
        
          
	          Escape from Atlantis City

          
        
          
	          Travler's Kiss

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Scott R. Welveart’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Also By Scott R. Welveart

Praise for the Lost Zenith Series

Prelude

Enter the Brotherhood

Back to Reality

A Two-fer with Contraband Pizza

Mr. Khan’s House of Noodles

A Trip to the Nurse’s Office

Adapting to Certain Changes

Beware the Flower Urchin

An Old Friend

A Little Helping Hand

A Puff of Black Smoke

Smooth Criminal

A Hot Cup of Joe

A Really Stupid Idea

Telling the Truth

Breaking the Rules

Testing the Rookie

Recapturing the Past

Class with the Deathpriest

The Jig is Up

Unlearning What was Learned

Heidi’s Plan

Escape from Lyonesse

A Speedy Getaway

The Turtle and the Weasel

A Surprise Visit

Escape from Oakhaven

Assemble

All According to Plan

Up is Down and Down is Up

A Former Feron’s Confession

Summer School. Great.

Traveler’s Kiss

Acknowledgments

Sign up for Scott R. Welveart's Mailing List

Further Reading: Travler's Kiss

Also By Scott R. Welveart

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Praise for the Lost Zenith Series


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


“Scott Welvaert has woven together a mind-bending adventure that spans time and space, a fascinating blend of coming-of-age fantasy, interdimensional intrigue, and swashbuckling action. Ian Wilder is a character you’ll want to spend time with, which works out great because this is the first book of a series.”

— ALLEN ESKENS, award-winning and best-selling author of Saving Emma, Forsaken Country, and The Stolen Hours
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“It’s entertaining. It’s literary. It’s a true joy to read, a well-built world one can’t help escaping into. But at its heart it’s a wild ride that you should buckle in for, a beautiful story built with beautiful sentences and complex, relatable characters moved forward with a plot you can’t step or look away from. With this novel Welvaert has given us a gift, an entertaining tale that offers hope, something we could all use in these times. It gives us an insightful look into what it means to be human. It’s a magnificent book, beautifully written and entertaining, lovely page by lovely page, a meaningful blast to read. The world just became a better place with this novel in it.”

— KEVIN LANGTON, author of Superior
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“We are still in a torrid love affair with the multiverse itself. So in a time and a place where Marvel has tried to bleed the concept dry and A23 may have set the high water mark with Everything, Everywhere, All at Once, it takes a brave soul to delve into the topic these days and play around with the possibilities. Scott Welvaert is one of those brave souls. With his book The Ghost of The Wicked Crow, Welvaert boisterously sets sail with the first book in The Lost Zenith series.”

— JASON GLASER, author of Double Jump
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by: Scott R. Welvaert

To my parents, 
for drawing the lines in the sand 
I should never cross but supporting 
me regardless, whenever I chose to.
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Prelude
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“Only when the sea and skies fell silent did the stark barb of hubris pierce our necks. For from the depths came the watery automatons of King Leviathan. With serpentine iron tendrils, their cephalopod machinations emerged from the surf and razed the great pillars of our Empire City with magma-spewing mouths. No might of air, navy or ground could stay the apocalyptic march of their clockworks. Only when Gotham lay afire in nuclear orange, did they recede beneath the pale green glow of the Atlantic, leaving not just a fiery mark on our shore, but a dark legacy forevermore. For we witness the death of New York City and the rise of Atlantis City.”




—Alistair Grimwald, 

New York Sun Herald reporter, 1901, on the fatal blow to end The Great Germanic War on an Earth not too different from our own.
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Pitter-patter.

Pitter-patter.

Ian Wilder tires of the Oakhaven Adolescent Treatment Residence. The group sessions and psycho-babble exhaust him to no end, and the steady drug regimen fogs his brain with the incessant pitter-patter of imaginary rain. It makes him forget things and breaks his focus. Even simple things like reading, talking, and recalling memories are a chore. The more he talks and the more his resident friends discuss their problems, the more he wishes they’d all shut up. The stress. The pressure. 

And this goddamn rain on the brain!

Pitter-patter.

Pitter-patter.

A stray water droplet plinks into his nostril.

Wait.

He feels that. The blood from his body pools in his skull. His eyes bulge like too-ripe tomatoes about to burst. In a panic, Ian opens his mouth and gasps. His eyes snap open. Water drips all around him. He hangs inverted from a rope lashed to the ceiling. His arms are tied behind his back. Below him, water from his soaked clothes forms a puddle. From its reflection, warehouse lights hang above him, casting a sickly, yellowish haze. More importantly, he sees his reflection, dressed in a tight black bodysuit. A black hooded mask shows only his panicked eyes assessing the situation. 

He wasn’t in his room at Oakhaven. He was in a darkened warehouse. Tied up. A black hood over his head. The mask. 

This isn’t even his reality.

He isn’t even himself. Not the deranged high school kid who lost his girlfriend, blew a gasket, met a likely imaginary interdimensional friend, killed a pirate version of himself on another world, and ended up in psychiatric treatment. He is Shadowstrike—his heroic alter ego—the scourge of villainy throughout Atlantis City. Suspicion snakes up his spine. He swings his bound body back and forth in a dervish and wrestles with his bonds. If he is hanging in a warehouse in Atlantis City, the outlook is not good. He has to get out of here. Again, he twists his wrists, fighting the tight knots. 

Wait! 

The Amulet of Kek! The Egyptian god of the darkness.

Ian closes his eyes and focuses on the amulet around his neck. The amulet allows him to enter and exit a shadow dimension at will, teleporting him small distances away. But the golden braid doesn’t grow hot or hum with energy as he focuses. 

Not good. Where is it?!

He cranes his head around and spots it lying at the bottom of the puddle. It must have fallen off when he was trussed up like a side of beef.

A speaker high on a far wall squawks. From it, a smoky female laugh funnels through the tinny intercom. “Without that amulet, you are powerless.” More laughter.

Ian knows that laugh. But his brain glitches and resets. It was Redcrowne’s modus operandi for sure, but he sounded like a woman. He and Penelope had always written him and drawn him as a man. But here. Ian had to center himself—Redcrowne was a woman.

Redcrowne








A criminal mastermind, leader, and telepath




AKA Moira Flynn, a young woman born with a powerful ability to amplify the electromagnetic field of her brain to read and control minds. Teased as a freak from an early age, Moira took to enacting embarrassing revenge plots on her childhood tormentors. As a teen, she found herself living off the streets and using her gifts to turn cons, rob banks, and break into the houses of the rich to pilfer their jewels.  Donning a white, fur-lined cloak, a slim white skirt, and knee-high white boots, she took over the criminal underworld of Atlantis City and recruited a band of meta-human criminals called the Brotherhood to take her endeavors beyond the city and into the world.









It didn’t matter. Male or female, if Redcrowne is here, Ian thinks, so are others. He needs to escape fast. But the amulet must be touching his skin to work. Without it, he has no teleportation powers, no way to free himself. Redcrowne had done it; he had finally figured out how to stop Ian. Ian takes a deep breath. If there was ever a time for a spontaneous mutation of telekinetic powers, it is now. But the amulet lies there useless, just out of reach.

Staring blankly at the submerged amulet, his hopes lost, Ian notices the water puddle shifting on its own. It rolls closer. Oddly, the water from his drenched clothes skitters down his body toward his head. In an isolated rainstorm, the drops wring themselves from his body and fall into the puddle. As it absorbs the drops, the puddle lifts and lurches upward. Ian swings his body away to avoid the water, which now takes on a form. First, two feet and two slender calves. After a few seconds, the thighs fill in, then a pair of female hips and buttocks. As the water shapes, it raises the amulet aloft. Out of the puddle, a woman grows. The small of her back. Her spine. Shoulders. Two arms erupt from the gorgeous column of water. As the head finds its shape, so does a mane of long, wavy hair. The arms finish, leaving one hand to materialize around the Amulet of Kek.

Dowse. The water witch.

Dowse








Former catalog model and mutant water witch




AKA Barbara Bevermann, two-time homecoming queen and all-around smokeshow. During puberty, her body went through a strange and horrifying transformation into a liquid state. With practice, she was able to limit her episodes and eventually control her ability to turn into a liquid form. Barbara did a stint as a catalog model for a while before realizing that her abilities were more suited for fine art theft and corporate espionage.



Finished, Dowse’s body shudders to adjust its pigments, giving her milky skin and vibrant auburn hair. Ian can’t help but be transfixed by her beautiful naked form. She turns to Ian and offers him a naughty smile. “You had to know we’d eventually outsmart you.”

Another figure steps out of the shadows. Dressed in a gray suit, shoes, and fedora, he hands a tan overcoat to Dowse who dons it and ties it off at the waist. With a turn of her bare heels, she stalks into the shadows, leaving Ian alone with the gray man.

Ian sighs. “Ah, Chumhead.”

The man removes his fedora and flashes a wide smile full of shark teeth. Piercing, coal-black eyes flash in a frenzy above two sets of gill slits on the sides of his neck. “That’s Mako, lost Prince of Lyonesse and ancestor of Tristan, to you,” he answers.

Prince Mako








Merman and prince of the underwater city of Lyonesse




AKA Makovio Meliodas, the last blood of Tristan of Arthurian legend and ruler of Lyonesse. After the city was swallowed by the sea, his ancestors adapted to survive the depths of the ocean. Mako has always disagreed with the accords between the Lyonnesians and the humans of Atlantis City and believes to this day that the city belongs to his people. He just needed a reason to break the accords.



Ian looks around the warehouse, expecting the whole crew. Only one other steps into the dull yellow light.

Juicebox








A reanimated zombie corpse of a dozen long-dead villains stitched together




AKA who knows? Legend has it, Redcrowne assembled Juicebox from fallen friends and partners in a psychotic attempt to make them immortal. Unfortunately, Redcrowne focused only on the body and not on the brains. With an IQ of a rotting cabbage, Juicebox was a mindless enforcer who could absorb electricity and cast it when needed. With no need for fashion, Juicebox’s stitched, stapled, and jigsawed corpse was completely visible, much to the horror of their enemies.



Juicebox, with his frankensteined body, staggers forward, blue electricity arcs between its fingers, waiting to be unleashed.

Disappointed, Ian shakes his head. “Usually, you do the whole roll call thing?” Ian grimaces, trying to keep his limbs from going numb. “What? Did Miles get the night off?”

The speaker squelches, and the sultry voice of Redcrowne says, “He’s on...assignment.”

Redcrowne’s sniper assassin is obviously tracking his partner, Penelope Archer, known to this criminal underworld as Deathpriest. Luckily, Ian has no idea where she is, so Redcrowne can’t pick through his thoughts.

A chilling laugh cackles through the intercom. “Still hiding your thoughts, Ian,” Redcrowne says with an edge of sneer to her voice. “I guess you can try. But your friend is about to get a bullet to the teeth from a mile away. Finally, this...quarrel...will come to an end.”

The rope above him snaps, and Ian falls headfirst toward the floor. Unable to brace for impact with his hands bound, he tucks his head and lands hard on his shoulders. Crumpled on the floor, he looks up to find her, the Deathpriest, dishing out a whirling whupping on the Brotherhood.

Dressed in white linen wrappings that only reveal her hands, feet, and eyes, Penelope brandishes the four bronze rings of Osiris, one on each middle finger and the middle toe of each foot. She shuttles between foes and smacks her fists across Mako’s jaw. With each strike, the rings steal a portion of his soul, turning his gray skin pale and white. In contrast, the ring grows brighter with each harvest, and in exchange, Osiris grants her a small slowing of time. The larger the harvest, the more time slows for her, allowing her to dodge a large water fist thrown by Dowse and spin her foot into Juicebox’s neck. Again, the ring on her toe glows brightly as it steals a shred of his soul, leaving his already ashen skin near translucent and granting her more slowed time. Which she uses to slip through his patchworked arms, slide between Mako’s legs, and leap upwards, striking the back of his head with three quick jabs. His head fades to white. With each strike, the Deathpriest drains her enemies’ souls for Osiris, and with the slowing of time, her moves come faster, stronger. While the members of the Brotherhood stagger like slumbering zombies, the Deathpriest shudders between them like a slippery ghost. 

Juicebox rushes her, his arms glowing with potential electrocution. Penelope cartwheels at him and launches a series of kicks to the assembled man’s chest. Her enemy drained, she wraps her arms around his neck and holds his body between hers. In her grasp, Juicebox succumbs to spasms. His body shakes, and the flesh under her touch is leached of color and life. Every second she holds him, her rings grow brighter, the amalgam of souls left in his body departs, and he becomes colorless. Blinded by the rings, the rest of the Brotherhood shields their eyes and listens to Juicebox gargle his last breath before his flesh, almost translucent, slumps in her grasp. Finished, the rings dull to their bronze sheen. Penelope releases the soulless body of Juicebox and lets it fall to the floor.

Her eyes widen with the rush of victory. “Such a creep,” she says.

Ian scrambles to his feet, eager to embrace Penelope, but a gunshot cracks through the warehouse.

Ian freezes. 

He knows that gun. 

Miles.

Penelope staggers before the Brotherhood thugs. A whisper of white smoke ushers from her mouth before she crumples to the cold cement floor. A pool of blood blooms around her. By the time Ian gets to her, it’s too late. The back of her head has opened like a peeled orange. Her hand shudders in spasms.

Above, the tinny warehouse intercom squelches again. A phonograph needle scratches, and Benny Goodman blares throughout the warehouse. Amid the trumpets, bass, and crashing drums, Redcrowne leaps from a high stairwell and joins Dowse and Mako on the warehouse floor. Her white fur-lined cloak envelopes her like a cocoon, and the mop of curly red hair and red lipstick stands stark atop her pillar of white. Together, the Brotherhood steps closer. Ian backs away. With his amulet gone, he could maybe handle two of them on his own, but not all of them. Not with Miles waiting to pick him off. As his enemies lurch closer, Ian knows his end draws near, and a smoky curl of a voice telepathically enters his mind.

Now you die alone, Ian.
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Back to Reality
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“Cool,” said Jackson Filmore, Oakhaven’s resident obsessive-compulsive. “How does it end?”

Ian shook his head and eyed up his new circle of Oakhaven “friends” from his residence hall. Each residence hall appeared like a normal house on the outside but had been renovated to fit eight small bedrooms with private bathrooms. Rumor had it they were the mild cases, and dangerous cases were shipped to the Elmhurst facility in the neighboring town of Evercove. The ground floor of each Oakhaven residence hall had a large living area that also functioned as a group therapy meeting place, complete with a variety of mismatched plush chairs and couches.

“I don’t know how it ends,” Ian answered Jackson. “But my dreams here are getting more vivid and strange with each night.” He remembered the voice from the warehouse. Redcrowne, a female, instead of a male. He shook his head trying to make sense of it.  

With the meds fogging his mind, Ian made a habit of keeping up on all his pod mates and their origin stories so they wouldn’t get muddled. Like Jackson. He had trouble with sports. At 6’3”, lean and corded with muscle, he had no problem playing wide receiver in football, point guard in basketball, and star center fielder in baseball. But as a child, he always had to be the scorer. And when someone else scored, even on his team, he’d blow up and throw a fit. His parents ignored this behavior until his junior year in high school when he punched out his basketball coach for not feeding him the ball to top fifty points in the game. And that landed him here. In every session, his knees bobbed to release the pent-up energy wasted here in therapy. 

To Jackson’s left sat Anna. She was a firebug. In kindergarten, her favorite pastime was finding an anthill and aiming a magnifying glass at it, sizzling the little buggers to a crisp. In the fifth grade, it was sparklers and their hypnotic fizzing. When she held them over her hand, the sparks cascading along her skin made her feel tingly in other areas of her body. But her masterpiece happened freshman year when she stole her dad’s Zippo lighter. The flick and clank of the cover. The scratch of the wheel. The constant flame. It all made her tingle. But it also burned down her parents’ garage. Even her hair was dyed flame red, but her brown roots had crept in as her stay got longer. 

Boyd sat to her left. His eyes always lingered too long on the ladies. Born with a chiseled jaw, sandy brown hair, and bright baby blues, he thought he was a gift to womankind. But his defining feature was his uncomfortable stare. His eyes clung to every girl he saw and stayed there long after he’d creeped them out. Ian didn’t know him very well, but Boyd never missed an opportunity to mention that he had slept with his science teacher numerous times before they got caught. What he didn’t like to talk about was that they got caught when Boyd started stalking her husband after she tried breaking off the affair.

Dr. Caulderon sat next to Boyd, patiently monitoring the interactions and taking notes. His face still looked a bit like a weasel, and his reddish-brown hair and beard didn’t help. The only real difference was his hairline creeping backward a bit.

To his left sat Meredith. Another cutter, like Ian, although she hadn’t divulged any reason why. Meredith wore her blonde hair cropped short, pixie style. A quiet girl, she gave Dr. Caulderon one-word answers if she could and only really talked with Anna. She remained aloof and seemed uncomfortable around the guys, except for Ian, which Ian took as a compliment. 

Luke sat next to her. Tall and very thin, he sported a mullet, dirty jeans, beat-up work boots, and Metallica t-shirts. His hitch: blowing up old kitchen appliances with Tannerite. He filmed the explosions, and one video showed his friend screaming and clutching his bloody eye. It amassed over a million views online. When the incident came up in group, Luke showed no remorse or concern for his friend, who lost the eye. 

Joe sat to the right of Ian. A bit of a nerd with a bowl haircut by choice. Not a big talker. His grandparents had come to the United States from Korea, and he was depressed. Ian thought he was normal by comparison and wondered why he was even there.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” Jackson asked.

“It’s just a dream. I never know how it ends.” Ian rubbed his nose. 

Boyd piped in, “Nice detail on the water chick, man. Did you jizz your sheets?”

Ian’s face reddened. Of course, he had. He looked around the group to assess the damage. Anna couldn’t have cared less, her stare vacant and dreaming of forest fires. Meredith simply frowned. 

Dr. Caulderon piped in and said, “That’s enough, Boyd. These are to be constructive sessions. Ian was thoughtful enough to share that intimate moment, and we should be grateful. It’s more important to learn from our experiences and support each other.” The doctor turned to Boyd and said, “Mr. Harrison, since you were so eager to speak, tell us how Ian’s dream made you feel?”

“Besides horny?”

Dr. Caulderon sighed. “Yes.”

“I don’t know,” Boyd said, running his hand through his shiny locks. “He’s obviously got problems. He keeps dreaming about his dead girlfriend. And why’s it always gory? Didn’t she croak from a stroke or something?”

“Hemorrhage,” Meredith said, barely audible.

“What?” Jackson asked. 

“Hemorrhage!” Meredith repeated, this time in anger. “She died of a brain hemorrhage.”

Ian smiled awkwardly at Meredith. “It’s kinda the same thing. A brain hemorrhage is a kind of stroke.” Boyd smirked and Meredith nodded, ignoring him.

Dr. Caulderon held his hands up to both participants and nodded at Boyd. “His dreams do exhibit accelerated violence and hostility.”

“What does that mean?” Luke asked.

Dr. Caulderon looked to the popcorn ceiling for an answer. “It could mean any number of things from resentment to helplessness.”

Anna chimed in yet kept her stare vacant. “He feels helpless.”

Meredith nodded in agreement.

Jackson said, “Is that why every dream has tons of bad guys?”

Dr. Caulderon nodded, “Possibly. Mr. Filmore, what makes you feel helpless at times?”

Jackson cracked his knuckles. His left knee bobbed in anxious anticipation. “When the QB throws a dump-off to the slow-ass fullback. When I don’t get the damn ball.”

“Anna?”

Anna took a deep breath and blew it out in a noisy huff. “Helpless, huh? Can I say being part of an ordered system?”

Dr. Caulderon nodded. “How so?”

Anna slouched further into her chair. “I don’t know how to describe it. But look around.” She gestured to the world. “There’s an order to everything. We meet at the same time every day. Talk about the same shit. But it’s not just in here. Outside, it’s the same. Work, eat, sleep, and repeat. We’re just wound-up cogs in a clockwork just waiting to seize up and explode. That makes me feel helpless.”

“Wow,” Dr. Caulderon said. “That’s a very thoughtful assessment.”

Anna smiled wanly, not making eye contact. “Thanks, doc.”

Caulderon turned to his next interrogation. “Boyd? What about you?”

“The judicial system.”

Luke pointed his thumb at Boyd and said, “What he said.” 

The doctor breathed calmly through his nose and closed his eyes. “Meredith? How about you?”

“My parents’ divorce. My sister, the cheerleader. How my stepdad buys me stupid things to try and win me over.”

“Very good, Meredith,” the doctor said. “Joe?”

“Nothing.”

“Really?” the doctor asked. 

Joe paused. “I don’t feel helpless.” Caulderon nodded.

“Ian?”

Ian exhaled. For almost eight months, he had pushed everything about Penelope’s fake death—her abandonment of him for some greater purpose, the Infiniuum, and his interdimensional guide, Steve—to a cliff in his mind. He hadn’t had the courage to push any of it off yet, but he wanted it there for when he built up enough strength to give it a good heave into the abyss below. He wondered what was worse: the death of a loved one, or being abandoned by a loved one? 

After everything, he’d rather Penelope had died than leave him. How could she make that choice, given all they built together? On top of it all was the fact that he had to keep up her lie here, at home, on this Earth. He knew the truth, but this world did not. And if they did, they wouldn’t believe it anyway. So there he was stuck between the truth and a lie, his sanity teetering precariously in the middle. He had worked hard to get to this place; to keep everything in check. To keep this world still turning, despite the truth he knew. The raised scar over the top of his right forearm peeked out of his shirt cuff. 

Uncomfortable, Ian pulled his sleeve down to cover it. It still stung sometimes, despite being healed over. “I used to think that there was this board, right? Like a see-saw, balancing on a piano wire over the darkness. Everyone in my life, my mother, my father, Penelope, all my relatives, were evenly divided and placed on either end of that board. I was in the middle. And whichever choice I made, left or right, tipped myself and those people closer to the edge, to the darkness. So I felt trapped. Unable to decide who to help and who to sacrifice to do so.

“Interesting comparison, Ian,” Dr. Caulderon said. “That describes your helplessness perfectly.”

“But what I’ve learned lately,” Ian continued, “is that I never made the wire or the board. The darkness isn’t my fault, either. Hell, I didn’t stack up the ones I loved on each end like that. Fate did. All along I thought my choices decided their fates, when in reality, there is no board, no wire. We’re all falling into the darkness together. It’s no longer a question of what decision salvages the most happiness out of any given scenario. It’s just simply trying to salvage some happiness.”

Dr. Caulderon smiled and said, “That is a very interesting take, Ian. It sounds like you have done a great deal of thinking about your situation.”

Ian nodded and folded his arms over his chest. “Sure.”

“We’re going to end on that note,” the doctor said, standing from his chair. “I want you all to think about what makes you feel helpless and ways of turning those triggers around, to incite happiness. Remember to lean on each other, offer help. That’s what this is all about.”

The living room cleared rather slowly. Ian expected that. The group became more receptive to their place in the residence the longer they stayed. He had been there for almost eight months. October to June. He had missed almost all of his junior year. As the residents disbursed from the living room, Meredith paused long enough to glance at Ian, only to bite her lower lip and continue to her room. Ian didn’t notice. He fixated on the oak trees outside of the window, imagined his world differently, where Penelope hadn’t left, and they went to the junior prom together. His mom helped him find a tux and Penelope wore a fantastic light green dress that reminded him of meadow grass. In the gymnasium, they cut it up to synthesizer-packed dance music and leaned into each other during the slow songs. Then, when the warmth built up between their bodies, he’d brush her cheek with a finger and kiss her like they used to in the tree house. There in a cloud of soap bubbles and the smell of peach perfume, he’d have the life he really wanted.

Or at least some other Ian in a reality far, far away got what he wanted.

“You’re progressing rather nicely, Ian,” Dr. Caulderon’s voice cut through Ian’s thoughts like flat, fading trumpets. Caulderon finished stuffing papers and his notepad into his bag and clasped it shut. “I see no reason why you need to continue residence here. Barring any major setbacks, I’m going to recommend to your parents that you be transitioned back home. This may take a few weeks, but I think it’s time.”

Ian rose from his chair, an old wooden affair with padded cushions with a paisley pattern. He rubbed the unkempt hair on his head and exhaled a breath that seemed to have been stored in his lungs since he first arrived at Oakhaven. “That’s good,” he said.

On his way out, Dr. Caulderon patted him on the shoulder and said, “It’s not good, Ian. It’s great.”
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A Two-fer with Contraband Pizza
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In the morning, Ian walked the path between Residence Hall A and C to the community building for breakfast. Unlike the residence halls, it wasn’t a house but a commercial building resembling a school that contained a dining hall, community gathering space, and additional housing on the second floor. The ground floor opened into the community area with designated spots for activities: art, board games, television, and study space. The other half of the ground floor contained the dining hall that included seating, a school-like serving counter, and behind that a large kitchen. Ian walked to the counter and got a plate of scrambled eggs, toast, and fresh fruit. He thanked the staff and found a spot at one of the many tables. Again, all the furniture had been purchased from cheap Facebook Marketplace posts or donated. Nothing matched, much like the residents.

Going home.

Ian couldn’t really believe it. Within weeks? But was that really great? He just assumed he’d remain here the rest of his life. He took a deep breath and watched his fellow residents. Meredith and Anna ate together. Anna mostly talked, while Meredith batted around her food and scratched her forearm. Meredith noticed Ian watching and smiled at him. Jackson, Boyd, and Luke sat together. They usually ate quickly and spent more time teasing each other and cracking jokes. Joe sat alone. 

After breakfast, Ian walked through the Oakhaven community room with its plush taupe sofas. A huge flat panel television hung on the largest wall, a random cooking show host pouring extra virgin olive oil over everything. Ian sighed. Like anyone watched actual TV anymore. In a rounded alcove with a bay window looking over the oak trees in the courtyard, residents played a variety of sanity-approved board games like checkers, chess, Candyland, Jenga, and Trivial Pursuit. To the right, in a similarly symmetrical bay window alcove, was an art station with three easels, watercolor and acrylic paints, brushes, pencils, and the whole bit.

Ian found a spot by the art bay window. He gathered some paper and a pencil and drew. He had always sucked at it but wanted to get better. Maybe good enough to do what came so easily for Penelope before she “died.” Still, his people came out misshapen and unrealistic, but at least he’d graduated from stick people. 

A flash out in the courtyard caught his attention. Eight grand oak trees stood, interlaced with cobblestone sidewalks and patches of manicured lawn. A gray squirrel dashed between the trees, skirting the trunks and bounding across the walking paths. In that moment of clarity, serenity, whatever it was, it troubled Ian to see Penelope—his Penelope—walking toward the window, wearing her Alton High School sweatshirt and faded jeans. Her gaze lifted, eyes transfixed on him. 

Even from a distance, her face looked dour, emotionless, like she had been forced to visit him against her will. Like she had more pressing matters to attend to instead of him. He remembered her funeral. The malig. Steve whisking him away on some cockamamie mission, where he had to kill himself. Not himself literally, but Captain Ian Wilder, a mangy pirate version of himself in another reality of the Infiniuum. The memory grew stark. A clash of swords atop a creaking galley deck. For months he tried to forget it, pushed it to that cliff in his mind, but here it was, haunting him. The scar across his forearm itched, so he scratched it, keeping his eye on Penelope, who was now making her way toward him again. His hand twitched, remembering the meaty slide of the blade as he thrust it into the captain’s chest, his own chest in a way. The memory seemed so close to him that his own ribs ached as the blade slid deeper. He could see the captain’s expression as the faux Neverblade sliced through. It was his own expression looking back. Disbelief. The captain didn’t think Ian had the strength to do it; to kill someone. To kill himself. But Ian had changed. A waft of sea brine tingled his nose. Penelope arrived at the glass. Pressed her face against it, looking, searching. 

Ian closed his eyes. Willed it away. She wasn’t real. Penelope was gone. She left him here. Why, he still didn’t know. He had loved her, and her him. But she chose to abandon him anyway. This was just his mind trying to interfere. Trying to upset the delicate balance Ian had struggled to negotiate the last eight months. It wasn’t real. It was all just his imagination.

When he opened his eyes, Penelope had vanished, only fellow residents enjoyed the early summer day in the courtyard. Later though, it was a two-fer day. Both Heidi and his parents visited. 
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Around lunchtime, Heidi arrived and approached from the entryway. She wore jeans and a purple, short-sleeved silky shirt that hugged her chest. She leaned in and embraced Ian. “How’s it going? Any news?” 

Ian escorted her to the other bay window, by the games, and waited for her to sit down at the checkerboard table. “Well, Dr. Caulderon said I could maybe go home. Like in three weeks.”

“Your mom is going to throw a big party, you know?” Heidi said as she sat down. 

“Probably.” 

They sat opposite each other. Ian readied the game board, placing each checker in its assigned spots. Heidi opened her bag and removed sodas and a plastic bag with two slices of cold pepperoni pizza. “I snuck in some contraband.” Heidi smiled again, her braces brandishing pink rubber bands at the corners of her mouth. Together they drank soda and ate pizza. 

Heidi surveyed the board and made the first move with a red checker. “So. Any visitors lately?” she asked. 

In the last eight months, he and Heidi had grown closer. He felt more at ease with her. In one of their earlier visits, he had burped out the name Steve. It was his only real slip-up, and he confided in her that he was likely a figment of his overactive imagination. But ever since then, she had held his confidence. Ian shook his head and said, under his breath, “No. No visitors.” Ian made his move with a black checker. 

“Good,” Heidi said, evaluating her next move. “You think he’ll ever come back?” 

Ian’s chief worry throughout his stay at Oakhaven was another visit from Steve. At first, it kept him up at night. Afraid to hear a whisper in his ear or a closet door opening. He would watch for his face on everyone, worried about his growing inability to mask his unease. But so far, so good. He only had three more weeks. Just a little longer and he was home free, not that it mattered much as Steve only showed up when he was home. But one thing at a time. Get home and hopefully Steve doesn’t come back. “I don’t think so,” Ian finally said.

Heidi slid her checker closer to Ian. She took another bite of pizza and sipped diet soda from her can. “You hesitated.” 

Ian surveyed the board and quickly looked back at her. “So?” 

“If you had to think about it, then you have doubts.” 

Ian looked back to the board and quickly moved a checker, lining his piece up for a jump. “I’m tired,” Ian said. “I just want to go home. Put this whole thing in the past.” Ian swallowed a rush of soda. 

Heidi jumped his checker and took it. Her left eye creased a little in her examination of Ian. “Tired? Are you not sleeping well?” 

“Yeah,” he said and slid another checker across the board, this time far away from her advancing pieces. “How’s school?” 

Heidi knew he was deflecting but ran with it. “Good. Kitt Cambridge got caught in the girl’s bathroom screwing Susie Derkins,” Heidi shook her head. “She might be preggers now.” She carefully moved a piece forward. 

Ian laughed and said, “Whoa. How’s Pete doing?” 

Heidi slid another checker forward and said, “He’s—”

“You must be Heidi,” Meredith interjected. 

Surprised, Ian saw Meredith’s outstretched hand and Heidi’s recoil from the patchwork of scars etching their way up Meredith’s arm and under her sleeve. Heidi quickly looked to Meredith’s face and shook the girl’s hand. Meredith hiked down her sleeves again to cover her scars. “You must be Meredith,” Heidi said. 

Meredith tried to form a smile, but it just came out as an awkward smirk. “Yeah,” she said. “Ian and I share some—things—mental things.” Meredith shook her head, frustrated by her fumbling. “Crazy things.” Meredith looked down and away quickly before composing herself. “Sorry. Dr. Caulderon says I need to talk to people more. I–I just wanted to introduce myself. Ian talks about you all the time.” 

Ian closed his eyes and sighed. Heidi noticed his embarrassment and put on her best smile to flash at Meredith. “How nice of you,” she told her. 

Meredith blushed and said, “We’re going to miss him when he leaves. He’s more normal than the rest of us. Except maybe Joe.” 

Heidi turned to Ian, who flashed a reluctant smile. “Well, that’s good to hear,” Heidi said, turning her attention back to Meredith. “Would you like to join us? We’re just playing checkers.” 

Meredith waved her off and said, “Oh, no. I don’t want to interrupt. Just thought I’d say hi.” She tried smiling again, but it looked more like an emerging frown. Ian felt bad for her; she was making an effort to connect with people, which is what Dr. Caulderon kept telling her to do. Meredith blushed and marched away, slapping a palm to her face in frustration.

Heidi turned back to Ian. “Interesting girl. I saw the scars.” 

Ian scoped out the checkerboard again and slid a black checker toward Heidi. “She had a rough go. Her parents had a messy divorce. For a couple of years, she felt like she didn’t exist to them, so she did what she did.” 

“You speak so openly,” Heidi said.

“Yeah,” Ian said. “Part of our healing is being open to our mistakes and talking about them from a place of strength and recovery. Or at least that’s what Dr. Caulderon says.”

Heidi frowned and ignored the game. “I can see that. Meredith’s trauma is tough,” she admitted, “but you lost your girlfriend. It’s different.” 

Ian thought about it. The lie. The truth. “Depends on the person, I guess.” After an awkward pause, Ian asked, “How’s your family doing?”

Heidi exhaled in frustration. “Boring. My parents just watch TV all the time. They don’t read books or talk much. My younger brothers are in soccer again, so they spend most of their time carting them around and going to games. Sometimes, I feel ignored. Heidi paused and looked down. “Seeing you is the highlight of my week,” she said shyly. “A part of me wishes we could have some stories together.” Heidi paused again, knowing it was delicate territory. “Like what you and Penelope had.”

“I’m sorry,” Ian sighed. “I just don’t have the same energy for it. Like I did before.”

Heidi frowned. “No. I totally understand.” She patted his arm. “When you get out, we’ll do stuff. Simple things. Mom will let me borrow the car. We’ll drive to Minneapolis. Check out the Walker. Cross the Stone Arch Bridge.”

Ian tried to work up a smile. “That’d be great.”

“We’ll build our own adventures,” she said. “Get us out of this mundane day-to-day.”

For another hour, they played checkers and talked, avoiding serious topics. Heidi won both games.
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Dr. Caulderon’s office sat just off the entryway to the Community Building. A typical office, Caulderon had an array of bookshelves chock-full of psychological wisdom. But Ian felt drawn to the prints hanging on the walls. Ian had visited that office every week for eight months and knew each one by heart.  

The False Mirror by Rene Magritte. A large eye staring at the viewer with puffy clouds floating through the iris. Ian didn’t know if he was seeing into someone else’s mind, or if he was seeing the clouds through his own eye.

The Cradle by Berthe Morisot. It showed a mother staring at her baby in a veiled cradle. Caulderon had explained that a baby’s attachment to their mother was a deep connection, but what many people often overlooked was the equally powerful attachment the mother has to her child. Ian liked this one because it reminded him of his own mother and what he had put her through.

But the print he most associated himself with was a classic: The Scream by Edvard Munch. Especially in that moment. Knowing the truth but having to hide it and live a lie was maddening. The more he stared at the screaming man, the more he imagined his body liquefying and being brushed onto a canvas. He envisioned his creator focusing on his likeness, only for it to come out as this expressionist screamer. Canvas after canvas, the artist tried and retried, but the result was always the same. Ian’s portrait always ended up as the screaming man.  

After reintroducing himself to the artwork, he sat uncomfortably in one of three plush chairs before the desk. Behind it, crystal figurines filled the bookshelves. Ian cycled through them all with his eyes and noticed a new one: a seal balancing a ball.

Ian smelled his parents before they arrived. 

Cookies. 

Chocolate chip and hazelnut. 

He heard the doctor laugh at something, and then they were at the door. His father wore his work suit and carried a gift bag stuffed with pink tissue paper. His mother wore khaki capris and a light cotton shirt with a yellow plaid pattern, a large plate of cookies in her hand. Dr. Caulderon munched a cookie and extended his arm. “Please,” he said. “Come in. Make yourself at home.” 

Maggie Wilder handed Ian the plate of cookies and hugged him so tightly, he had trouble breathing. “Good to see you too, Mom,” he told her. 

Harold Wilder simply tousled Ian’s hair, “How are you doing, kiddo?” 

“Good.” 

Dr. Caulderon waited until everyone was seated before sitting down himself. “I’m so glad you could come in today,” the doctor said. Maggie slid her hand into her husband’s. Dr. Caulderon clicked the mouse on his laptop and spun the screen around so they could see it. Across the screen were numerous panels of different charts and graphs of data. Ian had no clue what any of it meant, and judging from his parents’ quizzical looks, they had no clue either.

“As you can see,” Dr. Caulderon
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