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Content Warning



This is a horror story.
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Within this horror story you will encounter the following:

Homophobia, transphobia, police brutality, child abuse (past, non-explicit), incest (past, non-explicit), religious abuse, suicidal ideation, emetophobia, intended harm towards animals, violence, gore, cannibalism, and explicit sexual content.
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POP HAD SAID A LOT OF THINGS—not all of them nice or true. He had said the End Times would come knockin' with a huge fireball, or a biblical plague, or a fleet of alien ships piloted by angels. Pop hadn't been a man of faith.
Tom had believed him with the intensity every kid his age believed in Santa Claus, despite the big red guy only ever leaving a pair of mended socks under the skinny pine tree they'd propped up against the motel room window.

Pop had said Tom would never amount to anything, what with shitty grades and an even shittier attitude. Good for nuthin' dyke wasn't even gonna give him any damn grandkids, he had said. That one turned out only half true. Had Pop lived long enough, Tom would have never let him see the grandkids anyway.

Had Pop lived long enough, Commander Thomas H. Caval of the Shuttle Orion would not have been in his current situation, and he was yet to decide whether or not that was a good thing.

It was when the baton hit the side of his skull that he ultimately decided it wasn't. The flash in his eyes whited out the boulevard, the glass of shattered storefronts stabbing his temple as his head rebounded off the concrete sidewalk.

All he had asked for was a glass of water. It didn't even have to be in a glass. He would have drunk it straight out of the dog bowl had the cop told him to. But Tom understood. Back in the day he had a ginger cat he would have done anything for, so it made sense for a human in this hell of a planet to do whatever it took to keep their animal alive.

Just a sip, though.

Tom hadn't felt his tongue in hours, the inside of his mouth the texture of sandpaper. Lips cracked, muscles cramping, head light.

The irony of dehydration at sea always tickled him, and while he wasn't at sea, he did just crawl out of it. He wondered if this is what Tiktaalik felt when it crawled out of the primordial waters to transform the only existing method of locomotion. Tom too had transformed himself—from weird little girl to whatever he was now.

Astronaut. Former astronaut. There was no Shuttle Orion anymore. He crashed it into the ocean when the fucking tin can refused to burn during reentry. His colleagues promised it would blow up as they all hopped back into their earthbound shuttles, resigned to help their families move inland.

The world didn't fucking end like Pop had promised. The Big Red Button got slammed over and over and over again and all it let out was a bullshit, cocksucking little fart. No imminent mercy kill, just the continued slow cooking of a nothing burger.

And now he was on the ground in some city he had never been to with blood seeping from his head, as if he could afford to lose any more liquids.

His vision waved with translucent columns that could have been either a concussion or heat lifting off asphalt. The blood wiggled too, bobbed up and down as it came closer. He blinked. That was not his blood, but a pair of cherry red kicks that were at odds with the rest of the navy blue uniform. 

Tom might have been in orbit for three years, but he knew for a fact those were not police standard.

"We don't tolerate looters around these parts, sir." Officer Cherry Kicks shoved Tom onto his back. "You want water, you get in line down at Alameda. You're not special."

In his mind's eye the cop was a shoebill with mange, a saiga antelope without fur, a wrinkle-faced bat mounted on human legs. All ugly animals who were likely extinct and Tom just spat on their legacy by comparing them.

You're not special.

Yeah. Pop said that a lot, too.
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POP HAD PROMISED A LOT OF THINGS—not all of them he meant to keep.

He had promised Tom he would attend his high school graduation but never showed, and didn't deign to explain why. Work, a new girlfriend, church; the list was endless, but Tom learned not to ask. Answers were only reserved for those who deserved them.

The bandage on his head was wrapped too tight, his brain ready to leak through his ear holes if it kept throbbing as hard as it did.

Black hedged his vision and he felt his head drop, but a cold hold clasped around his jaw and pushed him upright. Muffled sounds came in and out and he was drowning again, his space suit dragging him towards the depths of the Pacific.

Tom inhaled–choked–spat–coughed within the span of a second, exhaustion-laden body jerking to a tune he had no control of until his secondary systems kicked on. He opened his mouth and the circular bit of plastic shoved inside it could have been a breathing tube, could have been anything, but the ridged intrusion triggered an instinctual reaction. Tom latched onto the bottle's mouthpiece and sucked hard enough to choke again but he couldn't bring himself to stop. He had known desperation like this only once before, and he would take any opportunity that kept him from experiencing it again.

"Easy there, tiger. No one's taking it away from you." He kept sucking down water until the plastic crunched. "I knew space had no water but you would think they'd smuggle a couple coolers up in those ships."

Distant noise blended with the stranger's voice, and it was as incongruent as the purple spiked hair attached to a face old enough to be his grandparent. Their snort likely meant Tom made an expression that betrayed his thoughts.

"Opal found you a few hours ago after she stormed off in the middle of a tantrum. You're lucky we were able to drag you back here before the wailing started. The name's Croc."

Words were being spoken to him. That was about the extent of what he was getting.

"Awake enough to walk?"

"Where?" said Tom, his voice a wretched croak that hurt on the way out.

"Just down the hall. Get some food in ya."

For three days Tom ate barley soup, each serving with a different vegetable grown inside a previously abandoned backlot building. 

There was a greenhouse in there, and a room with cots, and a makeshift pharmacy.

There was also a single guitar, played around the clock by different pairs of hands.

"Where ya heading off to, spaceman?"

"I don't know," Tom said as he sat on a squat wooden stool for Croc to change the bandages. "North? I'm not sure where all there's left to go."

"Yosemite's letting folks in for free if you've never been. That place was on my top ten to see before I died, and heck was it worth the gas price. Nothing dishes out a reminder that this place is worth saving quite like those waterfalls."

"I'm surprised there's enough water left to keep them flowing."

Croc shrugged and shook two ibuprofen tablets into Tom's hand. "It's one of those places that refuses to quit. Rangers have no idea where it's all coming from, only that they gotta keep visitors from drowning themselves."

"Maybe."

"Most I can spare right now is four bottles of the good stuff."

"Thank you."

"Godspeed."
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