A clichéd blue light washed the living room.

On the screen, Kurt Russell piloted his helicopter  over a barren, icy waste. Outside, the sky was cold, and traffic was sparse. In the living room, Ethan slept,  as the light cast from the set splashed cold, crisp across his legs, his feet, his chest,  his cheek. A particularly loud bit and a smattering of darkness roused him from his sleep.


He blinked slowly. Fished the remote from between his thigh and the cushion. Click.


Debbie Harry presses her face agains t the screen.


Suzanne Sommers, a shit-eating grin, and a blue leotard. 


Jamie Lee Curtis crying and running across the street in the dark.


An Asian woman pretending to be whipped and killed, the same woman as last night.


Jim Henson’s hand wrapped in green felt.


James Arness in a silly rubber suit.


“Nothing.” The light clicked off, and all was dark. Ethan sat a moment, staring at the glowing light switch across the way. 95¢ nail polish and a stroke of brilliance had culminated in a the marking of each switch with a green glow. He made his way toward the switch, and flipped it. Blinking  in the brightness,  he fumbled open the toothpaste tube and squeezed. This was the final ordeal before the sheets could claim him. Bristles dripped once, as he slung the brush into the holder, splashed water in the cup and drank, and then snapped the light off again. 


As he made his way to bed, Ethan pondered the safety of his water. Fluoride was a lost cause… of course that was going on, and had been for years. But the radiation was another thing… something more devious and foul. As the green glow of the light switch across the room faded from his sight, his thoughts,  and even his dreams, turned to radioactivity. 

***

The silver saucer spins out of control through the cold black of space. As it enters the atmosphere, a red glow surrounds the ship, nearly obscuring it from sight. The impact throws debris into the air for miles, and carves a winding path, gouging the earth deep enough to hit the water table. The ship buries itself, and the ice and snow of passing ages cover and re-cover the alien craft, until its presence is undetectable. 

The white ness of millenia of glaciers  is broken by the whipping slice of helicopter blades. The chopper pulls up through the storm and sets down in a large field, 50 yards from a silo. A man with sungoggles, a leather bomber with furred hood, a thick beard, and a sombrero steps onto the snow. You follow him out, as does a Merlin Olsen-lookalike and a strungout junkie radio man. Together, the three of you trudge to a barren cornfield,  crunching your way through the thigh-deep snow. 

The football-star/coffee-salesman rambles on about finding the video footage of the last time, and you offer information about where they might find the makings of napalm. You’ve got a good bet that the Fed Ex or UPS will have those biodegradable packing peanuts that melt in liquid. They taste like unpowdered cheese poofs, or stale popcorn,  and stick to walls and boxes when you lick them. Those and some kerosene will make a nice sticky incendiary wad. The junkie talks of nothing but Nefertiti, and how she was really the pharaoh Se______,. You and the man in sombrero take out a length of rope, and start walking in opposite directions.

Soon your party has mapped out  a vague loop, somewhat saucer-shaped. As you start to dig inside the boundary of this loop, you realize the videos in your living room are due, and if you don’t get them back before noon, you’ll lose your free rental tokens. Someone shouts across the field that you’re looking really good since the chemotherapy, and you wonder why you stopped the treatments. 

***

“Damn!”

Ethan retrieved the receiver from the floor, dragging by the cord until he had a grip. He held the phone to his ear and croaked a hello.


“Please hold the line for a very important message from your bankcard services…”


It took him three tries to return the handset to the cradle. Through fuzzy vision, he saw “8:02,” moaned softly, rolled over and sank back into sleep


The train wailed in the distance. Tim shoved his hands deeper into his pockets and hunched down to keep his neck warm. Smokelike breath-vapor trailed from his lips, as he trudged across the college campus, back to his dorm. The wind picked up a bit. Tim felt his teeth clench tighter as his jaw began to ache. 


The warmth of the lobby burned his ears. He signed the clipboard and showed his ID, climbed three flights, and fished his key from his jacket. His roommate, Buck, was gone Grateful, but not surprised, Tim slung his jacket onto the bed and snapped on the desklamp, leaving the rest of the room dark. He slid into his chair and pressed the “On” button on his computer. 


As the screen flickered through the boot-up sequence, Tim licked his lips and cracked his knuckles. First, he’d check email. After firing off a few responses, he’d load IRC and ICQ and AIM, cruise the typical channels and rooms, and see who was online. As he made some small talk and saw who was doing what where, he’d surf the posts. If nothing was going on on DALnet or Undernet, he’d fire up Telnet and cruise the FurryMUCK and maybe a couple of Anime MUSHes. Surely, someone would be online.


Buck had gotten him into the whole online culture a few years back. In fact, that was how they’d met, back during high school. They’d both been using the same pseudo-Internet service provider, and had talked and joked in a couple of channels related to roleplaying games and fantasy novels. They were both from in-state, and when the time came for Tim to start school, he and Buck soon realized they would be at the same college. Buck had been an undergraduate for about 3 years already, and showed few signs of actually declaring a major any time soon. Tim had met him in person for the first time when he came to campus for a visit, and they’d gotten along well. The next fall they were roommates, and had been ever since. 


ICQ and AIM were dead. DAL was equally boring, though he did talk to a few of the regulars about nothing in particular. The one guy who always quoted anime made a few jokes that were pretty clever, and the really needy girl did her best to veil her blatant attempts to convince him to have cybersex with her. Tim made his farewells and headed to Undernet. The evening seemed like it might be a wash. He was just looking for something compelling, and interesting person who could help him tell a story, take part in a little textual virtual reality, help him flex his mind some, since the stories weren’t coming to him on his own. 


He’d started playing games online for lots of reasons. He wanted to write, and it was good and constant practice. His words per minute rate was through the roof, now, as well. But he’d also used the ‘Net to make friends. High school and the friends he had there were ok, but he’d found it much easier to talk to people and confide in them online. College had given him more opportunities to actually meet real people face to face (or f2f, as the jargon ran), but he’d kept his contacts online, and when he needed something familiar or consoling, the chat gang gave him comfort. In the meantime, he’d honed his improvisational writing. Now, the challenge was finding someone else to write with who was actually interesting and a capable writer. 


On Undernet, he joined a few typical channels, dealing with vampires, werewolves, dragons, dungeons, and so forth. In one of the more heavily goth-wannabe channels, #BloodySatin, he just lurked, reading the stories unfolding on the screen. A line of red text interrupted the black of the room—“Barbed” had sent him a private message. 


-->haven’t seen you here before


Tim was surprised to see the message, but smiled. He typed the /query command and wrote back. 


-->not a regular. just lurk sometimes. you play or just hang out?


Caked remnants of macaroni, mingled with hardened crusts and even harder corners of once-grilled cheese, piled upon plate after plate littered the stainless steel counter and basin. The sprayer hung from a spring-encased coil of hose. Ethan reached up, after wiping his forehead on the back of his arm, and pulled the nozzle down to meet the foe, spraying the dorm food off the plate, shooting the crumbs and debris into the waiting maw of the industrial-sized garbage disposal before him. He stacked the plates in haphazard rows on racks and shoved them through the conveyor-driven machine. Steam and chemical stench hissed from the giant, and at the opposite end, other workers unloaded and stacked the clean dishes. Such was the day’s work. 


Tim pushed through the swinging doors. As he dropped off another trayload of dirty dishes, Ethan gave him a nod and a grunt in greeting. “ ‘Sup?”


Tim smiled and wiped his hands on his apron. “Not much, man. Tired. Didn’t get much sleep last night.”


Ethan nodded. “I know what you mean. With the humming of the furnace and those damn fluorescent lights all over the house…”


“Well, actually,” Tim smoothed his perplexed look with a short laugh and a tired grin, “I was talking to someone online.”


Ethan arched a tawny brow. At times like these, his twenty-eight-year-old face seemed wizened, grey and aged, almost as if he had aged before his time. “You were talking to someone on the phone all night?”


Tim laughed. “No, man. The Internet.” 


Ethan blinked. “Oh. Yeah. I don’t do that. Too many microwaves from the screens, and you never know who’s going to be counting your keystrokes and all that. Why, I knew this woman whose husband…”


Tim looked sharply left. “Damn. Gotta go, man. Regina’s coming. Talk to you later, man….” He ducked out the swinging doors.


“… wouldn’t you just know it, the next thing he was cancelling credit cards, and… Oh.” Ethan looked at the still swaying doors. He reached for the next stack of plates and set back to work. 


A few hours later, as he left for the day, he passed Tim out behind the Student Union. The younger man was smoking, and offered Ethan a cigarette. Ethan refused, of course, because of the mind-altering pesticides, but stood around awhile to talk. 


“How’s Buck? Haven’t seen his fat ass in awhile.” 


Tim took a drag. His eyes focused out above the horizon, between the college buildings. “I couldn’t tell you man.” He exhaled slowly, looking at the glowing tip of the cigarette. “I really just don’t know. I haven’t seen him in like three days. That’s not unheard of, but it is sort of strange.”


A unique expression crossed Ethan’s face. It evoked a sense of constipation mixed with revulsion, whipped and wrapped around a hiccup. Tim made note of this Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup of consternation, but let it slide. Ethan was wont to worry. 


“I don’t think it’s any big deal,” Tim continued. “I bet he’s just doing that poker party tour thing like they did last semester. Remember when he slept on a different couch every night for nine days?”


“One time it was a workbench. Another, a pile of laundry.” Ethan remembered. Tim’s explanation made sense, for now. But with the radiation…. “If you see him, tell him to stop by or something. Or give a call.”


“You got the phone reconnected?”


“Yeah.” Ethan looked up at the telephone wires. “Using land lines for mind control is so 1979. No way in hell I’m getting one of those car phone things, though.”


“They call them cell phones now.” 


“Whatever.”


Cornfields, browning at the edges, ready for the harvest, spread in each direction, north and south, and only the road and thin trickle of traffic stretched east and west. The sun was high, and the crispness of the day gave the brightness an edge, like a cold morning razor. Flocks of geese clustered near ponds by the roadside, and blackbirds hopped incautiously about the shoulder of the highway, inspecting roadkill. Outside, breath condensed in the air, but here on the bus, few spoke, and the slight heat kept the vapor invisible. 


Buck sat up very straight, looking forward, nearly unmoving. The morning sun was behind the bus, and Buck’s eyes were fixed on a gooey, rubbery piece of upholstery patching glued to the seatback in front of him. He ignored the frizzy, strawberry blond hair of the woman in front of him, even when it spilled over his patch. He did nothing but stare at the seatback. 


A long, thin, tall girl with dark hair and porcelain-pale skin slid to the edge of her seat. She was just across the aisle from Buck. She wore a long flowy skirt, in forest green, and her hair splashed straight down over her shoulders. A black pea-coat sheltered her shape, and a wooly warm hat covered her head and ears. She had a backpack. She shoved a notebook in it as she leaned toward Buck. 


“It’s a brilliant day.”


Buck’s open mouth closed, slowly. He did not respond, or even turn to acknowledge her. 


“I love autumn. But only because it’s the last loop of the cycle, before everything goes dormant and can learn to live again. Y’know?”


Buck turned slowly, and looked at the girl. She smiled at him, and tilted her head, examing him. Buck looked at her blankly. She shifted across the aisle, to sit next to him. 


“I’m Ciara. With a C, not a K. Some people have trouble with it. Where are you headed?”


Buck turned his head and again looked straight ahead. A green sign passed the window: LINCOLN 67. Buck blinked, slowly, lazily. 


“Getting off in Nebraska? Cool. I’m on my way to see a friend in Flagstaff. I’ll head south in Colorado. I want to see the mountains. I love mountains. You visiting friends in Nebraska?” She looked around as she spoke, admiring the countryside and looking at the passing road signs. 


Buck’s head lolled forward, and then lifted again, as if nodding. Ciara took this as an affirmative. 


“Yeah, me too. A friend in Arizona. I have friends all over the place. I don’t get to see many of them very often, though. I don’t have a car, and I’m not much for flying.” She reached into her pocked and pulled out a pack of gum. “Well, to be honest, I’ve never been on a plane, but I figure that I don’t have to cross an ocean, so I might as well not leave the ground.” She offered the pack to Buck. “Want some?” 


Buck turned to look at her, briefly, and then turned back, staring straight ahead. 


“OK. Let me know if you change your mind. So, did I tell you that I love the mountains? It’s really true. I think all this midwest stuff is ok, I guess, but it’s not really for me. I like mountains a lot, and forests. Mostly forests… they’re the best. Back home in Portland… not Oregon, though… That’s always what people say… and if you say ‘Augusta,’they think you’re from Georgia. Sometimes I lie and just say ‘Bangor’ to get it over with. There’s no question when you say ‘Bangor’… like, what, it’s going to be Bangor, Delaware? But back home, there are some great forests really close by. It’s good, really good, to be able to get out of the house and see things that are alive.”


She chewed her gum awhile, and cracked a few small bubbles with her cheek and tongue. Her long, slender legs were pressed together, and her hands were resting, though in quiet fists, on her knees. The sun caught the bus at a convenient angle, and, through the windows on the opposite side, caught Ciara’s silhouette and traced her sharp features with light. Buck, though, did not notice, though the effect was striking. 


“That’s why I was drawn to you, I think. See, I’m a practicing druid… well, neo-druid, I suppose, though ‘neo’ makes it sound more technological than it really is. Just means ‘new,’ really, anyway. I plan to spend some time in the Grand Canyon while I’m in Arizona, and maybe try to attune myself to the energies of all the living things in that ecosphere. But, anyway, I saw you over here, and I knew that there was something about you, something to do with life, and its flow.”


Buck turned to face her again. For the first time, their eyes met, and Ciara tilted her head again, assessing him. 


“But… no. That’s not it, is it? It’s not life that drew me to you at all. No.” She peered at him carefully, narrowing her eyes, but never losing a look of hopefulness, of positivity. “No, that can’t be it. Because you’re not, are you?”


Buck turned back to stare straight ahead at the seat in front of him. Outside, a wild turkey burst out of a copse of trees and flapped and gangled across a field.


“You’re not really alive right now.”

Metal teeth turned, ground against tumblers, and released. The mailbox swung open, and a few stray envelopes fell free. Ethan muttered and bent to retrieve them, pulled everything from the box, and relocked it. He flipped over the newspaper and read as he made his way to the door. 

Page 1: Election Results

Page 2: Op Ed

Page 3: Doonesbury on blogging

Page 4: Local Zoning (con’t from page 1)

Page 5: Weather map

Page 6: Quarterback Traded

Page 7: Crossword puzzle

Page 8: For Sale-Honda Civic, Silver

“Nothing.” Shutting the door behind himself, Ethan dropped the paper on the table, shrugged out of his jacket and slung it across the corner of the couch (a hand-me-down futon from an ex-girlfriend), and flipped through his mail. Mostly local business circulars. One #10 envelope, though, held his attention. He tore it open carefully, and, with trembling fingers, unfolded the sheet within. The familiar logos of state and county utilities companies topped the sheet. At first, his lips moved, silently, as he read. Eventually, though, he was reading the entire letter aloud, pausing to digest some quote or statistic, accenting certain figures by raising his voice nearly to a shout. His heartrate rose. His face flushed. His teeth clenched, as did his knuckles. Finally, he hissed a single word.

“Lies.” 

He crumpled the mass-mailed letter and let it fall. The sheet bounced slightly and rolled beneath the futon. Ethan’s brow furrowed as his mind rewound the letter, pulling out key passages. Picocuries. Lime deposits. 12%. Sulfides. Three years time. Reservoir. Water table. Safe. Class action suit. Bone cancer.

Still seething, Ethan dropped onto the couch and snatched up the remote. He clicked the television to life. Buffy was on. A good dose of demon-slaying seemed appropriate. Cheering on the heroine would do him good. Maybe Faith would be in this episode. 

***

You are thigh-deep in mud, in a narrow trench, digging through muck and clearing it away from a leaking, spurting water pipe. The main is fractured, and you’ll have to turn off the source before making the repairs. You’ve got everything cleared away, but now you realize that you don’t have the proper wrench. That spanner is in the truck, and you’ll have to go back for it. The only thing you have with you is a spade and a small socket wrench. 

Instead of getting out of this trench, you’re walking along through it, legs heavy and soaking wet, jeans drenched, boots filled with water and mud. It’s a miserable slog. The water main leak has become rain, a steady downpour, or maybe that’s just the spray of the busted pipe, but it’s washing into the ditch and filling it up with water. Leaves and yard debris are floating in the water, and starting to clog the ditch, too. The wide yellow and red spans of the leaves are pasted to your stomach, your hips, your crotch, your forearms and the backs of your hands. The truck is only just across the road, but you seem to be following this ditch in an elliptical path around the edge of a field. You’ve barely completed a 10 degree span. Progress slows, and the truck seems just as far away, as if you’d never taken a step. 

But you make it. The back of the truck. It’s dry here. Not overcast, either; rather, incredibly sunny and bright. A VW van drives by, its radio pumping the shaking upbeat rhythm of reggae. As the van pulls away, you pull open the tool box, root around, and find the spanner you’ve been looking for. 


“Dude.” 


You look around, but see no one. 


“Hey bro. Down here.” The spanner is talking to you.


You look at the wrench quizzically, arching a brow. 


“You need to effing relax, man. You’re so uptight about this whole water thing, bro.” The wrench’s voice was lazy and soothing, with a hint of richness and texture. 


Your response is vehement. 


“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Yes, I know. It’s all right. The water’s not safe, and now it’s flooding the yard and the basement. I know. But really, you’ve got to take it easy. Take me over there where I can have a look and maybe make heads or tails of this thing.”


Loathe to return to the muck, you nevertheless return to the ordeal of the main. The wrench continues talking, and finally you ask his name. 


“Jack. Nice to meet you. Pleasure, dude.”


You think, or perhaps you mutter, as he overhears, that Jack seems a more fitting name for a hammer than a wrench.


“Look man, lay off. I didn’t get personal about your heritage.” The wrench laughs, though. You ask it if it was just kidding.


“Jah, mon. Relax. You need to pack that socket with something and smoke it.” 


The van playing the reggae pulls back around the corner, as you step back down into the mucky, leafy ditch. 

***

A reassuring hiss kissed the porcelain. Ethan’s eyes nearly rolled back in his head. The pressure in his abdomen receded and he sighed his relief. He washed his hands and stumbled back to the bedroom in the dark, with the green of the glow in the dark lightswitch to guide him. 

Her world was spread at her feet.

White dishes with a flower pattern, 4 full place settings.

A laundry basket filled with white socks, carefully folded in pairs. Also plain white cotton panties, each folded twice. A few handkerchiefs, creased in quarters. Four white bras, two with underwires, one with underwire and padding. 

A blue translucent grocery store bag, filled with silverware.

A box of file folders filled with papers, bills, and receipts.

Two black cassette tape cases, featuring the collected works of Leonard Cohen, Bauhaus, The Smiths, Paul Simon, Cowboy Junkies, Sarah Maclachlan, and Liz Phair. 

A cardboard tube of rolled posters, mostly Impressionist prints. 

Another laundry basket holding three pairs of grey, blue, and black sweat pants. Two college sweatshirts. Three men’s extra-large t-shirts (that were good for sleeping). Several pairs of black, blue, purple, green, and grey socks, again carefully folded in pairs. 

A small suitcase containing three pairs of black panties, a lacy pair of black panties, three negligees, two black bras, a green lacy bra, a taupe bra, three slips, and four pairs of high heels. 

A box labeled “knickknacks and shelf stuff.” 

A black PowerBook laptop. 

Three boxes marked “books, novels.” 

One box marked “books, school.” 

A zippered canvas-covered binder filled with CDs in sleeves, including multiple versions of several Requiems; the box sets of The Beatles, The Police, Sting, Lou Reed, and Abba; and fourteen compilations of music from the Eighties. 

Two hanging clothing cases, filled with dresses, tops, skirts, slacks, vests, and suits. 

A box labelled “Disks and computer crap.” 

A box filled with power strips, phone cords, two phones, a swing-arm lamp, and a few random tools. 

A conspicuously unlabelled box filled with letters, journals, photos, and personal writings. 

A teddy bear, left eye missing.

Four pillows of various shapes and sizes. 

A large black suitcase filled with blue jeans, shoes, sweaters, gloves, scarves, and winter hats. 

A box filled with pots, pans, and kitchen utensils. 

A vacuum cleaner. 

A copy of the Journal Star.

A small desk lamp. 

Two clocks, one analog, one digital.

Two boxes labeled “bathroom stuff.” 

A cell phone. 

Three purses. 

A nearly full-length mirror. 

A blow dryer, wrapped in its own cord. 

A bag of brushes, scarves and hair ties.

A pea coat on a hanger.

A windbreaker,  crumpled on the floor.

A quilted winter coat on a hanger. 

Two men’s small sport coats on hangers. 

A pullover hooded sweat shirt with TRINITY COLLEGE on the chest. 

Another curiously unmarked, rather flat box that would be immediately stored under the bed without unpacking. 

Near the door was another box, into which she had and would occasionally toss some item that wasn’t hers, or that she didn’t want to see ever again. 

Out the window,  the sky was the bright and blue of autumn briskness. The street was lined with trees in the process of losing gold and copper leaves. The sign on the corner said “A Street,” which gave her far too much giddy pleasure when people asked for her address. She held in her hand a copy of the Daily Nebraskan and a receipt from a storage company across town. She surveyed her domain and all within it with a discerning eye. The cell phone rang. She answered, her voice edged only slightly with surprise.

“Lily, is that you?” It was her sister. Lily smiled. 

“Lucy… hi! What’s going on?”

“I’m so glad I caught you… How was the move, sis? Or should I say, Professor Adamson? Oh, wait… you’ve changed it back to Michaels, right?”

Lily laughed and leaned her shoulder against the wall, glad for something finally familiar, even her sister’s teasing.

Checking email account “tporrell@nilstu.edu.” 

No messages waiting.

Checking email account “temporal@chaospirals.com.”  

One message waiting.

Downloading 1 of 1. 

Done.

Idle.

“Hey Temporal. 

I was looking for you on Starlink and DALnet. I’m on Undernet now. Look for me in the usual places, and if none of those work, try #backroom or #alley. I’m looking to play. GMTA?

—Barbed ”


Tim smiled to himself and double-clicked on the IRC client icon. “Great Minds certainly do Think Alike, lady.”

Looking up IP number for irc.under.net

Found IP number 

Identd waiting for connection

Contacting server 

Connection established
*** PING 

*** Welcome to the Internet Relay Network NewUser

*** Your host is Under.net

*** There are 52045 users and 62034 invisible on 33 servers

*** There are 69 operator(s) online

*** 41056 channels have been formed.

*** I have 5321 clients and 1 servers
*** Highest connection count: 5452 (5375 clients)
*** End of /MOTD command.
*** Notify list:  mundane_echo, jaded_glance, tr33_(1imb3r, lucien, WolfNOne, ChaoSpiral, buckysinister, barbed, brianvf19, meghanlore, dr4g0n8ait, mickey_lvs_mallory, fr_eliot, adamiikhan, soultoast, burninCow, peachnut

***barbed, tr33_(limb3r, fr_eliot, ChaoSpiral are Online

/nick Temporal

NewUser is now known as Temporal

/join #vampyre

/join #whiterosecafe

/join #fianna_inn

/join #themasquerade

/join #wolfslodge

/join #forthright

/join #BloodySatin

The computer beeped as Tim joined each channel, and he received the entry information and warnings. He scanned the user list in each channel, looking for Barbed. He didn’t see her nickname in any of the “usual places,” so he resorted to the /query command. A new window popped up with “Barbed” at the top.

Temporal:
Hey.

Barbed: 
there you are. hiya. ::hugs::

Temporal: 
{{{Barbed}}}

Temporal: 
I’m pretty good. Long day at work. Paper due on Monday. 

Barbed: 
its friday now. play w/me. :)

Temporal: 
ok, cool. What do you want to do? And where?

Barbed: 
do you want #backroom or #alley?

Temporal: 
Sounds sketchy. This gonna be dark and twisted? ;)

Barbed: 
if you’re lucky. feelin lucky? <weg>

Temporal: 
Uh oh. I dunno if you’re going to start giving me the wide evil grins. Let’s start in #backroom. Maybe we’ll end up in #alley.

Barbed: 
meet me there

/join #backroom

Barbed: 
((welcome to my lair))

Temporal: 
((Thx. What’s the plan?))

Barbed:
((get in costume. i'll set the stage))

Temporal:  
((KO.))

Tim looked through his collection of characters and descriptions. He’d set up several hotkeys to automatically post general descriptions of the characters, so he wouldn’t have to describe them each time he logged on and entered a channel. “Temporal” was a character he played who controlled the flow of time. He was Tim’s favorite character, and the one with the best background and development. It was easy for Tim to put him in many different situations, as well, because he could always use the reasoning that Temporal was merely shifting in and out of time, and so could have been anywhere, anywhen. 

Tim typed the command /me, which inserted his nickname before the rest of the post. He followed the /me command by holding down the COMMAND key and pressing 9, his hotkey for Temporal’s “out on the town” description.


Temporal walks into the room. He is of moderate height, tending to the lean side. His hair is close cropped at the sides and slightly spikey at top, with a sort of blue-grey cast. A braided rattail falls in a queue down the center of his back. He wears black pants, which fall over dark blue Creepers. His sportcoat is dark blue as well, and his shirt is grey. His tie is black, to match the pants, with a silvery-grey line, echoing the color of his hair and eyebrows. He wears silver thin-rimmed sunglasses. A silver pocketwatch chain curves across his midsection. 

Barbed:
((yummy))


Barbed is waiting in the room.

Barbed:
[the room is behind the stage in a club. the club is loud and the music is heavy techno and industrial. dancers grind and sweat against each other out on the dance floor, and two DJs battle over turntables and trade off spinning disks. the sound of the music is muffled by the door, but the beat of the bass can be felt thru the floor]


Temporal closes the door behind him. 

Barbed:
[the room is somewhat small. there is a desk, with a small lamp on it. there is also a couch, a desk chair, and a big leather and wood chair.a tall lamp with a dimmer knob stands in the corner, casting a dim glow up toward the ceiling. the light in the room is slight. another door leads out the far side of the room, past the desk. it is open, and a hallway heads off to the left.]


Temporal looks around the room, noting the other exit.


Barbed is in the room, leaning back against the desk, one foot up on the desk chair, adjusting her boot.


Barbed is 5’10”, with long auburn hair in curls dripping down her neck and over her shoulders. she wears thigh high stiletto heel black boots. beneath her neck and shoulders are bare, as she has on only a black bodice. her hips are wrapped in a black miniskirt. she’s also wearing a red leather jacket, obviously custom tailored to fit her figure. her waist is narrow, her ass is tight, and her legs are long and toned. 

Temporal: 
((um… yeah. yummy. ditto))

Barbed:
(( ::winks::  ))

Barbed:
so. you’re finally here. I’ve been waiting for you. ::she puts her foot back on the floor and smooths her skirt, standing a moment, then leans back against the edge of the desk::

Temporal:
Yes. I got the call, and got here as soon as I could, Ms….?

Barbed:
Barbara. my friends call me Barb. 

Temporal: 
You don’t have a last name?

Barbed:
who needs one?


Barbed gives him a sexy grin

Temporal:
Alright then. So what was the problem?

Barbed:
there’s something going on in the club.


Barbed fixes him with a smoldering stare. her long, full lashes glisten with moisteness. her lips press together in a red line, not quite a frown.


Temporal arches one eyebrow. “Something…? Like what?”

Barbed:
something…unusual. something… not of this world. ::she sifts her weight from one hip to another, never letting her stare leave his eyes.::

Temporal:
Interesting. What makes you think that whatever … is going on… is not from this world? 


Temporal returns the stare, through the sunglasses. His face is otherwise impassive. He has one hand in the pocket of his sportscoat.

Barbed:
i’ve seen things. ::she leans back, with her hands behind her, flat on the desk. one knee is bent slightly, and the skirt rides up that thigh a little::

Temporal:
What sort of things? ::his eyes, behind the smoked lenses, glance down a moment to appreciate her thigh. His face remains impassive::

Barbed:
you wouldn’t believe me if I told you. ::she turns her face away, looking at the corner, at the floor.


Temporal takes a step toward her, slowly, non-threatening.

Temporal:
Try me. 


Barbed looks up at him, her eyes heavy-lidded like marylin monroe, her lower lip full and glistening red.

Barbed:
(whispers) are you sure you want to know?

Temporal:
(w) No. But I’m willing to take that chance. 


A line of text appeared in the /query window Tim had earlier opened with her. He clicked on the “Barbed” window to read the message and reply.

Barbed:
hey, can we pause a minute?

Temporal:
Sure. np. why? everything ok?

Barbed:
yeah. but i gotta pee

Temporal:
LOL. ok. let me know when you’re back

Barbed:
ok. afk fas brb


Tim laughed to himself. So much for the mood of the scene they were writing together. He got up from his dormroom desk, stretched and walked around a minute, grabbing a can of pop from the minifridge in the corner, and returned to the computer. He clicked on a few of the other channel windows he had open, but nothing held his interest. He closed those windows and clicked on the /query with Barbed again. It always struck him as funny when people who had just told you that they were leaving to go take care of something wrote the abbreviations for “away from keyboard for a second, be right back.” Sometimes, habits died hard, he supposed. 

Barbed:
back

Temporal:
wb

Barbed:
thx. shall we?

Temporal:
yes ma’am

Barbed:
hey! don’t make me feel old! i’ll cram that ma’am up your ass 

Temporal:
Sorry! I meant to say “Yes, miss”!

Barbed:
i dunno if that’s better or not

Temporal:
Yes, Ms. Queen of All Creation?

Barbed:
much better


Tim clicked on the “backroom” window, reread the last few lines, and waited for the story to recommence.


Barbed looked down at the ground a moment, thinking, then looked up at him and licked her lips

Barbed:
you should come with me


Barbed stood up straight, bringing her closer to him


Temporal arched his eyebrow again. 

Temporal:
Where to?


Barbed didn’t turn her head, but looked left out of the corner of her eye, toward the back door

Barbed:
it’s in the alleyway


Temporal looked at her. He reached up and removed his sunglasses, revealing his blue-grey eyes. They changed with his mood and with the weather. Now, they were bright and icy. He looked from her, to the door, and back to her. He folded the sunglasses and placed them in the pocket of his sportcoat. 

Temporal:
Show me.

Barbed:
This way. ::she turns and strides from the room. her legs are long, and she places one foot in front of the other as she walks. her hips move fluidly and she carries herslf proudly::


Temporal follows, trying hard not to just stare at the beautiful woman before him, but to also be alert for whatever might be waiting in the alley. 

Barbed:
[they go down a short hallway. the light fixture in the ceiling flickers and sputters as they walk beneath it, but remains on]

Temporal:
((nice touch, very David Lynch))

Barbed:
(( ::winks:: <weg>  ))


Temporal keeps his hand in his sportcoat pocket. 


Barbed looks back over her shoulder at him, as they approach a door at the end of the hall, on the right. the hallway is short and dingey. she rests her hand on the knob and looks at him::

Barbed:
are you ready?

Temporal:
Yes, indeed.


Barbed opens the door. The alleyway awaits them. it is surprisingly uneventful there. just a regular alleyway with 2 dumpsters, some trashcans knocked over. a streetlight glows down to the left, at the spot where the alley meets the street. to the right, the alley deadends. graffittii covers the walls. a cat is startled when they open the door, and hisses then runs away


Temporal steps into the alley and looks around. He turns back to her.

Temporal:
What is it you want me to see, exactly?

Barbed:
it is hidden from sight. i only saw it because i used a cantrip


Tim knew that in the vocabulary of the game, the word “cantrip” meant something very specific, and implied that the character she was playing was of a particular group of supernatural beings. He was surprised that she used it so readily. Each of the supernatural groups had rules and laws about whom they could trust and talk to openly. But Tim also realized that he had never actually talked with Barbed about which game they were playing. In another game system, “cantrip” just meant a simple magical spell. Maybe that’s all she meant. He decided not to be such a rules lawyer, and just let the story continue. He was having a good time. 

Temporal:
So. You have knowledge of arcane arts? ::he looked at her skeptically::

Barbed:
::smiling seductively:: Quite a bit, actually. 

Temporal: 
(warily) So… why call me? If you’re so knowledgable and skilled?

Barbed:
::licking her lips, and then lowering her gaze, looking at the ground:: I failed to seal it up alone. you came…


Barbed licks her lips again and looks up at him

Barbed:
…highly recommended


Temporal looked around the alley once more, and then back at Barb.

Temporal:
So. Someone told you of my abilities? Who made such a glowing recommendation

Barbed:
“They.” 

Temporal:
They talk a lot, don’t They? 

Barbed:
They do


Tim laughed at himself. This was getting a little too pulp novel-ish. Actually, it had elements of cheap noir and trashy bodice-ripping romance novels, too. He was having a good time, though. It was rare to encounter someone online with whom he could really tell a good story. Most people had too much trouble coming up with anything more interesting than describing their characters’ clothing and how they drank either wine or beer…wait, no… “wyne” or “ale.” 

Temporal: 
So. Why don’t you tell me what it is that you saw. What it is that you say you can’t “seal”.


Barbed fixes him with a smouldering look. she draws herself up and stands very straight and dignified. 

Barbed:
i can’t explain it with words. there aren’t really any words to adequately describe it. i think i’ll have to show you. 

Temporal:
Then show me. But what are we talking about, at least in general? Can you give me at least an idea of what we’re talking about here?

Barbed:
i think we’re dealing with a leak in reality, maybe. it looks like it might be a portal to another dimension or realm, but it’s not one i’ve ever seen or heard about before. i think we made need our combined power to merely slow this thing down. it’ll take something more to stop whatever this is from happening


Temporal looked at her, amazed. He’d never heard anyone speak so freely about something so important or so terrifying. He wondered who this woman was, and what her real agenda was.

Temporal:
Show me. 

Barbed:
yes. i will. i will require your assistance for the cantrip, though, as i will be casting it upon us both this time. have you heard of sexcraft?


Tim wrinkled his brow and sat back from the keys and screen. Sexcraft? What the hell was she talking about? He’d never heard that term used in any of the books. He glanced over at his collection of rulebooks a moment, then leaned forward and started typing once more. 

Temporal:
Sexcraft? ::He took a step away and looked at her askance::


Barbed smiles at him and walks toward one of the brick walls lining the alley. she starts feeling along the bricks until she finds a place that seems suitable. She kicks a few broken boards and old cans out of the way.

Barbed:
yes. it’s an ancient combination of lore that combines the chakra focusing power of tantra and the kama sutra with arcane rites that release chi and allow access to the spirit world. 

Temporal:
Fascinating. ::He watched her, wondering what she was up to::

Barbed:
my family, thousands of generations ago, taught the art of sexcraft to shamans and wise women. i am the last of my family, though. here, i will need your assistance. come over here, behind me. 


Barbed plants her feet slightly more than shoulder-width apart, and presses her palms against the bricks, to test the posture. the stilletto heels lift her into a shapely position, and her back curves and arches alluringly


Temporal narrowed his eyes suspiciously but moved over behind her, standing back a few feet.


Barbed stands up straight once more, and shrugs out of her red leather jacket. she tosses the jacket aside, letting it drape over a stack of boxes, and then resumes her position, hands flat against the wall.

Temporal: 
What should I do now?


Barbed smiles at him, looking over her shoulder, as her auburn ringlets fall down her back in a cascade. from beneath the hair, something seems to be growing and unfolding from her bare shoulders. her eyes seem to get darker.


Temporal stepped back as he watched the strange transformation. His hand went to his pocket watch.

Temporal:
What th…?


Barbed laughs, and he can see the points of her upper canines. the white teeth shiny and sleek. her head seems to crack, but only delicately, at the browline, and a long red curved horn grows from each temple. 


Temporal gasped. His eyes widened.

Temporal:
What is happening?! What are you…?

Barbed reaches back and lifts her short skirt up around her waist, revealing a perfectly rounded ass and a shaved, wet spot… and a long red tail, winding down from the base of her spine.

Barbed:
I’m showing you my true form, human. i need to be in my natural state to work the sexcraft incantation that will show you the rip in the world. now, step up here and unzip. we’ll need your potency to fuel the cantrip if it is to work for both of us.


Temporal looked at her, amazed, not sure how to proceed.


Barbed ’s hair lifted and fell back into place as her black, leathery batwings spread out and open from her shoulders. she grinned at him over her shoulder again and gyrated her hips.

Barbed:
besides, I’m one Hell of a fuck…

bus ride over and Ciara is gone said goodbye and directed toward downtown five dollars in hand and hungry Eyes getting blurrier all the time and having trouble swallowing so drool and tears always face a mess of fluids Stomach churning pain and empty wanting only meat and maybe liquids sugar’s good too Stopping try to talk can’t even spit out “burger” have to moan and grunt until they get it right my fingers still work and mouth and legs but I’m sure I couldn’t drive or type Seeing something superimposed on sight something tall and like a volcano maybe reminding me of Richard Dreyfus and I’m wondering if this is all a dream except I usually wake up by now and I haven’t been able to even sleep and maybe I don’t think I’ll ever want to sleep again just eat instead of sleep Knew a girl who said she never ate after eleven instead she’d go to bed because she could just sleep instead when she was hungry That never worked for me because I can’t sleep when my belly pangs and then the nightmares come like this walking shuffling leaking nightmare of a roadtrip that I didn’t even know I was on Remembering is harder all the time but Tim is someone that I know and I think I should tell him where I am but that’s going to be hard since I can’t dial a phone or talk Need to find a nice person someone like a priest or social worker who might take me in and help me but I don’t think any of them live in this town and all the streets are named for letters and not numbers so I’m getting confused since I can’t remember the alphabet So sure I couldn’t type right now but Tim was always on the computer anyway and I’ve never really written a whole paper by myself Beer seems like it would be good but I don’t think I could take another layer of buzz and blearyness on top of all this already Lights are blurry at night and I sit a lot on benches until buses come because I have trouble finding food or rather money to use to buy it Spending lots of time in alleys and climbing into dumpsters foraging food and just standing among the junk and boxes so I don’t feel like I should walk around so much Rocky Mountains might be calling and I think I ought to get back on the road or on the bus and head West always West toward the mountain volcano shaving cream I hope Ciara finds what she’s looking for in the Grand Canyon on a burro or a pony or a hippie boy she likes who isn’t evil but patient yet creative and not sad Ethan needs to feel this he would probably sleep better with less dreams but then maybe I’m in laundry again


Ethan looked up from the stack of filthy plates. Tim walked by, tying his apron as he hurried in to work, late.


“Damn, man,” Ethan called to him, over the gush of the sprayer. “You look like shit.” 


Tim smiled weakly. “Yeah. Didn’t get much sleep last night.”


“Much? Or any?” Ethan laughed, more an exhalation than anything else, and mostly through his nose. “You get a girlfriend?”


Tim grabbed a stack of wet racks from the back of the washing unit, and brought them up to the front, near Ethan. He started lining up the dishes, staggering their alignment. “No, not exactly. I was talking to someone online, though.” He pushed the first rack through the wet rubber flaps and grabbed another. 


Ethan used the force of the water jet to remove some fat, flaccid macaroni from a plate. He shoved the stack toward Tim, and reached for a tray of silverware. “Wait a minute. You spent all night on the computer? You know, you’re going to either go blind, or get face cancer, or both, right?”


Tim laughed and grinned, a sleepy, half-hearted expression. His eyelids drooped and his eyes were puffy. “I think I’ll be ok. But if not, I’ll get in on a class-action suit, and I’ll let you say I told you so.” He shoved the final rack of plates through the flaps and onto the conveyor belt. He pushed the stacks of silverware Ethan was spraying into the machine, as well, and then went out to the dining area to collect more dishes. 


Ethan shook his head. He couldn’t believe that kid and his crazy behavior. It was one thing for people like Buck to go out and party all week and couch dive. It was another thing for smart, together dorks like Tim to drive himself to exhaustion surfing the knowledge expressway or whatever it was. That brought to mind two questions. Ethan intended to ask Tim about both on his return.


“So, what is it that you do online, anyway?” Ethan figured he’d stick to the conversation at hand.


Tim dropped off two stacks of plates and raised his eyebrows, as if he had to think of the best way to answer the question. He put up one finger in the “wait one moment” gesture, and went back out through the swinging doors. He came back a moment later with a tray loaded with silverware. 


“OK. That’s a good question. It’s hard to explain, without it sounding dumb. Mostly,  I just have conversations with people or play games.” Tim stacked the plates in another rack as Ethan sprayed them. 


Ethan stopped spraying dishes. “You play games and write back and forth with people?”


Tim looked up at him. “Yeah. Pretty much.”


“Til eight in the morning?”


Tim smiled again and laughed. “Well, sometimes it gets kind of involved. And it takes awhile to type all that stuff.” 


Ethan sprayed the last of the plates and moved to the silverware again. “So when did you start last night?”


Tim shoved the rack of plates through the flaps. “I dunno. I guess at about 11:30 or so.”


Ethan pushed a stack of silverware trays toward Tim. “So for almost nine hours, you were typing?” His face was a wide, blank mask of disbelief.


Tim pushed the last tray through the flaps and looked at his friend. “Yeah, I guess I was.” 


Ethan shook his head. “You’re going to get that carnal tuner thing, man. Or arthritis or something.” 


Tim flexed his hands and cracked his knuckles as he backed out the swinging door. “It’s carpal tunnel.”


“Whatever, man.” 


The day passed quietly, as the breakfast dishes disappeared. Tim swept and wiped down the tables while Ethan ran the dish machine through the de-liming process. He had to load the green chemicals that would loosen and dissolve the hard water deposits that built up from continued use of the machine. Then he had to run the machine with soap and water to clean away the chemical residue. By the time he finished the cleaning, the cooks were already bringing him pots and utensils from lunch preparation. Soon enough, he heard the students start lining up and ordering from across the counter. He took this opportunity to visit the restroom and to do a quick read of the newspaper. 


When he returned, a stack of silver tubs awaited, crusted with greenbean casserole and fried chicken breading. The spatulas and tongs were all stuck in a soup pot. He turned the machine on and let the conveyor action start moving. He grabbed the sprayer and started soaking down the worst of the crusty pans, then filled the soup pot to soak the utensils as well. Then Ethan started spraying the worst of the crud off the sloppy tubs and shoved them through the rubber flaps and into the waiting maw of the machine. As he was finishing the last of the cooking pans, Tim came through with  a stack of glass racks and sent them through the machine. Ethan leaned against the stainless steel table and watched his friend unload the racks from the cart. 


“So how’s Buck doing?”


“No clue man.” Tim paused a moment. He seemed to be deep in thought. “It’s been awhile now, huh?”


“Yeah man. Didn’t you say that you hadn’t seen him in three or four days? So still no sign of him?”


“Shit, Regina’s headed this way. Yeah, man. So now it’s almost been a week. I’ll be back in a bit…”. Tim ducked out the swinging doors.


Ethan shook his head and headed to the back end of the machine. He unstacked all the pots and let them air dry on a rack. He too the utensils back to the cooking area, and then pulled the glasses off and set them on carts to be taken back to the front of the union. When he’d unloaded the machine, he headed up to the washing area, where Tim had stacked several piles of plates and a couple racks of forks and spoons. Ethan sprayed them all, washing the remnants of lunches down the drain and into the oversized garbage disposer. He doused the silverware a few times, shoved the trays through, and then turned on the grinder. 

The thing make a noise like a lawnmower choking on a matchbox car. Ethan ducked as a mangled fork flew out of the machine, twirling crazily across the room and clattering across the linoleum. 

“Damn!” 

Tim came through the door in time to see Ethan crouch and duck. The younger man backpedaled through the swinging doors. “Is it safe yet?”

Ethan managed to turn off the grinder. “Yeah man. I think so.” 

Tim poked his head back in. “What happened?”

“Fork. Fell in the disposer.” Ethan went and picked it up. It was bent at a right angle, and the tines were curled in four different directions. 

Tim came over and looked at it, too. “I knew a girl once,” he remarked, “who would probably pay you ten dollars for that, and wear it as a bracelet.” He turned to go back out to the floor and get more dishes.

Ethan tossed the fork in the trash. “How is it that you meet all these weirdo women, man?”

“Oh, you have no idea, my friend. No idea.”

Ever expanding, her world spreads from one focus, grows beyond the single room and its stack and catalog of contents.


She walks through the downtown, and it appears mostly business and industry. She’s obviously gone the wrong way, because there is, of course, the falafel stand. They make great gyros, and they don’t use too much tziki. She saw it, and the movie theater, and wasn’t there a Kinko’s down here, too?


Lily’s thoughts turn to campus, and the reason that she’s here. The job is sweet, and it’s an odd replacement position for a professor about to retire. They were able to get the position lined up early, so she could go ahead with the move and get on with her life. What a good thing, too. Staying in the Pacific Northwest would have been disastrous, at least for right now. She missed the redwoods and the rain. It was comforting, when giving or getting directions, to just say “drive toward the water,” and have people know to head west. Here, every direction was the same. Tabula rasa seemed more appropriate than ever, here on this flat spread of nothing but corn.


The corner stoplight was red, and as she waited, Lily realized that thinking about campus, the sanctuary from “before” and the shelter dividing “then” from “now,” had only made her think of home, and the past. Maybe this break wasn’t such a good idea. Maybe moving so far and making such a huge change in her life was more problematic than ever, because it was a definite demarcation of the departure. Now, no matter what memories she built here, she’d also always have to remember that moving here was an escape. Perhaps that burden was more than the calused knuckles and flattened shoulders of Lincoln, Nebraska could bear. 


She crossed, and could see ahead more people walking by, and signs lighting up the twilight. She liked evening walks best. Her fair skin tended to burn, even in Autumn. Her contacts were hard, too—no one understood why she didn’t just switch to the disposable soft ones. The rigid lenses caused more glare in the sun. They also corrected her vision better than the soft ones, and helped keep her cornea in shape, since she had an astigmatism. She’d bought pair after pair of sunglasses, but couldn’t keep them longer than a month or so. She’d either sit on them in the car, breaking a temple, or lose them outright and never find them again. 


It was good that Lucy had called. Her sister was such a wild child—ironic, calling her sister “child,” since Lucy had been first out of the womb by a margin of four minutes. They were fraternal, and the differences went so much deeper than appearance. While Lily had spent the last eleven years gathering college degrees, Lucy had followed the Dead, and then Phish, around the country. Then she’d waited tables in New Orleans for a year, putting on a nightly bondage-inspired fashion show as she walked up and down Bourbon Street, chains connecting her nipple rings to those of her roomate, like S&M siamese twins. Lily had only gone to visit Lucy once in Louisiana. There had been a popular culture conference, and some of Lily’s work on Babylonian and Mesopotamian goddesses had made its way into New Age and lesbian literature. The sisters had spent a fun weekend together, but each was overwhelmed by the other’s vocation and lifestyle. 


Now Lucy was a stripper at a small place near Chicago. Their parents refered to her job as “the entertainment industry,” and mother would sometimes refer to “my daughter, the dancer,” but Lucy always said “stripper.” Lily thought her sister liked the notoriety and infamy that surrounded the term. Lily liked it, too, but she would never really admit that her sister… maybe not to anyone else, ever. It had taken so long for Lily to decide to stand up for herself, to defy the prescribed roles and expectations, that the power and delectable defiance offered by a word like “stripper” was too much of a temptation, some days. But old habits die hard. 


Being a professor at a new college was exciting, and though it wasn’t stripping, it was still a performance and a role. The adjunct positions and the part-time instructorships were frustrating, but had prepared her well. It was nice to be in a new environment. The unfamiliarity of the surroundings were offset by the potential everything held. Each corner, each student, each passing hour was an opportunity. The time for lying dormant in a cocoon of family obligations and domestic guilt was over. She’d split the chrysalis and her wings were nearly dry. 


At the next intersection, she finally reached the busier, commercial part of town. To the left, bars and trendy restaurants. To the right, movie theaters and dance clubs. She stood a moment, watching the people starting to cluster. It was a liminal moment. She felt like she was on the edge of something, as if at the beach and about to cross from sand to sea, or standing on a cliff’s edge, deciding if she should jump or turn back. She knew the ancient Celts considered these spaces and moments to be passageways between this world and the next. This is what gave the equinoxes power, as they evened the time of light and darkness, and created a liminal spot between the two. Here she stood, and somehow, there was a weight to the moment. She turned right. 


Clustered around each entryway, a line of people waited to be entertained. The filmgoers were passive, waiting to absorb media. The dancers were active, and about the tension between performance and spectatorship. That beckoned her more. She gravitated toward them, but couldn’t quite join. The newness, of the place, of her role within it, and of these peoples’ lives—so young—made her hesitate. She watched from across the way, lingering overlong at stoplights, gazing into windows but peering in reality at the reflections that they captured. In one of these reflections, then, she saw something that she couldn’t just enjoy or ignore. She turned and looked at him as he turned the corner.


It was a big man, stumbling along the road. He appeared hurt, or lost, or both. She looked both ways and crossed the street. She hugged herself, arms crossed in front of her, holding her own upper arms just above the elbow. Her shoes make only a slight scuffing sound against the concrete as she picked up her pace. The man was just ahead, and leaning against a wall. She approached, slowly, but concern had crept into her eyes and face.


“Are you all right?”


The man did not respond, but he seemed to be making a noise like a sob. Lily came closer, and put out a hand. As she touched his shoulder, the man turned to face her.


“Oh.” Her voice dropped to a breathy whisper. 


His face was wet, with sweat and tears, perhaps, and maybe sinus drip. His eyes were glazed over, and seemed unable to focus. He opened his mouth, and a sad sound, almost a moan, escaped. “Tiiiiiimmmm?”


She shook her head, withdrew her hand, brought it, clenched in a tight fist, to her mouth. “Oh my…” She bit her knuckle a moment, then cleared her throat and shook her head. “No. No sir. I’m not Tim. Are you lost? Are you looking for Tim?”


He closed his eyes a moment, then blinked slowly a few times. He seemed to be struggling to focus on her face.


“Kee…rah…?”


Lily shook her head. “I’m sorry. No. Do you… do you need some help?”


The man seemed to nod, and she could hear another sob escape… it was obviously a sob, a desperate but weak cry. This man was in trouble. She took hold of his arm, and pulled him upright from his leaning position. 

“I’ll help you. Come with me. Let’s find someone who can help you, big fella.” 

“Rolling Rock. Bottle. And a shot of Jagermeister.” 

Ethan pulled a five dollar bill from his wallet and and set it on the bartop. One of the benefits of living out in the middle of corn country was the fact that liquor prices were low. In the city, he’d have pulled out a ten, and not expected much change. When the bartender returned with the bottle and filled the glass, Ethan handed her the five with a salute. He downed the Jager in one quick toss, then sipped the beer before heading deeper into the club. 

He looked down the narrow row of tables opposite the bar. Most were filled already with clusters of young men, talking to one another mostly. Some were craning to see the stage at the far end of the bar. There, on a catwalk complete with shiny silver pole, women danced and gyrated in time to music, dropping pieces of clothing every so often, and kneeling near the edges long enough to collect tips. Ethan shook his head, and looked closer to the bar. He’d come in a little later than normal. Usually, he got the table furthest from the stage, but tonight even that was full. He didn’t come for the T & A; the beer was cheap, the crowd was townie, and air was clear. It was rare to find a bar around the area that didn’t allow smoking. He wanted to avoid second-hand mind control and chemical testing.

One of the dancers led a middle-aged man away by the hand, and Ethan took his stool. He settled at the bar and looked down at the bottle. The green of the glass reminded him of dreams, and the alcohol within reminded him of Buck. Where the hell had he gotten off to? And why were the dreams so regular now? They were vivid, almost like surreal television. And the Salvador Dali factor had gone through the roof. Everything normal wasn’t, and everything unusual was commonplace. The had to be some reason. Maybe the library had some information on dream analysis. But that smacked of New Age or mysticism, and he was definitely against that sort of thing. Psychology was one thing, even if Freud was a quack and the whole discipline was filled with yes men and wafflers looking for easy answers to hard human situations. But it was at least a pseudo science. This other stuff was not even related to science. 

He looked over. At the door, the ID checker was smiling up at a very tall, thick, imposing man in a black suit and tie. The man wore dark sunglasses and a fedora. Ethan blinked. Could it be…? He took another drink of his beer and waved the bartender over. He’d have another shot of Jager, if you don’t mind. He dropped three one dollar bills on the bar and looked again toward the front of the bar. The man in black was gone. Ethan whipped his head around, searching the crowd and the entire bar for the man, but could not find him. He once again tossed back the shot, and set the glass down with a hollow “thunk.” Maybe this was a dream too. Wouldn’t that just be a bitch…

A dancer walked past him, dawdling near his chair a few moments before trying tomake eye contact. He raised his eyebrows at her and tilted his head back slightly for a moment, as an acknowledgement of her presence, then went back to sipping the beer. She waited a moment longer, but seeing that he wasn’t talkative, and wasn’t reaching for his wallet, she moved on through the bar. He watched her walk away. He did appreciate her figure and everything he coud see of it, especially the tilting rise and fall of her behind as she walked. As he sipped the last of the beer, he wondered what it would be like to actually carry on a conversation with one of the women who worked here, and why he never did so. 

Ethan ordered and drank two more beers. A couple more dancers stopped by his stool, but again he turned them down. He talked to a man in his late thirties who happened to be in town on business, and was waiting for one particular dancer. The man was in sales, working up new markets in the Midwest. His client showed up, and they moved to a reserved table closer to the stage. Another man sat down, ordered a sea breeze, and slipped a ring off the third finger of his left hand. Ethan gave him halfhearted answers about sports scores and weather reports. When the dancer from before came by, the man left with her. The night was moving slowly. Ethan felt a pressure at his gut, and stood to head for the john. 

Bar bathrooms were always a test. At the pub, your bowels had to be ironclad, because there was never the kind of privacy (or any paper) necessary to finish. If you were drunk enough to sit in a bar bathroom, you needed a cab (and a towel). In some places, especially in Europe, there was just a metal trough and everyone lined up and whipped it out, pissed, and moved on. Sinks in bar bathrooms were vestigial. If you used the sink, you had to wonder why you’d come in in the first place, and not driven home or walked down the street to some nice restaurant or gas station. At least in gas stations, there might be paper towels, and usually there was a lock on the door. A door, even.  Ethan broke the seal and sighed as the last pitcher made its way back into the never-ending cycle of liquid. It was like some amber-colored evaporation-condensation-precipitation cycle from an alcoholic science book. He zipped, rolled out a two-foot length of paper towel, turned on the water and washed his hands, left the water running, ripped the towel (careful not to touch the roller or the case again), wiped his hands thoroughly, used the towel to turn off the tap, used the towel to open the door, held the door open with his shoulder, and tossed the towel into the trashcan as he left. 

The path back to his barstool was another gauntlet. Beefy men in tight tight t-shirts pushed past him, their shoulders doing most of the work, their necks no longer able to turn. Many of them were so heavily muscled that their shoulders were nearly useless. These stalked the bar like mammalian tyrannosaurs, forelimbs hanging limp and useless, save when prey got close enough to grapple. He maneuvered past waitresses with bare midriffs, low-cut tops, and shorts that seemed to push their ass cheeks out. It was bad news to get too close to the help; the bar had seven bouncers. Smarmy older men goggled behind glasses, tumescent wallets in their hands like fat erections waiting to spill green all over anything that jiggled. He’d had a revulsion for that type since junior high, when the same guys were the pimpled, chubby hoarders of contraband Hustlers and Playmate videos purchased from gleeful high school seniors fleecing seventh graders to finance dimebags. He wove through all of these, heading back to his pitcher and a conversation, he hoped. He glanced left as he passed the center of the bar.

The stage sucked his attention. Ethan stopped and turned to watch. 

The music was a deep jungle rhythm.

A woman wrapped in a leopard print cape, head hooded, strode onto the stage, nothing visible but an ambigious shape that ended in supple calves and strappy gold high heels. The music changed to techno, and she burst from the cape, threw it open to reveal her bare midriff, smooth skin stretching from the waistband of a fur bikini to the tawny fur-lined cup encasing each tender breast. Slender, blonde, lithe. She slid around the pole like it was alive, a partner dancing with her instead of inert and bolted to the floor. The curt cut of her hair, a blonde bob, accentuated her shape. Her legs were slim and long, though she wasn’t particularly tall. All of her was narrow,  and seemed slight. She and the pole complemented one another well. She wove like ivy up a lattice, pulsed like veins in a limb, shook like leaves on a branch. 

Her body reminded him of that oddly blonde Hispanic singer, Christina what’s her name, except her ass wasn’t quite so small, and she wasn’t working overtime to seem cheap.  There was something in the dancer’s eyes that was obviously not vapid, and that went beyond the disaffected pose of the dancers who weren’t lucky enough to be born dumb. Her disaffected stare was one of many layers, filters stacked like onion skin, ‘til there was very nearly an opacity that sheltered her from her surroundings and kept you or him or me from seeing inside. She seemed to need this wall. It kept her from lashing out, from running. It was the membrane of her dignity, and perhaps a buffer from insanity.

She backed up against the pole, her motion to the music a subtle grind, a pivot of hips in time with the drop of the bass and the lazy thick chords. He drank in the subtle curve on either side as she slid down the pole, back straight, pressed against the metal. Every man watching wanted to be that pole, wanted to watch and feel the way those hips moved and pressed back against the steel. She reached back with her left hand, grasped the pole below her. Her nails were long enough to be noticed, without the exaggeration of Asian manicure. Her right arm stretched up above her, and she turned her head to the left, looked down and back from the corner of her left eye, as her arm slid up and her hand grasped just above her head. Both thumbs pointed down, and seemed as sharp and bright as slivers of glass. Her hands seemed to pull her back up, and she shimmied up the pole, then pivoted around it, swinging out a leg and letting one arm fly out and open. She performed a sort of swinging pirouette and faced the crowd once more. The dancer dropped into a crouch, feet flat, knees bent, legs spread, pole between her thighs rising up, and again she slid all the way down. Ethan was snared by her stern, severe look, an icefield of blue in her eyes.

He didn’t want to see her naked. Not here, not like this, not so far away and inhumane. The clothing did enough, worked overtime even, to entice him. He preferred, though, to imagine. He didn’t want to watch  her cross her arms, cup her breasts, slide the straps down over her shoulders and drop the spotted leopard top to the floor. He didn’t want to know the exact shape and size and color of her nipples. He didn’t want to see her skin glisten with the sweat of dancing and undulation, didn’t want to watch the glitter glisten on her naked skin, with a rail and a stage and a pole in the way. All Ethan wanted was the notion, the promise that the clothing sheltered and delivered. He wanted to keep these desperate details in his mind, wrapped in the blurry gauze of fantasy—never seen. If he were to see her body, the need to touch and trace and taste would be too much. She made his teeth ache, and to see her like that might make his fingers feel the same. 

Long auburn curls surged and wound around her head and shoulders as she twirled. The knee-high fuck-me-boots carved a perfect curve around her calf. Six inches above, a black miniskirt stretched across her thighs and hips, shaping and shaped by her narrow, though shapely, hips. She let the tight red leather jacket slide off her shoulders and down her arms as she leaned back, arms stretched back and down, head thrown back, eyes closed. Stopping the slow spin, she arched herself upright and stood to her full 5’8” height, the boots helping her near six feet. 

As the song changed, and the loud, heavy techno music switched to something more industrial, she turned and made her way across the dance floor. She brushed past dancers grinding and sweating, bodies charged with static, clinging through the sheer electricity of the tension and the sounds. The DJ’s switched off, Dizzy heading to the bar for a bottle. Slice held a pen light in his teeth and flipped through a crate of 12 inch singles. She waved, a twinkling cascade of fingers, to Dizz as he passed and blew her a kiss. She finally crossed the dancefloor and made it to the back door.  

She walked through, into the small dressing room behind the risers. The thump of the bass was all that remained of the music, but it offered a comforting drone through the wall. She headed to her locker, stepped up on a chair, unzipped first one boot, then the other, and stowed them in the bottom. A tiny pair of 6-eye Dr. Martens boots waited for her on the top shelf, and she sighed as she slipped them on. The air sole cushioned her aching feet; she’d been dancing since 8, and it was nearly 12:30. Once the club switched over at midnight, she didn’t have to keep working the pole. The clubkids and goth crowd came in to listen to Dizzy and Slice, and she would mingle with them and enjoy the tunes. But today she just wanted to head home, and take a long hot bath. 

She tied the second boot, and slammed the locker shut. She’d just head home in this gear… it wasn’t that different from what she’d wear out and about anyway. Catch a cab, grab a gyro, walk a block back to her studio. The place on the corner made them just right, without too much tziki. All she needed was to pick up her check and pay the bar from her tips. She turned and walked over to the door on the east wall. She pushed it open and went inside. Another door was on the perpendicular wall, leading out to a hallway off to the right.

The room was small, with a desk, a couch, a chair, and a recliner.The lamp on the desk cast the only light in the room, giving it an almost sepia glow. Behind the desk, a large man with a sweaty forehead was looking at a stack of cash, counting some out into stacks. In the background, behind him, a radio crackled with sports scores and weather reports. She handed the man a stack of twenties—it had been a good night, for just four hours work. He flipped through the cash, nodded with an approving expression, and reached into the lap drawer of the desk. He handed her an envelope, which she folded and stuffed into the interior pocket of her jacket. She smiled and nodded with a  low “thanks,” and turned and strode from the room. 

Her legs were long, and she placed one foot in front of the other proudly. In a good mood, her catlike walk was sassy and had a skip in the step. Lucy looked back over her shoulder at the man before she walked out the back door and down the hallway to the alleyway out back. She winked and blew him a kiss, then left. She walked up the cracked pavement toward a nearby streetlamp. As she passed the dumpsters, trashcans, and grafitti splattered walls, a startled cat hissed and ran away. 

flat flat everywhere is flat and round beneath the earth I see rising in dust clouds dirt like rain and a pillar of ripped ragged roots Walking isn’t enough can’t get there fast enough the rendezvous point the place where the dark man waits He is on the move now coming here and passing While I walked through town meeting Lily who is not Ciara who I miss and want to see to feel the life that courses surges grows and plants its roots in me before all this dust I’m made of goes fallow and can no longer produce Will they turn me under I have to wonder if I’m being buried in salted earth and left Is the chaff my flesh my skin my life of nothing my monument a pyramid of beer cans The softest bed I can assume and hope for might very well be the satin lining of a casket or the cheap carpet of a Honda trunk

“You can lie down here. I’ll get some pillows. God, I wonder if he’s in shock. What do I think I’m doing here, anyway. God. Less than a week and I’m bringing home strays…”

they say the stoned are philosophers if only to themselves and while I never had a monumental thought while pulling on a tube now I feel the filters and the limits slide away and desperation isn’t worth my time so all that’s left is intellect and id Hunger drives my forward motion my ambulation my trek across this flatness All that remains of my education and curiosity is a faintly glowing ember seeking to kindle an inferno of knowledge about the nature of death Left to wonder if this end is already attained in my current state I have to clutch for some evidence that the husk I inhabit is part of who I am Consumption isn’t something I desire in this state mentally Hunger wracks this shape and distracts my contemplation of my state Feeling like an extra in a Coleridge poem I have to wonder if any of you are looking for the marginalia like me Grafitti might be the closest we can get or maybe advertising

“Is there anyone we can contact? I wonder. A wallet? Nothing. Probably stolen. God, how long have you been walking around like this? How long have you been alone out there?”

no one could share this space or sense but so many assumptions through so many scriptures and yet I am alone or growing ever closer to that state Only status unifies us but no correspondence crosses these boundaries of darkness surrounding the flicker remaining that might be Buck myself meness I Who could hope to cross into this blinding focal pinprick of light that stretches when veiwed sidelong into a rod or perhaps a tightly tuned wire on which the rest of self balances precariously Friend means nothing now it is emotion all I know is discernment not even knowledge Facts extraneous clarity distractions Light switches red a filter remains and I can see a face I wish to see again who might reshape reclaim rebuild what’s melted

“Tim? Is that the name?” A sob. “Yes… yes, press the buttons. Call Tim…. Yes. I’ll do the talking. No need for you to worry.”

The journal of Timothy Porrell

…

Tuesday night / Weds morning

Just in from the bar. It’s weird that I can go now, and that in less than six months, the novelty has worn off. Now it’s just a place I go to hang out with my friends. The thrill of buying a shot dissolved with the quick realization that it usually cost twice as much as a bottle of the Rock or even Light. So now it’s just a hangout spot.


Lots of people were there tonight. I saw Brittany and Julie. They’re both so very cool. I’m still an undergrad, and they’re starting their grad work, but they still talk to me. It’s nice. They’re both pretty cute, too. Well, I could go into more about Julie, but it’s just not smart to think like that… she’s a lot older. Well not a lot. She’s only like 26. Seems like an eternity, though. Anyway, I’m glad I got to know them. Some other people were there, too. Dreadlock Dan, the kung-fu pizza delivery man. Shannon and that guy who was in the Gulf War… the one with the shaved head. Big John and all his brothers. Theodore the visiting professor—I think that dude lives in the bar. It was a good night, but no where as interesting as when Ethan came in.


He seemed agitated (which, duh, big surprise with Ethan—for someone so freakin’ laid back, he’s a basketcase half the time if he’s been watching CNN). He bought a beer, and just kept looking around and checking the doors. He also didn’t seem to want to sit too near either end of the bar, or the bathroom. We stayed at the bar and pulled up stools. I figured we could go sit with all the cool kids eventually, but first I’d better find out what was wigging him out so much. I bought us both shots, and sipped mine while he tossed his back and started talking.


He told me he’d just come from the next town over. Apparently, he’s been going to this strip club there for like the last year or so, just to get away from the college scene. I get that, really. Ethan finished school, maybe? No, wait, that’s right, he’s got like 153 credits, but still needs two classes to actually get a degree. Anyway, he’s older than most of us, except the grad students, and he’s way more townie. But he’s smart enough not to want to spend time with all the big-haired grit girls at the townie bars. He can talk shit with the best of them, but the problem for Ethan, I think, is that he believes all the shit he talks. So he’s been going to this bar, just because they have cheap beers and it’s pretty close, and just a change of pace. For such a weirdo, Ethan is really aware. He watches people all the time, and seems to like talking to all kinds of folks. 


But Ethan is like the most asexual person I know. He’s not androgynous by any means… I think I saw a picture of him when he was like 17 once, and maybe he was androgynous then, but now he’s very obviously a guy, all the way, all the time. I mean he just never seems to be about girls, or about dating. That sounds like he’s gay or something, but that’s not it, either. He isn’t some kind of homophobe, either, though. He talks to David and Laura and Juan all the time, and gets along with them fine. But Ethan is not someone I can even imagine asking a girl out. He doesn’t do any of the standard things that I would associate with guys and how they interact with or talk to girls. It’s kind of cool, I think, on the one hand. Everyone is just a person, all the time. But on the other hand, he’s kind of odd. 


So Ethan is talking about being at this strip bar. And I’m a little surprised that he’s going to a strip bar at all, but like I say, it also doesn’t seem any weirder than anything else Ethan ever does. And he’s getting into some really weird stuff about men wearing black, and government agents, and Alex Trebec. I don’t get the last bit of that, really, but Ethan doesn’t slow down much. So I figured out that that’s why he kept looking at all the entrances and avoiding the bathroom. He’s freaked about these mysterious guys showing up, and he thinks that they’re maybe following him for some reason, maybe linked to these weird dreams he’s been having. 


Ethan’s dreams are doozies. I’m amazed. The guy needs to write screenplays or something. It’s some crazy stuff. The one about the talking wrench makes me laugh, because it might be true. I’m not one for smoking pot very often, but Ethan’s never done it (another thing that just stuns everyone else, but seems to make sense to me, given his paranoias), and geez, if anyone ever needed to get baked every so often, it’s Ethan. So he explains some of the dreams and then, I’m wondering just how many shots he’s had, because he’s linking all this stuff together in some pretty crazy ways. But I listen. And then he starts talking about Buck being missing, and I had to slow him down and just get him off this tangent, because it was going nowhere, and it was making me kind of antsy.


So Ethan changes the subject, almost like lightning. And here is where it just got totally bizarre for me. As if conspiracy theories about aliens and talking tools aren’t weird enough. Ethan starts talking about a girl. And not just any girl—a stripper. It was like he’d just watched a sunset for the first time. Or like he’d spent the day in the Louvre or the MOMA or someplace, just looking at one painting or sculpture. It was the most focused and lucid he was the whole night. He started talking about this dancer as if she was from another country or planet or something. He just sat staring at the mouth of the bottle,  not drinking, and he went on and on about this dancer. It was amazing. I think he’s got it for her, bad. But then he told me that he didn’t even stay to see her strip. I don’t get him. But I’m repeating myself.


But the freakiest part, completely, was when Ethan told me about the dancer that came on after his favorite. He was on his way out of the club, and he said this second stripper made eye contact with him as he was passing the stage. Get this, though: Ethan could describe everything about how she looked as if he were looking at her picture right in front of him. And he described her for me in detail: tall black boots, tight black miniskirt, black tubetop, red leather jacket. She was built, he said, and she knew how to move it around and use it. She had long reddish hair, in curls, but not tight curls. He made it sound wavy. I just couldn’t believe it… but it’s not like that’s a totally unique look. Just a weird coincidence, I figured. Then he told me that she danced to a techno remix of “Am I Evil.” 


And that her stripper name was Barb Wire. 


What the f-?


“Where’s that phone book… god. This is ridiculous.” 


Another swallow slammed against the window,  leaving a bloody mark and falling to the ground, unmoving. Buck moved around the room from window to window, looking out, but with no pattern. He was like a flightless moth drawn to light. And at every stopping point, within two minutes a bird dipped from its flight and bashed itself against the glass, just beyond Buck’s face. He didn’t even flinch at the impact, though Lily did each time. The bird’s death was enough, though, to send Buck wandering across the room, in search of another source of light. 


Lily found the phonebook beneath a stack of newspapers and ad circulars. She flipped it open to the yellow pages and stopped. What in the world would she look under? The emergency room they’d visited yesterday hadn’t been able to tell her much. Fluids. Food. Rest. That was easy, since that’s all he seemed to do anyway. But what about changing his condition? The psych consult had been inconclusive, but while they were there, he’d been particularly animated and alert. Still nonverbal, but it seemed as if the moment he stepped into the sterile white corridors and was bathed in the fluorescent lights, he came to life again. So very strange. 


She looked down at the page she’d opened to. Odd. “Psychic Readings—Madame Smirnovsky.” Another further down the page: “Trancendental Meditation for Health and Success.” Lily skimmed the listings. Nothing seemd to really jump out at her or make her feel anymore confident about the situation or the qualifications of the advertisers. Wait. This one made sense. She wrote the number down on a stick-note and went to the telephone. 


As she dialed, Buck trundled across the floor, hands out before him. He seemed drawn to only two things, really: light, and the smell of cooking food. She’d made breakfast that morning while he slept, and no sooner had the sausage hit the pan than he was in the kitchen, looming over her as she browned the meat. She noted the response and made a few extra patties. He finished it all, and seemed to search for more. She caught him dipping his hand in the soup can she used to catch the grease, and had to take it out to the dumpster so he wouldn’t eat the drippings. Now, he was headed for the window on the east wall of the apartment. No sooner had he arrived by the pane than a THONK! marked the passing of another small bird. 


A voice at the other end answered. “Bon jour, Madame. How can we be of service for you today?” The woman had a rich and seasoned voice, full of gumbo and alligator and laced with champagne. 


Lily cleared her throat. “I have a problem. Is there any way I can make an appointment to bring in my friend?”

***


She stepped back from Buck, after looking carefully into his eye with the light of a black candle, and then turned back to Lily. She shook her head and made a tsking sort of sound.


“He is a zombi, I think.”


Lily shook her head a moment. “Did you say zombie?” She arched her eyebrow and took off her glasses, resting one temple on her lip as she looked at the woman.


“Oui. Zombi. That is all I can gather from his look and his way. But I don’t know for sure, and I cannot tell you who might be the master. I could, for a larger fee, but I’d be needing your assistance for the ritual, and we’d have to wait until the sun sets.” She pursed her lips and looked at Lily very seriously. 


Lily put her glasses back on and started doing some calculations. “So… how much larger of a fee?”


The woman told her, and arched her own eyebrow in return.


Lily sighed. It was too much. At least for her cash reserves. “Do you take VISA?”


The mambo smiled wide. “No, Madame. But we do have an installment plan that might be working very well for your needs. I’d just want to take a bit of hair and a fingernail clipping along with the first payment, if you’re agreeable.”


Lily stood. She sighed, and picked up her coat. “I’m afraid I can’t.”


The mambo smiled again and nodded. “I thought you might have some reservations. You didn’t seem like one to be loose with your life. The loa dance away from you, but those that come closest seem to bow, I’m thinking. I hope that your friend here is well and overcomes this.” 


Lily nodded. “Thank you for your help.” 


She helped Buck to his feet, and led him out to the corner, where they caught a cab and returned to her new home.

*** Notify list:  mundane_echo, jaded_glance, tr33_(1imb3r, lucien, WolfNOne, ChaoSpiral, buckysinister, barbed, brianvf19, meghanlore, dr4g0n8ait, mickey_lvs_mallory, fr_eliot, adamiikhan, soultoast, burninCow, peachnut

***brianvf19, fr_eliot, adamiikhan are Online

/nick Temporal

NewUser is now known as Temporal

/join #themasquerade

/join #wolfslodge

/join #BloodySatin

/join #backroom

/join #alleyway
Temporal:
((Hey. Anybody seen Barbed in here tonight?))

Windy:
((Sorry Temporal, no sign of her at all.))

Gabe:
((Temp, try 1 of the smaller netwrks. She was here erlier and said she’d be on 1 of them. The usaul ones, like skylink or netwerkz, ect.))

Temporal:
((thnx. See you guys l8r))

/server #irc.netwerkz. net:6667

*** Notify list:  mundane_echo, jaded_glance, tr33_(1imb3r, lucien, WolfNOne, ChaoSpiral, buckysinister, barbed, brianvf19, meghanlore, dr4g0n8ait, mickey_lvs_mallory, fr_eliot, adamiikhan, soultoast, burninCow, peachnut

***barbed is Online

/query barbed

Temporal:
Hey. How’s it going?

Barbed:
{{{temporal}}}

Temporal:
Hiya. Glad to see you. I’ve been looking for you.

Barbed:
I’m good. what’s shakin’, baby?

Temporal:
Just having an odd week. My roommate is kind of MIA.

Barbed:
he’s in the army?

Temporal:
No, no. He’s just not around. Haven’t seen him in over a week, I guess. It’s weird. 

Barbed:
that is weird. 

Barbed:
so. wanna play some?

Temporal:
Yeah. Yes, I think I do. What have you got in mind?

Barbed:
we have to finish up. they revealed the gate, but didn’t seal it, and I think things are going to get weirder now.

Temporal:
What game system are you using, for this? I mean, if things are going to start involving powers, we’ll need to figure out some rules, right?

Barbed:
just role it, instead of roll it. you know? tell the story… let the rest just happen

Temporal:
But I don’t want to throw my character up against something that will just wipe him out without thinking unless I know how to deal with it using the rule system. Seems like that’d be a bad plan.

Barbed:
I understand. but don’t worry, baby. I won’t create anything too ridiculous. 

Temporal:
uh… ok. I guess. Where to?

Barbed:
#alleyway

/join #alleyway

User Temporal has joined channel #alleyway. 

User Barbed has joined channel #alleyway.

Barbed:
((oh, you beat me here. you’re the op. can you op me?))

Temporal:
((Sure. There you go. Now you, too, have the power.))

Barbed:
((thx luv. I feel it coursing thru me… <weg> heh heh heh))

Barbed:
((so we’ll pick up a bit after we left off. I’ll set the stage. let’s say it’s the next day.))

Temporal:
((ok. should I give you the costume?))

Barbed:
((hell yes))

Barbed:
_____IC_______

Barbed:
[the night has passed, but during that time, the rift has grown and become more obvious to those with supernatural sensitivity. Barb has returned to the club, and calls Temporal on her cell phone, asking him to meet her in the alleyway. She is wearing a long black leather trench coat and knee-high shit-kicking steeltoed boots. She also wears red leather pants and a black tank. Her hair is pulled back and tied, and she has on a pair of sunglasses. In the light, she seems somewhat tan, or to have a slightly reddish cast to her skin. She waits, one hand on her hip, the other holding a cigarette.]


Temporal wears a light green long sleeve t-shirt and black BDUs. He has on greasy black Dr. Martens boots and a black sport coat. His sunglasses are the same from the other night. 

Temporal:
We meet again.

Barbed:
hello, lover. how are you this morning? did I wear you out too much?


Temporal looks at her, not sure how to respond. He isn’t sure if there’s any chance that what happened last night might happen again, but without the hocus pocus reason. But then, she seems like she might be some sort of succubus or some other demon. He doesn’t know if he should trust her, but he does want to find out what she’s up to, and what’s going on with the rift in reality. 

Temporal:
No. I’m pretty well rested. But I think I need some answers, and not just a good sex partner. What’s going on now?

Barbed:
see for yourself…


Barbed gestures to the wall where the rift looks like a glowing crack floating a few inches away from the bricks. the crack is spreading and opening wider, slowly, and a white light is spilling out.

Temporal:
So… we’ve made it visible… but we still need to seal it.

Barbed:
yes. perhaps your abilities can slow the fracturing until we can find some way to seal it?


Temporal strokes his chin and thinks. He’s not sure what to do here. He could use the pocketwatch and slow the rate of time around the alleyway. That would buy them time, assuming the rift worked within this world’s space/time continuum. But beyond that, he wasn’t sure what to do.

Temporal:
I’ll try it. But what do you have in mind, then? I can only buy us some time. 

Barbed:
::smiles:: that’ll be good, though. we can then go and do some research. I think I know of a book that might fill us in on what we need to know. 

Temporal:
Very well. I’ll activate the time damper.


Temporal pulls out his pocketwatch and flips open the cover. He walks over to the rift and stands nearby, then closes his eyes. In his imagination, he pictures the alley and the wall, and the rift, and then turns the set knob on the pocketwatch two full turns back, clicking the button and exhaling as he releases his power through the focus of the watch.

Temporal:
#slow time#


Barbed watches him, and tosses her cigarette away. 


Temporal starts moving incredibly slowly toward her. To him, it seems like the normal amount of time, but he sees her and the world beyond a 10 foot radius zipping by incredibly quickly. Her cigarette butt zooms toward him, then hits the bubble of slowed time and moves at the regular speed.


Temporal steps from the time bubble and immediately appears to move at the normal rate. Barbed sees her cigarette, though, suspended in midair and falling at an agonizingly slow rate. 

Barbed:
impressive. how long will it last

Temporal:
Maybe five hours. Maybe less. We’ll have to work quickly and get as much done as possible. That five hours for us will be like 2 hours for the rift, maybe even less. But we don’t know how much damage can happen in that short time. 


Barbed nods

Barbed:
Let’s get going. I have a car around the corner. 


Temporal nods and follows. 

/query Barbed

Temporal:
So… what now? We’re not going to play out the research, right?

Barbed:
nah. that’d be boring, I figure. what do you think?

Temporal:
Yeah. And I dunno if I can stay online too too long tonight. I’ve got a few hours and all, but…

Barbed:
yeah, it’s cool. I gotta work tomorrow. luckily I get to go in late. I have a night job.


Tim sat back from the screen. God damn… that fits with everything Ethan was saying, with all his suspicions. Was there a way to get her to tell him more, and confirm it all? He decided to keep pushing. She’d been rather non-forthcoming to this point, but maybe she’d let something slip.

Temporal:
When you gotta go in?

Barbed:
oh, not til about 6 PM. I have an early shift. sometimes I go in later, but then I have to stay past 3. 

Temporal:
Oh. Wow. Third shift is hell. Do you sleep all day?

Barbed:
lol. it’s not exactly 3rd shift, but right. sometimes I sleep a lot. depends. 

Temporal:
Do you have a long commute?

Barbed:
nah. it’s not far. thankfully.

Temporal:
you live in a big city?

Barbed:
oh, I live in a moderate sized town. kind of a suburb of a big city, really. well, maybe a suburb of a suburb. 

Temporal:
Suburb, huh? You don’t strike me as very suburban. 

Barbed:
<weg> and just how DO I strike you, hon?


Temporal scratches his head… ;)

Temporal:
Well, you seem a little more… edgy? 

Barbed:
lol. if you only knew, my boy. 

Temporal:
Well, fill me in. Just how edgy ARE you?

Barbed:
weren’t we about to play a scene?

Temporal:
Oh yeah. That. 

Barbed:
I’m not anywhere near as interesting as what’s about to happen in the story.

Barbed:
well… maybe almost. but not as evil.

Temporal:
Evil? Oh geez…

Barbed:
let’s get back to it, shall we?


She wasn’t going to spill that easily. And the story was waiting. Tim got out his dice and switched back to the other channel, where the story was unfolding. 

Barbed:
[they go and do some research. she has a store of ancient scrolls, but can only read about half of them. Temporal has the ability to decipher the other half. they piece together some things, and go to speak to a scholar named Mick. he’s an old man who used to be a private detective during Prohibition, and he knows a lot about the supernatural. Mick tells them that they’ll have to repair the rift by purifying a well beneath the city. the sewers have leaked into a pure water source that connects two worlds. water is always a liminal feature—it always creates a border between worlds. the water is the key to fixing the rip. if they can stop the contamination, the other world will recede. but they’ll have to get down there and find the well, then clean out the impurities.]


Barbed pulls up in front of the club, and looks over at Temporal. 

Barbed:
are you ready? 

Temporal:
Sure. Where’s the closest sewer access? 

Barbed:
in the alleyway.

Temporal:
Then let’s go. ::gets out of the car and heads for the side of the building::

Barbed:
Temporal… wait.


Temporal turns and looks at her. His face is determined. He knows now what they must do, and is ready to do whatever it takes. He removes his sunglasses and looks her in the eye.

Barbed:
Are you sure you want to do this? I’m asking a lot of you…. you realize this, don’t you?

Temporal:
I understand. And I’m willing. 

Barbed:
I don’t think it will be easy. the other world has leaked into ours some already. there’s no telling what we’ll encounter down there.

Temporal:
I’m ready. Let’s go.

Barbed:
all right. yes.


Barbed leads him around the corner. they head into the alleyway. the rift is now readily visible, a white crack seven feet tall, hanging in the middle of the air, lighting up the entire alley. she looks into the rift, and then starts searching for the sewer cover.


Temporal looks for the sewer cover as well. He finds it behind some boxes, and shoves them out of the way. He looks around for something to pry it off with.

Barbed:
allow me. ::her features shift again and the horns split through her forehead. she keeps her wings hidden, but her tail splits through the leather pants and whips around her thighs. she reaches down and picks up the sewer cover with one hand, and tosses it aside:: no problem. now, stay close. we need to be careful down there. can you see in the dark?

Temporal:
::blinks, and shakes his head:: I can’t. But I’ve got a flashlight. Nice work. ::he is surprised, but realizes that it makes sense for a demon to be powerful::

Barbed:
it’s nothing, babe. now stick close. ::drops down into the sewer::

Temporal:
No problem. ::starts climbing down behind her::

Barbed:
[as they climb down, they are unaware that something is shambling and shuffling toward them on the street above. as they make their way through the muck and water, behind them they hear two loud splashes, as if a body feel into the water. then they hear the loud clank of the manhole cover falling back in place.]

Temporal:
::grabbing his watch:: What the hell was that?!


Temporal spins around, looking for whatever is behind them. 

Barbed:
Don’t worry about it. Keep moving.

Temporal:
What? That didn’t sound good…!

Barbed:
we don’t have much time. we have to keep moving ‘til we find the water source, and can plug it up. 


Temporal lets her head on a bit, and stands very still, listening, waiting.

Barbed:
[he hears a sloshing sound from behind them, moving slowly]

Temporal:
((can we pause a moment))

Barbed:
((sure. what’s up?))

Temporal:
((what system will we use for this?))

Barbed:
((yeah, good question. there’s about to be conflict. if it’s cool with you, I’ll roll dice here. you give your power and action value,  and I’ll give your yin and yang, and we’ll figure it out from there))

Temporal:
((what is the target of what we’re facing))

Barbed:
((it’s gonna be 8, I think))

Temporal:
((ok. that’s doable. thx))

Barbed:
((sure. ready?))

Temporal:
((yes. good to go))

Temporal:
::catching up to her:: I think we’re being followed, but they’re not chasing… sounds slow

Barbed:
ok. let’s just head forward. we’ll deal with them when the time comes.


Barbed leads him down a long tunnel, and then into an alcove. They find the markings on the wall that Mick told them to look for, and open a secret compartment. Inside, there is a handle, which opens a hidden door. 

Temporal:
So… is this it? 

Barbed:
turn on your light.

Temporal:
::does so:: what do you see?

Barbed:
[before them is a splashing fountain, which seems to have its own light glowing from within. the light is bright gold, but one side seems to be throbbing and is crisscrossed with a red network of spiderwebbed veins, like a bloodshot eye. a hole in the wall and a pipe beyond that wall spills brown, gross sewage into the bubbling spring]

Temporal:
The spring! It’s incredible… 

Barbed:
Quickly… we have to patch that hole, or reroute it, as soon as possible. 

Temporal:
::looking around the room for something do use to do so:: What can we do?

Barbed:
[suddenly, two forms rise up out of the water and stagger toward them. they are zombies, and moan as they stagger toward our heroes]

Temporal:
::reaching for his stopwatch:: #slow target- AV 15#

Barbed:
#yin: 2  yang: 4#


Temporal succeeds in slowing one of the zombies to a level where it is barely moving.

Barbed:
[the other zombie staggers forward and reaches for Barb]


Barbed punches the zombie in the head #strength of demons, martial arts AV 13 (of course) yin: 4, yang: 3, total: 12#


Barbed knocks the zombie’s head off, with a blast of decomposing dust

Temporal:
Nice work!  ::picks up an old lead pipe lying on the concrete::

Barbed:
[the other zombie moves so slowly that Temporal barely has to try to land the blow]


Temporal hits the zombie’s head as if it were a ball on a tee. The corpse’s head flies across the room and splashes into the water, and the rest of the reanimated body collapses into the water.

Barbed:
((nice work. good description))

Temporal:
((thx. you too))


Barbed looks around, to see if there are any more of the creatures waiting. She then moves to the wall to take a closer look at the broken pipe.


Temporal follows. He scratches his head, trying to figure out what can be done.

Barbed:
Can you slow the flow of the sewage long enough for me to melt the pipe and seal the breach?

Temporal:
I think I can. But that will probably be the last I can handle for a little while. My energy level is low. I’ll have to wait at least fifteen or twenty minutes to regain power. 

Barbed:
Do it. We should be fine after this. 


Temporal reaches out and holds his hand in front of the filth spilling from the pipe. He holds his pocketwatch and concentrates. the flow starts moving so slowly that it appears to stop. 

Barbed:
[the sewage that had been spilling falls with a sickening sound to the concrete below, and the last of it spills into the fountain.]

Barbed:
find something to clear that out and away from the fountain, and then rinse your hands in the water over there. I’ll need that pipe.


Temporal hands her the pipe, and goes over and gets a broken board, starts scraping the crud away into the flow of water.

Barbed:
#firey vision, AV 10, yin: 1, yang 5, total 14#

Temporal:
((nice roll))

Barbed uses the pipe as a piece of solder, and with firey beams of energy from her eyes, she welds the broken pipe back together, sealing it. she reinforces all around the fractured area.

Temporal:
Nice work. I’ve got all the crud out of here. I think it’s cleared away.

Barbed:
Good. 

Barbed takes off her jacket and lets her wings unfurl from their recessed, mystical area where they stay folded. she unzips her boots and starts taking them off

Temporal:
::confused:: What are you doing? Shouldn’t we get out of here, and make sure there aren’t anymore zombies around?

Barbed:
We have to heal the spring. We’ll need to perform a ritual. Take your clothes off.


Barbed pulls her tank top off over her head. her full, round breasts hang, pert and alert, nipples the red of her lips and eyes. her skin has taken on an orange-red cast. she starts to unzip her leather pants, down the back

Temporal:
::blinks:: uh… 


Barbed gives him a look as she pushes the leather pants down and steps out of them. “this is the only way we can make sure this doesn’t happen again”


Temporal looks at her and thousands of thoughts run through his mind. Is she telling him the truth? Does she really want to seal this gap between the worlds? And this “sexcraft” stuff—does it really work? Or is she just trying to seduce him and keep him from really solving the problem at hand. What if the zombies are her minions…?

Barbed:
::licking her lips, revealing pointed canines and a long, narrow tongue:: it’ll be fine, really, lover. I’ll start the spell while you get ready.


Temporal watches, taking off his shirt and untying his shoes. 


Barbed walks over to the fountain and step into it. She flinches, and it’s unsure if that’s from the chill or some other, more mystical, sensation. whatever the case, her nipples harden, and she closes her eyes and opens her mouth, in a silent moan. 


Temporal unzips his pants. Watching her already has him aroused. 


Barbed runs her hands all over her body, cupping, caressing, squeezing, teasing. she reaches between her own legs and begins to massage herself, sinking slowly down til she is lying in the fountain, on her back, her legs spread, knees bent, feet flat on the ground. her hand moves between her legs faster and faster, and her breathing increases in speed


Temporal finishes removing his pants and sets them aside with his other clothes. He watches her, rapt.

Barbed:
come here, lover… it’s time for you to do your part of the ritual…


Tim sat back from the screen. Wheeeewwww. Wow. She always seemed to do the best job getting him all riled up. Damn. And if she was a stripper, holy hell… He could feel all the fillings in his teeth. He wiped his palms on his jeans and went back to typing. They continued like this for another forty minutes. 


Barbed looked down at him, as she straddled him and moved her hips in a grinding, circular motion. she smiled and bit her bottom lip, the pointed tip of one tooth drawing a slight amount of blood

Temporal:
Oh god… tell me when… mmmm….

Barbed:
oh, don’t invoke that name. or if you do… don’t leave ANY of them out… call on ALL the gods…

Temporal:
::smiling:: Sorry… I forgot about that…

Barbed:
no problem lover… I might BE mythology, but I’m not AFRAID of mythology. ::she winks, and keeps moving on him::

Temporal:
::feels it starting:: oh… Barb… I can feel…

Barbed:
::closes her eyes:: my name… it’s better if you just… think of me… as a bringer… of Light… 


Tim stopped and sat back. “Bringer of Light”? But that would mean… is she making an allusion? Or is “Barbed” playing a character all-together more powerful than he had imagined?

Temporal:
What should I call you? Would I have heard your name…? ::He looked up at her, and remembered what his feminist friends said about Lilith::

Barbed:
((lol. she’s not Lily… oh no, something far more interesting.))


Tim blinked again. What have I gotten myself into here? He continued typing, as did she, and they finished the segment of the scene. Ordinarily, it would have ended a bit more arousing and provacative for him, but tonight, he was too distracted and consumed with finding out what he could about this woman playing the character, and if she was the stripper at the club that Ethan frequented.  

 Barbed:
[she stands, as the ritual ends. the throbbing of the fountain seems to have died down, and the redness if fading to pink. it seems, at least for now, that the ritual worked, and the healing has begun.]


Temporal stands and leans one hand against the wall, as he slowly makes his way over to his clothing. He is overwhelmed by the intensity of their connection.

Barbed:
[as Barb leans down to pullon her leather pants, two zombies round the corner. the light of the fountain is bright enough to illuminate them…]

Temporal:
Barb! More of them! ::reaches for a two by four::

Barbed:
I see them. Can you slow them down?

Temporal:
No! My power is still drained! We’ll have to fight them!

Barbed:
[the zombies are an odd pair. one is a prom queen with a slit throat. she staggers toward Temporal with her arms outstretched. Her teeth seem to be in a death-grin, and her skin is stretched across her skull tightly, flaking away in green chunks. the other is a corporate businessman, with a huge gash across his forehead. his jaw hangs slack and will not close, and seems to be only barely hanging by a tendon]

Temporal shoves the two by four into the stomach of the creature, then brings it up to catch the zombie girl in the chin

Barbed:
((AV for melee?))

Temporal:
((11))

Barbed:
((yin: 5 yang:1 total:7 – miss!))

Temporal:
Shit!

Barbed:
[the zombie girl just takes the shot to the stomach, but her flesh tears away, and she is not stopped. the board is caught within her rotting carcass, and she continues forward, reaching for him with outstretched broken fingernails]

Barbed:
((AV 8 yin: 2 yang: 5 total 11—hit?))

Temporal:
((damn! yes… how much?))

Barbed:
((1 point since she barely made it. if she bites, it can be worse, though))

Barbed:
[the creature catches him by the cheek and scrapes a long cut down to his neck]

Barbed:
[the other zombie heads for Barbed. topless, she leaps at the creature, head down, horns out]

Temporal:
((she can attack with those?))

Barbed:
((dude, I dunno. sounds good, though! plus, it’s just a zombie))

Temporal:
((right on.))

Barbed:
((AV 13, yin: 2, yang: 4, total: 15))

Barbed ‘s charge tears the creature into five pieces, and it flops away into the water, unable to function.

Temporal turns the board and swings, driving the creature toward Barb, and knocking it off balance.

Barbed catches the teamwork play and puts out her hand, straight-arming the monster in the nose, driving the septum back into the brain. the force of the blow knocks the creature’s head back, and the double trauma snaps the neck and crushes the frontal lobe, rendering the monster nonfunctional

Temporal:
Nice work. Let’s head back topside, shall we? To clean up anymore of these that might have gotten out, eh?

Barbed:
Good call. Our work is done here.

Barbed:
[the duo grab their things, pull them back on, and head for the surface]

Temporal:
((wow. pretty cool stuff))

Barbed:
((hon, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet))

“Hello.”


The other end of the phone line was silent.


“Hello…? HELLO?”


A clunk and a bang on the other end of the line assured him that there was, indeed someone there. A woman’s voice come through the line. “Um… hello? May I speak to a…uh… Tim?”


“This is Tim. Who is this?”


“Hello. My name is Lily Ada… Michaels. Lily Michaels.”


“Hi. Can I help you?”


“I think maybe you can. Do you have a friend, about six foot two inches, maybe two hundred pounds? Short dark hair?”


“Buck? You’ve found Buck?”


“Oh, thank god. Buck is his name? God, I’m so glad to hear that you know him. That I have a right number.”


“Where are you? Where’s Buck now? Can I talk to him?”


“I’m sorry. He’s… well, he doesn’t seem to be able to talk very well right now.”


“Wait, is he ok? What’s wrong with him? Is he sick?”


“He might be sick. Look, I’m really really not sure what’s wrong with him, but something is affecting him in a really weird way. I don’t know what’s happening.”


“Where is he? Where are you calling from?”


“We’re in Lincoln. Nebraska.”


“Lincoln, Nebraska? Good lord. What the hell is he doing in Lincoln, Nebraska?”


“I take it you’re not nearby, then?”


“Huh? No, no, I’m in Illinois. About sixty miles west of Chicago. Listen, how’d you get my number and find me?”


“The big guy… Buck?… he dialed the number. Seemed like a reflex, I think. That’s how we got in touch with you at all. He just started dialing.”


“Well, ok. Uh… so, how are we going to get Buck back here where he belongs? Can you drive him?”


“All the way to Illinois? Oh, wow. I can bring him like halfway, I think. But I don’t know about drying all the way to Chicago. It’s pretty far from here.”


“That’s no problem. I don’t know how soon I’ll be able to drive all the way to Lincoln, though.”


“I can bring him halfway. Maybe we can meet somewhere in Iowa, like maybe Des Moines?” 


“Yeah, I can do Des Moines. That’ll be a long trip for both of us, but we can do that. I’ll skip class or something. OK. So, how soon can you meet me in Iowa?”


“Well, I can get there by tomorrow morning, if you want to do this as quickly as possible. I’ll want to take a nap or something, rest up, and then I can start driving.”


“OK. Let me give you my cell phone number, and we’ll figure out the details…”


She struts onto the stage, in a long black jacket with tails, wearing a leather top hat and carrying a black cane with a sharp silver tip. Her legs are sheathed in fishnet, and she’s got on knee-high boots with stiletto heels. The boots are buckled down the sides. The strut becomes a stride becomes and high-kicking sort of march, as the music builds. She tosses aside the jacket, revealing a leather bodice that cinches her waist to an unhumanly thin extreme. Her breasts are cupped and lifted, but left bare. Her nipples are covered in black electrical tape. 

She taps the cane on the stage and pulls, letting the bottom half fall away, and revealing a three-thonged black leather whip. The music builds in intensity as she fondles the whip, sliding it between creamy pale thighs, sliding it across her bare shoulders. She approaches the pole and shakes her wrist, revealing a set of silver handcuffs, one bracelet already locked around her arm. She clicks the other cuff around the pole, and starts to dance. Silver rings hang off her leather lingerie, and she wears collars around her thighs as if they were leather garters. She stares straight ahead the whole time, icy eyes locked on some space beyond any of her audience. 

Ethan stood next to the bar. His beer was in his hand, undrunk. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from her. As he watched, she tossed her top hat away, and turned to face another woman, also in leather, come out to the stage. The second woman was the dancer who went by “Barb Wyre.” She wore nothing but red leather straps, two around each calf and each thigh, one around her waist, one around her midriff, one around her breasts, barely covering her nipples, a choker, two around each tricep, one around each forearm, and a wristband. She came out carrying another set of handcuffs and two as yet unidentifiable leather objects. Barb cuffed the ice queen’s other hand to the pole. Then she ran her fingers through the other woman’s short blonde hair, stroking. The red of Barb’s nails leaped out in contrast to the nearly platinum of the other dancer’s bob. 

Ethan sat down, awkwardly. He couldn’t keep standing – it was too overwhelming. These two incredible women were circling around one another, submitting to bondage, and were in general wrapped in nearly no leather. He didn’t know how to feel or what to do, so he just watched. 

Barb grabbed the blonde’s hair in a fistfull, and pulled her head back. Then she strapped a ball-gag on the other dancer, and stepped away, watching the blonde stretch her head back and strain against the gag and the handcuffs. Barb let her hand fall to her side, and the second leather object she carried became obvious: it was the whip. Ethan finally took a long deep drink of his beer, as Barb started circling his favorite. He didn’t know if he could keep watching. 

Suddenly, a familiar voice and a hand on his shoulder broke his stare.

“Ethan, man! Come on! Come with me… I know where Buck is!”

“Tim? What the hell are you doing here? Buck? Wait, huh?”

Tim grabbed his friend’s arm and started pulling him out of the bar. “It’s a long story, man. I need a favor. I need you to ride with me to Iowa to help me pick up Buck.”

Ethan stopped and freed his arm from Tim’s grasp. “Wait, Buck’s in Iowa?”

Tim turned back to face him. “Not exactly. He’s in Lincoln, Nebraska. But he’ll be in Des Moines by morning. I gotta get to him.”

Ethan blinked and turned back to the stage. He could just barely see the auburn-haired red-leather siren raise the whip in her left hand and bring it down… could see blonde hair shake and spray in the near-dark. The sound was drowned by the crowd and the music, but he could hear the slap and the smack in his head. He wanted to rush the stage, uncuff his blonde obsession, push Barb out of the way, carry the leather-laced snow queen out of the club and away from this. He wanted to be the rescuer, the hero.

Tim grabbed him by the shoulder. 

“Ethan. Buck needs us, man. He needs our help… your help. Now.”

Ethan turned to his friend and blinked a few times. “Right man. Lead the way.”

Looking up IP number for irc.chaospirals.com
Found IP number 
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*** Welcome to the Internet Relay Network mduncan
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/join #chapter23

Now communicating on channel chapter23. 

Channel chapter23 created at 13:24:06 on 11/17/2002

/nick ChaoSpiral

User mduncan is now known as ChaoSpiral
User SwingKid has joined channel chapter23

User inherittheearth has joined channel chapter23

User g33kta5t1c has joined channel chapter23

User Imogen has joined channel chapter23

User lyricalaardvark has joined channel chapter23

ChaoSpiral:
Hi guys. How goes it?

SwingKid:
yo, bro. it goes. u?

ChaoSpiral:
Glad to hear it, peewee. Hangin’ in.

lyricalaardvark:
this is pretty weird, but should be interesting

inherittheearth:
who are you people?

g33kta5t1c:
Hi. I’m at work, so I might be lagging behind a little.

ChaoSpiral:
Thanks for helping me out with this. You guys have been involved in one way or another since I started this back in 2000. You’re not exactly the images I have of these people, but I figure you can either do a good job with it without knowing much of the background, or you were part of the inspiration for what they’re like, or you know what I was trying to accomplish with the originals. And in many ways, all these people are really parts of me. I guess, just treat it like you’re a filter or a channel for what’s going on in my head.

inherittheearth:
Did you bring any beer?

SwingKid:
Cool, man. Oh, hey, yeah… I want a Guinness. LOL

inherittheearth:
I’d take a rolling rock.

Imogen:
How did I let you talk me in to this?

ChaoSpiral:
\_/ a pint glass for li’l brother

ChaoSpiral:
c[ ] a mug for mr. meekness

g33kta5t1c:
I thought I was a geek. You guys are dorks.

Imogen:
right on. 

ChaoSpiral:
 :P  to you ladies

Imogen:
 Dude. Joke. 

lyricalaardvark:
uh, what now?

ChaoSpiral:
get in costume. use /nick to do it

SwingKid:
ok

User SwingKid is now known as Ethan
User Imogen is now known as Lily
User g33kta5t1c is now known as Lucy
User inherittheearth is now known as Temporal
ChaoSpiral:
No, man… that’s a character that Tim plays. You’re supposed to be Tim. 

Temporal:
I’ve had about enough of this metafiction crap. So I did it wrong?

ChaoSpiral:
You did the write thing. 

ChaoSpiral:
~right

lyricalaardvark:
it keeps telling me to try again in 30 seconds because the nameserver change was too fast. what’d I do wrong?

ChaoSpiral:
You just used the wrong name. You should use Tim Porrell

Lily:
Freudian slip, Matt?

ChaoSpiral:
;)

ChaoSpiral:
Vernon- give it a bit and then try again. It should work fine. That happens sometimes. It’s not your fault.

User Temporal is now known as Tim
User lyricalaardvark is now known as Buck
Tim:
Dammit. Where’s the Porrell?

ChaoSpiral:
You can’t have spaces. Use no spaces, or an underscore.

Tim:
fuck it

Tim:
let’s get this show on the road

Ethan:
yeah. lets get this party started

Lily:
That’s what I’m talking about

Lucy:
afk fas brb

ChaoSpiral:
Ok. let’s keep this channel open for OOC comments, and we’ll use another channel for the actual storyline.

Lily:
OOC?

Buck:
out of character, maybe?

ChaoSpiral:
exactly

Lily:
So where to?

ChaoSpiral:
Let’s go to #Diner

Now communicating on channel Diner. 

Channel Diner created at 13:41:22 on 11/17/2002

User Tim has joined channel Diner

User Lily has joined channel Diner

User Buck has joined channel Diner

User Ethan has joined channel Diner

ChaoSpiral:
Where’s Lucy? 

Lily:
Lily in the hiz-ouse

Tim:
she started spitting up alphabet soup

Ethan:
she said she was away from keys.

Buck:
OH! that’s what that means? fas…?

ChaoSpiral:
OK, well, she’s not in the first part anyway, so she’ll have to catch up.

Ethan:
Vern- “for a second”

Buck:
got it. cool

/nick Narrator

User ChaoSpiral is now known as Narrator
Narrator:
Remember, after we start, use ((comment)) for OOC comments, and keep that to a minimum. Make most of your OOC comments in the other channel. You can freely switch between the two.

Buck:
Got it.

Tim:
ok

Ethan:
((Let’s do it.))

Lily:
go go go

Narrator:
_______in character__________

Narrator:
((action!))

Narrator:
[the diner is on the side of the small state highway. it’s a two-lane road, and is bordered on either side by cornfields, or rather fields that will yield (and once held) corn, but are now bare and brown. Tim and Ethan have just picked Lily and Buck up from the side of the Interstate, about 20 minutes earlier. The ride has been made mostly in silence, as all parties try to digest the events of the last six hours. Tim pulls into the parking lot, waits for some people to pass in front of the car on their way inside, and then pulls into a spot near the back of the building.]

Tim:
Is he ok? He looks like he’s stoned.

Ethan:
He looks like he’s on heroin, man. I’ve never seen anyone THAT stoned.

Buck:
unnnnnn

Lily:
I think he’ll be all right. He usually makes that sound when he’s hungry. At least, that’s what I can tell in the short time I’ve been with him.

Tim: 
Huh. Well, ok. We’ll go inside, then. But if he starts doing any weird shit, we’ll have to bring him back out here. We don’t want to make a scene.

Ethan:
Yeah. We don’t need the feds getting wind of this.

Lily:
Feds? What are you talking about?


Tim glares at Ethan

Tim:
Nothing. He’s just paranoid.


Ethan flips Tim off.

Narrator:
((hey. stay in character))

Ethan:
((sorry man))

Buck:
unnnnnn


Ethan shakes his head and adjusts his ball cap.

Ethan:
Uh… nevermind. Just don’t draw undo attention to yourself. 

Lily:
Oh. Yes, of course. 

Tim:
(through gritted teeth) Shall we?


Ethan gets out of the car and looks both ways. He shuts the door, careful to hold the handle up so the lock stays locked. He pulls his collar up around his neck and hunches down into the jacket, as if it were cold, and shoves his hands into his pockets. 


Lily gets out of the car and walks around to the other side. She opens the door for Buck and begins to assist him as he gets out.

Tim:
Let me help you there. ::reaches over and takes one of Buck’s arms::

Lily:
(smiles) thanks a lot. He’s a pretty big guy.

Tim:
Yeah. And you’re not.

Lily:
(winks) I make do. Thanks.


Buck wraps an arm around Tim’s shoulder and neck. this is familiar, and he’s glad to have something familiar. it sparks images in his fuzzy mind, and he tries to communicate with his friend

Buck:
Tuhhhhh

Tim:
Yeah, big guy. That’s right, it’s Tim. C’mon, now. Let’s get inside and get some food.

Ethan:
Are you guys coming?

Narrator:
[there’s no waiting inside, so they get a booth in a back corner. Buck sits against the wall, leaning. Lily is to his right. Tim sits across from Lily, and Ethan across from Buck. the waitress gives Buck a strange look when she brings the water]

Narrator:
WAITRESS: is he ok?

Tim:
Yes, he’s just…

Lily:
He’s tired.

Ethan:
He’s sick.

Narrator:
[the waitress looks around at them all with an arched eyebrow and a confused look]

Tim:
He’s, uh, sick and tired of being on the road. We’ve just come from Iowa. Desmoines. Long trip.


Ethan looks down at the menu.


Lily nods and smiles, and opens a menu for Buck, placing it in his limp hand.

Buck:
fuhhhhhhh

Narrator:
WAITRESS: I’ll be back to take your order. ::she hurries off, looking back over her shoulder once::


Lily looks atTim across the table, a worried look in her eye, but also a sense of relief that at least she no longer has to deal with this whole strange situation alone. 


Tim returns the look, then turns his attention to Buck. He wonders what has happened to his friend.


Ethan sinks down in his seat and scans the menu. Meatloaf… hmmm… and mashed potatoes… hmmm…

Lily:
I’m so glad we got in touch with you.

Tim:
Me too. How did you figure out how to contact me.

Lily:
It was the strangest thing. Big Fella… er… Buck, right? Buck kept tapping in a sequence, and I couldn’t figure out what was going on. He ended up knocking the phone receiver off the hook when he was tapping the pattern one time, and he picked up the phone, as if he had actually placed a call. I guessed that maybe he was really trying to dial a number, so I took the receiver from him and guided his hand to the numbers. I asked him to dial again, and he just did it, as if it were a reflex. 

Tim:
::nodding, listening:: And I answered.

Lily: 
Yeah. ::her eyes are red, and glisten now, as tears of relief well up. She holds them back:: I’m so glad.

Ethan:
We are too. Thanks for looking out for him.

Tim:
Yes. We’re very grateful.


Tim reaches across the table and takes Lily’s hand in his own. He gives hers a squeeze.


Lily squeezes back.


Buck feels like he is trapped in a box that is growing ever smaller. his fingers and his mouth are numb, and his eyes and ears feel covered in gauze and stuffed with cotton. he wants out, but cannot find a way.

Buck:
huhnnnnn…

Ethan:
Easy there, big guy. We’ll get you some grub. Hang on.

Lily:
shhhhh… it’s all right… ::she places a hand on his shoulder::

Tim:
Whoa, pal. It’ll be ok. It’ll be ok.

Narrator:
[the waitress returns. she takes their orders]

Tim:
I’ll have the corned beef hash. do you have hot sauce?

Lily:
I’d like a bagel. And coffee. Can you bring a whole pot?

Ethan:
I’d like the meatloaf, with a side of mashed potatoes, and a bottle of water. 

Narrator:
WAITRESS: We don’t have bottles of water, sir. Just from the tap.

Ethan:
Oh, no. What DO you have in a bottle?

Narrator:
WAITRESS: IBC Rootbeer… um… and maybe…

Ethan:
That’ll do. Bring me one of those. 

Narrator:
WAITRESS: And for your friend? ::she looks at Buck::


Tim opens his mouth, but then realizes he has no idea. He shuts his mouth and looks at Ethan.

Ethan:
You live with him, man. I got no clue. ::looks at Lily::


Tim looks at Lily as well.

Lily:
::takes a breath:: He’ll have bacon. And sausage.

Narrator:
WAITRESS: Links or patties?

Lily:
both. And Canadian bacon.

Narrator:
WAITRESS: We have ham.

Lily:
That’s fine. 

Narrator:
WAITRESS: And as the actual meal?

Lily:
No no. That’s it. Just bring the meat. 

Narrator:
WAITRESS: O…K… Anything to drink?

Lily:
Water. Lots of water. 

Narrator:
Where the heck is Lucy?

Tim:
I dunno. She did all those abbreviations and disappeared.

Lily: 
Did you query her?

Narrator:
No response. 

/cping Lucy

IDENTD RESPONSE: Delay 1 secs. USER Lucy has been idle 103 minutes. 

Narrator:
I pinged her. She’s not lagged, but she hasn’t typed anything in an hour and a half, on any channel.

Ethan:
Yeah, I got 0 sex.

Buck:
dude, we don’t need to know about your private life

Tim:
LOL

Lily:
awwww

USER Ethan is now known as Cartman
Cartman:
Screw you guys. I’m going home.

Narrator:
You walked right into that one.

Lily:
it was a typo, guys… be nice

Cartman:
Thank you, Imogen. :P to you other guys.

USER Cartman is now known as Ethan
Narrator:
I’m gonna boot her, then, and find someone else to play Lucy. I think I have someone in mind who might fit better, anyway. I dunno, though.

Ethan:
Who you thinking of?

Tim:
how long will this take?

Lily:
afk pee break

Buck:
EVERYBODY is giving too much info

Narrator:
I’ll brb. Gonna check UIM and see if this girl is willing

Tim:
Good luck. I say that every Friday night… 

Buck:
ROFLMAO

Tim:
uh oh. now Vern has alphabet soup disease. 

Now starting Universal Instant Messenger service. 

Logging in

Checking User ID and Password

Password Accepted

“Welcome”

Buddy List


Family



-SoccerMomInAZ



-SwingKid



-Mickey_lvs_Mallory


Friends



-KiTTieKat



-Hecate1031



-OwlSoup



-BrianOBlivion



-JNGM


School



-snltwins



-peachnut



-ApeKid


Work



-linguistjack



-nwr



-mystbabe

Opening Message with KiTTieKat

Cha0Spiral:
Hi Kara. What’s up?

KiTTieKat:
Hi mowhawk man. Not much. You?

Cha0Spiral:
working on the novel. playing an online RPG right now. 

KiTTieKat:
kewl

Cha0Spiral:
You busy?

KiTTieKat:
not really. Why?

Cha0Spiral:
I need to ask you a favor.

KiTTieKat:
um. ok. what is it?

Cha0Spiral:
I need someone to take over a character I’ve got. You’re a good writer and I think you would do a good job with this character. You willing to give it a try?

KiTTieKat:
Oh. wow. Um. I don’t know. What do I have to do?

Cha0Spiral:
You have to use a few simple commands on IRC and pretend to be an auburn-haired stripper whose sister has just found the zombified friend of two guys from Illinois. You also like to play role-playing games online and like to pretend to be a demon. And you’re a little stalkerish about one of the guys you play with, because he turns you on.

KiTTieKat:
Uh… ok. gee. thanks for picking me. I’m glad I remind you of all that. :P

Cha0Spiral:
That’s not it at all. Well, maybe a little. But not really. I can already feel the tickle of shoelaces in the back of my throat. I’ll just say this: you’re a good writer. That’s why I chose you.

KiTTieKat:
What the hell. I’ll give it a try.

Cha0Spiral:
Thanks! We’re on my IRC server, port #7000, and we’re in channels #chapter23 and #Diner

KiTTieKat:
See you there.

Narrator: 
OK. She’s on her way.

Tim:
Is this some other person I don’t know? I don’t know any of these people.

Ethan:
Have I met her at one of the parties? Tim, you watched me puke for half an hour at graduation.

Narrator:
I linked to her blog… you might have read it?

Lily:
Which one?

Buck:
yeah? I read the blogs a lot lately…

Tim:
My name’s not Tim. Oh, you’re THAT kid? I remember now.

User KittieKat has joined channel #chapter23

Narrator:
Hi Kara. Welcome to the OOC channel.

Lily:
Hello Kara

KittieKat:
hi all

Buck:
yo. ‘sup?

KittieKat:
what’s my character, Mr. Mowhawk?

KittieKat:
hi Lily. yo, Buck. nuthin’.

Narrator:
oh, that’s right. Hang on. 

/kick Lucy #chapter23

User Lucy has been kicked from channel #chapter23.

Ethan:
Wow… it made a punting noise! That’s pretty cool.

Buck:
huh? mine didn’t do that…

Tim:
I don’t even have a sound card on this machine

Lily:
Mine did, but I messed with it. It didn’t sound like a punt, though.

Ethan: 
Mine sounds like “Boot to the Head”

Narrator:
Vern—get a Mac

Tim:
blah blah blah

User KittieKat is now known as Lucy
Lucy:
Shall we?

Narrator:
Indeed. Please.

Lucy:
What’s the other channel?

Narrator:
#Diner

User Lucy has joined channel #Diner

Narrator:
((Lucy, I’ll cue you. Lily just ordered water.))

Lucy:
((ok))

Narrator:
((I’m sending you a background sheet on Lucy right now. Use it as you see fit))

Lucy:
((got it))

Narrator:
[The waitress leaves to put in their orders and get drinks.]

Ethan:
So how’d you find Buck?

Lily:
Well, I was walking downtown in Lincoln, Nebraska, and I saw him wandering the streets. I just moved to Lincoln to take a new job. I saw this guy, and he was about to get hit by a car, but I yelled at him and he stepped out of the street just in time. Then he kept following me, and I could tell he wouldn’t hurt me.

Tim:
Wow. that’s very kind of you, Ms….?

Lily:
Oh, it’s Lily. Lily Ada… uh… Michaels. Lily Michaels. 


Ethan arches a brow, looks at Tim, then back to Lily.

Ethan:
I’m Ethan Donne. 

Tim:
Tim. Porrell. He’s Buck Fowler. 

Lily:
Thanks. It’s good to meet you both. And to finally know Buck’s name.


Buck leans his head against the wall and tries to focus on Tim’s face. 

Buck:
uhnnn

Narrator:
[the waitress returns with the drinks]


Lily empties four creams and two sugars into her coffee.

Tim:
I’d like a glass of water, please. Sorry. [the waitress nods and leaves]

Ethan:
I’m telling you, man. It’s not safe.


Tim glares at Ethan again. “Dude, we’re not even in town. We’re still forty miles from home.”

Ethan:
None of it is safe, man. You think our town is special somehow? I mean, I think there’s something really weird going on there, but I also think this is a national, maybe even global situation. And the fluoridation is there, no matter what. That’s just a given.

Lily:
What are you two talking about?

Buck:
uhnnn

Tim:
Oh, for Christ’s sake. 

Narrator:
[They fill one another in on the stranger events of the last few days, and on one another’s backgrounds. The waitress brings the food, and they all begin to eat.]

Tim:
All right… I’m starving. So where did you live before Lincoln?


Ethan looks down at his plate, and shifts the mashed potatoes over to the side. He starts cutting up the meatloaf, and pours a little ketchup on it.

Lily:
Well. I was living in Portland. And I didn’t like it much there. Actually, that’s not true. I love it there. But things weren’t going very well for me, and I was ready to try someplace new. I finished my Ph.D. and decided to look for a job. And I got lucky, and UNL hired me.

Tim:
So you’re a professor. Cool. You look so young. What do you teach?


Ethan nods. “You barely look 30.” 

Lily:
I’m 29. 


Tim rolls his eyes.


Buck fits two sausages in his mouth at once and chews heartily.


Ethan nods, weighing that information, and eats another bite of meatloaf.

Lily:
(smiles) I’m in the Anthropology department. I usually teach intro classes, but I’m also doing a seminar on ancient Middle Eastern Religions. I focus a great deal on the evolution of Judaism and on the movement from polytheism to monotheism. 

Tim:
That’s pretty interesting. I’m getting an English degree. I think I’m going to go tech writing, but I don’t know.


Ethan eats all around the mashed potatoes, shifting the white mass to the center of his plate. 

Lily:
Luckily, I don’t start until next quarter, given the details of my contract. It would have made it hard to get away to help Buck get back here.

Tim:
So you don’t have a car?

Lily:
(sheepish) I don’t. I don’t like to drive much, anyway. But no, I haven’t had time to go buy one. It’s a small enough city that I can walk to the market and I can use buses to get where I need to go most times, or just walk.


Ethan absently switches from fork to spoon. The only food left on his plate are the potatoes. He makes a dip in the center of the pile, a crater to catch a ladle of gravy. 

Tim:
Well, it’s not a big deal. We didn’t have anything more important than this, and it’s not THAT far of a drive. I’m just glad you found Buck and that we got in touch with you. 

Lily:
Yes. It’s all for the best. I’m glad Buck’s safe.

Tim:
We’ll get him home, and maybe to a doctor or something tomorrow. You guys look beat.

Lily:
I am exhausted. ::sips more coffee, pours another cup::

Narrator:
[the gang eats then, with few interruptions. Buck’s face is smeared with grease, but he finishes all the meat on his plate. They finish, for the most part, and prepare to leave.]

Tim:
I’ll go pay. You guys leave the tip.

Lily:
Oh… thanks so much. I’ll get the next one.

Tim:
No problem. ::he heads to the cash register::


Lily looks over at Buck. “I’m going to take him and try to get a washcloth or something. Some napkins. I dunno. We’ll meet you at the car.

Ethan looks down. The potatoes are spread across the entire plate. He has even dug away beneath the edges. The whole thing looks like a white, whipped frisbee… though more like a golf disc than one used for Ultimate. He shakes his head, then stands to follow the gang. 

Tim is waiting for him at the register. He has a toothpick in his mouth, and he’s pocketing his change.

Narrator:
[As they get into the car, a MIDI version of the Star Wars theme starts playing.]

Ethan:
Hey man. Is that your car phone ringing?

Narrator:
Nice work, gang. Let’s stop there for the night.

Lucy:
What?! I didn’t even do anything!

Tim:
OK. cool with me. Later.

Narrator:
You will. The story’s not over. It just probably won’t be in this format.

Lily:
Oh, man. I thought more was going to happen.

User Tim has left channel #chapter23

Buck:
I wish my character had more going on. But I understand why he doesn’t

Ethan:
I don’t know where all that last bit about the potatoes came from.

Narrator:
heh heh heh

Lily:
I hate when he does that.

User Ethan is now known as SwingKid

User Narrator is now known as ChaoSpiral
Lucy:
So… what? What’s going to happen now?

Buck:
Yeah, that’s a weird cliffhanger, isn’t it?

ChaoSpiral:
Well, Kara, your character is on the phone. 

Lily:
Huh? 

Lucy:
So what? My character is talking on the phone to someone? Big deal.

User Lily is now known as Imogen
SwingKid:
OH! Lucy is on Tim’s phone?

Buck:
Ohhhh… very interesting. But wait… how does Lucy know Tim’s phone number? I’ve been reading all along, and I know you’re skipping around some, but…

ChaoSpiral:
You’ll have to wait for the next bit to find out. 

Imogen:
Suck. 

Lucy:
Great. Glad I could help. 

ChaoSpiral:
I’ll talk to you guys later. Take it easy gang. 

Buck:
yeah. I gotta go write a lesson plan.

Lucy:
Spanish homework. 

SwingKid:
Suckas! I don’t have to do jack!

Imogen:
You suck, too. I have to read Chaucer. 

ChaoSpiral:
I have to figure out how to write the rest of the damn story without relying on this chatroom schtick. SIGH.

SwingKid:
See you later man.

Buck:
Peace. Out.

User SwingKid has left channel #chapter23

User Buck has left channel #chapter23

Lucy:
Goodbye!

Imogen:
Bye all

ChaoSpiral:
g’night.


SIGNOFF: 
ChaoSpiral


MESSAGE: “slan go fo ill”


Closing IDENTD Connection

You are in a long corridor. The walls are a chitinous, steely grey, nearly translucent. Ridges and veiny outgrowths crisscross the walls and ceiling, and the dim lighting seems to exude from two channels of liquid along the upper parts of each wall. The floor, too, is lit. It alone appears to be metal. As you walk, the lights dim behind you, and become brighter a few yards ahead. 




You make your way along this corridor til you come to a T intersection. To the left, you hear sounds that make the hair at the back of your neck stand on end. All the fillings in your teeth ache and whine with that acidic tang, as if you’d bitten down on aluminum foil. The sounds are reptilian, or perhaps insectile. You shy away, backing down the other branch of the T. You turn and move more quickly, looking over your shoulder every so often. The horrific noises fade away. They are replaced by a chugging, churning liquid sound, punctuated by a burbling noise. 


You come to a door. As you approach, the door slides up, revealing a chamber on the other side. In this room, giant glass cylinders hold frothing green liquid. The green is a glow all its own, different from the fluid lighting the halls. You approach the liquid and see particles suspended in the viscous flow. To your left, a collection of analysis equipment is lined up and activated, and the green goo has been smeared on slides and cultured in petri dishes. You can’t read the reports, but then you’ve never been able to read much in situations like this, moments like these. You look at what could perhaps be an electron microscope, or at least something similar, and peer into the odd and widely-spaced eyepieces.


It’s almost as if you’ve sunk through the plastic and glass and metal and are standing on the slide, immersed in lime-colored liquid. The syrupy flow surrounds you, and particles float by. One particle in particular takes notice of you and floats, with seeming autonomy and motive, toward you. 


“Hello.” The particle smiles and addresses you. You respond in kind. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be out in a cornfield somewhere?”


You can’t quite understand how this conversation can be happening, but as is usually the case in situations like this, you don’t mind after a moment, and all seems normal enough. You explain to the particle that you plan to be back in the cornfield as soon as you are able. 


“Oh, I see. Well, good luck with your examinations. I’ll be in the cornfields myself, soon enough.”


You are a skeptic, and ask the particle who he is, and what he means by that comment.


“Oh, how rude of my. I’m Erik. They plan to distribute me throughout the region soon. I think they’re testing the water lately and making sure the radiation levels are high enough for my propagation. I need about 10 picocuries per liter to really make a good show of things.”


You tell Erik that you can’t believe this, but that you were afraid something strange was going on.


“Well, by what rubric are you measuring the situation to arrive at a designation of ‘strange’? I mean, really, it’s not so unusual in this day and age to have chemical exchanges between cultures as part of the colonization/conquering process.”


You feel your mouth getting dry, and lick your cracking lips as you try to internalize “conquering.” 


Erik continues. “A caveat, I suppose, is that this hasn’t even really happened yet. And I’m not sentient. Nor is my name Erik. But otherwise, we’re really discussing virtually the same thing as what’s about to happen. I’m surprised that you’re not taking more active steps, what with all the evidence surrounding you.”


You question Erik about the nature of this supposed evidence, and what he means that he is surprised. 


“Oh, come on, dude. The zombified lunk in your apartment.  The radioactive water. The fact that it’s absolutely impossible to get decent radio, tv, and cell phone reception in town. What, do you need to start pissing glow in the dark urine before you get it that something is a little sketchy here?”


Wait a minute, you want to know just who Erik is and how he’s qualified to speak so authoritatively on such matters.


“Well, you know my name. But I suppose you want to see my vita or resume or something. I do have some letters after my name, but they’re not Ph. or D. Try AZV.”


You have no idea what AZV could stand for. But as soon as he says the letters out loud, Jackson 5ive music starts running through your head. “one two three, do re mi…”


“What you haven’t figured it out yet?”

You’re forced to shake your head in the negative.


“I’m the alien zombie virus.”

***

Journal of Timothy Porrell

Thursday

She’s sleeping. Buck is too, I guess. It’s hard to tell with him, these days. Sometimes I think he’s sleepwalking all the time. 



I covered the windows with cardboard in his room. He spends most of his time staring at the arm lamp. The birds have stopped smacking into the windows.


I don’t know what to do, or how I really feel, about this woman. Things have been so very strange lately. Buck went missing. I had those encounters with Barbed online. We found Buck. I’ve met Lily. Then Barbed seemingly tracks me down, which is just a little bit stalkerish… and then she seemed to freak out when I said Lily’s name. What the hell is going on?


But Lily is compelling. And that’s such an odd feeling. She’s older than me. A lot. Maybe not a huge amount, I suppose. But she’s older, and I don’t know what to do with that. She’s got this interesting color to her hair. And she’s so pale. The freckles across her nose make me laugh inside. The shape of her nose, and how it rounds and merges into her face… something makes me want to keep looking even when it’s bordering on rude staring. And she’s so damn smart. I can just listen to her… her voice carries the knowledge, the information, so well. 


She makes my teeth ache. 


But she’s a professor at a college two states away. It’s ludicrous to even think that I might even have a chance to spend time or be with her or anything. She’s been married, too, I think. Not anymore. No ring. I thought to look. After that thing with the blonde girls, I’ve learned that lesson well. I guess that doesn’t mean anything, either, really. But she hasn’t mentioned a husband or a boyfriend yet. Still, she’s been around and knows a lot more than me. I don’t buy it that age doesn’t matter. Maybe it doesn’t matter in the long run, but at some point there has to be something to the fact that a person has had more experiences than me. 


Maybe I can learn from her. Obviously I can. Her job, her career, is teaching. But she’s not a teacher all the time. She points things out a lot, but she listens, too. She asks me questions. I’m glad for that. She seems to treat me like a person, not just some undergrad. And she pays attention with I explain things. It’s like she understands that I might know something she doesn’t know. And that’s refreshing. 


But I have to ask her about this Barbed thing. It was so strange when she called… and my cell phone, at that. That’s totally weird. It’s hard to find those numbers. Barbed seemed as shocked to hear Lily as I was to hear Barbed. I don’t know what to do with that. And if I ask Lily about it, she’ll maybe be confused, or want to know how I know this Barbed person, and explaining the whole role-playing thing is not something I’m looking forward to. Especially the cyber thing. 


The most frustrating thing is that I can usually find some way to say what I mean or what I need to get across. I feel good about that. It’s why I’m an English major, I think. And now, I have someone who is with it and sharp enough to understand and follow, and who seems to be patient and kind enough to really listen and let me speak. But I can’t figure out how to say these things to her. I can’t work out a good way to approach her about it, and make it make sense. 


Drives me so crazy. Dammit. 

wall wall dark wall wall Smell strange not home not street not meat not

motion

all is motion

motion is necessary

cause is for the Source

the Source is beneath 

to walk is to be to exist is to walk and all that is must walk and complete the tasks of the Source To walk is to dig to dig is to find to find is the cause the cause is the Source

to dig is to work is to walk is to dig for the Source is to tire to weaken to need 

hunger is need is the wages of work Feeding stops hunger To work is to walk is to dig is to feed Hunger causes walking Feeding depletes hunger Feeding serves the cause To dig is the cause and what’s sought is the Source

need
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The dreams were getting to him. Ethan didn’t remember ever having had such vivid dreams, and on such a regular basis. He needed to write them down and look up the meanings or something. That, or he needed to go to a shrink. He wasn’t quite ready to make that level of commitment, though. Maybe that was it, all the way around. Something wanted him to commit, and that just wouldn’t do. He had avoided committing to much beyond work or regular nights out for the last 28 years, or maybe better put the last 10 since adulthood. So there was no way he was going to go to a doctor to spill his guts 2 times a week, or even three times a month. 

He didn’t have to be at work for awhile, and something prompted him to cook. Buck was still staying in his bedroom, and the girl… woman… professor… was over at Tim’s room getting a break from all the Buck weirdness. Ethan’d been sleeping on the futon for the last few nights, anyway. And today, he was taking his time and enjoying the morning. Something felt like it was about to change. He was nearly manic (maybe he needed lithium? Say, where’s that Nirvana album?) and had been buzzing around the apartment for awhile.

Sausage sizzled on the stove, patties popping and crackling in savory grease. Ethan turned off the faucet and patted his hands dry on the dishtowel, then pushed the lever on the toaster. The element began its orange glow. He headed around the corner, through the small living room, and into the bathroom. There, he filled his hand with shaving cream. He looked at the mirror, through the water drop splotches, and focused on the reflection of his right hand, full of foamy white. 

His left hand cleared a spot on the sink counter. Rather than spreading the foam on his face, Ethan smeared the shaving cream all over the countertop. He used the edge of his hand to make rows, shallow divots really, in the soapy mess. Some of the rows needed to be deeper, and a finger came into play. Eventually, the bathroom countertop was a white mass run through with a grid the color of the faux marble underneath. Ethan looked up at the mirror again, this time at his own face, and then turned and marched to the kitchen. 


Once there, he took up the spatula. The toast had yet to pop, though it should have long before. Two of the sausage patties had curled and were starting to blacken, but one was still a perfectly flattened disc. Ethan slid the spatula beneath it and lifted, carried it through the living room, still sputtering and dripping grease. He brought it into the bathroom and carefully set it in the center of the shaving cream map he’d made… that’s what it looked like, he realized… a map of a town. 


As the black smoke pouring from the toaster set off the smoke detector , Ethan blinked and stood back from his creation. 


“This means something.” 


Ethan sat in the waiting room, impatiently crossing and uncrossing his leg over his knee. He slid down in the seat, squirmed back up, and shifted in the chair. He’d never been to a urologist before. This thing with the glowing… it had to stop. It wasn’t hurting yet, but it couldn’t be right. He didn’t trust doctors any more than he trusted any other authority figures (and perhaps even less, as doctors knew so much about drugs and their manipulation that they were probably partly to blame for the contaminated particles in the water, for the addictive carcinogens in cigarettes,  and for the preservative chemicals food. But there were limits, and green glowing pee crossed that line for Ethan.


The room was a dirty daisy color, like the yolk of a hardboiled egg. Comfortable chairs with blue cushions lined one wall, divided occasionally by tables. Magazines spilled and spread across most of the tables, and also lined a rack by the door. Along another wall were a few straight-backed wooden chairs. Opposite these was the sliding window of the reception desk, and a single plastic and steel chair. It was in this uncomfortable spot that Ethan sat, valuing the vantage point (he could see the door and the other patients, and watch the door open to admit people to the bowels of the office) over ease of posture. 


Twelve minutes past the scheduled time, they called his name. He rose awkwardly, shook his left foot which had fallen asleep, and followed the nurse through the door. She watched him as he shuffled along.


“The pain is pretty bad, eh?”


He looked at her, startled. “I… excuse…what?”


She looked down at his leg and his limp. “It’s ok. But it’s a good thing you came in when you did, if it’s that inflamed.”


Ethan’s face became inflamed.


“Oh, no ma’am,” he coughed. “My foot fell asleep. That’s all. Really. There’s no pain.”


The grey-haired nurse fixed him with a look. “You’re sure?”


Ethan swallowed hard and nodded.


She smiled. “Well, good, then. You just have a seat in exam room three, and Dr. Resnick will be with you shortly.”


Ethan nodded his thanks and entered the room. He sat on the observation table, flinching slightly at the crinkling of the sterile paper. He let his feet dangle over the edge and sat with his shoulders slightly hunched, his hands on the edge. His palms stuck to the paper, and it crinkled again when he lifted a hand to scratch his nose. There were tongue depressors in a jar across the way—Ethan found this somewhat odd. Next to these were two boxes of rubber gloves and a biohazard recepticle. This made sense, though it did not reassure him. But least reassuring of all was the large tube of what could only be some sort of lubricant. He closed his eyes and shuddered. 


As he waited for the doctor, Ethan kept his eyes closed. He didn’t really want to keep reading about how to do a testicular cancer self-exam, or the warning signs for the human papilloma virus. The door was closed, and since it was getting chillier, the heat was on, making the room somewhat humid and warm. He’d slung his jacket over the chair in the corner. Somehow, even with the climate control, he knew any instrument they needed to press against any part of his bare skin would be colder than a Coke can from the cooler. How they managed that was beyond him, but he figured that the guys in the sterilization industry moonlighted in refrigeration. The warmth coaxed him into a sort of woozy, dreamlike state, and the walls of the room seemed to spread out and away, and he was in the dark behind his eyelids, floating, sleepy, wandering somewhere not inside his body…


The door opened. 


“Hello, Mr…. Donne. How are you doing today?”


Ethan’s mind froze, crystalized back into place and lodged somewhere just this side of shock. Was that voice… female?


“Mr. Donne? Are you alright?”


Ethan coughed, took a breath. “I’m, uh, fine. Sorry Doctor…” He opened his eyes.


She smiled at him, briefly, a curt gesture that seemed fit for her thin lips. Her nose was narrow and fine. The cheekbones were seemingly cut from glass, and high, and above them rested frozen blue eyes. She looked like a scalpel, and the blonde bob framed her face perfectly. 


“Oh my god.” Ethan moaned slightly under his breath. He didn’t know if he dared take another breath.


She offered her hand. The nails were unpainted, and short. “Resnick. Leslie Resnick. I’m a urology specialist.”


Ethan could hardly raise his hand. This was the moment he’d ached for, and dreaded. He could’t believe his hand was actually about to press against her skin and wrap around her fingers. He swallowed, loudly, and took a deep, ragged breath.


“Ethan. Donne.” 


She shook his hand quickly and firmly. He felt a need to wipe the sweat from his palms when she let go, though she made no indication that she had noticed. He closed his eyes tightly, squeezed them shut, and then opened them and looked again. There she still stood. But instead of the pale teal scrubs and white lab coat she wore today, all he could see was the black leather straps, stilleto heeled boots, and rubber ball gag she’d worn the night before at the club. Was that a stethoscope around her neck, or a coiled bull whip? 


It was her… the leopard woman…the ringleader… the leather queen. Here, in front of him, about to examine his gonads, was the object of every fantasy he’d had for the last 2 weeks. In the flesh. Not similar, not familiar, but exact. Dr. Leslie Resnick, urologist, was a dancer at the Crystal Palace. 


“Now. What seems to be the problem?”

