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CHAPTER 1

She knew before she opened her eyes. Something 
was different. The faintest hum of static electricity 
tickled across the hairs on her arms as if there were a 
breeze. But there wasn’t any breeze. The windless air 
was leaden and pressed so heavily upon her it 
constricted her ability to inhale even a sigh of breath. 
She began to feel claustrophobic to the point she 
thought she would choke, and she opened her eyes.

She expected to find herself confined, standing in 
a box; but instead a wide-open and infinite landscape 
surrounded her, nothing but rusty dirt and gray shrub 
as far as the eye could see. She turned in a complete 
circle, surveying the area again, scanning for the 
skyline of a city, the outcropping of an oasis—any 
object or light to which she could fix upon and orient 
herself. Nothing. Not even one anemic shrub was 
taller, wider or of  a different shape than another. 

The sky was painted with the same palette as the 
earth, a mixture of ochre, sulfur and smoke. It looked 
acrid and poisonous. She inhaled hesitantly, fearing it 
would scorch her lungs, but found that the air was 
crisp and tasted as sweet as mountain air in 
springtime. 

Where am I?



As she thought about it she realized that she not 
only didn’t know where she was, she didn’t know 
where she came from or where she should be, either. 
She began to panic. She rummaged frantically 
through her mind, closing her eyes and squeezing her 
head in her hands hoping to wring just one memory 
from it, so she could pin herself to reality with it. 
Thinking, thinking, thinking, but the topography of 
her brain that housed memory was as desolate as the 
landscape in which she found herself. 

A slight trembling tickled across the soles of her 
feet as the ground beneath her began moving. The 
vibrations grew into a severe rumbling that worked its 
way up her feet and into the marrow of her bones. 
The atmosphere surrounding her morphed; the sky 
warped like the heat of  a mirage. 

The space around her began to spin and she found 
herself standing in the center of a centrifuge. 
Particles came together then pulled apart dancing 
wildly within waves of energy. Strangely, she remained 
firmly planted on the ground.

The earthquake intensified, shuddering and roaring 
violently. Holes in the earth belched open and one 
edifice after another birthed itself into reality. In 
short, quick bursts, like popcorn in a Pop-O-Matic, 
structures manifested across the open plain.   

There was a loud crack and she was no longer 
standing in an empty red desert but was instead 
transported to the decrepit ruins of a city—or what 
was once a city—a city after a cataclysmic end. 

She stood stunned in the middle of the empty 
street, feeling more alone here than she had in the 
previous forsaken landscape. Although she now had 
something to orient herself to, she felt immobilized 
by fear and confused by the sudden eruption of this 
new world.



She picked a direction, it really didn’t matter which 
way, moving toward anywhere was better than 
lingering nowhere; and she began walking. 

A thick layer of ash encrusted everything. As she 
stepped upon it, it gave way and her feet sunk several 
inches into the soft powder of silt beneath. She made 
her way down the lonely street leaving a trail of 
imprints in the gray snow that would never melt. 

Skeletons of skyscrapers towered above her, their 
cement peeled off and melted like charred skin. Their 
twisted, metal bones protruded at odd angles against 
the backdrop of a sky that still sizzled. Burnt 
carcasses of parked cars lined the street, neat and 
aligned though blackened and useless. As she passed 
them, she noticed a dark silhouette skip from shard to 
shard across the smoke-stained and spider webbed 
windows. She moved towards it and gazed at a 
reflection that could only be her own. 

She had auburn hair that was pulled back into a 
slick ponytail. Her skin was pale, naturally so rather 
than from the fear that ran rampant within her. Her 
nose was sprinkled with faded flecks of cinnamon, 
remnants of a sun-dappled youth. Yes, she was 
remembering now.

“Aislen,” she sighed with relief. And she hated 
those freckles.

She settled into the comfort of finally 
remembering her name. Such a small thing, but it kept 
her from slipping into the madness she was on the 
verge of. She repeated her name over and over, 
fixating on the image of herself in the glass. She wore 
no makeup, her face fresh and bright. Her lips were 
lush and perfectly defined. 

“My name is Aislen Walker.” Another wave of 
relief ebbed through her as she pulled the nugget of 
her last name out of  the blank recesses. 



She leaned closer to her reflection, hoping it would 
tell her more. She noticed an indent in the center of 
her chin. It was so slight and shallow. She did not 
recognize it as a part of her own face. Another 
memory blossomed—of someone placing their finger 
into that shallow groove and gently caressing her chin. 

“I love your little butt-chin, Buttercup.” 
She caught her breath. It was a voice that wasn’t 

her own—a male voice. Her heart stuttered and she 
felt her limbs go weak. An overwhelming grief 
flooded into her veins.

Who was that? Whose voice did I just hear? 
She racked her brain again, but could not recall a 

face that went with the voice. She tried repeating it to 
herself. 

“I love your little butt-chin, Buttercup.”
But the memory was gone already. It faded out like 

a whisper and reabsorbed back into the abyss of her 
memories as quickly as it had come.

What was going on?
Then she heard footsteps fast approaching from 

around one of the many street corners. The crunch 
of feet in the ash echoed off the walls, through the 
shattered glass, into empty shells of buildings, and 
back out into the street. It sounded as if there was 
more than one. 

Fully alert now, Aislen quickly hid. Given the 
unpredictable setting she found herself in, there was 
no telling what was walking around out here. She 
definitely knew she didn’t want it finding her. She 
moved quickly, ducked behind the flattened tire of a 
car remnant and peeked up through the windshield. 

Two figures came stomping from around a corner. 
Thunderheads of fine dust exploded at their feet and 
columned up around their legs before floating off to 
create an aura of cinder around their bodies. Acting 



like they owned the place, they marched with a 
confidence that they were alone. Two more massive 
behemoths followed close behind the first pair, but 
there was something flat and empty about them. 
Despite their enormity, their footfall made no sound 
and no clouds of  ash billowed at their feet. 

The whole squad was dressed the same. Aislen’s 
memory banks lit up as she recognized the pixalated 
slate, desert, and drab green pattern. Military 
uniforms. There was an extra pixel in the fabric, 
though, that Aislen did not recognize, little squares 
that reflected like a mirror, glinting and shifting in the 
light, making the uniform pulse with electricity.

A square patch adorned each of their shoulders, 
but rather than an embroidered insignia, it appeared 
to be a miniature television screen. An animated 
graphic played on the display; a swirling spectrum of 
color radiated outward from the center spiraling in a 
wave—up then down to the left then up and down to 
the right. When it finished it created a glowing infinity 
symbol in gold. It paused on that symbol for a few 
moments before fading out and repeating the cycle.

Each soldier wore a thin helmet covered in the 
same mirrored pixels as the uniform, a vest with 
multiple pockets filled with what Aislen assumed was 
ammo and visors. The visor concealed the upper half 
their faces, reflecting only the blood red and fire 
orange of the sky and revealing only the tight lines of 
their lips and their clenched, square jaws. Each of 
them carried the same type of menacing automatic 
weapon.

The man who led the way raised his fist in a 
motion that halted the group’s forward march. He 
was tall, and Aislen could see the etching of muscle 
definition bulging through the busy array of his 
coarse uniform. 



The squad stopped, took a defensive posture, and 
scoped out the area carefully. 

The leader moved forward and crouched down to 
investigate the tracks Aislen had left in her wake. He 
stood back up, flipped up his visor and followed the 
trail with his eyes as it led straight for the car she was 
trying to hide behind.

He’s going to find me! The thought screamed in her 
head. She shushed it, held her breath and lowered 
herself further from the leader’s line of sight, hoping 
he would move on rather than come her way. Wishful 
thinking. The leader immediately started walking 
toward the car—toward her.

Another sound interrupted him and he turned 
toward it. It was the sound of crunching ash—
someone approaching quickly from the opposite end 
of the street. The leader flipped his visor back down, 
raised his weapon, and took aim down the street. The 
other three soldiers scuttled into formation beside 
him, dropping to their knees and aiming their sights 
as if  readying for a showdown.

Aislen dared not turn her head toward the sound 
for fear the motion would alert the group back 
toward her presence. She kept her eyes fixed upon the 
foursome.  

The sound of a lone person continued to advance 
assuredly to the squad. Aislen could see the 
newcomer at the periphery of her vision. He was 
wearing the same type of uniform; the helmet, vest, 
visor, and weapon looked exactly like the other four, 
but there was no animated patch on his shoulder. He 
had no patch at all.

He ignored the threatening stance of the group 
and marched directly up to the soldier standing to the 
right of the leader. Aislen realized that this soldier 



was smaller than the others. He appeared frail and 
slight, definitely lacking their muscular build. 

“Blake!” The newcomer’s shout made Aislen jump. 
It had the same effect on the small soldier. “You have 
been forbidden to come here,” he yelled.

Blake started to lower his weapon and looked as if 
he were about to stammer something when the leader 
interrupted him.

“Blake. Carry on,” the leader commanded in a 
calm monotone.

The newcomer turned toward the leader. “I don’t 
know who you think you are to assume you have 
more power over Blake than I do. You have some 
fucking nerve! I demand that you let him leave here 
with me and never contact him again.”

“That isn’t going to happen,” the leader said, with 
a matching steel tone.

“Then I will be forced to report you to the 
authorities!”

The firm line of the leader’s mouth turned up ever 
so slightly as if in amusement. “Blake. Carry on.” The 
tone of  his voice was firmer, but still unemotional.

The small soldier named Blake pulled a handgun 
from out of a vest holster, raised it at the newcomer 
in front of him, and aimed it square between the lone 
soldier’s eyes. There wasn’t a hint of a tremor in his 
hand. 

“Blake,” the solo soldier shouted again, this time 
with a bit of hysteria. “I demand that you put that 
gun down right now!”

But Blake did not lower his weapon and he did not 
waver his aim. The leader looked back at the 
newcomer, his smirk becoming more a gloating snarl, 
then looked back at Blake.

“Blake. Kill.” 



And with that, a single gunshot ripped through the 
city and into the soldier’s head. His body enfolded 
upon itself like an accordion, dissolving from the 
uniform before it even hit the ground.

Blake lowered his weapon and looked up at the 
leader.

“At ease,” the leader said as he kicked the lump of 
uniform at his feet. “He definitely won’t be a problem 
anymore.”  

He turned back to Blake. “Now you.”
Without hesitation, Blake turned his weapon 

around, and placed the muzzle into his mouth.
A gasp escaped from Aislen involuntarily. 
The whole group jerked their heads her direction. 

The leader strode toward the car she was hiding 
behind; the two lumbering soldiers followed him. 
Flight instinct took over and Aislen made a run for it. 
She lurched out from behind the car, but the thick ash 
encased her feet and she stumbled forward, falling 
face first onto the charcoal crust.

It was too late anyway. The leader was already 
upon her. He raised his rifle. The other two monster 
soldiers raised theirs as well, mimicking the leader’s 
every movement. She could never outrun them or 
their bullets. 

“Get up,” the soldier demanded.  
Aislen, covered in soot, got to her knees and raised 

her arms in a gesture of surrender. She hoped he 
would see she was an unarmed, harmless woman and 
would spare her life.

“How did you get here?”
“I don’t know,” she whispered. “I don’t know 

where I am.”
The leader paused for a second, analyzing her, his 

rifle still on target for her head. “Blake! Come here.”



Blake shuffled over beside the leader, gun still in 
hand; but he seemed confused and lethargic now. 

“Blake,” the leader’s voice became monotonic 
again, “carry on.”

Blake looked at the leader, then looked back at 
Aislen. He raised his gun, pointing it at Aislen’s head.

“Please, don’t,” Aislen managed to say, more as a 
prayer than a real request.

Blake, surprisingly, lowered his gun.
“Blake! Carry on,” the leader commanded, his 

voice taking on an edge that wasn’t there before. 
Blake looked back and forth from the leader to 

Aislen and raised his gun again.
Aislen couldn’t help it, her eyes flooded with tears. 

She wished she could remain stoic in the face of her 
impending death, but her emotions were now out of 
her control. She blinked and the overflow slipped 
from her eyes streaking down her soot-dusted face. 

Blake lowered his gun, yet again, then reached up 
and removed the visor from his face. 

Aislen was dumbfounded. He couldn’t have been 
more than thirteen years old! He was tall and lanky, 
but he had the youthful face of a boy. He looked at 
her, then at his leader, then back at her, saccadic 
movements tormenting his face. He fell to his knees 
in front of  Aislen and let out a single sob.

The leader took off his visor and stormed toward 
the boy.

“Blake! Attention!” His fury was apparent now.
The command elicited no response. Blake was 

done, slumped and broken, staring blankly into the 
gray particles of ash. The leader grabbed the boy by 
the hair, pulled his head back and looked into his eyes. 
The glassy, vacant orbs must have said it all. Blake was 
lost. The leader kicked the gun from Blake’s hand 
then turned to face Aislen.



Time stopped. With his visor removed, the 
intensity of the soldier’s face blazed. His sculpted 
features appeared to have been carved out of a 
marble reserved only for a mythological god, and the 
glacier blue of his eyes bored into her own, chilling 
her bones, yet burning her with terror.

He took several deliberate steps toward Aislen, his 
eyes unwavering from hers. She could find no sign of 
warmth within their frozen terrain, but she felt held 
by them, cradled and calm. She was but prey, 
hypnotized and completely at his mercy. He stopped 
in front of her, bringing the barrel of his weapon up 
underneath her chin, lifting it to get a better look at 
her face. He surveyed her for a moment, then cocked 
his head to the side.

“Do I know you?” His voice was soft, almost 
gentle, despite the steeliness of  his demeanor.

“No,” Aislen managed to say through her choked 
throat.

“Good.” He took a step backward and aimed the 
muzzle at the center of  her forehead.  

Aislen squeezed her eyes shut, bracing herself for 
the impact. A cracking sound split through her skull, 
jarring her brain, taking her breath away. A loud 
tinnitus burned her eardrums and reverberated 
throughout her body. She felt a chill wash over her 
flesh and then she felt a breeze caress her skin.

She lay breathless. Was she crumpled up like an 
accordion now, too? No. She felt stretched out and 
flat on her back. She felt a lifting sensation, her body 
moving up, up and further up like she was being 
raised into the sky. The piercing ringing in her ears 
faded away, replaced by a hushed whirring sound. 

Was this what it was like to die? 



Pale light glimmered through her eyelids. Aislen 
took a breath and opened her eyes to a blur of dark 
and gray, shades of  shadow and amorphous shapes. 

Where am I?
She blinked a few times, trying to adjust to the 

light and rolled her head to the side. Neon green 
blinded her; 3:33 read her clock. 

Aislen was awake. 

∞

In the same moment, Raze felt the hard resistance 
of the trigger fighting against his index finger, the 
lever give up its useless battle and release, the hard tap 
of the hammer striking the firing pin which made 
contact with the primer, and the sizzle of the 
gunpowder igniting. He felt the click of the casing 
eject out the side port, the scrape of lead against steel 
as the bullet slid through the long flue, and the fever 
it created radiate off the barrel. He saw the fierce 
glister from the muzzle as the bullet made its escape 
and watched the suspended spin of the slug as it 
traveled its perfect trajectory. 

In the same second, he saw her face, covered in 
ash, streaked with the tracks of her tears, her eyes 
clenched in anticipation. He watched them open wide 
when she felt the searing heat envelope which 
preceeded the approaching bullet; the intensity of 
their green, the sparks of gold alight within them, the 
calm, the acceptance, the complete tranquility, clear 
eyes that blazed right back at him. 

All in one instant. 
Time was irrelevant. Events could be experienced 

all at once, in an overlapping cacophony, or they 
could be separated, each aspect of an event removed 



like the yolk from an egg then pulled apart like a fresh 
piece of taffy and slowed down, down, down, to be 
savored.

As the bullet made contact with the peach-down 
surface of her forehead, her lips parted to take one, 
last breath and just as it should have pierced through 
her skull and absorbed into her brain, she dissolved 
into a swarm of  static. 

Raze lowered his weapon. 
What the fuck just happened?
He would have believed she was just a figment of 

his imagination, if she hadn’t left evidence of her 
existence—the curves of her body imprinted in the 
ash. She had existed here and then she didn’t—and 
that was completely impossible.

The girl’s deresonation created an electrical 
disruption, touching off a chain reaction in the fabric 
of Demesne. One after another, the buildings of the 
city, the cars, the streets, even the two droids that 
filled out his squad of four, collapsed into pixelated 
bits and pieces. 

Raze watched the pale of his construction 
evaporate into the ethers, and within seconds 
Demesne was gone and they were standing in the 
desolate desert of  The Stratum. 

Raze turned his attention to Blake who sat 
slouched behind him, his eyes glazed over in a half-
trance. Raze snapped his fingers in front of the little 
pawn’s face. There was no light on. 

That was just fucking great. He had completed 
only half the assignment, the assassination of Scott 
Parrish, but Protocol had required that Blake 
eliminate himself, as well.  

Raze considered his options. He couldn’t kill Blake 
from this space and be assured that it was effective in 
3D; and with the schema of Demesne deconstructed, 



he didn’t think he could initiate a command sequence 
that would reestablish enough control to get Blake to 
complete the assignment. That only left one choice.

Raze reached over, touched Blake in the center of 
his forehead with his index finger and initiated the 
option-lock command. 

“Two sticks and a bucket.”
Blake’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he 

deresonated out of  The Stratum. 
“That should buy me a little time,” Raze said to 

himself. He needed to get back to the Third and 
confirm that a matching body—the dead body—of 
Scott Parrish, existed there. He closed his eyes, 
“Theta 5.”

The Womb, the pet name he called his office, 
responded to his command and slowly began shifting 
the climate from Delta Phase into Theta. 

The lighting in Delta had been pitch. Not even the 
tiniest bit of light illuminated the room. This 
enhanced his pineal gland’s production of melatonin 
and serotonin. The thermostat was set to correspond 
perfectly to his body’s fluctuating thermal readings, 
confusing his skin’s ability to differentiate between 
itself and its surroundings. White noise transmitted a 
psychoacoustic curve perfect for Raze’s auditory 
perceptions—a sound that could not be named. It 
wasn’t the waves, or the rain, or even the wind, but it 
caressed his second sense in such a way to be all those 
things and silence at the same time. Controlling these 
environmental settings allowed Raze to achieve and 
maintain the Optimum Octave of Operation with a 
delta brain wave of  2 cycles per second. 

As The Womb adjusted to Theta, light began to 
dawn, similar to the glow of a single candle; and the 
temperature of the room lowered by less than one 
degree.  Raze slowly became aware of being back in 



the controlled confines of The Womb reclined in his 
zero-gravity chaise.  He began to feel the hum of 
blood flowing through his body.

“Alpha 8.”
The Womb replied by increasing the lighting, 

shifting from white noise to soft jazz and lowering the 
thermostat another degree.

Although a part of his brain was anxious to get 
right to Beta and try to figure out what the hell just 
happened in Demesne, Raze knew he couldn’t just 
jump out of the chaise without reintegrating first. 
Plebes do that crap. Their alarm goes off every 
morning—they jump out of bed, shit, shower, shave 
and move right into the chaos of the highest Beta 
frequencies. And as a result, they live their lives in 
complete oblivion.

Raze had to fight that aspect within his lower 
nature. Reintegration was important. It allowed him 
to pull his experiences in the higher Octaves from the 
Delta Wave level of his brain and into his conscious 
Beta state. Cognizance is what separated the n00bs 
from the Masters. 

“Alpha 14.”
The chaise lifted forward into an upright position, 

the lighting dawned into 60-watt full spectrum, a fan 
circulated the air around him, and Drowning Pool’s 
“Bodies” began blasting through the surround sound. 

Raze was beyond vexed. What had happened was 
all kinds of wrong—a violation of protocol, a breach 
of The Stratum, an invasion of Demesne and the 
near failure of the Parrish Project. Demesne was the 
section of The Stratum that Raze created and 
controlled. Right now, only two people, besides Raze 
had access: Blake and Scott Parrish, all through Raze’s 
unique SurroundVision visors with their brainwave 



controllers. Even members of the Infiniti 8 did not 
have access to Raze’s section of  The Stratum. 

That girl—whoever, or whatever, she was—got 
through The Stratum and into his area, a breach on 
two levels. Raze was not one to be trespassed against. 
He was the trespasser in this world—he and he alone.

He was going to have to report to The 8 and get 
their buy in to take other measures in order to 
complete the Parrish Project. Then, he was going to 
hunt down that pretty little bitch.

Raze stood up from the chaise, straightened his tie, 
grabbed his suit jacket off the wall hook and walked 
out the door.

“Off.”
The Womb powered itself  down.



CHAPTER 2

The call rang on the MDC, jolting Sergeant Mathis 
out of his blank reverie and almost out of his own 
skin. He hammered at the received button on the 
keyboard to make the damn thing stop singing, then 
pressed his thumb and forefinger into the inner 
corners of his eyes until he caught his breath and his 
blood pressure went down. It was a pressure point 
technique he used to keep himself from heaving the 
computer system into the street and running over it 
with his patrol car.

The IT department had tried to pick out a pleasant 
musical tone to alert officers when they were being 
dispatched to a call. Epic fail. Hearing the same 
obnoxious, ringy-dingy tune again and again, 12 hours 
a day, 4 days a week was enough to make you want to 
stick your Glock in your ear and blow your ear drums 
out. It was fucking annoying. 

Once he had sufficiently timed himself out and 
was sure he wouldn’t physically abuse expensive 
department equipment, he gently pressed another key 
so he could read the call details. 

911 Hang-Up: 508 Magnolia Ave. Male juvenile 
whispering “Two sticks and a bucket” repeatedly 
before disconnecting. No answer on callback.



Mathis checked his watch. 4 a.m. Are you fucking 
kidding me? This was supposed to be “nap time,” not 
“deal with fucking bullshit time.”

He reached for his Starbucks. Every Friday he held 
Briefing at the local ’Bucks, making the officer with 
the fewest arrests for the week pay for the Watch’s 
order. That officer only got a reprieve if another 
officer came in late for his shift. And that officer only 
got off if another officer had been a complete idiot 
in some way or another during the workweek. 

They all could pretty much count on it always 
being F’in G’s turn to buy. The rookie still hadn’t 
figured his way around the rodeo yet. If he wasn’t 
running late, he was too busy correcting his crap-ass 
reports to make any arrests, or he was making some 
other boneheaded mistake. 

The ’Bucks buy tonight was earned the night 
before when F’in G decided to key up the radio to 
inform everyone that it had started raining in his part 
of town. Mathis had to school him on department 
policy about frivolous use of the radio and remind 
him he was a police officer, not the weatherman. 

Mathis took a sip from his cup and sucked in a 
cold, gelatinous film of caffeinated smegma. His 
Grande, Quad Shot, Non-fat, Caramel Macchiato was 
now an Iced, Grande, Quad Shot, Non-fat, Caramel 
Macchiato with a head of slime. Spit or swallow were 
his only choices. With nowhere to spit the wad out, he 
forced it to the back of his throat and swallowed, 
praying he wouldn’t upchuck.

Mathis gouged his fingers into his eye sockets 
again.  

The dispatcher keyed up the radio, breaking what 
should have been the blessed silence of a seasonably 
slow, winter morning. 



“M27, with S21, respond to a 911 hang up detail at 
508 Magnolia. Line disconnected. No answer on call 
back.” She repeated the basics of what was already 
written in the call, except now, she sounded pissed. 
Having to pick up her fat, left toe and push down on 
the radio pedal must have been too much for the ol’ 
gal because you could hear the I-already-lifted-my-
index-finger-to-send-you-this-fucking-detail-and-now-
you-are-making-me-break-from-eating-my-Hot-
Pocket-to-talk-to-your-dumb-asses attitude in her 
tone of  voice.

Fuckin’ dispatchers.
Obviously, the watch didn’t give a gnat’s ass about 

a punk-ass kid prank-calling 911 at zero-dark-thirty in 
the morning to break from their Angry Birds game 
and dispatch themselves to the damn call. So dispatch 
decided to send F’in G with a Sergeant for a cover. 

Not. Fucking. Cool. 
Briefing topic for next week: dispatch yourself to 

the fucking call so your sergeant doesn’t get sent with 
the rookie.

Mathis looked up the address on the MDC’s 
mapping system. 508 Magnolia Avenue. Nice 
neighborhood. Tree-lined streets of old Modesto, 
classic homes occupied by doctors, lawyers, and 
business owners with spoiled, punk-ass kids who 
think they are being cute calling the 5-0.

Well, he was sure getting ’em now. Once they 
heard S21 being dispatched as a cover, the whole 
watch hopped to. Mathis watched as all the little po-
po cars in the city blipped across the map toward 
Magnolia. Second briefing topic: every single officer 
in town does not have to respond to a prank call 
detail...depleting resources...blah, blah, blah.

Mathis shut the laptop screen. Its fluorescent glow 
was hurting his eyes. At 52, he was getting too old for 



this. Admin had practically begged him two years ago 
to use up his sick time and go out to pasture so they 
could promote some ass-lickin’ golden boy up the 
ladder. But Mathis had outright refused. They 
couldn’t make him. This was the career that he built
—he got to decide when it was time to walk away. 

The brass finally left it alone. Although his no-
holds-barred, shoot-from-the-hip style never earned 
him bars, Mathis was one of the very few  leaders in 
the department that officers actually listened to and 
respected—the last of  a dying breed. 

Which was really what kept him from retiring. The 
dying part. Mathis had a very good gut feeling that if 
he stopped doing the second best thing that ever 
happened in his life, he’d either die of boredom or 
that the overwhelming grief that he’d been carrying 
around inside would finally do him in.

It wasn’t that he never dreamed of retirement. He 
had once. He had planned his whole career around 3 
percent at 50; he maxed out his 401k, made 
investments and paid off his mortgage. He was going 
to sell his house when the real estate market was so 
ripe he would have pocketed four times the purchase 
price then immediately drive over to JZ’s and pay cash 
for the Dream Ride 50-footer with the master 
bedroom suite and oversized kitchenette. Then he 
was going to head out to fulfill his lifelong dream of 
seeing every state in the union with the best thing that 
ever happened in his life, Denise.

He was going to be the pilot, Denise, the 
navigator, just like she had always been, the navigator 
of his life, the magnetic north of his heart. When the 
cancer had eaten through to her lymph nodes before 
they ever knew it had already attacked her breasts, his 
well-thought-out path toward his Golden Years 
evaporated from under his feet. 



She didn’t even have a chance. There was nothing 
high maintenance in her death, just as there had been 
nothing high maintenence about her life. She was ill a 
month, then gone. Nothing long and drawn out. A 
few kisses, a short goodbye; and just like that, Mathis 
was left without his compass, without his soul. 

Mathis made a left onto Sycamore, then a right 
onto Magnolia. There were three units there already. 
No wait, four. Officer Simmons decided to break 
from his nightly Code 7 at his beat-wife’s house to 
show up at the call. Hell must have frozen over.

Mathis parked two houses to the east of the 508 
address, noting that F’in G, was standing outside his 
vehicle, directly in front of the house, shucking it up 
with all the swagger of a douche bag. Piss poor 
officer safety, that’s what that was. Third briefing 
topic: even if it is a stupid, fucking call, do not park in 
front of the incident address...blah, blah, blah...you’re 
buying the ’Bucks.

The dispatchers were the ones who christened an 
officer with his nickname—and they were always spot 
on. Special Ed, Dingleberry, Speed Bump, Captain 
Chaos and F’in G were just a few of the apt monikers 
that had been bestowed upon fuck-ups over the years. 
If you were a decent cop, they called you by your 
name.

“Heeeeeeeeerrrrre’s Johnny,” hollered F’in G as 
Mathis pulled himself  out of  his patrol car.

He must have heard the ol’ timers at the 
department refer to Mathis as “Johnny” in the locker 
room. It was a gentle ribbing about his karaoke 
inclination. Mathis didn’t even sing Johnny Mathis. 
They shoulda called him Dierks or Merle or Waylon 
or Willie. Actually, they should just call him Bob. That 
was his name. That’s what dispatch called him. 



And F’in G? He shoulda been calling him 
Sergeant, or better yet, Sir. Briefing topic number 
four: policy review regarding insubordination.

Mathis decided to approach the house with the 
rookie after all and teach him a lesson about real 
command presence: making your leather squeak just 
right, turning up the volume on your portable so the 
punk-ass could hear the radio chatter, jingling the jail 
cell keys on your belt and assuming the bladed stance 
at the door like you were prepared to kick his ass if 
need be. This would make a very intimidating 
impression if Punk-Ass happened to be watching 
from a window.

Mathis and F’in G made their way up the front 
path of the white colonial style home with classic 
columns on the porch. The front door was painted 
bright red. Some kind of feng shui thing, Mathis 
supposed.

Once they reached the door and assumed the 
position, Mathis rang the doorbell, slow and 
deliberate. 

Diiinng Doooong...
They stood there for a time, allowing the parents 

inside to have their “what the fuck?” moment. F’in G 
took this pause in the action as an opportunity to spit 
some of his chew juice into a potted plant. Mathis 
thought about adding another briefing topic, but 
decided briefing was already going to be 30 minutes 
too long. 

“Chew is out of uniform standards,” he growled 
instead. “Get rid of it or gut it.” F’in G looked 
surprised, apparently forgetting he had half a can of 
Cope in his bottom lip. He scrambled to scoop and 
spit it out in the planter.

Real. Fucking. Classy. 
Mathis rang the doorbell again. 



Diiinng Doooong...
Mom should be shooing Dad outta bed about 

now, urging him to get some chones on and see who 
was at the door.

After another bit of waiting, it was time to whip 
out the Maglight and rap on the door, real loud. Rat-
Tet-Tet-Tat-Tat, five times, with all the authority of the 
badge.

Punk-Ass would be pissin’ his pants, Dad would be 
trippin’ over his tighty whities and Mom would be 
hissing at Dad to hurry the fuck up.

No one answered the door.
“Shit. It’s colder than a witch’s tit  in a brass bra out 

here,” Mathis said. “You check around the south side 
and I’ll meet you around back.”

“All right, Sarg.”
Holy shit! An utterance with some semblance of 

respect. Maybe the kid was trainable after all, thought 
Mathis. Then the G smiled at him—his teeth covered 
with dip fleas. Yeah, maybe not.

He watched as F’in G started to work his way 
around the house, stopping to look into the first 
window and startling when he saw his own reflection 
staring back at him. Yeah, definitely not. The officers 
standing out at their vehicles watching this goat-fuck 
snickered. 

Mathis worked his way around the north side of 
the house. He stopped at the large picture window 
facing the street. This was the Christmas tree window, 
for sure. Mathis looked into what these people called 
the living room, although no actual living ever took 
place in it. Like all other “living” rooms, it was 
pristine, vacuum lines still visible in the carpet. It was 
decorated like the cover of a magazine and well 
furnished in what Mathis would describe as “Hoity-



toity Foo Foo”. Nice, but he preferred the “old 
bastard chic” of  his pad. 

Mathis made his way around the corner to the side 
gate. Before going into the backyard, he listened for 
the rabid panting of the family Fido. He would hate 
to have to put a bullet in a beloved pooch. That never 
goes over well. 

Once he was sure Cujo wasn’t lying in wait, he 
made his way to the next window. This appeared to be 
the master bedroom. It was clean and chic, decorated 
in crisp white linens and tan walls. That Ralph Lauren 
dude would have been proud. 

Mathis noted that the bed was still perfectly made. 
It was four o’clock in the morning. It shoulda looked 
slept in. Better yet, Mom shoulda been sitting in it, 
half naked, while Dad was at the door talking to the 
police. That would have made the trip worth it. But, 
no, the bed was just like the maid left it that morning. 
Maybe the parents were out of town and left Mr. 
Punk-Ass alone for the week. 

He turned the corner into the backyard just as F’in 
G was coming around the other side. He gave Mathis 
a shrug, looking disappointed he hadn’t discovered 
the crime of  the century.

Mathis moved toward the last window on his side 
of the house. If there was nothing here, they’d clear. 
There would be no bustin’ down the door to do an 
interior check. No need for that kind of hoopla. Just 
10-8, NR this thing and everyone could go catch a 
nap or finish their paper for the week. It was the end 
of their workweek, after all. The sooner they wrapped 
this up, the faster they could all go home to their 
families and Mathis could enjoy his La-Z-Boy and 
maybe spend some quality time down at Sammy’s 
with a mic in one hand and a Coors in the other.



The last room looked like an office. The large, 
mahogany desk with the computer sitting on top gave 
it away. The computer was in screensaver mode and 
family photographs faded in and out on the glowing 
screen. A photo of a nerdy-looking dad with his arm 
around a how’d-he-score-that MILF was replaced by a 
montage of a wholesome and sunny teenage girl. 
Here she was as a cheerleader. See her going to the 
prom. Now she is graduating from high school. This 
one is her in front of UCLA as she is dropped off at 
college. The montage ended and another set came 
floating across the screen. 

Ah, here was the perp now. A cute, little boy, 
appeared on the screen, fishing pole in hand with his 
first fish dangling from it. In the next shot he looked 
about 11, posing in his soccer uniform, arms around a 
brand new black and white ball. The photo caught 
him mid-laugh, with a dazzling smile, dimple in his 
right cheek, and a bright glint in his eyes.

“Good lookin’ kid,” Mathis said to F’in G as he 
sidled up beside him. “That, and being privileged? No 
wonder he thinks he can get away with this crap.”

The next photo swept across the screen. It was the 
same kid, just a little older, but damn, what a 
difference. His hair was longer, disheveled and falling 
in his eyes. He wore a black sweatshirt with white 
skull and crossbones splashed all over it. He looked as 
if someone was forcing him to take the picture, 
reluctant and petulant. His chin was down and he 
looked up through his bangs, shooting a withering 
glare, not at the camera, but at the person behind it. It 
looked as though, if he could of got away with it, he 
would have stuck his tongue out or flipped the 
photographer the bird.

“Yikes,” was F’in G’s contribution.



Mathis’ attention was drawn to the far side of the 
room. A large, flat screen television sat on a console. 
The screen was paused on a movie scene of an 
apocalyptic nature, an abandoned city, in a state of 
disaster. There appeared to be blood splatter caught 
mid-air on the screen. A little itch wiggled in his gut.

Mathis tried to shine his flashlight at a better angle 
to see if the blood splatter pattern was on the camera 
lens as part of the movie or on the television screen 
itself, but he couldn’t tell. He dropped the light beam 
down toward the floor. A leather couch faced the 
television screen so he couldn’t see if anyone was 
sitting or lying on the couch or the floor in front of 
the couch. The unshaved whiskers on the back of his 
neck pricked up. He scanned the beam along the base 
of the couch until he came to the end and there he 
saw a pair of bare feet; the large, hairy feet, of an 
adult male, one foot splayed sideways, the other, toes 
up toward the ceiling. Whoever it was lay on his back. 

Mathis adjusted the beam up a little bit, trying to 
get a better view  and lighted upon another pair of 
smaller legs. His beam jumped around the room from 
the jolt of surprise that rocked him. Mathis refocused 
his shaking hand back in that direction and there, at 
the base of a bookshelf, curled in a ball, rocking 
himself  back and forth, was a boy, covered in blood.



CHAPTER 3

Aislen had been staring at the ceiling for hours. 
After the nightmare she’d had, it had been impossible 
to go back to sleep. She kept rewinding and replaying 
the reel of the surreal—the strange and shifting world 
she had found herself in, the disorientation of her 
temporary, yet complete, amnesia, and the desperation 
of being utterly alone. The horror of witnessing a 
young boy blindly following his leader’s commands 
and murdering what appeared to be an innocent man 
was juxtaposed with the haunted shock on his face 
when he looked at her and couldn’t pull the trigger. 
Did he have a sudden shift in conscience or was he 
devastated that his resolve failed and he couldn’t kill 
her?

Then there was the lead soldier, merciless as he 
stepped in to kill Aislen without any hesitation. 
Aislen’s heart hammered in her chest now as she 
remembered him. He was a chiseled masterpiece, 
defined muscles taut and flexed, barely containing 
themselves within the confines of his uniform. His 
eyes were the glacier blue of ice, and the steely 
determination that radiated from them pierced 
straight through her core. He was so exquisite it was 
frightening. She had felt powerless before him, 
helpless and frozen. She felt ashamed of herself now 



for feeling so weak. He had only looked at her for a 
moment, yet it felt like an eternity passed between 
them. 

Then he shot her, plain and simple.
Aislen shuddered. A chill scampered across her 

arms and wiggled up the nape of her neck. Heaviness 
lingered in the air around her. The dream still felt 
present in her mind and palpable on her flesh. 

She’d heard somewhere that if you died in a 
dream, you died in your real life. Well, obviously, that 
wasn’t true. Thankfully, she was alive and breathing, 
but even when she woke up it took her several 
minutes to figure out where she was, to put the puzzle 
pieces together, to form her bedroom, to weave the 
story together of who she was. It was like being newly 
born and placed back into her life.

Disturbing. Discombobulating.
To have a dream as vivid as this was unusual for 

Aislen and it scared the crap out of her. Aislen was 
not much of a dreamer, asleep or awake. She rarely 
remembered any of them. Most of the time she went 
to sleep, then woke up out of blackness only knowing 
that time had passed because the numbers on her 
clock had changed. When she did remember a dream, 
it was in vague fragments, a mash-up of the previous 
day’s conflicts mixed with whatever she happened to 
catch on television before she’d gone to bed. One 
could wrap a rationale around that.

Aislen wasn’t prone to daydreaming, either; silly 
flights of fancy were a waste of valuable time. She 
had school and work and goals to achieve. Girls 
satisfied with whatever life brought to them on a 
platter could afford to wile away the hours wandering 
in la-la land. One day, they would wake up and realize 
life only brought you Mac and Cheese and powdered 
milk if  you let it—the stuff  of  food stamps. 



No, Aislen was as realistic and practical as they 
came. She had partaken enough from that menu and 
was determined to create a future in which she could 
choose what was going on her platter. Her preference 
was having her cake and eating it too, thank you very 
much.

Aislen heard rustling in the kitchen downstairs, 
and the aromas of coffee and bacon began drifting 
through the cracks of the old ranch house. This was 
the beginning of the daily grind: Mom making some 
breakfast, packing Aislen a lunch, and brewing a 
strong pot of  java to get their blood pumping.

At 24, Aislen felt too old to still be living at home, 
but her mom wasn’t exactly pushing her out the door. 
Quite the contrary, Sabine was insistent that Aislen 
finish her nursing degree before she had to start 
worrying about paying rent and feeding herself. She 
refused to allow Aislen to contribute anything to the 
household, wanting her to pay for school and save 
money instead. Aislen’s guilt over her mother’s 
generosity mounted daily. 

Her mother had worked long, hard hours for years, 
waitressing at a breakfast joint in town to support the 
two of them. One wouldn’t expect that it would 
provide them with much, but her mom had managed 
to buy a house and a couple of decent, although very 
used, cars, all on her meager waitress salary and the 
generous tips of  her patrons. 

Their house wasn’t a showplace by any stretch of 
the imagination. Squatting just outside the city limits 
of Modesto, in the little town of Empire, the two-
bedroom ranchette literally sat right next to the tracks 
of the Santa Fe Railroad. The constant roil and wail 
of the locomotives barreling past the house rattled 
the clapboards, swayed the cheap dining room 
chandelier, and made the lights flicker, but Aislen 



actually liked having the massive hunks of steel patrol 
their backyard every couple of hours. It brought her 
peace of mind knowing that someone else was awake 
in the wee hours of the night. She never felt 
completely alone in the dark.

While most college students would be chomping at 
the bit to get out from under the parental authority, it 
wasn’t hard living with her mom. As soon as Aislen 
became an adult, her mother treated her as such, 
imposing no rules and allowing her the freedom to do 
as she pleased. 

Then again, Aislen really wasn’t the kind of person 
who went bat-shit crazy as soon as she turned 18. She 
didn’t lead a lifestyle that could be crimped by the 
constant presence of her mother. With school, 
homework, and working almost full-time at the 
residential care facility, she didn’t have a whole lot of 
free time to play. 

Even if she did, Empire was the furthest thing 
from a hub of social activity. The Mexican cantina at 
the corner had a pretty hopping nightlife, but it was 
too rough a crowd for the likes of Aislen. Going into 
Modesto was a futile endeavor, too. Once a charming 
little agricultural town, Modesto had grown too big, 
too fast, and had become the epitome of urban 
sprawl whose main attraction was a shopping mall. 

No, it was a good thing she wasn’t much of a 
social animal and that she was happy at home. There 
would be time for traveling and living the high life 
later, when she was finished with school and gainfully 
employed. Then she would take her mom on a real 
vacation, somewhere exotic and far away as a thank 
you for all her mom had done.

Aislen had already started planning. She had a 
shoebox stuffed with brochures from the local travel 
agency stashed under her bed and lying on top were 



two passports, one for her and one for her mom. She 
had filled out the applications, taken a snapshot of 
her mom under the guise of a college homework 
assignment, saved her money, and sent away for them. 
Aislen couldn’t wait to start filling the small book with 
colorful stamps from around the world.

She glanced at the clock. Six-thirty. She needed to 
drag her ass out of bed. Today was going to be a long 
day with three classes this morning and a full shift 
later on only four hours of sleep. She was screwed. 
She shuffled down the stairs to get some coffee and 
spend a bit of time with her mom before they both 
had to get their hustle and bustle on.

Sabine was sitting at the kitchen dinette by the 
large picture window overlooking the pruned 
skeletons of their rose garden staring off into the 
horizon. A diaphanous fog clung low to the ground, 
diffusing the morning light and softening the crooked 
landscape. She cradled her morning cup of coffee in 
her hand. 

Aislen smiled. Mom always drank her coffee from 
an antique teacup. She kept a whole collection of 
them—twenty-two, each with a matching saucer—
carefully arranged in custom-built shelves on the 
kitchen wall. That none of them had ever toppled off 
with the passing of  a train defied the laws of  physics. 

When she was young, Aislen spent hours gazing at 
each of the fine porcelain and bone china cups, losing 
herself in the vivid, intricate patterns. Each year 
Sabine would add a new cup to the collection, but had 
stopped a couple of years ago. Aislen assumed that 
her mother had again sacrificed something special for 
herself in order to help Aislen through college. It was 
yet another source of guilt and another thing she 
planned to remedy when she finished her RN 
program.



Her mom was drinking her coffee from Aislen’s 
favorite, a royal blue and white lotus cup that sat on a 
saucer shaped like an open blossom. Sabine was 
adamant about drinking her coffee from these cups. 
The thick rim of a regular coffee mug reminded her 
too much of the diner. These cups brought an air of 
refinement to her morning ritual. There was also 
another house rule; don’t talk to Mom until she 
finished her first cup of coffee, but Aislen knew she 
was probably on her third cup by now, so it  was safe 
for a conversation.

“Hi, Mom.” 
“Mornin’, hon.” Sabine looked away from the 

window. “How’d you sleep?”
“Not that good, actually.” Aislen didn’t really want 

to go into the details of her nightmare. No one ever 
really liked hearing people recount their dreams—
good or bad. Dreams always seemed interesting to the 
dreamer, but to the listener? Not so much. “I tossed 
and turned all night. I must have too much on my 
mind.” 

“You? No way. Shocking!” 
“Yeah, I know.” It was the one thing her mother 

did nag her about—her all work and no play 
philosophy. Sabine never had an opportunity to play 
at Aislen’s age. Being a single mother, she couldn’t, 
and she didn’t want Aislen to follow in her footsteps 
by not enjoying some of the freedoms of youth. 
Aislen sat down at the table across from her mom, 
preparing herself  for the latest.

“You know, Aislen. I am really proud of you,” she 
began on cue. “Of how hard you work and how well 
you are doing in school...I am constantly amazed at 
how easily you are able to balance everything.”

“But...” Aislen continued for her.



“Yes, but—I really wish you would take an evening 
off every once in a while. Relax, for crying out loud! 
You know I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to have a 
little fun in your life. Why don’t you call Gen and have 
a girl’s night out?”

Aislen sighed, feeling more than a little guilty. 
Genesis had been her best friend since kindergarten, 
when she and her mom first moved out to Empire; 
but Aislen hadn’t been a very good friend lately, too 
wrapped up in her schedule. 

You couldn’t have two more different people. 
While Aislen was serious, Genesis was more of a free 
spirit, a go-with-the-flow kind of girl, wild and mystic. 
Where Aislen gravitated toward science—facts and 
proof—Genesis explored weird things, like astrology, 
tarot cards, and alternative healing traditions. Aislen 
liked to tease Gen and call her “kooky,” but at the 
same time she was the easiest person to be around. 
Aislen always felt immediately at home in the 
presence of  her friend. 

“Uh, yeah, I guess we could do that. I can call her 
later and see if we can hang out,” Aislen said, hoping 
the promise would appease her mother. She changed 
the subject. “How about you? How’d you sleep?”

“Alright, I guess. But I should really stop watching 
the news first thing when I wake up. It sets the day 
off  wrong.”

Mom always worried after watching the news, like 
the chaos in the world would somehow leak into their 
lives and ruin all that they were working so hard to 
rise above. But, as much as her mom worried, it didn’t 
stop her from watching every 20/20, Dateline, 
TruStory, Forensic Evidence, Who-Done-It program 
that came on.

“The world seems to be going crazy lately. 
Another big earthquake, if you can believe it. Freak 



tornados. More suicide bombings in the Mid East. 
Unemployment and foreclosures are up again this 
month...it never ends.”

“Well, none of  that affects us, Mom.”
“No. Some of it might not, but there was a 

shooting in town last night. Some man was found 
shot in his house, with his son sitting all bloody next 
to him. They think the kid may have shot him.”

 Aislen stared at her mother. A creeping sensation 
wiggled across her back as she remembered the man 
in her dream getting shot by a little kid. “When did 
that happen?” Aislen asked, thinking maybe she’d 
heard it on the news before she fell asleep, which 
would explain her dream.

“Early this morning. They weren’t giving out too 
many other details and I turned it off before they 
could. Modesto is still a small town when it comes to 
this stuff. I am afraid I will know these people 
somehow.”

Aislen was distracted now. The murder had 
happened while she was sleeping—while she was 
dreaming. She had the sudden need to get out of the 
room—to get out of the house—and put this 
disturbing news behind her.

“You know, I need to get ready. I have a long day 
ahead of me.” She got up and gave her mom a kiss on 
the cheek. “Love you, Mom.” 

Aislen turned to head back up the stairs.
“I love you, too, Buttercup,” her mom replied.
Aislen stopped dead in her tracks. Her mother had 

never called her Buttercup before. The air in the 
kitchen turned electric, her skin bristled into a cloak 
of gooseflesh. A wave of nostalgia surged through 
her, the feeling that she had lost something precious, 
something she loved. It was the same longing ache 



she had felt in her dream when the unknown voice 
spoke to her in the desert.  

Aislen looked back at her mother, but Sabine was 
already looking back out the window, taking another 
sip of her coffee, seemingly unaware of the novelty 
of  the pet name she spoke.

 Aislen turned and ran back up the stairs. She 
jumped in the shower and began scrubbing herself in 
the hottest water possible, trying to wash off her 
heebie-jeebies. She toweled off, dried her hair, and 
threw on a pair of  scrubs.   

She stopped to check herself in the mirror. Her 
hair was slicked back in a neat pony, she wore no 
make up, and there were the damn freckles that would 
never fade.  She leaned forward and looked closer at 
her reflection.

There it  was: the “butt-chin.” Strange. She had 
been looking at herself in the mirror for 24 years and 
had never noticed the shallow hollow of her chin. She 
reached up to the mirror and pressed the chin of her 
reflection. 

The warm humidity of the room suddenly chilled, 
dropping 20 degrees in an instant. Steam clouded 
over her reflection, and the mirror made a loud 
popping sound from the sudden shift in temperature. 
A tingle ran down her spine and Aislen became aware 
of  a presence in the room with her. 

“I love your little butt-chin, Buttercup.” The voice 
from the dream desert whispered to her, reaching 
inside her chest and wrenching her heart. She wanted 
to run, but something—or someone—gripped her 
and pinned her before the mirror.

“I’ll be here when you wake up,” a man’s mellow 
timbre whispered in her ear, as plain as if he were 
standing at her shoulder. Another deluge of emotion 



sluiced through her, filling her with the deepest 
sadness.    

There were no men in her life who would have 
ever touched her chin in such a way or have said such 
a thing. Aislen never had any boyfriends and her mom 
had only a very few dinner dates in all these years. 
They had no close, living relatives. And her father had 
never been in the picture.

Well, he had been...once. Just one day. Aislen could 
barely remember it. She had only been three or four. 
But the memory pressed itself into her head now as if 
an invisible hand was forcing it inside. 

The memory of a small apartment, the doorbell 
ringing and her mom opening the door. When her 
mom saw who it was, she shut the door and spoke to 
the visitor through a narrow gap in a low  voice. The 
person on the other side of the door spoke back, 
again in a low voice that Aislen could not hear. The 
exchange continued back and forth, the hushed, 
urgent tones took on a staccato rhythm. 

Aislen could tell her mother was not happy. Her 
voice had the same cadence and insistence that Aislen 
heard when her mother told her to clean her room, or 
to stop fussing in the car. 

Aislen heard a “no”, a “stop”, and a “don’t.” She 
moved closer to her mother, mostly to reassure her 
small self that everything was all right. She heard her 
mother tell the person that she wanted him to leave. 
A man’s voice on the other side of the door asked 
something with an attitude as firm as her mother. 
Mother kept saying “no”—a lot—and got angrier. 

“You can’t just walk out of our lives...out of her 
life...then just pop back out of the blue. Especially 
now. Aislen is old enough to know things—to 
remember things. This will confuse her.”



“So you did name her Aislen after all?” The man 
did not say her name the way Mom said it. Mom said 
it “Aaaazlyn.” The man on the other side of the door 
said “Ashlyn.” 

Her mother went silent. A wisp of a breeze 
slipped through the crack, past her mom, and swirled 
around Aislen. It carried the scent of wood and dirt 
and leaves, of something unknown and known at the 
same time. Aislen tiptoed a little closer.

“Sabine,” the man’s voice said, softer this time. 
“May I please see Aislen?”

When she heard her name again, said with its 
foreign lilt, Aislen felt the absolute need to check out 
the stranger on the other side of the door. She came 
up behind her mother’s legs and tried to peek 
between them. Her mom reached around and placed 
her hand on Aislen’s head trying to push her back, but 
that only upset her; being stopped from doing 
something only made her more obstinate about 
having to do it. Aislen ducked from under her 
mother’s palm and went around her knees instead and 
pulled open the door.

The man looked down in surprise. He looked back 
at her mother, a plea in his eyes, then without waiting 
for her approval he squatted down so he was face to 
face with Aislen. 

Aislen didn’t take too well to strangers. Attention 
from anyone except her mother usually instigated an 
awkward game of peek-a-boo that ended up with 
Aislen either bursting into tears or running off to 
hide in another room. But she didn’t feel the need to 
hide herself  from this man. 

The hair on his head reminded her of the sand at 
the beach that she so loved playing in. He had a soft 
smile with lines at the corners that made it seem like 



he smiled all the time. He had lines like that around 
his eyes, too, and she recognized those eyes. They 
were exactly like the eyes she saw in her mirror when 
she looked at herself, grass green with a gold ring 
dancing within them.

“Hello, Aislen,” the man finally said. “My name is 
Preston.”

“How do you do,” Aislen stuck her tiny hand out 
for him to shake. “I’m Tweedle Dee.” It was a gesture 
she had seen in her favorite Disney movie, “Alice in 
Wonderland,” the one she watched over and over and 
over again even though her mom wished she would 
watch “Something Else For A Change.”

This made the man laugh. He reached out his 
hand, taking hers in his and shaking it gently. But he 
didn’t let it go and Aislen didn’t pull away. The man 
named Preston looked down at her small, pudgy hand 
and smoothed his thumb softly across the top of  it. 

When he looked into her eyes, his were as shiny as 
glass and he looked at her for a very long while 
without saying anything. Then he smiled, reached his 
pointer finger up and pressed it in the center of her 
chin.

“I love your little butt-chin, Buttercup.” Then he 
leaned in, kissed her on the cheek and whispered into 
her tiny ear, “I’ll be here when you wake up.” 

Aislen snapped out of the reverie, thrown back 
from the mirror as if it had electrocuted her. 
Profound sorrow ripped through her, clutching at her 
throat and choking off  her breath. 

It was him! It was the voice of her father she was 
hearing—the same voice she had heard when she was 
lost in her dream. It was his words, transported from 
a forgotten moment—their only moment—so long 
ago.



Why in the hell would she have dreamed his voice? 
What was going on that she would pull up such a 
well-buried memory? And why was it filling her with 
this sadness, rather than the anger, resentment or 
apathy she had nurtured for all these years? He had 
abandoned her, for Christ sake—abandoned them!  

Yet the memory was back with full clarity, as if it 
had just happened yesterday; and the look in his eyes, 
the total love that she saw in them, was imprinted 
afresh in her psyche.

She looked back up at herself in the mirror. The 
condensation that had veiled her image was clearing 
away as quickly as it appeared. The mirror percussed 
again loudly and the ghostly grasp released her.

So completely freaked out that she couldn’t stand 
it any longer, Aislen grabbed her backpack, ran out of 
the room, down the stairs, and out the front door—
away from everything that was haunting her.


